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A FEW years ago a psychopath burned down my house.

The night it happened, I was out to dinner with the woman who’d designed the house and lived in it with me. We were driving up Beverly Glen when the sirens cut through the darkness, ululating, like coyote death wails.

The noise died quickly, indicating a nearby disaster, but there was no reason to assume the worst. Unless you’re the worst kind of fatalist, you think: ‘Something lousy happened to some poor devil.’

That night, I learned different.

Since then, the Klaxon of an ambulance or a fire truck in my neighborhood sets off something inside me - a crimp of shoulder, a catch of breath, an arrhythmic flutter of the plum-colored thing in my chest.

Pavlov was right.

I’m trained as a clinical psychologist, could do something about it but have chosen not to. Sometimes anxiety makes me feel alive.

 



When the sirens shrieked, Milo and I were having dinner at an Italian place at the top of the Glen. It was ten-thirty on a cool June night. The restaurant closes at eleven, but we were the last patrons, and the waiter was looking tired. The woman I was now seeing was teaching a night course in  abnormal psychology at the U., and Milo’s partner, Rick Silverman, was busy at the Cedars-Sinai ER trying to salvage the five most seriously injured victims of a ten-car pileup on the Santa Monica Freeway.

Milo had just closed the file on a robbery-turned-to-multiple-homicide at a liquor store on Pico Boulevard. The solve had taken more persistence than brainwork. He was in a position to pick his cases, and no new ones had crossed his desk.

I’d finally finished testifying at the seemingly endless child-custody hearings waged by a famous director and his famous actress wife. I’d begun the consult with some optimism. The director had once been an actor, and both he and his ex knew how to perform. Now, three years later, two kids who’d started out in pretty good shape were basket cases living in France.

Milo and I chewed our way through focaccia and baby artichoke salad, orrechiati stuffed with spinach, veal pounded to paper. Neither of us felt like talking. A bottle of decent white wine smoothed the silence. Both of us were strangely content; life wasn’t fair, but we ’d done our jobs well.

When sirens came, I kept my eyes on my plate. Milo stopped eating. The napkin he ’d tucked in his shirt collar was spotted with spinach and olive oil.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Not a fire.’

‘Who’s worrying?’

He pushed hair off his forehead, picked up his fork and knife, speared, chewed, swallowed.

I said, ‘How can you tell?’

‘That it ’s not a big-red? Trust me, Alex. It’s a black-and-white. I know the frequency.’

A second cruiser wailed by. Then a third.

He pulled his tiny blue cell phone out of his pocket and punched a button. A preset number rang.

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Just curious,’ he said. His connection went through, and he told the phone, ‘This is Lieutenant Sturgis. What call just went out in the vicinity of upper Beverly Glen? Yeah, near Mulholland.’ He waited, green eyes dimmed to near brown in the miserly light of the restaurant. Under the spotted napkin was a baby-blue polo shirt that really didn’t work well with his pallid complexion. His acne pits were flagrant, his jowls gravid as freshly filled wineskins. Long white side-burns frizzed his big face, a pair of skunkish stripes that seemed to sprout artificially from his black hair. He’s a gay policeman and my best friend.

‘That so,’ he said. ‘Any detective assigned, yet? Okay, listen, I happen to be right near there, can make it over in ten - no make that fifteen - make it twenty minutes. Yeah, yeah, sure.’

He snapped the little phone shut. ‘Double homicide, two bodies in a car. Being this close, I figured I should have a look. The crime scene’s still being secured, and the techs haven’t gotten there, so we can still have dessert. How are you with cannoli?’

 



We split the check, and he offered to drive me home, but neither of us took that seriously.

‘In that case,’ he said, ‘we ’ll take the Seville.’

I drove quickly. The crime scene was on the west side of the intersection between the Glen and Mulholland, up a skinny, decomposed, granite road marked PRIVATE that climbed through sycamore-crowned hillside.

A police cruiser was stationed at the mouth of the road.  Staked to a tree several feet up was a FOR SALE sign bearing the logo of a Westside realtor. Milo flashed the badge to the uniform in the car, and we drove through.

At the top of the road was a house behind high, night-blackened hedges. Two more black-and-whites kept us ten yards back. We parked and continued on foot. The sky was purplish, the air still bitter with the smolder of two early-summer brush fires, one up near Camarillo, the other past Tujunga. Both had just been vanquished. One had been set by a fireman.

Behind the hedges was stout wooden fencing. Double gates had been left open. The bodies slumped in a red Mustang convertible parked on a semicircular flagstone driveway. The house behind the drive was a vacant mansion, a big neo-Spanish thing that was probably cheerful peach in the daylight. At this hour, it was putty gray.

The driveway bordered a half acre of front yard, shaded by more sycamores - giant ones. The house looked newish and was ruined by too many weird-shaped windows, but someone had been smart enough to spare the trees.

The top was down on the little red car. I stood back and watched as Milo approached, careful to stay behind the tape. He did nothing but stare. Moments later, a pair of crime-scene techs walked onto the property lugging cases on a dolly. They talked to him briefly, then under the tape.

He walked back to the Seville. ‘Looks like gunshot wounds to both heads, a guy and a girl, young. He’s in the driver’s seat, she’s next to him. His fly’s open, and his shirt’s half-unbuttoned. Her shirt’s clean off, tossed in the back seat along with her bra. Under the shirt she wore black leggings. They’re rolled down to her ankles, and her legs are spread.’

‘Lovers’ lane thing?’ I said.

‘Empty house,’ he said. ‘Good neighborhood. Probably a nice view from the back yard. Seize the night and all that? Sure.’

‘If they knew about the house, they could be locals.’

‘He looked clean-cut, well dressed. Yeah, I’d say local is also a decent bet.’

‘I wonder why the gate was left open.’

‘Or maybe it wasn’t, and one of them has some connection to the house and a gate-clicker. For all we know, one of their families built the place. Crime Scene will do their thing, hopefully they’ll find IDs in the pockets. The car’s plates are being run right now.’

I said, ‘Any gun in sight?’

‘A murder-suicide thing? Not likely.’

He rubbed his face. His hand lingered at his mouth, tugged down his lower lip and let it snap back up.

‘What?’ I said.

‘Two head-shots plus, Alex. Someone jammed what looks to be a short spear or a crossbow bolt into the girl’s torso. Here.’ He touched a spot under his breastbone. ‘From what I could see the damn thing went clear through her and is lodged in the seat. The impact jolted her body, she ’s lying funny.’

‘A spear.’

‘She was skewered, Alex. A bullet to the brain wasn’t enough.’

‘Overkill,’ I said. ‘A message. Were they actually making love or were they positioned sexually?’

He flashed a frightening smile. ‘Now we ’re veering into your territory.’
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THE TECHS and the coroner gloved up and did their thing under heartless floodlights. Milo talked to the uniforms who’d arrived first on the scene, and I stood around.

He loped over to one of the big sycamores, said something to no apparent listener, and a nervous-looking Hispanic man in baggy clothes stepped from behind the trunk. The man talked with his hands and looked agitated. Milo did a lot of listening. He took out his notepad and scrawled without breaking eye contact. When he was finished, the man was allowed to leave the scene.

The spear in the girl’s chest appeared to be a homemade weapon fashioned from a slat of wrought-iron fencing. The coroner who manipulated it free said so out loud as she carried it beyond the yellow tape perimeter and laid it on an evidence sheet.

The uniforms checked the property for similar fencing, found iron around a pool, but a different diameter.

DMV came through with the car’s registration: The Mustang was one year old and registered to Jerome Allan Quick, of South Camden Drive in Beverly Hills. A wallet in the pocket of the male victim’s khakis yielded a driver’s license that confirmed him as Gavin Ryan Quick, two months past his twentieth birthday. A student ID card put him as a sophomore at the U., but the card was two years old.  In another pocket, the techs retrieved a joint wrapped in a baggie and a foil-wrapped condom. Another condom, out of the foil but unrolled, was discovered on the floor of the Mustang.

