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JOHNNY-BOY












CHAPTER ONE


JOHNNY-BOY





Johnny-Boy Witten stands in the shower, allowing the water, as hot as he can bear it, to pepper his body, dipping his head to soak his hair, raising it to soak his torso and his groin. He stays that way for several minutes, his eyes closed, before turning to let the water pound his back. The bathroom is dark, like the rest of the small farmhouse he’s renting. Johnny-Boy prefers the dark, always has. Darkness provided relative safety when his mom’s train left the rails, as it did every time she drank and dropped, which was pretty much every night of the week, month, and year.


Johnny-Boy had a sister, Katie-Girl. Some claimed she was retarded, or possibly brain damaged from the beatings. For sure, she didn’t know how to hide until Mommy passed out, or until one of the uncles came by and took Mommy into the bedroom. Hidden outside at the edge of the forest surrounding the shack Mommy called a house, Johnny-Boy could hear Katie-Girl’s screams. Still can, for that matter.


Well, better her than him, better anyone than him.


Johnny-Boy no longer calls himself Johnny-Boy. Hasn’t in many years. Just now, as he shuts the water off and grabs a towel, he’s Paul Ochoa. Ochoa’s a Basque name, carefully chosen. It means wolf and fits Johnny-Boy’s self-image nicely. A hunting wolf never stops moving, covering mile after mile, relentless, uncompromising. Here I come, ready or not.


And how many miles has Johnny-Boy covered over the years, how many states, how many cities? He’s kept no diary, no record, and for obvious reasons. But maybe later, after he’s caged or killed, which he almost surely will be. There are so many ways a project can fail. A cop happening along at the wrong time, a hidden security cam, a bit of evidence left behind. Eventually, the unforeseeable will close its jaws around the rest of his life. Which won’t be all that long if he’s nabbed in a death penalty state. Like this one.
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The task ahead challenges. Johnny-Boy arrived in the little city of Baxter three weeks ago, come to commit a murder, which is how he makes his living. Contract killer wasn’t a profession he sought, but over the years he’s become a thorough professional. These days, a double cutout protects his identity. The buyers contact a facilitator named Braulio Montez who contacts Johnny-Boy’s agent, a man named Sol Cohen. Neither the first cutout nor the client, or even Sol Cohen, knows Johnny-Boy’s real name or the name he’s currently using. Sol’s knowledge is limited to an email address in Malaysia and an offshore account in the British Virgin Islands.


Johnny-Boy accepts about half the contracts that come his way, but has few absolute rules beyond no cops, no children. And the why, the motive, doesn’t particularly interest him. He likes killing things, always has, and the pay more than keeps him in groceries. It frees him to pursue his other interests, though murder figures into both, into the business, into the pleasure.


This latest job, the job that’s brought him to the little city of Baxter, included a wrinkle. Johnny-Boy has a recent photo of his target, but knows only that Theo Diopolis migrated to Baxter three months ago, along with several thousand others, seeking work on a Nissan factory in the early stages of construction. If he’s to be killed, he must first be found.
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Johnny-Boy steps out of the shower and towels off. He dresses quickly, adding a bomber jacket to jeans and a T-shirt before leaving through the back door. Behind him, on the other side of the house, Baxter’s lights are strong enough to cast a faint, distorted shadow of the house over the soybean field before him. Johnny-Boy entered the city only days after a particularly bountiful harvest. The last harvest, apparently. Baxter’s extended its city limits to include this slice of Revere County to the north, as well as a slice of Sprague County to the east. Just as well, because most of the farmland had been purchased by developers before the agreement went through.


Off to Johnny-Boy’s left, a sickle moon barely penetrates the lacy sweep of the stars, leaving the Milky Way to run from horizon to horizon like the ghost of a rainbow. Johnny-Boy grew up on the Florida Panhandle, out in the boonies. He’d spent many a night away from the shack his mother called a house. Not stargazing exactly. Johnny-Boy fancied himself a hunter, and his slingshot weapon the Hammer of Thor. He stalked rodents for the most part, but also owls perched statue still on branches, and raccoons who rose up to examine the intruder, maybe imagining that thirty yards was sufficiently distant to ensure their safety. It wasn’t.


