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    FOR GINA CENTRELLO


    AND


    NANCY MILLER










    From this day forward, I no longer shall tinker with the machinery of death. . . . Rather than continue to coddle the Court’s delusion that the desired level of fairness has been achieved and the need for regulation eviscerated, I feel morally and intellectually obligated simply to concede that the death penalty experiment has failed. . . . The basic question–does the system accurately and consistently determine which defendants “deserve” to die?–cannot be answered in the affirmative. It is not simply that this Court has allowed vague aggravating circumstances to be employed . . . relevant mitigating evidence to be disregarded . . . and vital judicial review to be blocked. . . . The problem is that the inevitability of factual, legal and moral error gives us a system that we know must wrongly kill some defendants, a system that fails to deliver the fair, consistent, and reliable sentences of death required by the Constitution.




    –MR. JUSTICE BLACKMUN,


    dissenting in Callins v. Collins




    Justice Blackmun begins his statement by describing with poignancy the death of a convicted murderer by lethal injection. He chooses, as the case in which to make that statement, one of the less brutal of the murders that regularly come before us–the murder of a man ripped by a bullet suddenly and unexpectedly, with no opportunity to prepare himself and his affairs, and left to bleed to death on the floor of a tavern. The death-by-injection which Justice Blackmun describes looks pretty desirable next to that. It looks even better next to some of the other cases currently before us which Justice Blackmun did not select as the vehicle for his announcement that the death penalty is always unconstitutional–for example, the case of the eleven year old girl raped by four men and killed by stuffing her panties down her throat. . . . How enviable a quiet death by lethal injection compared with that! If the people conclude that such more brutal deaths may be deterred by capital punishment; indeed, if they merely conclude that justice requires such brutal deaths to be avenged by capital punishment, the creation of false, untextual, and unhistorical contradictions within “the Court’s Eighth Amendment jurisprudence” should not prevent them.




    –MR. JUSTICE SCALIA,


    concurring in Callins v. Collins




    It is tempting to pretend that [those] on death row share a fate in no way connected to our own. . . . Such an illusion is ultimately corrosive, for the reverberations of injustice are not so easily confined. . . . [T]he way in which we choose those who will die reveals the depth of moral commitment among the living.




    –MR. JUSTICE BRENNAN,


    dissenting in McCleskey v. Kemp
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    PART ONE




    THE TRIAL




     





    ONE




    IN FIFTY-NINE DAYS, if the State of California had its way, the man inside the Plexiglas booth would die by lethal injection.




    Teresa Peralta Paget paused to study him, the guard quiet at her side. Her new client stood with his back to them. He was bulky, the blue prison shirt covering his broad back like an oversize bolt of cloth. A picture of enthrallment, he gazed through the high window of the exterior wall at the San Francisco Bay, its water glistening in the afternoon sun. She was reluctant to distract him; the man’s sole glimpses of the world outside, Terri knew, occurred when his lawyers came to see him.




    The others were out of it now; the last set of lawyers had withdrawn after their latest defeat. The final desperate efforts to keep Rennell Price alive–what she thought of as the ritual death spasms ordained by the legal system–had fallen to Teresa Paget. This was their first meeting: but for his solitude, she could not have picked her client out from the other men huddled with their lawyers in the two rows of Plexiglas cubicles. It resembled, Terri thought, an exhibit of the damned–sooner or later, in months, or more likely years, the impersonal, inexorable grinding of the machinery of death would consume each one in turn.




    But perhaps not, Terri promised herself, this one. At least not until she had burnt herself down to the nerve ends, sleep-deprived from the effort to save him.




    To her new client, she supposed, Terri might appear a mere morsel for the machine, insufficient even to slow its gears. She was small–barely five feet four–and slight, with olive skin and a sculpted face, which her husband stubbornly insisted was beautiful: high cheekbones; a delicate chin; a ridged nose too pronounced for her liking; straight black hair, which, in Terri’s mind, she shared with several million other Latinas far more striking than she. There was little about her to suggest the steeliness an inmate might hope for in his lawyer except, perhaps, the green-flecked brown eyes, which even when she smiled never quite lost their keenness, or their watchfulness.




    This wariness was Terri’s birthright, the reflex of a child schooled by the volatile chemistry which transformed her father’s drinking to brutality, and reinforced by the miserable first marriage which Terri, who had no better model, had chosen as the solution to her pregnancy with Elena. Her personal life was different now. As if to compensate for this good fortune, she had turned her career down a path more arduous than most lawyers could endure: at thirty-nine, she had spent the last seven years representing death row inmates, a specialty which virtually guaranteed the opposition and, quite frequently, the outright hostility of judges, prosecutors, witnesses, cops, governors, most relatives of the victim, and by design, the legal system itself–not to mention, often, her own clients. Now that stress and anxiety no longer waited for her at home, Terri sometimes thought, she had sought them out.




    What would be most stressful about this client was not the crime of which he stood convicted, though it was far more odious than most–especially, given certain facts, to Terri herself. Nor was it whatever version of humanity this man turned out to be: her death row clients had run the gamut from peaceable through schizophrenic to barking mad. But this client represented the rarest and most draining kind of all: for fifteen years, through a trial court conviction in 1987, then a chain of defeats in the California Supreme Court, the Federal District Court, the Federal Court of Appeals, and the United States Supreme Court, Rennell Price had claimed his innocence of the crime for which the state meant to kill him.




    No court had considered this claim worthy of belief or even, in the last five of these proceedings, a hearing. As far as the State was concerned, its sole remaining task should be to dispatch three psychiatrists to advise the Governor’s office, within twenty days of the appointed date of execution, whether her client was sane enough to die: one of the niceties of capital punishment, Terri thought sardonically, was the State’s insistence that the condemned fully appreciate that lethal injection would, in fact, be lethal.




    She nodded to the guard.




    He rapped sharply on the Plexiglas. With a twitch of his shoulders, as though startled, the black man inside the cage turned to face them.




    His eyes were expressionless; for him, Terri thought, the highlight of her visit–a view of the bay–was already over. With a resignation born of fifteen years of meeting lawyers in these booths, he backed toward the door and, hands held behind his back, thrust them through an open slot.




    The guard clapped on his handcuffs, closing them with a metallic click. Then Rennell Price, shackled, stepped away from the door.




    The guard opened it, admitting Terri.




    The door shut, and Rennell stood over her. As he backed to the slot again, waiting for the guard to uncuff his outthrust hands, Terri had an involuntary spurt of fear, the reflex of a small woman confined with a hulking stranger who had, in the estimate of twelve jurors, done a terrible thing to someone much smaller than she.




    She held out her hand. “I’m Terri Paget,” she told him. “Your new lawyer.”




    His expression was somewhere between sullen and indifferent–she might as well have pronounced herself an emissary from Pluto. But after a moment, he looked up at her and said in a monotone, “My name Rennell.”




    She searched his eyes for hope or, at least, some instinct to trust. She saw none.




    “Why don’t we sit,” Terri said. “Get acquainted a little.”




    With a fractional shrug, her client turned, slid out the orange plastic chair on the far side of a laminated wood table, and sat, staring past Terri. Settling across from him, Terri saw the inmates in the next two cages huddled with their lawyers, lips moving without sound.




    Rennell’s face, Terri decided, was more than inexpressive–it had no lines, as if no emotion had ever crossed it. She reminded herself that he had been only eighteen when convicted, now was barely thirty-three, and that the fifteen years in between had been, were this man lucky, mostly solitary, and unrelentingly the same. But not even Terri’s presence–a novelty, at least–caused the line of his full mouth to soften, or his wide brown eyes to acknowledge her.




    Terri tried to wait him out. Yet the broad plane of his face remained so impassive that he seemed not so much to look through her as to deny her presence. It was hard to know the reasons. But one of the hallmarks of an adult abused as a child, Terri reflected, was an emotional numbing to the point of dissociation–a willful process of going blank, of withdrawing mentally from this earth. Jurors often thought such men indifferent to the crimes their prosecutors described so vividly; in the case of this crime, that could hardly have helped Rennell Price.




    “I’ve taken over your case,” Terri explained. “Your lawyers at Kenyon and Walker thought you deserved a fresh pair of eyes.”




    This drew no reaction. Mentally, Terri cursed her predecessors for their absence, the ultimate act of cowardice and desertion–leaving her to build a relationship with a sullen stranger, the better to save his life, or prepare him to die. Then, to her surprise, he asked, “You know Payton?”




    “Your brother? No, I don’t.” Terri tried to animate her voice with curiosity. “How’s he doing?”




    “Fixing to die. They’re going to kill him. Before me.”




    Oddly, Terri thought, this last detail about Payton seemed to carry more dread than his own fate. “How do you know?” she inquired.




    He slumped forward on the table, not answering. “I can’t be there,” he said dully. “Warden told me that.”




    Struck by the answer, Terri chose to ignore its unresponsiveness. “What else did she tell you?”




    “That I can pick five people. When my time come.”




    Five witnesses, Terri thought, granted the condemned by the grace of the State of California. But from what Terri knew, it would be hard to find five people, outside the victim’s family, who gave enough of a damn to watch. Rennell Price’s death, if it came, would be a very private affair.




    “You don’t have to worry about that yet.” Pausing, Terri looked hard into his eyes. “We’ll have a lot of help–my husband, Chris, who’s a terrific lawyer, and a team of investigators to look into your case. You’ll meet them all soon. We’ll be doing everything we can to save your life.”




    For almost half that life, he had heard this–Terri could see that much in his face. And each time, she already suspected, whoever said it had been lying.




    Slowly, his eyelids dropped.




    “I didn’t do that little girl,” he said. “Payton didn’t do her.”




    The denial sounded rote, yet etched with fatigue. “How do you know about Payton?” Terri asked.