Neither the girl’s black leggings nor her gold silk shirt contained pockets. No purse or handbag was found in the car or anywhere else. Blonde, thin, pale, pretty, she remained unidentified. Even after the spear was removed, she lay contorted, chest thrust at the night sky, neck twisted, eyes wide open. A spidery position no living creature would have entertained.

The coroner wouldn’t commit but guessed from the arterial blood spatter that she ’d been alive while being impaled.

 



Milo and I drove to Beverly Hills. Once again, he offered to drop me off; once again, I laughed. Allison would be home by now, but we weren’t living together, so there was no reason to let her know where I was. Back when Robin and I did live together, I checked in most of the time. Sometimes I was derelict. The least of my sins.

I said, ‘Who was the guy you interviewed?’

‘Night watchman employed by the real estate company. His job is to drive around at the end of the day, check out the high-priced listings, make sure everything’s secure. The brokerage gives the key out to their agents, and agents from other outfits can come by and borrow copies. Supposedly a foolproof system, but doors don’t get locked, windows and gates are left open. That’s probably what happened here. The house was shown today by three brokers. It was the watchman’s last stop, he covers everything from San Gabriel to the beach. He ’s the one who found the bodies and phoned it in.’

‘But you’ll paraffin him, anyway.’

‘Done. No gunshot residue. I’ll also be checking the three brokers and their clients.’

I crossed Santa Monica Boulevard, drove east, headed south on Rodeo Drive. Shops were closed, but storefronts were bright. A homeless man steered a shopping cart past Gucci.

‘So you’re taking the case,’ I said.

He rode half a block before answering. ‘Been a while since I had me a nice little whodunit, good to stay in shape.’

He ’d always claimed to hate whodunits, but I said nothing. The last one had closed a while back, a cold-hearted killer executing people with artistic talent. The day after Milo filed his final report, he said, ‘Ready for some low-IQ bar shootings, bad guys holding the smoking gun.’

Now he said, ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m a glutton for punishment. Let ’s get this over with.’

 



Jerome Allan Quick lived on a pretty street a block and a half south of Wilshire. This was the middle ground of Beverly Hills, meaning pleasant houses on fifth-acre lots that ran between one and two million.

The Quick residence was a two-story white traditional, open to the street. A white minivan and a gray baby Benz shared the driveway. Lights out. Everything looked peaceful. That would change soon.

Milo phoned Beverly Hills PD to let them know he ’d be making a notification call, then we got out and walked to the house. His knock elicited only silence. His doorbell ring brought footsteps and a woman’s voice asking who it was.

‘Police.’

Lights on in the entry illuminated the peephole in the  door. The door opened, and the woman said, ‘Police? What ’s going on?’

She was in her midforties, trim but wide in the hips, wore green velour sweats, glasses on a chain, and nothing on her feet. Ash-blond hair was texturized to faux carelessness. At least four shades of blond that I could make out in the light over the doorway, blended artfully. Her nails were painted silver. Her skin looked tired. She squinted and blinked. The house behind her was silent.

There ’s no good way to do what Milo had to do. She sagged and screamed and tore at her hair and accused him of being crazy and a goddamn liar. Then her eyes bugged and her hand snapped across her mouth and a retching sound forced its way through her fingers.

I was the first to follow her into her kitchen, where she vomited into a stainless-steel sink. Milo hung near the doorway, looking miserable but still taking the time to examine the room.

As she threw up convulsively, I stood behind her but didn’t touch her. When she was finished, I got her a paper towel.

She said, ‘Thank you, that was very . . .’

She started to smile, then she saw me for the stranger I was and began to shake uncontrollably.

 



When we finally made it to the living room, she remained on her feet and insisted we sit. We perched on a blue brocade sofa. The room was pretty.

She stared at us. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her face had gone white.

‘Can I get you coffee and cake?’

Milo said, ‘Don’t go to any trouble, Mrs Quick.’

‘Sheila.’ She hurried back to the kitchen. Milo clenched and unclenched his hands. My eyes ached. I stared at a Picasso  print of an old guitarist, a reproduction cherrywood grandfather clock, pink silk flowers in a crystal vase, family photos. Sheila Quick, a thin, gray-haired man, a dark-haired girl about twenty, and the boy in the Mustang.

She returned with two mismatched mugs of instant coffee, a jar of powdered whitener, a plate of sugar cookies. Her lips were bloodless. ‘I’m so sorry. Here, maybe this will make you feel better.’

Milo said, ‘Ma’am—’

‘Sheila. My husband ’s in Atlanta.’

‘Business?’

‘Jerry’s a metals dealer. He visits scrapyards and smelters and whatever.’ She fooled with her hair. ‘Have one, please, they’re Pepperidge Farms.’

Lifting a cookie from the plate, she dropped it, tried to pick it up, crushed it to crumbs on the carpet.

‘Now look what I did!’ She threw up her hands and cried.

 



Milo was gentle, but he probed, and he and Sheila Quick fell into a routine: Short questions from him, long, rambling answers from her. She seemed hypnotized by the sound of her own voice. I didn’t want to think about what it would be like when we left.

Gavin Quick was the younger of two children. A twenty-three-year-old sister named Kelly attended law school at Boston University. Gavin was a very good boy. No drugs, no bad company. His mother couldn’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt him.

‘It ’s really a pretty stupid question, Detective.’

‘It ’s just something I have to ask, ma’am.’

‘Well it doesn’t apply here. No one would want to hurt Gavin, he ’s been hurt enough.’

Milo waited.

She said, ‘He was in a terrible car crash.’

‘When was this, ma’am?’

‘Just under a year ago. He ’s lucky he wasn’t—’ Her voice choked. She lowered her head to her hands, and her back hunched and trembled.

It took a while for her to show her face. ‘Gavin was with a bunch of friends - college friends, he was just finishing his second year at the U., was studying economics. He was interested in business - not Jerry’s business. Finance, real estate, big things.’

‘What happened?’

‘What - oh, the crash? Pointless, absolutely pointless, but do kids listen? They denied it, but I’m sure drinking had something to do with it.’

‘They?’

‘The boy who was driving - his insurance company. They wanted to reduce their liability. Obviously. A kid from Whittier, Gavin knew him from school. He was killed, so we couldn’t very well harass his parents, but the time it took the insurance company to compensate us for Gavin’s medical was - you don’t need to hear this.’

She grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes.

‘What exactly happened, Mrs Quick?’

‘What happened? Six of them piled into a stupid little Toyota and were speeding way too fast on Pacific Coast Highway. They’d been to a concert in Ventura and were heading back to LA. The driver - the boy who died, Lance Hernandez - missed a turn and plowed right into the mountainside. He and the front-seat passenger were killed instantly. The two boys in the back next to Gavin were only injured slightly. Gav was sandwiched between them; he was the  skinniest, so he got the middle spot, and there was no seat belt. The Highway Patrol told us it was lucky for him he was squished so tight between them because that prevented him from flying. As is, he was thrown forward and the front of his head hit the back of the driver’s seat. His shoulder was wrenched, and some small bones in his feet broke when they were bent back. The funny thing is, there was no blood, no bruising, just the smallest bump on his forehead. He wasn’t in a coma or anything, but they did tell us he’d suffered a severe concussion. He had a memory loss that was pretty bad for a few days, it really took weeks for his head to clear fully. Other than that, when the bump went down, there was nothing you could see from the outside. But I’m his mother, I knew he was different.’

‘Different how, Mrs Quick?’

‘Quieter - does it matter? What does it have to do with this?’