Johnny-Boy takes a deep breath as he watches a shooting star, then another, then a third, streak across the sky. Nodding to himself, he recalls a drunk late one night in a bar he tended. The bar was a no-name dive on Hamilton Street in Racine, and Johnny-Boy was cleaning up as closing time approached. A regular, the drunk had his ass on a stool and his head on the bar. Johnny-Boy was assuming he’d have to carry the jerk out the door when the drunk sat up. Glassy eyed, he’d waved a finger at Johnny-Boy.


“Hal,” he announced, the name Johnny-Boy was using at the time, “it’s all bullshit. The astronomers, the physicists, the Webb fucking telescope. There ain’t no trillions of burnin’ stars out there. There’s only one light and it’s hidden behind a cloth fabric stretched around the earth.” He stopped to look up at the ceiling for a moment, his hands flat on the bar, then returned to Johnny-Boy. “Them lights you see? Them dots you call stars? They’re nothin’ but pinpricks in the fabric of the sky. One light, Hal. Only one fuckin’ light. The light of truth.”
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Behind him, Johnny hears, barely, the wail of a train’s air horn. The action never stops at the construction site. Or in Boomtown, or in Baxter. Call it construction fever with developers in every neighborhood fighting to finish their projects. No small feat with construction material in short supply, with the grid and the water system barely able to keep pace, and no guaranteed access to either. At the same time, skilled construction workers have the upper hand and they know it, demanding midproject raises, threatening to walk up the street if their demands aren’t met.


None of that matters. Baxterites are optimists, as Johnny-Boy finds them, one and all. Forget the cost of upgrading the city’s infrastructure, or the cost of new schools to educate a swelling population. Baxterites share a vision, a vision of prosperity they embrace as fervently as Pentecostals embrace the Holy Spirit at a midsummer tent revival.


Johnny-Boy pulls the chilly air down into his lungs. Yes, he’s here to work. If not for the job, he wouldn’t know Baxter exists, the city nothing more than an obscure pinprick on an unfolded map. So, here he is, money deposited in a bank nearly as far away as one of those stars, and truly dedicated to a positive outcome. For Johnny-Boy, at least. But the contract only explains his location, not his true mission. Nor his motto: all work and no play makes Johnny a dull Boy.


Johnny-Boy’s momentarily distracted by a pair of coyotes loping across a field of alfalfa stubble. They’re several hundred yards away, pale silhouettes, and unaware of his presence. Driven by hunger, they weave through the stubble, noses down, in search of a rodent that’s only searching for a dinner of its own.
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The property he’s renting on a month-to-month basis includes the house, a storage shed big enough for a plow, and a partially collapsed barn. The barn was beyond repair, but the storage shed was in decent shape when Johnny-Boy took residence. Positioned a hundred feet from a gravel-topped farm road, it measured twenty by thirty feet before Johnny-Boy got to work. He used wood scavenged from the barn to add several layers to the shed’s inner walls, only stopping when no scream or cry for help could be heard. Even if someone made the half-mile drive from Route 23 to the house at just the wrong time. Which nobody has, not even the mailman. Johnny-Boy pays the rent in cash and the utility bills online.


Johnny-Boy’s imagination runs full-out as he walks to the shed. These days, he demands a life story. Pain for words, for revelations whether real or concocted. That’s the promise, though he never adheres to his end of the bargain. He doesn’t have to because they go on and on despite his lies. Proving, he supposes, that hope springs eternal. Or maybe not, because in the end they fall into a stupor, failing to react despite his determined efforts. They’re alive, yes. He can watch their chests expand and contract, feel their hearts beating beneath his palm. But they’re no fun at all.
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The boy in the shed is imprisoned by a cable that runs through the wall to an eyebolt on the shed’s exterior. Inside, it feeds into a leather cuff secured around the boy’s wrist by a combination lock made of molybdenum. This arrangement allows the boy quite a bit of free movement. Enough to put up a fight.