    “He told me.”




    What to make of that, she wondered. As either a reason to believe his brother or a statement of truth, it was implausible to the point of pitiful, and she could not divine if this man knew it. “Who do you think ‘did’ her, Rennell?”




    He gave a silent shrug of the shoulders, suggesting an absence of knowledge or, perhaps, a massive indifference.




    “The day she died,” Terri persisted, “can you remember where you were?”




    “I don’t remember nothing.”




    As an answer, it was at least as credible as the alibi the defense had offered at the brothers’ trial. But one or the other could not be true, suggesting–unhelpfully–that neither was.




    Terri simply nodded. There was little else to ask until she combed the record, little purpose to her visit beyond starting to persuade Rennell Price–against the odds, given his life lessons–that someone cared about him. “I’ll be coming to see you every few days,” she assured him. “Is there anything you need?”




    Rennell gazed at the table. “A TV,” he said at last. “Mine’s been broke for a long time now.”




    “Before it broke, what did you like to watch?”




    “Superheroes. Especially Hawkman. Monday through Friday at four o’clock.”




    She could not tell if this commercial announcement was a statement of fact or suggested an unexpected gift for irony. Whatever the case, given the size of his cell and the cubic footage limitations on his possessions, a new TV would not bankrupt the Paget family. And fifty-nine days of Hawkman was not too much to ask–though it was not easy for Terri to imagine the waning existence which would be measured out, hour by hour, in images on the Cartoon Network.




    “I’ll get you a new one,” she promised.




    Her client did not answer. Maybe, Terri thought, he did not believe her. Even when she stood to leave, he did not look up.




    Only as the guard approached did Rennell Price speak again, his voice quiet but insistent.




    “I didn’t do that little girl,” he told his lawyer.




     





    TWO




    “TO LOOK AT his reactions,” Teresa Paget told her husband and stepson, “most people would wonder if there’s a human being inside. But I began to wonder if he’s retarded.”




    Chris’s mouth formed a smile. “Or maybe just antisocial. In the Attorney General’s Office, that means just smart enough to feel no remorse.”




    The three of them–Terri, Chris, and Carlo–sat on the deck of the Pagets’ Victorian home in the Pacific Heights section of San Francisco, three tall glasses resting on the table in front of them. In the foreground of their sweeping view, Victorians and Edwardians and red-brick Georgians crowded the hill, which descended to the Italianate homes of the Marina District. Beyond that, the bay was still crowded with boats in the failing sun of a late Saturday afternoon, their sails swelling with a steady wind, which on the Pagets’ deck calmed to a fitful breeze. Though the panorama relieved Terri’s sense of claustrophobia, so intense in the Plexiglas booth, it heightened her consciousness of the surreal gap between Rennell’s existence and her own, intensified by the familiar visages to either side of her.




    At fifty-five, Christopher Paget remained trim and fit, the first streaks of silver barely visible in his copper hair, the clean angles of his face as yet unsoftened by age. Wealthy by inheritance, Chris carried an air of sophistication and detachment which never obscured, at least for Terri, his devotion to their reconfigured family: her thirteen-year-old daughter, Elena; their seven-year-old son, Kit; and, as always, their newest legal associate–Chris’s son Carlo, fresh from Yale Law School at the age of twenty-five.




    If anything, Carlo appeared more blessed than Chris. His mother, of Italian descent, had been a beauty, and Carlo had dark good looks which Terri had seen stop women on the street. Among Carlo’s many graces was that he seemed unaware of this. Unlike Chris, who superficially did not appear so, Carlo was idealistic, a sweet and loving soul–all of which, Terri knew, had everything to do with Chris himself. That was part of what had caused Terri to fall in love with Chris. So here she was, the daughter of a struggling Hispanic family, sitting in a beautiful house in a beautiful city with two men who, by all appearances, had been showered with God’s favors since the moment they were born.




    It was not quite true, of course. Chris’s parents were unloving and alcoholic socialites whose wasted lives had ended in a car wreck. Carlo had been the by-product of an affair, the miserable and unloved son of a single mother who despised Chris too much to let him raise Carlo–until the moment, fearful that the stunted seven-year-old child would become a damaged adult, Chris had given her no choice. It was this sense of life’s underside that had given Chris the capacity to understand, at least as much as he could, what it was like for Terri to grow up in a household where her father raped and brutalized her mother, indifferent to what their daughter saw or felt. That this experience had led her–with whatever emotional crosscurrents–to comprehend the lives which so often created death row inmates, and to feel that representing them was recompense for her own escape, was something that Chris still strove to understand; that their law firm would subsidize her efforts, and that Chris would help, was a given. Which was why Carlo–preserved in his idealism, Chris wryly remarked, by an absence of student loans–had chosen to join them.




    They drank iced tea; though it was close to the Pagets’ accustomed cocktail hour, the conversation was too purposeful for that. “Still,” Chris ventured, “it’s a strange crime.”




    Only after a quick glance at Terri did Carlo turn to him, and she was acutely aware of the sensitivity toward her that, for a moment, delayed his question: “Strange in what sense?”




    “That it would involve both brothers. It’s a matter of shame–if you put a nine-year-old boy on the fifty-yard line at Notre Dame stadium, and packed the seats with pedophile priests, none of them would move. Child molesters tend to act alone.”




    This remark, with its echoes from her daughter Elena’s past, reminded Terri that walling herself off from the nature of Rennell Price’s alleged crime might be far more difficult than she had made herself believe. Then Chris reached across the table and touched her hand. Quietly, he said, “You don’t have to take this case, you know.”




    Pensive, Terri curled her fingers in his. “The Habeas Corpus Resource Center is jammed, and they’re out of volunteers. So it’s me or no one.” She faced Carlo. “About child molesters,” she told him baldly, “your dad’s right. Elena could tell you that. But Rennell Price still claims he’s innocent. That’s where we have to start–and quickly.”




    This settled the matter, as Terri had known it would. After another glance at his father, Carlo nodded.




    “So,” she continued, “we have to look at the facts as if no one ever has before. Review the police reports, the physical evidence, the witness statements, the trial transcript. Track down the key witnesses–could they have been mistaken, we’ll want to know, or have had a motive to lie? Both happen more often than you’d think.”




    “What about the cops?”




    “If they’re willing. Same with the prosecutor and Rennell’s trial lawyer–we’ll want to know why they made the choices they did. That will be far more touchy for defense counsel.”




    Carlo raised his eyebrows in inquiry. “Because we’ll second-guess him?”




    “More than that,” Chris told him. “We have to prove that Rennell Price’s trial lawyer was so incompetent that his client was denied the effective assistance of counsel granted by the Sixth Amendment. It won’t be easy, given that some courts have ruled that even sleeping through your client’s trial is not enough to qualify. Damned few lawyers will admit they were worse than that.”




    “If we can prove Rennell Price is innocent, why should it matter?”




    Terri suppressed a rueful smile: framed against the panoply of sailboats, his crew-neck burgundy sweater carelessly draped over his shoulders, Carlo still seemed innocent himself. But so had she been.




    “Later on,” she promised, “I’ll induct you into the wonderland of death penalty jurisprudence. For now, take my word that the State of California can claim that even compelling new proof of this guy’s innocence doesn’t bar his execution–at least, taken alone. If the trial was fair, then they’ll say his execution is constitutional. Even if the verdict may well have been wrong.”




    “How can innocence not matter?”




    “Because that’s the law–you’ll find out soon enough. Rennell Price was convicted of an awful crime, and fifteen years later, he’s still alive. He’s become an overdue debt to the victim’s parents, and the State of California is determined to collect on their behalf.”




    Saying this reminded Terri of how solitary Rennell was–and of why she must distance herself, as much as possible, from the fact that the victim had suffered a death which caused Terri to cringe with guilt at what her own daughter still was forced to live with.




    “So we’d better hope he is retarded,” Chris remarked to Carlo. “That’s the good news, if there is any. While you were holed up cramming for the bar exam, the Supreme Court decided in Atkins v. Virginia that we no longer execute the mentally retarded. The trick, if Terri’s right, is proving that she’s right with respect to Rennell Price. Otherwise,” Chris added sardonically, “or so the argument goes, we’ll be flooded with claims of retardation filed by crafty middle-aged inmates who suddenly can’t tie their own shoes.




    “That means we need to show who Rennell was at age eighteen, and how he got that way–his parents, relatives, brother, friends, home, neighborhood, educational and medical histories, mental profile. Everything that ever happened to him, an entire social history in fifty-nine days.”




    The task was so daunting that Carlo, feigning a careless shrug, simply inquired, “So where do we start?”




    Restless, Terri stood. “By going to the office,” she told him with faux good cheer. “Right now. We’ll start by reading reams of paper, then tracking down the cops.”




    Now Carlo looked genuinely startled. “What if I have a date?”




    Chris laughed aloud. “Ask her to come to your place late,” he suggested helpfully, “and hope that she’ll stay over.” Abruptly, his eyes grew serious and, in his wife’s appraisal, a little sad. “Until you save Rennell Price, or the State of California kills him, life as you know it is over. After that, it will merely never be the same. I know that from living with Terri.”




     





    THREE




    “KIDS,” CHARLES MONK said softly. “To me, they were always the worst. Never quite got used to it.”




    Fifty-seven days to go. Perhaps that was why, Terri thought, Monk’s words had a valedictory tone; perhaps it was just the reflective melancholy of a veteran homicide inspector who, freshly retired, had the freedom of acknowledging emotions which for too long had been a luxury. Then she wondered if the melancholy was her own, more about the daughter she knew than the children Charles Monk had seen.