‘Collecting background, ma’am.’

‘Well, I don’t see the point of it. First you come in here and tear my life to shreds, then you - I’m sorry, I’m just taking it out on you rather than kill myself.’ Big smile. ‘First my baby gets thrown against a seat, now you’re telling me he was shot by some maniac - where did it happen?’

‘Off of Mulholland Drive, north of Beverly Glen.’

‘All the way up there? Well, I wouldn’t know what he ’d be doing there.’ She looked at us with newfound skepticism, as if hoping we were wrong about everything.

‘He was parked in his car with a young woman.’

‘A young—’ Sheila Quick’s hand wadded the tissue. ‘Blonde, good figure, pretty?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Kayla,’ she said. ‘Oh my God, Gavin and Kayla, why  didn’t you tell me it was both of them - now I have to tell Paula and Stan - oh God how am I going to—’

‘Kayla was Gavin’s girlfriend?’

‘Is - was. I don’t know, they were something.’ Sheila Quick placed the tissue on the sofa cushion and sat immobile. The crushed paper began expanding, as if by its own volition, and she stared at it.

‘Mrs Quick?’ said Milo.

‘Gavin and Kayla were off and on,’ she said. ‘They knew each other from Beverly High. After the accident, when Gavin . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t tell her parents, I’m sorry - will you tell them?’

‘Of course. What’s Kayla’s last name and where do her folks live?’

‘You can use my kitchen phone. I’m sure they’re up, at least Stan is. He ’s a night person. He ’s a musician, composes commercials, movie scores. He ’s very successful. They live up in the Flats.’

‘The last name, ma’am?’

‘Bartell. Used to be Bartelli or something Italian like that. Kayla’s a blondie, but she ’s Italian. Must be northern Italian. At least on Stan’s side, I don’t know what Paula is. Do you think I should call my husband in Atlanta? It’s really late there, and I’m sure he’s had a busy day.’

 



Milo asked a few more questions, learned nothing, got her to sip from one of the mugs of instant coffee, found out the name of her family physician, Barry Silver, and woke him up. The doctor lived in Beverly Hills and said he’d be over soon.

Milo asked to see Gavin’s room and Sheila Quick took us up a maroon plush-carpeted staircase, flung the door open,  flicked a light switch. The room was generous and painted pale blue and stank of body odor and rot. A queen-sized bed was unmade, rumpled clothes were piled on the floor, books and papers were strewn haphazardly, dirty dishes and fast-food cartons filled in the empty spaces. I’ve seen the police leave drug houses more composed after an evidence toss.

Sheila Quick said, ‘Gavin used to be neat. Before the accident. I tried, I gave up.’ She shrugged. Shame colored her face. She closed the door. ‘Some battles aren’t worth fighting. Do you have kids?’

We shook our heads.

‘Maybe you’re the lucky ones.’

 



She insisted we leave before the doctor arrived, and when Milo tried to argue, she pressed a hand to her temple and grimaced, as if he was causing her great pain.

‘Let me be with my thoughts. Please.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He got the address for Stan and Paula Bartell. Same street, Camden Drive, but the eight hundred block, one mile north, on the other side of the business district.

‘The Flats,’ Sheila Quick reiterated. ‘They’ve got some place.’

 



When you see stock footage of Beverly Hills in the movies, it’s almost always the Flats. Directors favor the sunsplotched, palm-lined drives like Foothill and Beverly, but any of the broad streets wedged between Santa Monica and Sunset will do when the connotation is primal California affluence. In the Flats, teardowns began at two million bucks and pumped-up piles of stucco can fetch more than triple that amount.

Tourists from the East usually have the same impression of the area: So clean, so green, such miserly lots. Houses that would grace multiple acreage in Greenwich or Scarsdale or Shaker Heights are shoehorned onto half-acre rectangles. That doesn’t stop the residents from erecting thirteen-thousand-square-foot imitations of Newport mansions that elbow their neighbors.

The Bartell house was one of those, a hulking, flat-faced wedding cake set behind a pitiful front yard that was mostly circular driveway. White fencing topped with gold finials shielded the property. A security sign promising ARMED RESPONSE hung near the electric gate. Through the fence, double doors with frosted-glass panes were backlit teal green. Above them, a giant porthole showcased a white-hot chandelier. No vehicles in front; a four-car garage provided ample shelter for automotive pets.

Milo inhaled, and said, ‘Once more with feeling,’ and we got out. Cars zipped by on Sunset, but North Camden Drive was still. Beverly Hills has a thing for trees, and the ones lining Camden were magnolias that would’ve loved South Carolina. Here they were stunted by drought and smog, but a few were flowering, and I could smell their fragrance.

Milo punched a button on the squawk box. A man barked, ‘Yes?’

‘Mr Bartell?’

‘Who is this?’

‘Police.’

‘About what?’

‘Could we come in please, sir?’

‘What’s this about?’

Milo frowned. ‘Your daughter, sir.’

‘My - hold on.’

Seconds later, lights flooded the front of the house. Now I saw that the glass doors were flanked by orange trees in pots. One was failing. The doors swung open, and a tall man walked across the driveway. He stopped fifteen feet from us, shaded his eyes with his hands, took three steps more, into the floodlights, like a performer.

‘What ’s this all about?’ said a deep, hoarse voice.

Stan Bartell stepped up close. Late fifties, Palm Springs tan. A big man with powerful shoulders, a hawk nose, thin lips, a bulky chin. Waxy white hair was drawn back in a ponytail. He wore black-framed eyeglasses, a thin gold chain around his neck, and an iridescent burgundy velvet robe that brushed the ground.

Milo produced his badge, but Bartell didn’t come any closer.

‘What about my daughter?’

‘Sir, it would really be better if we came in.’

Bartell removed his glasses and studied us. His eyes were close-set, dark, analytic. ‘You’re Beverly Hills police?’

‘LA.’

‘Then what are you doing here - I’m going to check you out, so if this is a scam, you’ve been warned.’ He returned to the house, closed the doors behind him.

We waited on the sidewalk. Headlights appeared at the south end of the block, followed by bass thumps as a Lincoln Navigator drove by slowly. Behind the wheel was a kid who looked no older than fifteen, baseball hat worn backwards, hip-hop music bellowing from the interior. The SUV continued to Sunset, headed west. Cruising the Strip.

Five minutes passed with no word or sign from Stan Bartell.

I said, ‘How much detail will Beverly Hills PD give him?’

‘Who knows?’

We waited another couple of minutes. Milo ran his hand along the white fence slats. Eyed the security sign. I knew what he was thinking: All the safety measures in the world.

 



The electric gate slid open. Stan Bartell stepped out of his house and stood on his front steps and waved us in. When we got to the door, he said, ‘The only thing they know about LAPD being here is something called a notification on a kid my daughter knows. Let me see your badge just to be safe.’

Milo showed it to him.

‘You’re the one,’ said Bartell. ‘So what’s with Gavin Quick?’

‘You know him?’

‘Like I said, my daughter knows him.’ Bartell shoved his hands in the pockets of his robe. ‘Does notification mean what I think it does?’

‘Gavin Quick was murdered,’ said Milo.

‘What does my daughter have to do with it?’

‘A girl was found with Gavin. Young, blonde—’

‘Bullshit,’ said Bartell. ‘Not Kayla.’

‘Where is Kayla?’

‘Out. I’ll call her on my cell phone. C’mon, I’ll show you.’

We followed him inside. The entry hall was twenty feet high, marble-floored, a lot larger than the Quick’s living room. The house was an orgy of beige, except for amethyst-colored glass flowers everywhere. Huge, frameless, abstract canvases were all painted in variations upon that same noncommittal earth tone.