The boy’s name is Case Dixon. Fifteen, but small for his age. He couldn’t have weighed more than 120 pounds when Johnny-Boy came across him, stoned out of his mind at three o’clock on Saturday morning, his back and head resting against a tree. It took Johnny-Boy less than twenty seconds to get him into the van, so gentle the boy did little more than groan.


Johnny-Boy uses a key to unlock the door Case Dixon can’t quite reach. Last time, the boy came at him with a piece of board he’d somehow torn from the wall. Stupid, really, because even if he succeeded in killing Johnny-Boy, the cable would hold him prisoner until he starved or died of thirst. Stupid also because Johnny-Boy outweighs him by more than a hundred, tightly-muscled pounds.
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As a teen, Johnny-Boy spent hour after hour in his foster father’s weight room, and that’s when he wasn’t taking classes at his foster father’s MMA studio. But diligence be damned, he’d never acquired the sculpted body he liked to imagine. He’d thickened instead, in the chest, neck, arms, and thighs, a refrigerator with legs and the power of an NFL lineman. In the gym, he routinely benched four hundred pounds. In the cage, he just wasn’t quick enough to avoid the fists and feet of his opponents. But on the street, against the unsuspecting, he’s near invincible. Not that he threatens, or appears threatening. His broad face is nondescript, his small features evenly spaced and almost always composed. Just another poor jerk making his way in the world.


Yanking the door open, Johnny-Boy steps back, prepared to deal with whatever the boy throws at him. He needn’t have bothered. The boy somehow wrapped the cable around a protruding nail on the wall, then around his neck, finally sagging down. Death hadn’t come quickly. No, not at all. The boy’s tongue hangs over a slack jaw, his eyes bulge and his fingernails are a deep blue. He’d strangled himself, and slowly, the pain of the cable preferable to the pain Johnny-Boy planned to deliver.
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Johnny-Boy’s pissed and frustrated, but there’s nothing he can do, no one to punish. Still, he kicks the boy in the ribs, watches him jump and settle, a bag of suet. Then he goes to work. He enters a numerical code into the padlock, pulls it free, then unwraps the cable, exposing a narrow wound cut deep into the boy’s neck. Johnny-Boy feels no pity, nor any true regret except for the lost hours. He grabs the boy’s heels and drags him out of the shed, across the mix of grass and weed that covers the yard around the house, all the way to the barn. Disposal is a crucial part of Johnny-Boy’s calculations. If at all possible, bodies should never be found, and Johnny-Boy’s located a dumping site in Sprague County. Unfortunately, dawn is on the way, a dim glow on the horizon. The shift change at the Nissan site is only an hour away and he needs to get to the bar he tends.


A large freezer, its sides rusted, its cord and plug missing, rests in the shadows against a wall. Johnny-Boy drags the kid across the floor, opens the freezer, lifts the boy, and dumps him inside. The body will begin to smell as the day warms, attracting carrion eaters like those coyotes he saw earlier. Crows, too, even vultures and rats. As Johnny-Boy closes the lid, he decides to have a little fun when he returns from work at 2:00 a.m. He’ll set the body out behind the barn and wait, suppressed rifle in hand. Johnny-Boy’s good with a rifle, especially one powerful enough to drive a bullet through one side of a coyote’s body and out the other.
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An hour later, his Johnny-Boy persona shed, Paul Ochoa’s sitting on a stool inside the Coolwater Bar & Grill on the southern end of Boomtown, that strip of chaos on the eastern side of the construction zone. Paul Ochoa tends bar at the Coolwater seven days a week, a schedule he chose. As Ochoa, he’s reliable, efficient, and keeps his hands out of the till, the last a big plus in his manager’s eyes.