    They sat at a sidewalk café in North Beach, the early morning pedestrians–tourists and schoolkids and office workers headed for the Financial District–passing by their table. The morning was bright but a little chill; Monk stiffened, a wince briefly disturbing the granite angles of his seamed brown face, and then stretched one leg in front of him. “Knee,” he told her with resignation. “Vietnam.”




    “Want to go inside?”




    Monk slowly shook his head. “Not if I can help it. Just make me feel like an invalid. Worse than that–retired.”




    Terri smiled. They had been adversaries, sometimes bitterly so, but never enemies. Monk was smart and honest, a legend on the street; he seemed willing enough to talk with her, maybe because he was bored, more likely because he was satisfied with the integrity of his work. For Monk, the execution of Rennell Price was a given–the recompense, too long delayed, for what he had seen fifteen years before.




    “Let’s start from the beginning,” Terri requested.




    It had been late September, the waning of the baseball season, and the Giants were playing a Thursday night game at Candlestick. Through Monk’s windshield, the circular glow of klieg lights rose from the bowl of the stadium.




    It sat on a promontory jutting eastward into the San Francisco Bay, the ill-advised project of a mayor who seemed never to have visited at night, when the stiff winds buffeted your face and chill fog seeped into your bones. A cop waved Monk past the barrier erected to divert the flow of traffic, and Monk’s headlights found the parking lot closest to the bay.




    He parked beside the water. Stepping out, conscious of the shadow of the stadium a quarter mile behind him, the thin cries of deluded fans carrying in the cold, damp air which made this such a miserable place to play–or watch–a ball game. Or for Monk to be now.




    Pulling up the collar of his windbreaker, he crossed a strip of sand and underbrush to the low wall of rocks which edged the bay. Far across the water were the glistening lights of the Oakland hills; a few feet from him, in the black shallows of the water, the new medical examiner, Liz Shelton, dressed in a down jacket and hip boots and clutching a flashlight, braced herself against the current as she scrutinized a dark form which had washed up against the base of the rocks. A lab technician knelt beside it.




    “Didn’t know you fished,” Monk said.




    Liz glanced up at him. Her dirty-blond hair was tied back off her neck, and her level gaze was somber in the moonlight. “Fly-fishing,” she answered and moved her flashlight toward the shadowy form.




    Captured in its yellow glow was the bloated face of a child who appeared to be Asian. Long black hair, swirling in the water, marked her as a girl.




    Monk peered down at her. He could not see her legs; though soaked with water, her wool sweater appeared dark green. As her hair swirled again, Monk caught the glint of what might have been a silver barrette.




    “Who found her?” he asked Shelton.




    “Samoans. A bunch of them were sitting on the rocks, drinking beer.”




    Which figured; in Monk’s reckoning, they were about the only folks scary enough, or maybe just dense enough, to hang out here in the dark and cold. Monk’s knee had begun to throb.




    “How long she been in the bay, you think?”




    Shelton peered at the body with narrowing eyes, as if trying to see the child beneath the bloated mask. “Two days, maybe.”




    Beside the victim, the criminologist studied her for signs of trauma. In terms of external evidence, it was all he could accomplish now, and perhaps ever: a floater in the bay would have all sorts of stuff on it, from seaweed to the residue of toilets, and there would be little way of telling where any of it came from. Far better if she’d been wrapped up in a blanket and dumped in Golden Gate Park.




    Monk looked up again. “How long dead?” he asked Shelton.




    “Not sure. Maybe about the same.”




    “Any guess on cause?”




    “Not yet.”




    Monk stared down at the victim. More quietly, he asked, “Think it’s her?”




    Shelton considered this. Monk did not need to explain: two afternoons ago, in a crack-infested section of the Bayview District, the nine-year-old daughter of Cambodian immigrants had vanished after school. She had stayed late for extra help with English; she had left alone; and as of now, her teacher was the last person who claimed to have seen her. In the photographs shown on television, the girl, named Thuy Sen, appeared grave and delicate.




    “I’d say I hope not,” Shelton answered, “but then she’d just be someone else’s daughter.”




    Turning from the body, Monk gazed out at the sloping hills of the Bayview District, their light and shadow some distance beyond the stadium. “Why,” he wondered aloud, “would Cambodians decide to settle in Bayview?”




    “It’s like Bogart said in Casablanca,” Liz responded wearily. “They must have been misinformed.”




    After Liz took charge of the body, transporting it to the Hall of Justice, Monk had gone to his office and begun calling the plainclothes cops who were searching for Thuy Sen.




    The lead cop was in a sports bar in the Marina District. Above the din of voices and the Giants game, he told Monk where things stood.




    They had done it by the numbers–cruised the neighborhood, searched her house, broadcast her description to operations, called hospitals, interviewed her teacher and, of course, her father, mother, and sister. “You know how it is in the Bayview,” the cop told Monk. “Ninety-nine percent of the kids just decide not to show, or Mama lets ’em run around loose. Maybe nine or ten o’clock she’ll get curious about where the kid might be. But Cambodians are different.”




    From blacks, you mean, Monk thought but did not say. “The parents have any ideas?” he asked.




    “Nope. Last time they saw her she was heading off to school with her twelve-year-old sister. Sis’s job was to walk her to school every morning, and home every afternoon. This time she didn’t–she seems pretty much of a mess. You can see the parents staring at her–they don’t need to say a word.”




    Monk found himself studying the picture on his desk, his wife and their two daughters. “How are they?” he inquired. “The parents.”




    “Mom’s jittery and anxious, can’t sit still. Dad’s, as they say, inscrutable. But they say they had no problems with Thuy Sen–no acting up, no conflicts, no hanging around with drug dealers or bad kids on the street. Her teacher agrees; as far as she knows, the girls keep pretty much to themselves.”




    “What does Sister say?”




    “Not much,” he answered, “except that they took the same route every day from home to school. We’ve been knocking on doors to ask if anyone saw her. Nothing yet.”




    In the bar, Monk heard a ragged chorus of cheers–the Giants, he guessed, had just done something good. “When she left for school,” he asked, “did they say what she was wearing?”




    “Yeah–a plaid skirt, Mom says. And her favorite green wool sweater.”




    By the time Monk caught up with Liz Shelton, the victim was on the autopsy table, her eyes shut, her naked limbs rigid and pitifully thin under the harsh light of an overhead lamp.




    Monk gazed at her. “So?” he asked Shelton.




    “No evidence of a beating, no obvious indications of brain damage. The only bruises seem to be postmortem.”




    “What about penetration?”




    “No sign of it, vaginal or anal. We’ll take swabs, of course. But I doubt we’ll find anything.”




    “Any guesses?”




    Touching one side of the girl’s face, Shelton extended her forefinger and gently opened an eyelid. At the edge of the sightless brown eye were starbursts of red.




    “Like she was strangled,” Monk observed.




    Gently, Shelton removed her hand from the child’s face, closing her eyelid again. “Except that there’s no external evidence of that. It’s like she maybe choked on a sandwich. That’s why we perform autopsies.”




    Monk nodded. “I’ll call the parents,” he said. “See if they can ID her.”




    Shelton emitted a sigh. She was new on the job, Monk thought.




    Monk and his partner, Rollie Ainsworth, sat in Shelton’s office with Thuy Sen’s father, mother, and the police translator, a petite young woman who had fled the Cambodian killing fields.




    As had the Sen family, Monk learned in the ghastly form of small talk which occupied their anxious waiting. The mother, Chou, had lost her parents to the murderers of the Khmer Rouge; the brother and two sisters of Meng, the father, had been taken by the government and never seen again. Both seemed traumatized anew–the woman trembled, and the father, sitting stiffly in a chair, stared at the wall with foreboding.




    “How did they get to the Bayview?” Monk asked the translator.




    The young woman, reluctant, turned to the father and uttered words which sounded to Monk like a question. After a moment, Meng Sen answered in a monotone.




    “His great-aunt was already there,” the translator told him. “She wanted family around her.”




    When Liz Shelton was ready, Monk led the Sens to the glass window. The translator lingered behind.




    The window was covered with curtains. Though it was intended to minimize shock and cut off the odor of death, neither, in Monk’s experience, was much help at moments like this.




    From inside, Shelton slowly drew back the curtains. The child lay on a gurney, draped in a white sheet.




    The parents gazed at her. It was the mother who broke first, emitting a muted shriek, hands covering her face. For what seemed a long time, the father did not react. Then he closed his eyes, still silent, and nodded.




    Thuy Sen did not play near the shore, Monk learned through the translator. She did not swim, and did not like the bay. The water was too cold.




    After a few minutes, Monk told the woman to take them home.




    It was midmorning before Shelton finished the autopsy, and Monk had barely slept before returning to her office.




    “She choked to death,” the medical examiner said baldly. “But not on a sandwich. On semen.”




    Monk said nothing. Briefly, it struck him that Thuy Sen’s older sister was in for a lifetime of guilt and anguish.




    “We found semen in her mouth and throat and airways,” Shelton continued. “One male can ejaculate three to five milligrams. More than enough to choke a nine-year-old girl.”




    Monk considered this. “Anything to show she didn’t volunteer?”




    “No. But judging from what you know, how likely does that seem? Even over there.”




    Monk answered with a shrug. “What else?” he inquired.




    With a tentative air, Shelton steepled her fingers, resting them against her chin. “There was a hair snagged in her barrette. For all we know, it came from the bay, and hair identification by ethnicity is hardly an exact science. But more likely than not it’s Negroid.”




    Again Monk said nothing. Neither needed to comment on the inflammatory images this might summon, even in San Francisco–a nine-year-old girl choking to death during forcible oral copulation with a black man. Whoever the sperm donor turned out to be, Monk’s job was to find him.




    For some moments, Terri had not touched her coffee.




    “‘Him’ turned out to be ‘them,’” Monk said with quiet emphasis. “We found them both.”