Wordlessly, Stan Bartell led us past several other huge rooms to a studio at the rear. Wood floors and a beamed  ceiling. A couch, two folding chairs, a grand piano, an electric organ, synthesizers, mixers, tape decks, an alto sax on a stand, and a gorgeous archtop guitar that I recognized as a fifty-thousand-dollar D’Aquisto in an open case.

On the walls were framed gold records.

Bartell slumped onto the couch, pointed an accusing finger at Milo, and pulled a phone out of his pocket. He dialed, put the phone to his ear, waited.

No answer.

‘Doesn’t mean a thing,’ he said. Then his bronze face crumpled, and he broke into wracking sobs.

 



Milo and I stood by helplessly.

Finally, Bartell said, ‘What did that fucking little bastard do to her?’

‘Gavin?’

‘I told Kaylie he was weird, stay away. Especially since the accident - you know about his fucking accident, right? Must ’ve had some kind of brain damage the little fu—’

‘His mother—’

‘Her. Crazy bitch.’

‘You’ve had problems with them.’

‘She ’s nuts,’ said Bartell.

‘In what way?’

‘Just weird. Never leaves the house. The problem was their son going after my angel.’ Bartell’s fists were huge. He raised his eyes to the ceiling and rocked. ‘Oh, Jesus, this is bad, this is so fucking bad!’ His eyes sparked with panic. ‘My wife - she ’s in Aspen. She doesn’t ski, but she goes there in the summer. For shopping, the air. Oh shit, she’ll die, she’ll just crumple up and fucking die.’

Bartell bent and grasped his knees and rocked some more. ‘How could this happen?’

Milo said, ‘Why do you think Gavin Quick would ’ve hurt Kayla?’

‘Because he was - the kid was weird. Kaylie knew him from high school. She broke up with him a bunch of times, but he kept coming back, and she kept letting him down too easy. Little bastard would show up, sniff around even when Kaylie wasn’t in. Bugging me - like kissing up to the old man would help. I work at home, I’m trying to get some work done, and the little fucker is bullshitting me about music, trying to have a conversation like he knows something. I do a lot of jingles, have deadlines, you think I want to discuss alternative punk with some stupid kid? He’d sit himself down, never want to leave. Finally, I told the maid to stop letting him in.’

‘Obsessive,’ I said.

Bartell hung his head.

‘Was he more obsessive since the accident?’ said Milo.

Bartell looked up. ‘So he did it.’

‘Unlikely, Mr Bartell. No weapon was found at the scene, so my instinct is he was just a victim.’

‘What are you saying? What the fuck are you—’

Footsteps - light footsteps - made all three of us turn.

A pretty young girl in low-riding, skin-tight jeans that looked oiled and a black midriff blouse exposing a flat, tan abdomen stood in the doorway. Two belly-button pierces, one studded with turquoise. Over her shoulder was a black silk bag embroidered with silk flowers. She wore too much makeup, had a beak nose and a strong chin. Her hair was long, straight, the color of new hay. The blouse revealed  luminous cleavage. A big gold ‘K’ on a chain rested in the cleft.

Stan Bartell’s tan faded to blotchy beige. ‘What the—’ He slapped his hand over his heart, then reached out toward the girl with both hands. ‘Baby, baby!’

The girl frowned, and said, ‘What, Dad?’
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STAN BARTELL said, ‘Where the hell have you been?’

Kayla Bartell stared at her father as if he ’d gone mad.

‘Out.’

‘With who?’

‘Friends.’

‘I called your cell.’

Kayla shrugged. ‘I switched it off. The club was loud, I couldn’t have heard it anyway.’

Bartell started to say something, then drew her near and hugged her. She glanced at us, as if seeking rescue.

‘Da-ad.’

‘Thank God,’ said Bartell. ‘Thank almighty God.’

‘Who are these people, Daddy?’

Bartell let go of his daughter and glowered at us. ‘Leave.’

Milo said, ‘Ms Bartell—’

‘No!’ shouted Bartell. ‘Out. Now.’

‘Who are they, Daddy?’

‘They’re no one.’

Milo said, ‘At some point, I’d like to talk to Kayla.’

‘When pigs take the Concorde.’

 



When we reached the door, Bartell stood on his front steps and jabbed a remote control. The gates began sliding, and Milo and I barely made it through before they clanged shut. 

Bartell slammed his door.

Milo said, ‘Your friendly neighborhood policeman, making friends and spreading good cheer wherever he goes.’

 



As we drove away, he said, ‘Interesting how Bartell assumed Gavin had done something to Kayla. You used the word “obsessive.”’

‘Bartell’s hostility could just be resentment at someone sniffing around his angel. But obsessiveness can be a side effect of head injury.’

‘What about that pigsty room? Kid’s mother claims he used to be neat. That fits with brain damage?’

‘Catch a strong blow to the frontal lobes, and there can be all sorts of changes.’

‘Permanent?’

‘Depends on the severity of the injury. In most cases, it’s temporary.’

‘Gavin got hurt ten months ago.’

‘Not a good sign,’ I said. ‘I’d like to know how he was functioning, in general. The student ID in his pocket was two years old. Assuming he dropped out, what’s he been doing since then?’

‘Maybe getting on the bad side of the wrong people,’ he said. ‘Getting obsessive. I’ll have another go-round with Sheila. Bartell said she was weird. You spot anything?’

‘The context we saw her in, anything less than breakdown would be weird.’

‘Yeah . . . I’ll check the father out when he gets back from Atlanta . . . I love my job - enough for one night. Drop me back at the Glen and nighty-night.’

I got onto Sunset and crossed the border into Holmby  Hills. Milo said, ‘The big question right now is, who was the girl? And why impale her and not Gavin?’

‘That and the way she was left says a sexual thing,’ I said. ‘Eliminate the male, have your way with the female.’

‘Think the coroner will find evidence of sexual assault?’

‘If we ’re dealing with a sexual psychopath, the impalement might suffice.’

‘Surrogate penetration?’

I nodded.

‘So maybe it’s a twisted thing,’ he said. ‘Nothing to do with the victims, they were just a couple of kids who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘It could go that way,’ I said.

He laughed softly. ‘And I volunteered for this one.’

‘Who better than you?’ I said.

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning you’ll do a good job on it.’

He didn’t answer. I slowed down for a couple of turns, got on a straight stretch, and glanced at him. The merest excuse for a smile wormed its way across his lips.

‘What a pal,’ he said.

 



The following morning I had an early breakfast with Allison Gwynn before her first patient. Her office is in Santa Monica, on Montana, east of Boutique Row, and we met at a pastry shop nearby. It was 7:40 A.M., and the place hadn’t yet filled with people of leisure. Allison had on a white linen suit and white sandals that set off her long black hair. She never goes out without makeup and an assortment of serious jewelry. Today it was coral and gold, pieces we ’d picked up on a recent trip to Santa Fe.

She was there when I arrived, had finished half a cup of coffee. ‘Good morning. Don’t you look handsome.’

I kissed her and sat down. ‘Morning, Gorgeous.’

We ’d been seeing each other for a little over six months, were still in that stage where the pulse quickened and the body flushed.

We ordered sweet rolls and set about getting into conversational gear. At first it was small things, then sexual banter, then work. Shoptalk can kill a relationship, but so far I’d enjoyed it.

She went first. Busy week, grading papers for the courses she taught, a full patient load, volunteering at a hospice. Eventually, we got around to talking about the previous night. Allison takes an interest in what I do - more than an interest. She ’s attracted to the ugliest aspects of human behavior, and sometimes I wonder if that isn’t part of what cements us. Maybe it’s life experience. She was sexually humiliated as a teenager, widowed in her twenties, carries a gun in her purse, and loves to shoot at paper human targets. I don’t think much about it. Too much analysis, and there ’s no time to live.

I described the crime scene.