The Coolwater’s a drinker’s bar, designed to accommodate ordinary working men usually content with a shot or a beer or both. That’s good because Paul Ochoa’s not a mixologist or anything close to a mixologist. If pressed, he can put together an old fashioned or a Manhattan, even a half-assed martini. But Moscow mules, mojitos? He’d have to consult a recipe book.


Paul Ochoa’s come to the Coolwater, a bare-bones storefront business, ostensibly to get the bar ready to open. That’s what he’ll tell the Coolwater’s manager, Matt Browner, if Browner shows up, which he rarely does. The bar’s a small fish in Matt’s pond, one of the reasons Paul Ochoa likes the job. The rest of the staff, two women, will arrive ten minutes before the bar officially opens. They’re never early, which allows Ochoa to sit, as he is now, on a barstool tucked in the shadows behind the front window, pressing a pair of self-focusing binoculars to his eyes, relentlessly sweeping the Nissan’s worker-entry gate as the workers pass through. Looking for Theo Diopolis, who’s yet to show his face.


Find Diopolis, kill Diopolis, move the fuck on. The story of Johnny-Boy’s life, the only story he wants to tell.












CHAPTER TWO


DELIA MARIOLA





We’re at home. Me, my son, Danny, his girlfriend, Fetchin’ Gretchen, and my partner, Zoe Parillo. I’m the city of Baxter’s chief of detectives, which sounds exalted, but Danny and I live in a two-bedroom house, a cube with a sloping roof. Living room and kitchen are jammed into one space with the living room divided, one side for the living part, the other for eating. Our single bathroom takes a fair chunk out of Danny’s bedroom, though neither bedroom is very large.


While Danny was still young and my cop/mom life barely allowed time for a deep breath, I’d more or less ignored the aesthetics. My home was clean and the furniture on the better side of shabby, but that was the best I could do. Now, with Danny able to care for himself and my salary a good deal higher, I’ve bought a new leather couch with matching chairs and a dining room table that doesn’t wobble like a drunken flamenco dancer. Two posters hang on the wall behind the couch, crime-movie posters. They’ve been up for years, but I recently added a pair of drawings purchased at what passes for an estate auction in Baxter. Done by the same hand, they’re unsigned, sparsely sketched views of an anonymous prairie in winter. I find one especially compelling. In the foreground, the withered remains of last season’s goldenrod bow toward the earth. In the distance, a single buffalo, its breath steaming in the frigid air, grazes on whatever dried grass it can uncover with its hooves. A weak sun hangs at the horizon, whether preparing to rise or set I can’t tell.


Surely intended by the artist, the scene speaks to perseverance, to patience, to endurance. But maybe not intended, I sense a dogged unrelenting loneliness that mocks the noise and bustle of my city. We’re all about gung ho in Baxter, full speed ahead, cash and dash. There’s a car factory to build, jobs for all, money to spend, new cars and homes to buy as fast as they can be constructed. What’s infinity compared to all that?
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A gigantic smart TV that’s about as the dumb as the mutts I deal with every day rests on a sideboard across from the couch. Danny’s always been a serious child, forming goals and the means to achieve them. Now he sits for hours after dinner, baseball in hand, watching videos on the art of pitching. Which is what we’re about tonight. The art of pitching, what it means, what it takes to master the craft.


When the doorbell rings, Danny’s at the sink, rinsing and stacking dishes in the dishwasher. It’s Danny’s turn, simple as that, and while he didn’t beg off, he doesn’t want to be seen with a sponge in his hand when our visitors come through the door. That would be Jack Harmon, coach of the Goldman High Warriors, and a man named Gene Famello. Danny shuts off the water, then grabs a dish towel and dries his hands.