     





    FOUR




    MONK STUDIED THE lemon rind floating in the tiny cup of espresso, incongruous in his paw of a hand. “Should have ordered a double,” he observed. “Less rind, more caffeine.”




    Terri emptied her own cup, cold now, its contents bitter on her tongue. “Tell me about Flora Lewis.”




    They didn’t find a witness for two fruitless days, spent going door-to-door in the crack-ridden streets of Bayview, hilly and sunny and stark, where black kids loitered on the pavement from childhood until, in their twenties, half the boys were dead or in jail. To outsiders, it was a foreign country–taxi drivers wouldn’t go there, cops blew off domestic violence calls rather than stick their necks out, and the whole mess was sitting on a Superfund site, with exposure to buried poisons as toxic as the lives of many who were born there.




    Once it had been a place of hope, its white, blue-collar residents joined during World War II by African American shipyard workers who remained there, thinking the jobs and sunny weather–best among the city’s microclimates–might presage a better life than whatever they’d left behind. The jobs vanished; many blacks remained, predominant now, mingled with pockets of Tongans and Samoans, a few Asians, and remnants of the white home-owning classes–stranded in the houses they still owned, Monk knew, by an economy which otherwise had passed them by. Some, like Flora Lewis, saw Bayview as a prison.




    She lived two blocks south of Thuy Sen’s accustomed route to school. Cracking open the door of her tiny Edwardian home, she peered above a door chain at the two black men–Monk and Rollie Ainsworth–who had come there unannounced. Only when Monk thrust out identification and stated their purpose did Lewis let them in.




    The next thing she did seemed odd. Going to the window, she craned her neck to peer out, one palsied hand drawing open lace curtains, her frail body still bent away from the window to conceal herself from view. When she spoke she did not turn.




    “I’d have moved,” she said, “but all I’ve got is my social security and my parents’ house.”




    Glancing at Ainsworth, Monk saw his partner’s shrewd, round face appraising her and concluding, as Monk had, that silence was best. “They live across the street,” she told them.




    Uttering this non sequitur, her voice was parched. Her eyes maintained their vigil. “Who?” Monk asked.




    “The Price brothers, two boys, if you could call them that. Cars squealing up at night, men and trampy-looking girls streaming in and out, music getting louder all the time and more obscene.” Her tone became quieter, to Monk, etched with bitterness. “It always felt to me like anything could happen–their grandmother locked up like a prisoner, the boys with no one to control whatever impulses they had.”




    “Tell me about them.”




    She faced Monk now. Behind her wire-rim glasses Monk saw hesitance and fear, and a grimace deepened the seams of her face, drawing down her mouth. “The older one’s named Payton,” she said. “Quick-moving, with a bad mouth, who thinks he’s clever. Used to be bright-eyed and almost pretty-looking–you watch them turn cruel, over time, and it would break your heart if you could believe they still had hearts of their own. But the younger one scared me from the time that he was four or five. You could see he’d be a hulking brute even before he became one.




    “Even more than his size, it was his expression. It never changed. You just looked at him, and saw no feeling.” Her eyes closed. “I can only imagine . . .”




    “Imagine what?”




    Silent, Lewis shook her head. When her eyes opened again, she said softly, “She was there. With them.”




    “How did you know it was her?”




    Reflexively, her eyes sought out the television to one corner of the cramped room–an ancient couch, a coffee table, photographs of a woman and man who must have been her parents. Though tense now, Monk forced himself to remain patient, calm.




    “She was Asian.” Lewis hesitated, then finished. “It was the day before her picture was on the news.”




    Ainsworth glanced at Monk. “Tell us exactly what you saw.”




    Lewis paused, as if to summon an image in her mind. “They’re sitting on the porch with one of those big, boxy radios blaring this chanting kind of music–Payton all jittery with his head snapping from side to side. The big one, Rennell, is staring at the sidewalk like he’s been hypnotized. Minutes pass with him not moving.




    “Then she comes by.”




    The last phrase held a fateful certainty. “Can you describe her?” Monk asked.




    “Asian,” she repeated simply. “Straight black hair, and even without seeing her face I can tell by how she carries herself. Eyes straight ahead, fixed on the sidewalk, like they do. Acting like she doesn’t notice them.”




    “But they noticed her.”




    Flora Lewis bit her lip. “It was the big one,” she said with quiet anger. “Rennell.




    “He stands. I see his mouth open, calling out–it’s like a pantomime, because I can’t hear him with all that barbaric chanting from their radio. But I see the girl hesitate for the briefest moment before she’s moving again, still not looking up.




    “That brings the big one off the porch. His mouth opens again, calling out.” Lewis turned back toward the window, staring through the curtain as if at the remembered Asian child. “I can only imagine what he said. Suddenly, she’s frozen there–petrified, more like it. Then she turns to face him.




    “He comes down off the porch, towering over her. Payton’s still twitching back and forth in his chair. She’s standing with her back to me–you can see her glancing from one to the other, guessing at who scared her worse.




    “Then Rennell says something else to her. She looks up at him, slowly shakes her head.” Lewis finished in a monotone. “So he just reaches out and takes her by the arm.”




    Monk felt his own sense of foreboding. “And then?”




    “Slowly, Rennell pulls her forward. She stumbles, like she’d been trying to stay rooted on the sidewalk. After that she just lets him pull her toward the house.




    “Her shoulders are drooping now. But the thing I remember most is her looking up at the porch at Payton, and him standing. Like what’s about to happen involves him now, too.” Lewis slowly shook her head. “Then the big one says something to him, and Payton opens up the door.”




    Lewis stopped abruptly. After a moment, Ainsworth asked, “What happened then?”




    “Rennell leads her to the porch, then puts his hand on her back and pushes her toward the door. I remember her stumbling on the doorsill. Then Rennell steps in behind her, and I can’t see her anymore. He was too big.” A mist clouded Lewis’s eyes. “The last thing I saw was Payton closing the door behind them.”




    Monk and Ainsworth stayed quiet, letting their unspoken question fill the silence. “I’m afraid of them,” she murmured with muted shame. “When I saw her picture, I told myself they’d find her. But not like that.”




    Monk thrust his hands in his pockets. “If the girl was Thuy Sen, by the time you saw her picture she was dead. All you could have done you’re doing now.”




    But not without a house call from us, he thought to himself. And maybe not if you’d called us when the big one pushed her through the door.




    “It would help,” Monk said, “if you could remember what the girl was wearing.”




    The old white lady looked more grateful to him than she deserved to feel. “A plaid skirt,” she answered. “And a dark green sweater. As long as I live, I’ll never forget.”




    Monk and Ainsworth stood with a burly plainclothes cop in the squad room of the Bayview station. “Shit,” Larry Minnehan said.




    Monk shrugged. “If the girl was Thuy Sen, she wasn’t taking her usual route. You started looking where you should have.”




    “I meant about this old lady. She damned well should have called us. Now all we’ve got is another fucking homicide.”




    Monk nodded toward an oversize bulletin board on the cinder-block wall behind Minnehan. “So tell me about the brothers Price.”




    “They’re fungible, man. Like a lot of these gang-bangers.” Turning to the board, Minnehan contemplated roughly a hundred mug shots of young men organized by gang affiliation, with typed notations of their more salient characteristics–arrest records, whether they were in prison or dead, maybe even who had killed them. A wall of blank eyes staring from blank faces which were all black.




    “This one’s Payton,” Minnehan told Monk, pointing out a picture at the right side of the board.




    Moving closer, Monk began committing the face to memory. It was more memorable than most: thin and handsome, close to refined, with a glint of irony rarely found in such photographs, whose subjects tended to prefer stone-cold indifference. “Payton’s the supposed mastermind,” Minnehan said. “Runs a network of dealers.”




    “Crack?”




    “Natch. But I give him this–he’s not hooked up with any gang. A true small businessman, with the kind of entrepreneurial spirit which makes this country great.”




    Ainsworth studied the photograph. “Not easy, down here.”




    “Payton’s a nervy bastard,” Minnehan responded. “A real survivor. You know what dealing crack is like in the Bayview. A lot of scuffling and hustling on the street–fractious, paranoid, and violent. We’re like the Balkans for black folks.”




    Monk gave a short, mirthless laugh. “How’s Payton work his business?”




    “The usual way. Buys powder cocaine from a dealer, in kilos, and then turns it into rocks.




    “But his dealer’s only going to sell powder in significant quantities. So there’s economic pressure for Payton to keep selling enough rocks to buy the next batch of powder, even if he has to sell them on consignment.




    “He sells through a franchise of twenty or so street dealers–juveniles, people someone vouches for, anyone he thinks he can trust at all. That insulates him from the danger of hanging out on the corner drinking beer and mingling with the crackheads, maybe getting killed for the rocks or cash in his pocket.” Minnehan tugged his Notre Dame sweatshirt down over the small protuberance of his belly. “You can sell a dozen rocks for maybe one fifty. Payton will want the money up-front. But if someone says he’s short till Monday, and Payton’s under pressure, he’ll maybe have to trust him. For that you need muscle, a collector. Just what Rennell was born for.”




    Listening, Monk felt a weary familiarity, the inevitable arc in the lives of the two boys who had grown up across from Flora Lewis. Crack was the first business kids learned in the Bayview. It is tough to sell powder cocaine on the street–the customers are cynical, and can’t be sure what they’re getting isn’t cut with sugar or salt. But any twelve-year-old can take powder, combine it with baking soda and water, then cook it into rocks a buyer can sample and know–from the first rush hitting his bloodstream–that it’s the real deal. And so kids become both dealers and users–smoking crack for pleasure, dispensing crack for business, and trading crack for sex for the rest of what is likely to be their very brief lives.