She said, ‘Mulholland Drive. When I went to Beverly, we used to go up there to park all the time.’

‘We?’

She grinned. ‘Me and the other alleged virgins.’

‘A religious experience.’

‘Not back then, you can be sure of that,’ she said. ‘Young boys and all that - too much enthusiasm, not enough finesse.’

I laughed. ‘So it was a well-known make-out spot.’

‘That you missed out on, you poor Midwest boy. Yup, my dear, Mulholland was the make-out spot. Probably still is, though there’s perhaps less lover’s lane stuff going on  because kids are allowed to do it in their own rooms. I’m amazed at how many of my patients go along with that. You know the rationale: Better I should know where they are.’

‘There are two families who probably feel that way right now.’

She pushed hair behind her ear. ‘Tragic.’

The sweet rolls arrived, coated with almond slivers, warm. She said, ‘A vacant house. That creative we weren’t. They probably spotted the FOR SALE sign and the open gate, seized the opportunity. Poor parents. First the boy’s accident, now this. You said he changed. In what way?’

‘His room was a sty, and his mother claimed he’d once been neat. She didn’t say much. It wasn’t the time to press.’

‘No, of course not.’

I said, ‘His ex-girlfriend’s father described him as obsessive.’

‘In what way?’

‘Showing up at the girl’s house unexpectedly. When she wasn’t home, he’d bug the father, hang around asking questions. The father also implied Gavin had been overly persistent with his daughter. His first reaction when he thought his daughter was dead was that Gavin had done something to her.’

‘That could be more like Protective Dad.’

‘Could be.’

‘Was there any postconcussive syndrome?’ she said. ‘Loss of consciousness, blurred vision, disorientation?’

‘Some transitory memory loss is all the mother mentioned.’

‘The crash was ten months ago,’ she said. ‘And the mother’s still talking about him as changed.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘The damage might’ve been permanent.  But I’m not sure any of that matters, Ally. Make-out spots attract voyeurs and worse. Either Gavin and the girl were interrupted midcoitus, or they were positioned to look that way.’

‘A sicko.’ She studied her sweet roll but didn’t touch it. Smiled. ‘To be technical.’

‘It ’s a little early in the day for technical,’ I said.

‘Mulholland Drive,’ she said. ‘The things we do when we think we’re immortal.’

 



We strolled the three blocks to her office. Allison’s hand clasped my biceps. Her open-toed white shoes had generous heels, and that brought the top of her head to my bottom lip. A bit of ocean breeze lifted her hair, and soft strands brushed against my face.

She said, ‘Milo volunteered for this one?’

‘He didn’t seem to need any convincing.’

‘I guess it makes sense,’ she said. ‘He ’s been looking pretty bored.’

‘I hadn’t noticed.’

‘You’d know better, but that’s how it ’s seemed to me.’

‘He ’ll be getting plenty of stimulation on this one.’

‘So will you.’

‘If I’m needed.’

She laughed. ‘Be good for you, too.’

‘I’ve been looking bored?’

‘More like restless. All that caged animal energy.’

I growled and beat my chest with my free hand and let out a low-volume Tarzan roar. Two women power-walking our way scrunched up their lips and gave us a wide berth as they passed.

‘You just made their day,’ she said.


Milo, bored. He griped so much about work stress, personal stress, the state of the world, anything at hand, that I’d never considered the concept.

When had Allison seen him last . . . two weeks ago. Late-night dinner at Café Moghul, the Indian restaurant near the West LA station that he uses as a second office. The proprietors believe his presence ensures them peace and security and treat him like a maharajah.

That night, Allison and I, Rick, and the big guy had been treated to a gut-stretching banquet. Allison and Milo happened to sit next to each other and ended up talking for most of the evening. It’s taken him a while to warm up to her. To the notion that I’m with someone new. Robin and I were together for over a decade, and he adores her. Robin had found happiness with another man. I thought I was dealing with that pretty well as she and I struggled to build a new kind of friendship. Except for when I wasn’t.

I was waiting for Milo to stop acting like a kid caught in a custody dispute.

The morning after the Indian dinner, he called me, and said, ‘You have your quirks, but when you settle on one, she ’s a keeper.’

 



The day after the murder, he phoned. ‘No semen on the girl, no sign of sexual assault. Unless you count the spear. The same .22 was used to shoot both of them, one bullet each, right to the forehead. Your hostile or out-of-control shooter tends to empty his weapon. Meaning this was a guy with confidence. Cool, maybe with experience.’

‘Confident and careful,’ I said. ‘Also, he didn’t want to make a lot of noise.’

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Though given the site - the nearest  house is a couple of acres away - he was probably okay on that account. Also, the gun would have gone pop pop,  no big explosion. No exit wounds, the bullets bounced around the kids’ brains, did the kind of damage you’d expect from a .22.’

‘Has the girl been identified?’

‘Not yet. Her prints don’t appear to be in the system, though I can’t say for sure, because the computer’s been screwing up. I’ve talked to our Missing Persons guys, and they’re putting together some paper. I did a bit of calling around to other stations, but young blonde girls aren’t a rare commodity when you’re talking MP. My guess is she ’ll turn out to be another of Gavin’s Beverly Hills friends. Though if she was, you’d expect someone to miss her by now, and no one called or filed at B.H. on a missing girl.’

‘Sleepover,’ I said. ‘Nowadays, parents are lenient. And affluent parents are more likely to be out of town.’

‘Would ’ve been nice to talk to Kayla . . . meanwhile, I got the coroner to shoot some preautopsy pictures. Just got back from picking them up, have the least scary one to show around. It almost looks as if she ’s sleeping. I want the Quicks to have a look at it, figure the father’s back, maybe the sister, too. I put a call in to them, but no one answered, no machine.’

‘Grieving,’ I said.

‘And now I’m going to interrupt the process. Care to join me? In case I need help in the sensitivity department?’
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IN THE afternoon daylight the Quick residence was even prettier, well kept, the lawn clipped, the front yard ringed by beds of impatiens. Daytime parking was restricted to permit holders. Milo had placed an LAPD banner atop his dash, and he handed me one for the Seville. In his free hand was a manila envelope.

I put the banner in the car. ‘Now I’m official.’

‘Hoo-hah. Here we go again.’ He bent one leg and flexed his neck. Opening the envelope, he pulled out the death shot of the blonde girl.

The pretty face was now a pale mask. I studied the details: Ski slope nose, dimpled chin, eyebrow pierce. Lank yellow strands that the camera turned greenish. Greenish tint to the skin that was real. The bullet hole was an oversized black mole, puffy around the edges, just off center in the unlined brow. Purplish bruises had settled around the eyes - blood leaking from the brain. Bloody residue under the nose, too. Her mouth hung slightly open. Her teeth were straight and dull.

To my eye, nothing close to ‘almost sleeping.’

I returned the picture, and we approached the Quick house.

A woman in a black pantsuit answered. Younger than Sheila Quick, she was slim and angular and brunette, with  firm features and an assertive posture. Her dark hair was short, feathered in front, sprayed in place.

Her hands clamped her hips. ‘I’m sorry, they’re resting.’

Milo showed her the badge.

She said, ‘That doesn’t change the facts.’

‘Ms—’

‘Eileen. I’m Sheila’s sister. Here ’s my badge.’ She slid a cream-colored business card out of a jacket pocket. The diamond on her finger was a three-carat pear.


Eileen Paxton 
Senior Vice President and 
Chief Financial Officer 
Digimorph Industries 
Simi Valley, California



‘Digimorph,’ said Milo.

‘Ultratech computer enhancement. We do film work. On the biggest pictures.’

Milo smiled at her. ‘Here’s a picture, Ms Paxton.’ He showed her the death shot.

Eileen Paxton’s gaze didn’t waver, but her lips worked. ‘She’s the one who was found with Gavin?’

‘Do you recognize her, ma’am?’

‘No, but I wouldn’t. I thought Gavin was found with his girlfriend. That little hook-nosed thing. That’s what Sheila told me.’

‘Your sister assumed,’ said Milo. ‘A reasonable assumption, but she was mistaken. That’s one of the reasons we ’re here.’

He kept the photo in Eileen Paxton’s sight. She said, ‘You can put that away.’

‘Is Mr Quick back from Atlanta?’

‘He’s sleeping. They both are.’

‘When do you think they’ll be available?’

‘How would I know that? This is a terrible time for the entire family.’

‘Yes, it is, ma’am.’

‘This city,’ said Paxton. ‘This world.’

‘Okay then,’ said Milo. ‘We ’ll check back later.’

We turned to leave, and Eileen Paxton began to close the door, when a male voice from inside the house said, ‘Who’s out there, Eileen?’

Paxton was halfway inside when she said something unintelligible. The male voice retorted. Louder. Milo and I faced the house. A man emerged, his back to us, talking to the doorway. ‘I don’t need to be protected, Eileen.’

Muffled response. The man closed the door, swiveled, and stared at us. ‘I’m Jerry Quick. Any news on my boy’s murder?’

Tall, thin, round-shouldered, he wore a navy blue crew-neck sweater over khakis and white Nikes. Thinning gray hair was arranged in a careless comb-over. His face was long, deeply seamed, lantern-jawed. Bluish smudges stained the crinkled skin beneath wide-set blue eyes. His eyelids drooped, as if he were having trouble staying awake.

We returned to the front steps. Milo held out his hand. Quick shook it briefly, glanced at me, said, ‘Do you have anything yet?’

‘Afraid not. If you’ve got time—’

‘Of course I do.’ Quick’s lips twisted as if he ’d tasted something bad. ‘My executive sister-in-law. She met Spielberg once and thinks her shit doesn’t stink - come on in. My wife ’s totally out of it, our doctor gave her Valium  or something, but I’m fine. He wanted to dose me up, too. I want to be focused.’

 



Milo and I sat in the same blue sofa, and Jerome Quick took a Chippendale-repro armchair. I studied the family photos again. Wanting to imagine Gavin as something other than the thing in the Mustang.

In life, he’d been a tall, dark-haired, pleasant-looking kid with his father’s long face and wide-set eyes. Darker eyes than his father’s - gray-green. In some of the earlier pictures he wore glasses. His fashion sense never changed. Preppy clothes, designer logos. Short hair, always, in either a conservative crew cut or gelled and spiked cautiously. A regular kid with a tentative smile, not handsome, not ugly. Walk down any suburban street, check out a mall or a multiplex theater or a college campus, and you’d see scores just like him. His sister - the law student in Boston - was plain and serious-looking.

Quick saw me looking. ‘That was Gav.’ His voice caught. He cursed under his breath, said, ‘Let’s get to work.’

 



Milo prepared him for the picture, then showed it to him.

Quick waved it away. ‘Never seen her.’ Quick’s eyes dropped to the carpet. ‘Did my wife tell you about the accident?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘That and now this.’ Quick sprang up, strode to a mock-Chippendale coffee table, studied a crystal box for a while, then opened it and pulled out a cigarette and lit up with a matching lighter.

Blue smoke rose toward the ceiling. Quick inhaled deeply, sat down, and laughed harshly.

‘I quit five years ago. Sheila thinks it’s gracious to leave  these out for guests, even though no one smokes anymore. Like the good old days in Hollywood, all that crap. Her sister tells her about Hollywood crap . . .’ He stared at the cigarette, flicked ash on the carpet, and ground it into the pile with his heel. The resulting black scorch mark seemed to give him satisfaction.

I said, ‘Did Gavin talk about a new girlfriend?’

‘New?’

‘After Kayla.’

‘Her,’ said Quick. ‘There ’s an airhead for you. No, he didn’t say anything.’

‘Would he have told you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Was he open about his personal life?’

‘Open?’ said Quick. ‘Less so than before the accident. He tended to get confused. In the beginning, I mean. How could he not be confused, he caught a tremendous blow right here.’ Quick touched his forehead.

Same spot where the bullet had entered his son’s skull. He didn’t know yet. No reason for him to know yet.

‘Confusion,’ I said.

‘Just temporary. But he found he couldn’t concentrate on his studies, so he dropped out of school.’

Quick smoked and grimaced, as if inhaling hurt.

‘He got hit on the prefrontal lobes,’ he said. ‘They told us it controls personality. So obviously . . .’

‘Gavin changed,’ I said.

‘Nothing huge, but sure, there’d have to be changes. But then he got better, almost everything got better. Anyway, I’m sure Gav’s accident has nothing to do with this.’

Quick puffed rapidly, flicked more ash. ‘We need to find out whoever did this. Bastard leave any clues?’

Milo said, ‘We have no suspects and very little information. We haven’t even been able to identify the girl.’

‘Well I don’t know her, and I doubt Sheila does. We know the same people.’

‘Is there anything you can tell us about Gavin that might help?’

‘Gavin was a great guy,’ said Quick, as if daring us to argue. ‘Had his head on his shoulders. Hell of a golfer. We both loved golf. I taught him, and he learned fast, leaped right over me - a seven handicap, and he was getting better. That was before the accident. Afterward, he wasn’t as coordinated, but he was still good. His attention would wander . . . sometimes he ’d want to take the same shot over and over - wanted to do it perfectly.’

‘Perfectionistic,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but at some point you’re causing a traffic jam on the green, and you have to stop. In terms of his interests, he liked business, same as me.’ Jerry Quick slumped. ‘That changed, too. He lost interest in business. Got other ideas. But I figured it was temporary.’

‘Other career ideas?’ I said.

‘More like career fantasies. All of a sudden econ was down the drain, and he was going to be a writer.’

‘What kind of writer?’

‘He joked about working for the tabloids, getting the dirt on celebrities.’

‘Just a joke,’ I said.

Quick glared. ‘He laughed, and I laughed back. I told you, he couldn’t concentrate. How the hell could he write for a newspaper? One time Eileen was over, and he asked her if she knew any celebrities he could get dirt on. Then he winked at me, but Eileen just about dirtied her pants.  Gave some big speech about celebrities deserving their privacy. The thought of offending some big shot scared the hell out of her . . . anyway, where was I . . .’ Quick’s eyes glazed. He smoked.

‘Gavin becoming an investigative reporter.’

‘Like I said, it wasn’t serious.’

‘How did Gavin fill his time after he dropped out?’

Quick said, ‘By hanging around. I was ready for him to go back to school, but apparently he wasn’t, so I - it was a hard time for him, I didn’t want to push. I figured maybe he’d re-enroll in the spring.’

‘Any other changes?’ I said.

‘He stopped picking up his room. Really let it go to seed. He ’d never been the neatest kid, but he ’d always been good about personal grooming. Now he sometimes had to be reminded to shower and brush his teeth and comb his hair. I hated reminding him because he got embarrassed. Never argued, never gave me attitude, just said, “Sorry, Dad.” Like he knew something was different and felt bad about it. But that was all getting better, he was coming out of it, getting in shape - he started running again. He was light on his feet, used to do five, six miles like it was nothing. His doctor told me he was going to be fine.’

‘Which doctor is that?’

‘All of them. There was a neurologist, what was his name—’ Quick smoked and removed the cigarette and tapped his cheek with his free hand. ‘Some Indian guy, Barry Silver, our family doctor, referred us to him. Indian guy, over at Saint John’s . . . Singh. He wears a turban, must be one of those . . . you know. Barry is a friend as well as our doctor, I golf with him, so I trusted his referral. Singh did some tests and told us he really didn’t see anything off in  Gav’s brain. He said Gav would take time to heal, but he couldn’t say how much time. Then he sent us over to a therapist - a psychologist. To help Gav recover from the trauma.’