    “Payton have a girl?” Monk asked.




    “Nice-looking boy like that? Always. Plenty of coke whores to go around, even if you look like a fucking gargoyle. Some of these sweet young things would suck the chrome off a trailer hitch.”




    “So what they need with a nine-year-old Cambodian girl?”




    Minnehan shrugged. “’Cause this whole fucking place is depraved, with a capital D. No rules, no limits, no respect for life or anything which might grow up to have a pussy. Add the crazy sexual rush which comes from smoking crack and see if guys like Payton and Rennell bother with these fine distinctions.”




    The mention of Rennell reminded Monk that he had not seen the man who, if Flora Lewis was right, had led Thuy Sen to her death. “Show me Rennell,” he directed.




    Minnehan jabbed at a picture. “Right here. Piss-poor protoplasm for sure.”




    Monk took it in. Not much to see, he thought–a round, expressionless face, eyes even deader than normal.




    “Let’s run ’em in,” he said. “Both of them.”






     





    FIVE




    ON THE WAY to pick up Payton and Rennell, they cruised down what passed in Bayview for the business district, Third Street–do-shops, thrift shops, liquor stores, check-cashing businesses, barbecue and soul food restaurants, corner stores run by Arabs too smart to live there, made prosperous by the total absence of chain groceries. There was suffocating unemployment; most of those with straight jobs left the Bayview to work, and the most vigorous signs of economic life were the crack dealers loitering at the corner of Third and Palou. There was a culture of hanging out on the porches and front steps, as Flora Lewis said the Price brothers had done, or on the streets drinking beer, especially on warm nights, when it felt good to be outside, even if the streets became a nightmare after dark. The other hub of social life lay in a plentitude of black churches–when temporal life is so hard, Monk knew, the hope of a hereafter spent somewhere other than the Bayview holds a certain appeal.




    For sure it beat the public housing–Stalinist stucco complexes from the fifties and sixties, their street signs riddled with bullet holes, festering with crime and violence and living arrangements as mutable as the white powder mixed with baking soda. Not all of it was quite that grim: there were old Edwardians and Victorians amidst the plain one-story homes, and on sunny days, like this one, the streets sloping up and down the hills could present a sudden sweeping vista of the bay–dazzling, Monk felt certain, to the dockworkers who had come there from the rural South. But the residue of the shipping industry was a few shabby warehouses and this endless supply of young street hustlers on a treadmill to nowhere good and, perhaps even sadder to Monk, who dearly loved his own two daughters, young women with nowhere else to turn for love or solace. Too many of these stunted men had far too little of that to give–the subculture which had spawned the Price brothers ran on adrenaline, in a here and now that was brutal, direct, and violent, with no sense of consequence, no “friendships” but with the people they used, no family but the illegitimate kids they had left with girls more cunning than smart.




    Payton was twenty-two; Rennell barely eighteen. Monk already knew the rhythms of Payton’s days and nights–constantly changing his meeting places; packing a gun or bringing along his brother for protection; searching for dealers among juveniles effectively immune from law enforcement, indifferent to the fact they might get killed; telling would-be snitches that he’d burn down their mamas’ houses if anything in his life went bad; keeping cash under the bed or at some woman’s or anywhere but a bank; stealing cars because he couldn’t buy one, then beating the rap by saying he’d borrowed the car from some other dude without knowing it was stolen. The elements of a life built around loud music, sex, cars, and guns bought out of the back of a stranger’s trunk, spent in a world where bus drivers cruising down Third Street called in robberies in progress, and the corner store sold glass pipes or one cigarette at a time so you could hollow it out to smoke a rock you’d just bought on the street. A life spent living–or dying–in the moment.




    At this particular moment, it was Payton Price’s bad luck to be home.




    *




    The house was a shabby Victorian on Shafter Avenue owned by Payton’s grandmother. He stood in the doorway, lean, well-muscled, and more handsome than his picture, with seen-it-all eyes which held surprising flecks of green and, in their absolute determination to give nothing, perhaps the faintest hint of fear.




    Blocking the door, he looked from Monk to Ainsworth to Monk again. “You got a warrant?” he demanded, hostility etched with disdain.




    Caught doing your home chemistry, Monk thought. “We just dropped by to talk.”




    “What about?”




    “The Cambodian girl who washed up in the bay.”




    A split-second glance at Ainsworth. “Don’t know nothing about that,” Payton said flatly.




    “Then there’s no problem with talking to us, is there?”




    Payton turned his stare on Monk. “Only problem’s my time you’d piss away.”




    Monk held his gaze. “Then maybe we’ll talk to your brother.”




    This time Monk was certain he saw fear. After a moment, Payton shrugged. “Let’s get this over with, man.”




    “First,” Monk answered, “you can tell me where to find Rennell.”




    They stuck Payton in a bare room with bare walls in the bowels of Robbery and Homicide, a videocam staring down from one corner and a tape recorder on the laminated table in front of him, the two cops letting him think for a while about the sullen hulk of the brother who waited in the interrogation room next door. Leaning forward on the table, Payton propped his chin on one cupped hand, elaborately bored. But his body was rigid; Monk sensed a perpetual vigilance, perhaps never more than now, though it was hard not to wonder when this man had last enjoyed a dreamless sleep.




    Monk slid a photo of Thuy Sen across the table. “Ever seen her?”




    Payton made a show of studying her face, his squint a parody of concentration. “Don’t know,” he said, pausing to gaze back up at Monk. “Pretty much all look alike, don’t they?”




    Monk summoned a faint smile. “You see that many little Asian girls?”




    The glint of irony vanished. “Not saying I saw this one.”




    Monk sat back, hands clasped behind his head. “I’m only asking,” he said amiably, “because we hear she was at your house the day she disappeared.”




    The incredulous smile this summoned did not change Payton’s eyes. “That’s bullshit.”




    Monk appraised him. In a casual tone, Rollie Ainsworth interjected, “That’s just what someone said.”




    “Who?”




    Now it was Ainsworth’s turn to smile. “Can’t say. You know how it is.”




    “Well, they’re fucked up, man.”




    “Because she wasn’t there?” Monk asked. “Or wasn’t there that day?”




    Payton sat up, folding his arms, glaring straight at Monk. “What would I want with some Asian kid not old enough to bleed?”




    That the disclaimer carried sexual overtones only fed Monk’s suspicion: at his request, Liz Shelton had suppressed the sexual aspects of Thuy Sen’s death. “What would anyone want with a nine-year-old girl? But someone did.”




    “Not in my house,” Payton answered with a trace of arrogance. “Got all the grown-up pussy I need, whenever I need it. For whatever I need.”




    Monk gave him a slow-building smile. “Good for you, son,” he answered in a tone of laconic amusement, and then placed one thick forefinger on the Asian girl’s picture. “So this girl was never in your house.”




    Payton paused briefly before answering with calm conviction, “If she was, man, I sure as hell didn’t know about it.”




    No, Monk thought, you’re not stupid. Maybe just smart enough to fuck up. “Any idea where you were last Tuesday afternoon?”




    Silent, Payton gazed at the tape spinning on the table between them. “If I’d known it was so important,” he said after a time, “maybe I’d have noticed.”




    “We know you’re a busy man,” Ainsworth said in his most pleasant voice. “But please do take your time.”




    Payton’s face went blank again. “Don’t have that much time.”




    “We’re going to give you some,” Monk assured him. “While we visit with your brother.”




    For whatever reason, Monk sensed, this worried Payton more than what had gone before. “Rennell and me got to go,” their quarry insisted.




    “We’ll try to keep that in mind,” Monk said. He did not wait for an answer.




    Arms resting on the table, Rennell Price made the room seem smaller. His face was fleshy, his features flat and indistinct, as though nothing was quite in focus. There was a gap between his two front teeth, both stained a dull yellow, one edged with a bright gold crown. Unlike his brother, he stared at the girl’s photograph with a stony blankness.




    “Remember her?” Monk asked.




    The silence stretched with no sign of an answer; again, unlike Payton, Rennell seemed indifferent to the impression he made on Monk and Ainsworth, or even to their presence. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I think maybe I seen her.”




    Monk reined in his surprise. “Where?”




    The same pause occurred, Monk was noting, before each answer–silence did not seem to trouble Rennell Price. “Maybe at a store.”




    “What store?”




    Silence.




    “You don’t remember?”




    Lazily, the big man shook his head. Though he no longer stared at the picture, he did not look up at Monk.




    More sharply, Ainsworth asked, “She ever at your house?”




    This time his silence was followed by a single stubborn word. “No.”




    You, Monk decided, are the weak link. He could almost smell Payton’s fear through the wall between them.




    Learning forward, Monk spoke quietly. “Because someone says you took her inside your house the day she disappeared.”




    For the first time the dead zone which was Rennell Price’s eyes showed defensiveness and a veiled hostility. “No way.”




    “What about last Tuesday, Rennell?”




    “No.”




    This time the monosyllable had come quickly, as did Monk’s next question. “Where were you last Tuesday?”




    The big man shrugged, indifferent once more. “Most days I sleep.”




    That much Monk believed. “Were you sleeping last Tuesday afternoon?”




    “Probly.” Rennell said this with a lassitude which seemed to have seeped into his bone and brain, bespeaking days that were endlessly the same. To Monk, he seemed so divorced from humanity as to be beyond reach.




    This same thought seemed to have struck Ainsworth. With a quiet, lascivious undertone, he inquired, “When you saw her at the store, Rennell, did you think that she was pretty?”




    This time Rennell did not move or speak.




    “Her name was Thuy Sen,” Monk said in an even tone. “Is there anything else you can tell us about her?”




    To Monk’s surprise, Rennell Price gazed up at him, though his face held no emotion. Then, very softly, he answered, “I didn’t do that little girl.”