‘A neuropsychologist?’ I said.

Quick said, ‘She ’s a therapist, that’s all I know. Woman shrink, Koppel, she ’s been on TV, radio.’

‘Mary Lou Koppel.’

‘You know her?’

‘I’ve heard of her,’ I said.

‘At first Gav saw one of her partners, but they didn’t hit it off, so he switched to her.’

‘What was wrong with the first partner?’

Quick shrugged. ‘The whole process - you pay for your kid to go in and talk to someone, it’s all hush-hush, you’re not allowed to know what’s going on.’ He dragged on his cigarette. ‘Gavin told me he wasn’t comfortable with the guy and that Koppel was going to see him. Same price. They both charged two hundred bucks an hour and didn’t accept insurance.’

‘Was it helpful?’

‘Who knows?’

‘What feedback did Dr Koppel give you?’

‘Nothing. I was out of that loop - the whole therapy thing. I travel a lot. Too much, been meaning to cut back.’

He smoked the cigarette down to the butt, snatched another, and chain-lit, then snuffed out the first one between his thumb and index finger. Onto the carpet.

He mumbled something.

Milo said, ‘Sir?’

Quick’s smile was abrupt and unsettling. ‘I travel all the time, and it ’s hell. You know the airlines, disciples of the devil.  Frequent business flyer? They could care less. This time, after Sheila called me about Gavin, and I told them why I needed to go home, I got treated like a king. They tag you as bereaved, and you get prioritized all the way. Upgrade to first class, no one could do enough for me.’

He barked what might’ve been laughter. Smoked, coughed, smoked some more.

‘That’s what it took. That’s what it took to get treated like a human being.’

 



Milo asked him about his daughter, and Quick said, ‘I told Kelly to stay in Boston. She’s got law school, what good can it do her to come here? If you release the . . . release Gavin to us and we have a funeral, then she can come home. When will that be?’

‘Hard to say, sir,’ said Milo.

‘That seems to be your tune.’

Milo smiled. ‘Kayla Bartell—’

‘Haven’t seen her around for a while. She knew Gav from high school, and they fooled around for a while.’

‘Fooled around?’

‘Like kids do,’ said Quick. ‘Her father’s some kind of composer. Eileen informs me he’s important.’

‘You’ve never met him.’

‘Why would I?’

‘Gavin and Kayla—’

‘That was Gav’s business . . . to be honest, guys, I don’t get these questions,’ said Quick. ‘What happened can’t have anything to do with Gav. He went up to Mulholland with some girl and a pervert - some sex fiend - took advantage, right? It ’s obvious, right? Isn’t that what you’re thinking?’

Before Milo could answer, Quick’s eyes swung to the  stairs. Eileen Paxton stomped down, ignored us, and hurried into the kitchen.

A kitchen faucet opened. Then, the hard clash of pans. Moments later, Sheila Quick made her way down the stairs, tentative, unsteady. She stopped on the bottom step, studied the floor, as if unwilling to commit. Her eyes were unfocused, and she gripped the banister for support. She wore a pink housecoat, had aged a decade overnight.

She saw us, said, ‘Hello,’ in a slurred voice. She noticed the cigarette in her husband’s hand, and her lips turned down.

Jerome Quick smoked defiantly. ‘Don’t stand on the bottom like that, come all the way down - be careful, you’re on Valium.’ He made no effort to help her.

She remained in place. ‘Is there anything . . . new, Detective?’

Milo shook his head. ‘Sorry to bother you again, Mrs Qui—’

‘No, no, no, you’re helping me - us. You were very . . . gracious. Last night. It can’t have been easy for you. You were gracious. It wasn’t easy for you or for me.’

Jerry Quick said, ‘Sheila, go back to bed. You’re—’

‘They were nice last night, Jerry. It’s only polite that I—’

‘I’m sure they were great, but—’

‘Jerry. I. Want. To. Be. Polite.’ Sheila Quick came down the stairs and sat down on a side chair. ‘Hello,’ she said, brightly.

‘Ma’am,’ said Milo, ‘we have learned that the girl with Gavin wasn’t Kayla Bartell.’

Sheila Quick said, ‘You said she was blonde.’

Jerome Quick said, ‘There’s a rare commodity in LA.’

‘I do have a picture,’ said Milo. ‘It ’s not a pleasant picture, it’s postmortem, but if you could look at it - if we could identify her, it might speed things along.’

Sheila Quick stared at him. He showed her the death shot.

‘She looks so . . . dead. Poor little thing.’ Shaking her head. She snatched the photo from Milo and held it closer. Her fingers trembled, and the corners flapped. ‘Are you showing pictures like this of Gavin to other people?’

‘Sheila,’ said Quick.

‘No, ma’am,’ said Milo. ‘We know who Gavin is.’

She examined the photo. ‘Gavin never said he had a new girlfriend.’

‘Gavin was twenty,’ said Jerome Quick. ‘He didn’t need to check in about his social life.’

Sheila Quick continued to stare at the picture. Finally, she handed it back.

‘Another one,’ she said.

‘Ma’am?’

‘Someone else ’s baby is gone.’
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MILO RECEIVED written permission to speak to Gavin’s doctors, and we left. It was nearly 5 P.M., the sky was milky white and poisonous, and both of us were low and hungry. We drove to a deli on Little Santa Monica, had sandwiches and coffee. Mine was roast beef with hot mustard on pumpernickel. Milo opted for a wet, multidecked monster layered with pastrami and coleslaw and pepperoncinis and some things I couldn’t identify, all stuffed into a French roll. When he bit into it, it collapsed. That seemed to give him joy.

He swallowed, and said, ‘Model family.’

‘They’re no ad for domestic life,’ I said, ‘but the father may be right, and it doesn’t matter.’

‘Perverted stranger kills his boy. That sure distances it from the family.’

‘I don’t see this as a family crime,’ I said. ‘The fact that the family doesn’t know the girl could mean she ’s the kind of girl you don’t bring home to Mother. Which may lead us to her being the primary target.’

‘Someone with nasty friends.’

‘The killer impaled her and took her purse. That could ’ve been trophy-taking, but what if he didn’t want her identified quickly?’

‘The primary target for sex, killing, or both?’

‘Don’t know,’ I said. ‘There was no sexual assault, but to  me the impaling still has a sexual quality to it. Gavin was shot once - dispatched. That’s consistent with the killer wanting him out of the way so he could take care of his real business.’

‘If Gavin was shot first. No way we can pinpoint that.’

‘Logic says he was,’ I said. ‘The girl was alive when the killer impaled her. It’s unlikely Gavin would’ve sat by passively while that happened. Or that the killer would’ve taken the risk of fighting a young, healthy male. He dispatched Gavin, with a single shot, then turned his attention to the girl. Her size, her fear, and the killer’s overwhelming dominance subdued her. Maybe he promised her he wouldn’t hurt her if she didn’t resist. Any signs she fought back?’

He shook his head.

I said, ‘She watched Gavin get murdered, sat there, terrified, and hoped for the best. The killer used the spear on her, then he shot her, too. To me that says big-time anger. With both kids dead, he had time to inspect his handiwork, fool with the scene. Either Gavin and the girl had already begun a sexually charged tableau, or he set one up. Either because it was a sex crime, or he wanted it to be seen that way.’

He put his sandwich down. ‘You’re offering me lots of choices.’

‘What are friends for?’ I said. ‘Have you come across any other impalement murders?’

‘Nothing yet.’ He picked up his sandwich, and a huge chunk disappeared in his maws. ‘Think the condom was Gavin’s, or did the killer bring it?’

‘It was in his pocket, so it was probably his.’