    So how do you know she was “done”? Monk wondered. He said nothing to Rennell.




     





    SIX




    MONK HAD BEGUN watching the street traffic and the neighborhood stores, a grocery and vegetable stand and delicatessen with salami hanging in the window, stirring to life as they talked. Observing was his habit, Terri supposed.




    “I suppose it occurred to you,” she said, “that Flora Lewis saw what she wanted to see. Or maybe didn’t see it at all.”




    Monk turned to her. “You mean used me to rid her of these two black crackheads and their boom box, sort of scoop up the garbage?”




    “Something like that.”




    Monk smiled faintly. “Something like that is why we went back to see her.”




    They drove back to the Bayview in the morning. Crack dealers stay up at night and sleep in late–they didn’t want the Price brothers to see them and then torch Flora Lewis’s house with her still in it.




    Their questions started simply, parsing her story into microscopic details: the time she first saw Payton and Rennell on the day Thuy Sen vanished; where precisely she was standing; whether she was wearing her glasses; how long it was until the Asian child appeared; how much longer it took for the girl to disappear inside. Then, what the brothers were wearing–a red windbreaker and blue jeans for Payton, she said, a black hooded sweatshirt and maybe matching sweatpants for Rennell. Now and then, Monk or Ainsworth would repeat a question to see if her answers were the same. At length, Ainsworth placed six mug shots on the coffee table in front of her.




    “Recognize any of them?” he asked.




    “Of course,” she answered with asperity and jabbed a palsied finger at two photographs. “This one’s Payton. This is Rennell–the one that grabbed that child off the street.”




    “Can you tell me again what she was wearing?”




    “Of course–plaid skirt and a dark green sweater.”




    “Is it possible,” Monk asked carefully, “that you remember her clothes from the description on TV?”




    Lewis plucked at a pleat of her flowered dress in a gesture of irritation. “I saw her. What I least remember, Inspector, is the description on TV. I was too shocked.”




    “We have to be thorough. I’m sure you understand the importance of that.”




    The tacit reminder that this was a homicide investigation which could become a murder trial seemed to give Lewis pause. When Monk placed Thuy Sen’s school photograph beside the two black faces, she studied it with quiet sobriety.




    “Is this the girl you saw?”




    Lewis bit her lip. “You know, I just can’t be sure. I think so. But I don’t remember ever seeing her pass by before–or any Asian girl. From here to the sidewalk it’s hard to pick up features.”




    “But you recognized Rennell and Payton.”




    “Because they were facing me, and I’ve seen them all their lives. They live there, after all.”




    “But you say other young men come there, too.”




    “That’s true.”




    “Could one or both of the men you saw with the Asian girl have been one of them–a visitor–instead of Payton or Rennell?”




    In the dim light of her standing lamp, Lewis’s mouth pursed, and then she shook her head decisively. “No. I can even tell you how Rennell Price walked toward that little girl, with the kind of lumbering menace he always has. Like he enjoys what his presence does to people.”




    Monk pondered whether to raise the matter of race, then chose a more neutral question. “The other young men that visited the brothers–can you identify any of them?”




    Lewis stared into some middle distance, considering the question. “I don’t know them, or even know their names. Maybe one–the tall one with the light blue, beat-up Cadillac. Seems like he’s always parked out there when there’s any space to park.”




    “Ever see this man up close?”




    “No. Just through the window.”




    “Think you’d recognize his picture?”




    Lewis’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Without seeing it, I don’t know.”




    “But you didn’t see his car that day.”




    “Not that day, no.” Lewis paused, then added with emphatic distaste, “All I saw was those two brothers.”




    Watching her, Monk decided to change course. “Do you remember the last time, Miss Lewis, you spoke with either Payton or Rennell?”




    Lewis’s shoulders twitched. “A long time ago.”




    “Years?”




    “Several years. Ever since I saw what they’d become.”




    “Was there a particular incident?” Ainsworth asked.




    Lewis hesitated. Then she said, “Payton called me a vulgarity.”




    “Recall the nature of it?”




    She folded her arms. “I was carrying a bag of groceries. The bottom dropped out, and a melon burst all over the sidewalk.” Her voice filled with indignation. “Payton and Rennell were sitting on the porch. But neither lifted a finger to help. Instead, Payton laughed and said, ‘Serves that nosy old bitch right.’”




    “How old would you say Payton was?” Monk inquired.




    “Thirteen, fourteen.”




    “So that was eight or more years ago. When was the last time you saw one of the brothers up close?”




    “I don’t know, Inspector–I cross the street to avoid them, and keep my eyes straight ahead.” Her tone became quiet. “Like I saw that little Asian girl do.”




    “So it’s been years since you looked Rennell or Payton in the face.”




    “Maybe that’s been years. But I see them most afternoons across the street, preparing to do their filthy business.”




    “What business would that be?”




    “Selling drugs, Inspector. Turning other boys into them.”




    Monk considered this. “While all that’s going on, what’s their grandmother doing?”




    “Mrs. Price? I barely see her anymore, except looking out on the street from the second-story window.” Lewis’s tone assumed a measured compassion. “She always seemed like a decent, churchgoing woman. I still see her walking to church on Sundays, sometimes with a flower pinned to her dress.




    “Years ago, maybe we’d stop and talk. But now I think she just stays locked up on the second floor of the house, hiding from those boys and their lowlife friends. Sometimes I wonder how their music sounds to her.”




    Monk was silent. The sense of kinship which he heard seemed to make Flora Lewis pensive. “I suppose,” she reflected, “that those brothers have turned us both into recluses. Eula Price only goes to church, and I only go to the corner store. So we don’t speak anymore.”




    “Do you have any black friends, Miss Lewis?”




    “I don’t have any friends, now. The ones I had are dead or gone.”




    “Did they include black folks?”




    “To talk to.”




    “To invite to your house?”




    Lewis looked him in the eyes. “No. Does that make me a racist?”




    “What you are for sure, ma’am, is a witness. What about friends or acquaintances who are Asian–at any time.”




    “At all times,” Lewis said flatly, “I’m civil. Have been my entire life, to anyone who deserves it. But I can’t say that I’ve had Asian friends.”




    “Just how long have you lived here, Miss Lewis?”




    “I was born here. If you’re curious, that adds up to seventy-two years. Thirty-three with my parents, thirty-nine alone, twelve since I retired from teaching school.”




    She had lived here by herself, Monk calculated, since World War II, the time that Bayview had begun to change. “How does this neighborhood seem to you now?”




    Lewis sat erect. “Like a nightmare,” she said harshly. “Except that I don’t wake up.” Abruptly, her voice trembled, and a film of tears glistened in her eyes. “My parents left me this house out of love, to be my safety and security. Now I can’t escape it.”




    Monk drew a breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”




    Lewis paused to compose herself. “Don’t be. Just believe the truth of what I’ve told you.” Once more, she laid her finger on the mug shot of Rennell Price. “This one’s Rennell, the one who pulled the Asian girl off the street. The other one, Payton, closed the door behind her. Lord knows what they did to her.”




    Monk and Ainsworth stopped for coffee at a dingy soul food restaurant on Third Street. No one else was there.




    Ainsworth took a sip of coffee. “So?”




    “So I’m pretty damned sure she’s sure of everything she thinks she saw. I’m also pretty sure Thuy Sen died inside that house.”




    “Me, too. Why not get a warrant?”




    Monk shook his head. “Let’s poke around a little–whatever we’d find at Grandma’s house is likely to still be there in a day or two. I keep wondering about how Thuy Sen got from the house to the bay. Sure as hell didn’t walk there, and the brothers don’t own a car.”




    Ainsworth propped his chin on folded hands. “Wouldn’t be smart to swipe a car for that, would it.”




    “A tall guy in a light blue Cadillac,” Larry Minnehan repeated. “That would be my man Eddie Fleet.”




    He turned to the bulletin board and pointed out a mug shot, glancing at the notation beside it. “You’re in luck, guys–no overnight change in status. Eddie’s still not dead.”




    Monk studied the photograph–close-cropped hair, flat features, full mouth with one corner twisted in disdain. Even from a head shot Monk could guess that Fleet was tall and rangy. “Tell me about this guy.”




    “A real waste of talent–before crack got to him he was a playground hoops legend. But you know the story-all innates, no character.” Squinting, Minnehan called upon his memory. “I’m remembering girlfriend violence, a concealed weapons charge, a couple of assaults, a dopedealing rap that got kicked for illegal search and seizure. Typical lowlife résumé.”




    “What’s he got to do with the Prices?”




    “He’s Payton’s jack-of-all-trades, majordomo, and chauffeur. God help us if the State of California took away this asshole’s car, ’cause then he couldn’t drive Payton where he needed to go. Then where would the Bayview be.” Minnehan cocked his head. “You thinking Eddie might fit in this somewhere?”




    “He’d give us someone else to play with.” Monk thought for a moment, then asked Minnehan, “Rennell have any girlfriends you know of?”




    On the way back to the Hall of Justice, Ainsworth pondered this. “You think Payton’s covering for his pedophile brother?”




    “Too fancy a concept for him to get his mind around,” Monk answered. “But it’s funny Minnehan never saw Rennell with any women. I’d have given odds he’d be a daddy by now.” He turned their car down Bryant Street. “It would make more sense if Rennell wound up alone with her. That’s how these creeps like it.”




    “What’s in it for Payton?”




    “He’s no respecter of women, either. Maybe Rennell wants what he wants, and Payton just wants his muscle happy. What’s Thuy Sen to either one of them?”




    The toxicology report was waiting on Monk’s desk. He passed the report to Ainsworth. Thuy Sen had died clean–no crack cocaine in her system. Though this was only what Monk expected, he had learned that you could never be too jaded. In the Bayview, girls scarcely older than Thuy Sen traded oral sex for crack.




    Putting down the report, Ainsworth asked, “What goes next–warrant, or Fleet?”




    “I keep thinking about that Cadillac,” Monk answered.




    “Eddie Fleet,” Terri said now. “Anyone’s dream witness. No wonder you went looking for him.”




    Monk regarded her impassively. “That’s what we get in our business–scumbags who know about other scumbags. You were expecting Kofi Annan?”




     





    SEVEN




    LARRY MINNEHAN AND his partner, Jack Breslin, drove Monk and Ainsworth out to look for Eddie Fleet.




    Their unmarked car entered Double Rock, a public housing project so lawless that cops who went there feared being shot. “Came out here last week,” Minnehan said, “to pick up a guy for a probation violation. Walked into his kitchen and the fucker jumps out from behind the refrigerator and tries to shoot me in the face.”




    “What happened?” Ainsworth asked.




    Behind the wheel, Minnehan kept tautly watching the street as he drove. “Pretty much blew his kneecap away. He’s off the street for a while.”




    Not that it much mattered, Monk thought. The dingy stucco buildings spewed an endless supply of young men warped by Double Rock into dead-enders before they could make the choices they never believed they had. The place they lived in looked like a training ground for prison: even the graffiti-scarred buildings, some with windows boarded up, had addresses–like F-7: 1840-1860 –which reminded Monk of a prisoner’s ID number. As they passed one parking lot, a gangly teenage boy, urinating on someone else’s car, called out to Minnehan, “Don’t give me a ticket for pissing, man.”




    Minnehan, laughing, gave him a jocular version of a papal blessing. “That’s Lance,” Minnehan explained. “He’s a Crip, and stupid as a rock. Whoever owns that car will probably do him for us.” Breslin kept his eyes on the street.




    A block later the car slowed to a stop beside a gray-bearded man in a Yankees cap cooking burgers on a grill. Breslin rolled down the window. “Hey, Globetrotter.”




    The man glanced warily at the two strangers in the back of the car. “Hey, man. What’s happening?”




    “Nothin’ much. Just looking for Eddie Fleet.”




    “Eddie? Haven’t seen that boy for a while. Heard he took a job being President of Microsoft.”




    A corner of Breslin’s mouth turned up, though his eyes didn’t change. “If he gets sick of it, Trotter, and comes back here, you might mention dropping by our office. We’ve got an opportunity for him.”




    The man nodded. It would not take long, Monk knew, for word on the street to spread.




    “Fucking waste,” Breslin said as the car pulled away. “Man used to play for the Globetrotters before the white powder got him. Now all he can afford is crack.” They kept on driving, eyes combing the sidewalk idlers for the guy who looked back at them a little too long, or avoided looking at all, or maybe just started walking faster–the small signs of psychic disruption at the otherwise routine appearance of an unmarked car.




    Two blocks later it happened. From the backseat, between the broad shoulders of the two cops, Monk saw a tall man slide from inside an old blue Cadillac and swiftly head for the door of an apartment in a one-story complex. “Step on it,” Breslin said.




    Minnehan did, snapping Monk and Ainsworth against their seat. Tires squealing, they pulled up in front of the complex; Breslin leapt out of the car before it stopped and covered the twenty feet to the door before the man could get inside. By the time the three others came up behind him, Breslin had his quarry by the scruff of his sweatshirt and was pressing his face against the door. “Give me trouble, Eddie, and I’m gonna be truly pissed.”




    Fleet said nothing. Jerking him three steps to the sidewalk, Breslin held Fleet upright while Minnehan searched him. In the bright afternoon sunlight, three women and a small boy walked by with their eyes straight ahead, their silence the only sign they had even noticed a black man being frisked by two white cops.




    This gave Monk time to look Fleet over. He was perhaps six foot five, with close-cropped hair, cleft chin, and a broad face whose most remarkable features were a nose which appeared to have been flattened–perhaps by a flying elbow in a Darwinian game of playground hoops–and large brown eyes, which just before they assumed an unusually persuasive look of otherworldly detachment had raked Monk’s face with a swift, keen glance. Monk had never seen Eddie Fleet before, but he understood at that moment that Fleet knew who he was–Monk’s reputation on the street, held with a mixture of awe, fear, and respect, was that of a man who could be trusted but never crossed. By the time this piece of street theater was over, word would begin spreading in the Bayview that he had picked up Eddie Fleet.




    “You keep Eddie company,” Minnehan directed Breslin. He climbed up the stairs, Monk and Ainsworth following, to knock on the door Fleet had tried to enter.




    It took several more knocks until a young woman answered, clutching the front of her white robe. She was in her early twenties, Monk guessed, with one eye swollen half shut in her scared, pretty face. It was Eddie Fleet’s notion of foreplay, Monk supposed.




    “Mind if we come in,” Minnehan said. Though it was phrased like a question, the woman knew that it was not one: she lived in public housing, and any problem with the law could get her thrown out. In her world Larry Minnehan had more power than the President.




    Her name was Betty Sims, and she turned out to be no housekeeper. She backed away from them into a cramped three-room apartment with sheets strewn across the couch and floor, CDs scattered all over a small kitchen table, and what looked like a couple of days’ of dirty dishes in the sink. The chicken cooking on the stove seemed to Monk a sad gesture toward domesticity, as did the incongruous Chinese painting above the couch. The woman’s one unblemished eye as she watched them was frightened and sad and deeply resigned, and Monk could feel her shame and helplessness at being exposed to the judgment of strangers.




    Minnehan left to search her bedroom. With a nod to Betty Sims, Monk followed.




    Her bureau was covered with cosmetics and empty beer bottles. Minnehan yanked open the top drawer, revealing a treasure trove of frilly bras and panties with the sales tags still on them.




    “Girl’s an underwear klepto,” he observed.




    Ainsworth was studying a framed picture on the bureau: next to the carousel in Golden Gate Park a slight woman stood beside a fleshy, smiling man. “Demetrius George,” Ainsworth said. “Last time I looked, he was a suspect in a gang murder.”




    “Still is,” Minnehan said. “Let’s ask Betty.”




    Betty Sims sat on the couch now, shoulders slumped, knees pressed together beneath her half-open robe. Minnehan held the picture out to her; his other hand, Monk saw, held a wad of tinfoil plucked off the top of the bureau.




    Betty’s gaze flickered from the photo to the wad of foil. “Who’s the lucky girl with Demetrius?” Minnehan asked.




    Betty glanced back at the picture. “My cousin, Cordelia. Cordelia White.”




    “What’s her address?”




    Betty told him. “Know where we can find Demetrius?” Minnehan asked her politely.




    She shook her head. “Maybe Cordelia does.”




    Without asking anything more, Minnehan took out his cell phone and directed someone at the station to visit Cordelia White. Then he opened up the tinfoil and showed Betty Sims two rocks of crack cocaine–maybe forty bucks’ worth, Monk thought. Enough to get her tossed out in the street.




    “Who this belong to, Betty?”




    She looked away, silent. Minnehan appraised her swollen eye. In a gentle tone, he asked, “Eddie do that to you?”




    She hesitated, then shook her head, no longer looking at Minnehan. Still speaking quietly, Minnehan said, “If you can, Betty, stay away from him. Guys like Eddie don’t get better.”




    The words were followed by silence. In an affectless tone, she asked. “Am I going to be in trouble?”




    Minnehan studied her with a look akin to resignation. “The crack?” he answered. “No. That’s Eddie’s now.”




    They left her sitting on the couch. Closing the door behind him, Minnehan murmured, “Demetrius and Cordelia. Almost sounds like Shakespeare.”




    Monk and Ainsworth put Eddie Fleet in the same room they had used to question Payton Price.




    He sat staring at the wall, eyes as blank as poker chips. The bulky gray sweatshirt he wore, far too thick for such a day, was meant, Monk supposed, to create the illusion of a body mass to go with the attitude.




    “Minnehan took your last two rocks,” Ainsworth said. “I don’t think he likes you beating up on Betty. I don’t think he likes you, period.”




    The tacit threat induced only silence. Monk placed the photo of Thuy Sen between them. “Ever seen this girl, Eddie?”




    Seconds passed before Fleet looked down. Then he gave an almost indiscernible shake of the head.




    “Was that a no?” Ainsworth asked skeptically.




    This time Fleet shrugged. “I never seen her.”




    “’Cause my friend Inspector Monk has. He saw her floating in the bay.”




    Fleet neither moved nor spoke. “The thing about a body,” Monk told him conversationally, “is it just lies there. Most uncooperative kind of person you’ll ever know.




    “Now it’s one thing, Eddie, to murder somebody in his house–you just leave him there. But killing someone at your own house is a whole different deal. As long as the body stays there, it’s incriminating.




    “So you got to move it. That’s how this poor child wound up in water way too cold to swim in.”




    How long, Monk wondered, could Fleet go without seeming to breathe? “The whole problem,” Monk continued, “comes down to transportation. How do you get little Thuy Sen where she won’t take herself? You drive her.” Monk softened his voice. “Unless you don’t own a car.




    “Don’t own a car, Eddie, then you’ve got to borrow one.”




    With this, Monk fell silent. Moments passed before Fleet slowly raised his eyes. With a touch of melancholy, Monk said, “You got anything to tell me, son?”




    Fleet stared back at him. This time the frozen look of his eyes struck Monk as more than attitude.




    In the silence, Monk reached into his wallet and pulled out a card, laying it beneath Thuy Sen’s picture. “Time may come you need to talk. If it does, I can do more for you than any lawyer can. But it’s way better to seek me out before somebody else does.”