‘So you think exploring Gavin’s psyche is a waste of time? I was thinking his therapist might be helpful. And you know her.’

‘I know who she is.’

‘From her being on TV.’


Here we go. I hid my mouth behind my coffee cup.

He said, ‘You make a face when you talk about her.’

‘She ’s not someone I’d refer to,’ I said.

‘Why not?’

‘I can’t get into the details.’

‘Give me the basics.’

 



Five years ago, an otherwise thoughtful judge had asked me to evaluate a seven-year-old girl caught in a vicious divorce. Both parents were trained marriage counselors. That should have been ample warning.

The mother was a young, passive, pinch-featured, preternaturally anxious woman who’d grown up with violent, alcoholic parents and had shifted from couples work to processing hardened drug addicts at a county-financed clinic in Bellflower. Her ex-husband, twenty years older, was pompous and psychopathic, a newly minted sex therapist and guru of sorts, with an Ivy League PhD and a brand-new job at a yoga institute in Santa Barbara.

The two of them hadn’t spoken in over a year but each insisted upon joint physical custody. The arrangement was to be simple: Three days at one home, four at the next. Neither parent saw the problem shuttling a seven-year-old girl ninety miles between her father’s faux-adobe house at the ashram and the mother’s sad, furnished apartment in Glendale. The alleged crux of the conflict was the calendar - who got four days, who got three, and what about holidays? After two months of raging debate, the topic switched to coordinating the conventional diet favored by the mother with the vegan regimen embraced by the father.

The real crux was mutual hatred, two hundred thousand dollars in a jointly owned investment account, and the alleged sexual rapaciousness of the father’s four girlfriends.

When I do custody evaluations, I make it a point to talk to therapists, and these combatants each had one. The father’s was an eighty-year-old Indian swami who spoke heavily accented English and took medication for high blood pressure. I made a trip to Santa Barbara, spent a pleasant two hours with the corpulent, bearded fellow, breathing in incense and learning nothing of substance. The father hadn’t kept an appointment with his avatar in six months.

‘Is that okay with you?’ I asked the swami.

He shifted out of the lotus position and did something impossible with his body, winked, and smiled. ‘What will be, will be.’

‘There’s a song like that.’

‘Doris Day,’ he said. ‘Terrific singer.’

 



The mother’s therapist was Mary Lou Koppel, and she refused to talk to me.

First she avoided me completely by ignoring my calls. After my fifth attempt to get through, she phoned and explained. ‘I’m sure you understand, Dr Delaware. Confidentiality.’

‘Dr Wetmore’s given consent.’

‘I’m afraid it’s not hers to give.’

‘Whose is it?’

The phone crackled. She said, ‘I’m speaking conceptually, not legally. Teresa Wetmore is in an extremely vulnerable place. Thad is extremely abusive, as I’m sure you know.’

‘Physically?’

‘Emotionally,’ she said. ‘Where it counts. Teresa and I  have made progress, but it ’s going to take time. I can’t risk unleashing the demons.’

‘My concerns are for the child.’

‘You have your priorities, I have mine.’

‘Dr Koppel, what I’m after is any insight you can give me that might help me make recommendations to the court.’

Silence on the line. Static.

‘Dr Koppel?’

‘The only insight I can give you, Doctor,’ she said, ‘is to avoid Thad Wetmore like the plague.’

‘You’ve had troubles with him.’

‘I’ve never met him, Doctor. And I intend to keep it that way.’

I wrote her a follow-up letter that was returned unopened. The custody case festered until the Wetmores ran out of money, and the lawyers quit. The judge followed my recommendations: Both parents needed extensive child-rearing education before joint custody had a chance of working. In any event, a weekly two-hundred-mile roundtrip shuttle wasn’t in the best interests of the child. When the judge asked if I’d like to be the educator, I said I’d supply a list of names, then I thought about who’d annoyed me recently.

Three months later, Teresa and Thaddeus Wetmore filed separate ethical complaints against me with the state psychology board. It took a while to get out from under that, but finally the charges were dismissed for no cause. Shortly after that, Dr Mary Lou Koppel seemed to be popping up all over the airwaves.

An expert on couples communication.

 



Milo finished his sandwich. ‘Sounds like a lovely person. What’s her shtick for the media?’

‘Anything she wants it to be.’

‘Self-proclaimed expert?’

‘Talk shows are always hungry for filler,’ I said. ‘If you say you’re a specialist, you are. My guess is Koppel hired a publicist and bought herself a nice little dog and pony show that feeds her practice.’

‘So young, yet so cynical.’

‘One out of two ain’t bad.’

He grinned, sopped juice from his plate with his sandwich, and finished off the soggy mess. ‘Is head injuries a hot media topic?’

‘If you’re asking whether Koppel’s a qualified neuropsychologist, I don’t know. Which is what Gavin needed, at least in the beginning. Someone who could find out what was really going on with his brain and make specific recommendations for rehabilitation.’

‘The neurologist said he couldn’t find anything.’

‘All the more so,’ I said. ‘If I had to bet, I’d say Koppel wasn’t into neuropsych. It’s a small field that requires specialized training. Most neuropsych people don’t do straight psychotherapy and vice versa.’

His eyes half closed. ‘Claire Argent was into that, right?’

Dr Claire Argent had been one of many victims of a monster we ’d chased a couple of years ago. A quiet woman, cloaked in secrets, found bisected at the waist and stashed in the trunk of her car.

‘She was,’ I said.

He breathed in deeply. Closed his eyes and massaged the lids. ‘You’re saying Gavin mighta been mishandled by Koppel?’

‘Or I’m wrong, and he got a thorough workup.’

‘I was thinking it would be smart to talk to Koppel. Even  if Gavin turns out not to be the primary vic, maybe he mentioned the blonde to his shrink, and I can cut through a lot of procedure.’

‘Don’t hold your breath trying to get through. Given her high profile, I don’t imagine she ’d want to be associated with a murdered patient.’

‘I’ve got written consent from the parents.’

‘That allows her to talk,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t compel her. She can be choosy about what she tells you. If she tells you anything.’

‘You really don’t like her.’

‘She was obstructive when she didn’t have to be. A child ’s welfare was at issue, and she didn’t care.’

He smiled. ‘Actually, I was thinking I could ask you to speak with her. One doc to another. That would free me up to do the other stuff. As in following up with Missing Persons, maybe expanding to searches up and down the state, going over the autopsy reports, ballistics records, checking out the girl’s clothes. No sweat, though. I took this one on, I’ll see it through.’

He threw money on the table, and we left the deli.

‘I’ll talk to her,’ I said.

He stopped on the sidewalk. Beverly Hills women glided around us, in a cloud of perfume. ‘You’re sure.’

‘Why not? No phone tag this time. Face-to-face, it ’ll be interesting.’




6

MY HOUSE, designed for two, is set among pines and perched above a bridle path that snakes through Beverly Glen. High white walls, polished wood floors, skylights in interesting places, and not too much furniture make it look larger than it is. Realtor’s hype would label it, ‘airy yet proportioned for intimacy.’ When I arrive home alone, it can be a mass of echoes and negative space.

This evening it felt cold. I walked past the mail on the dining-room table and headed for my office. Booting the computer, I looked up Mary Lou Koppel in the American Psychological Association directory and ran her through a few Internet search engines.

She’d earned her PhD at the same place I had, the U. A year older than I, but she ’d entered grad school shortly after I’d finished. Her dissertation on breast-feeding and anxiety in new mothers had been accepted five years later, and she ’d followed up with an internship at one of the university hospitals and a postdoc fellowship at a mental health clinic in San Bernardino.
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THERAPY

An Alex Delaware thriller —
‘when it comes to psychological
or even psychopathic themes,
Kellerman leads the pack...

a damn good writer’