    For another long moment, Fleet gazed down at the card. Then he reached out and slipped it into the front pocket of his sweatshirt, the reluctant, surreptitious movement of a man whose head doesn’t know what his hand is doing.




    Abruptly, Monk informed him, “That’s it, Eddie. Inspector Ainsworth will call a car to take you home.”




    The last thing Fleet wanted, Monk knew, was to be dropped off in the Bayview by a squad car. But he seemed to have lost the gift of speech.




    Ainsworth left. Glancing at his watch, Monk gave himself five minutes with a man who would no longer look at him at all. Then he stood and said comfortably, “Let’s see if your ride’s here.”




    Ainsworth was waiting outside. Together, they walked Fleet out the door and down the dim, tiled hallway to the elevator.




    As they approached, one of the elevator doors rumbled open. Breslin and Minnehan stepped out. Between them were the Price brothers.




    For an instant, Payton looked startled, then managed a subdued “Hey, man.”




    Fleet nodded as they passed, his brief glance meeting Payton’s. But when Payton looked away, Rennell still stared at Eddie Fleet, eyes wide with surprise in his sullen face.




     





    EIGHT




    “LIKE PULLING THE wings off flies,” Terri observed in a clinical tone. But beneath this she felt a chill: at this point in Monk’s narrative, Rennell Price’s fate had already begun to feel inexorable. “You were pretty sure the brothers killed her, then.”




    Though Monk eyed the Italian delicatessen across the street with seeming idleness, his voice turned cool. “You mean, did I commit myself to their being guilty, then look for the evidence to match?”




    “Something like that.”




    “’Fraid not. All I was convinced of then was that they were scared of Eddie Fleet.”




    “Both of them?” Terri asked quietly. “Or just Rennell?”




    Monk pondered this. “I didn’t see the difference,” he answered with a shrug. “Turns out they both had reason.”




    Monk and Ainsworth put the brothers in separate rooms, then worked on each in turn.




    The questioning was taut now. Payton had nothing more to say; clearly fearful, Rennell kept repeating, “I didn’t do that little girl.” But each pause between denials seemed longer.




    None of this mattered. All that mattered at the moment was happening before the nearest convenient judge. So when Monk offered the brothers a ride home, it was with an incongruous amiability.




    *




    They sat in the backseat, silent. “By the way,” Monk said over his shoulder, “we just got a warrant to search your grandma’s house. Hope she doesn’t mind–it’s the best way of checking out your story.”




    In the rearview mirror, he could see Rennell turn to glance at Payton, who kept staring at the back of Monk’s head. As they stopped at a traffic light on Third Street in the borrowed squad car, some gangbangers on the corner gazed at Monk and the two brothers. By the time they reached Eula Price’s house, the forensics team was already there–the neighborhood, Monk figured, would soon be humming with tension.




    “We’ll be talking with your grandmother,” he told the brothers. “We’ll get some other folks to hang around with you.”




    Monk seated Eula Price on the porch between Ainsworth and himself.




    Worriedly, she turned her head from one cop to the other. She was a large woman with venous legs: though judging by her face she could not be much past sixty, her body seemed a burden on her heart. Her other burden in life, Monk perceived, was the brothers. She was clearly respectful of police, and he guessed that his visit tapped into some nameless but pervasive dread about what the boys would come to.




    The sight of Thuy Sen’s picture seemed to convert the dread to fear. “Ever seen this girl?” Ainsworth asked.




    “Only on TV.” She paused, then added softly, “That poor child.”




    “But you never saw her here?”




    Eula Price’s throat worked. “No.”




    “Where do you sleep?” Monk inquired.




    Slowly, she turned to face him. “Upstairs.”




    “And the boys?”




    “They sleep downstairs.”




    “Do you eat together?”




    “We used to. Then they started keeping different hours.” She hesitated, and Monk could hear the sadness in her voice. “I got the bedroom set up to cook my own meals.”




    Monk recalled Flora Lewis’s image of this woman gazing out her second-story window. “When did the boys come to live with you?” he asked.




    “When Payton was thirteen,” she answered quietly. “Rennell was only nine. But they both were trying so hard to be little men.”




    To Monk, her last phrase bespoke a long-ago tragedy. “How was it that they came to live with you?”




    “Athalie, my daughter-in-law–she stabbed my son Vernon with a knife.” She began gazing out at the street, at nothing. “They put her in an institution. Been there now for nine years.”




    Monk could think of no response. “When did you move upstairs?” he finally asked.




    Her eyes shut. “Four years back.”




    “Why was that, ma’am?”




    “The boys got bigger.”




    Monk waited for a moment. Almost gently, he asked, “Do you know how they earn a living?”




    She folded her hands in front of her. “Odd jobs, they tell me.”




    “Not selling crack cocaine?”




    Eula Price was quiet and then turned to him, tears welling in her eyes. “My health just ran down,” she said wearily. “Every day, I pray to the Lord to lead my boys down a righteous path. I tried so hard, and now I pray so hard . . .”




    Her voice trailed off. In the silence, Monk heard other voices–the crime lab team, going through the first floor of what once had been her home.




    After Monk watched her retreat upstairs, each step slow and painful to watch, he sought out the head of the three-man crime lab team.




    “What you got?” he asked.




    The man, small and lean and precise, adjusted his glasses as he took his mental inventory. “Some stuff just for the finding,” he answered. “The makings for crack cocaine, some remnants in the sink. Condoms–good for crack whores.” The man handed Monk two magazines. “Plus pornography for inspiration.”




    Monk riffled their pages. They were less than he had hoped for–long on sadism and aggression but devoid of photographs that might suggest a taste for children.




    “What else?”




    “Some clothes that more or less match your eyewitnesses’ descriptions, though they’re kind of generic. We think this room may be more interesting.”




    Monk paused to look around the living room–the green walls were dingy, the carpet and couch were worn and stained, and the sooty fireplace, which did not look like anyone used it now, was filled with empty beer and soft drink cans. The sole, incongruous remnants of what Monk supposed was Eula Price’s more gracious household were the painting of a beatific, pale Jesus and a lacquered coffee table, which retained a dull sheen beneath its mars and nicks.




    It also retained, Monk saw at once, fingerprints–on his hands and knees, a technician studied the dust he had scattered with a laser light. Nearby a plump female technician had put down her ultraviolet lamp and begun slicing out a rectangle of carpet.




    “She found what looks like fresh semen stains,” the crime lab guy told Monk.




    “Semen mixed with saliva,” Terri amended now. “I read the crime lab report. But without DNA technology, the most it proved is that someone had oral sex with someone else. There was nothing to link the semen to Rennell, or to Thuy Sen’s strangulation.” But Terri was not as impervious as she tried to seem–once more, she imagined her own daughter, and then, too vividly, the painful image merged with what had happened to Thuy Sen. And she had read the whole damning report.




    Monk completed its narrative for her. “Black hairs consistent with Asian ethnicity. A green fiber which matched Thuy Sen’s sweater. A partial of her fingerprint on one corner of the coffee table. All we had left to prove was that she’d died there.”




    “So you went back to Eddie Fleet.”




    Monk’s laugh was short and unamused. “He angled his way back to us,” he said with weary disdain. “Human nature.”




     





    NINE




    MONK AND AINSWORTH sat side by side in an interrogation room, a tape recorder between them and Eddie Fleet.




    “So why’d you call me?” Monk demanded curtly.




    Fleet mustered a smile which combined nervousness with bravado, displaying a row of gold teeth–a status symbol behind which, Monk supposed, the enamel was rotting away. The smile faded in the face of Monk’s impassive stare. “Had somethin’ to run by you,” Fleet ventured at last. “Call it a hy-po-thetical.”




    Monk was not certain whether the satiric twist given the last word was intended to obscure Fleet’s difficulty in enunciation. But it did not conceal his fear, or the guile which had driven him here.




    “Spit it out.”




    Fleet fidgeted, trying out the smile again. “Not that it happened this way, understand. I’m just wanting to hear what you might think.”




    Monk said nothing. Silent, Fleet watched the tape keep spinning.




    “Can you turn that damned thing off?” he asked.




    Monk did. “So?”




    Fleet glanced at Ainsworth, then tried to look Monk in the eyes. “S’pose somebody asked to borrow my car the day that girl disappeared.”




    “Somebody?”




    A trapped, furtive look crept into Fleet’s eyes. “This can’t get out, man. You can’t tell no one.”




    Still Monk stared at him. “I can’t tell ‘no one’ about something that ‘somebody’ asked you that maybe never happened. You call so I can watch you tap-dance?”




    Fleet looked away. Finally, he said, “What if I said it maybe was Rennell.”




    “Maybe? I’d say we need a warrant for your car. You just went and gave us probable cause.”




    Fleet’s ancient blue Cadillac Eldorado smelled like sweat and cigarettes and pot. Payton’s prints were on the passenger-side dashboard, Rennell’s on the handle of the right rear door.




    The rough gray carpet in the trunk compartment was spiky and matted. Caught in its fibers was a strand of green wool; the portion cut out by the crime lab yielded a mixture of semen and saliva. There were also traces of urine–as Monk well knew, corpses often leak.




    They picked up Fleet and the brothers again, separately, then stuck them in three rooms. Monk’s message to each was simple: whoever talks first does best. But Payton was stone silent, and Rennell kept repeating in a monotone what Monk now thought of less as a mantra than as a life raft–“I didn’t do that little girl.”




    In the fourth hour of questioning, Monk came back to Eddie Fleet with the same relentless patience. “We know she was in your trunk, Eddie. We know that she was dead. Sooner or later someone’s gonna tell me how she got that way. When he does, this thing is over.”




    Fleet hunched in the chair with folded arms. “Was she dead when you first saw her,” Monk inquired, “or were you part of how she died?”
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