Gene Famello played minor league baseball, rising briefly to the triple-A level before injuries, as he tells it, drove him from the game. These days he runs Aspirants Baseball in California, a camp with close connections to Stanford University’s Division I baseball scholarship program.
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I watch my son cross the room. He’s what another generation would call strapping, already six-two and still growing. Meanwhile, I’m remembering him at three, climbing into my bed after a nightmare, clutching the stuffed bear that kept him safe.


Coach Harmon is Coach Harmon, a middle-aged man with a ready smile who loves the game and his players equally. In college, he was an occasional starter at second base for Michigan’s baseball team, but that’s as far as it went. He strides in now, smile in place. The man with him, Gene Famello, outweighs Harmon by fifty pounds, most of it in his gut. A role model he’s not, yet between the twinkly blue eyes and firm jaw he projects a casual confidence that reminds me of a criminal defense lawyer before a jury. But I’m not sensing grifter, and for good reason. After the appointment was made, I assigned one of my cops, Clyde Norman, to research Aspirants Baseball. As Baxter’s police department has expanded, some of our veterans have demonstrated unusual talents. Clyde’s our data czar. Marriages, divorces, deeds, taxes, lawsuits for and against. If it’s there, Clyde will find it.


According to Clyde, Famello’s camp is well-known and well-respected. And fully booked by late April. He doesn’t need our money.
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Introductions are made and hands are shaken. This afternoon, Danny worked out for coach and Famello. The session was private and I was not invited.


“What you have to do, Mom, is go with your stuff,” Danny had explained over breakfast. “Whatever you have, you have. You can’t wave a magic wand and suddenly get better.”


Now we’ll find out whether Danny’s “stuff” met expectations.


I’m serving coffee and an assortment of mini-pastries from a new bakery, Cunning Confections, one of four to open on Baxter Boulevard in the last six months. There are strawberry tarts, napoleons, lemon meringue mini-pies, and tiramisu cups, all bite-sized and neatly arranged. They lie on a platter next to a pot of coffee, French roast. I’m half expecting Famello to offer some unctuous comment about the house, or even how much he’s enjoying our little city, but the man, as he sips his coffee, appears tired. He’s come to Baxter on Coach Harmon’s suggestion, but only because they played college ball together.


“Your son is very talented,” he tells me. “Most high school pitchers throw eighty to eighty-five miles an hour. A few touch ninety, but they’re seventeen and eighteen. Danny’s sixteen.”


I’m tempted to remind him that I know Danny’s age, this jerk who’s come to take him away from me. Stanford is fifteen hundred miles from Baxter. It’s true, though. Toward the end of Goldman High’s baseball season, Danny’s fastball had been virtually unhittable. When he got it over the plate.
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“Do you think he can win a scholarship?” This from the always practical Gretchen Somerset. A mommy type with privileges.


“I don’t make promises.” Famello shakes his mostly bald head. “Or maybe I can make this promise. The sessions are two weeks long. At some point during those two weeks, scouts from Oklahoma, Notre Dame, Texas, and a half-dozen others will show up. A scout from Stanford attends every session. I expect Major League scouts, too, looking at players who want to enter the minors out of high school. That much I can promise.”


I’m not having it. I like Gretchen, even admire her, a girl as goal directed as my son. But a direct reply is in order. “That doesn’t answer the question, Gene. As I understand it, you charge attendees eight hundred for the camp. The rest is on the camper. Hotel, meals outside of lunch and transportation costs. So, I’m not asking you to make promises. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate Danny against other pitchers at your camp?”


“Against all the kids, about an eight. Against sixteen-year-olds, a ten.” He pauses long enough to pop a napoleon into his mouth, then smiles. “That’s really good.” He casts loving eyes on a tiramisu cup before continuing. “Here’s what struck me this afternoon, watching your boy pitch. Danny throws with conviction. There’s nothing tentative. He must’ve been nervous, right? How could he not be? Only he was so tightly focused on each pitch that I couldn’t see it. That’s a big deal.” He turns to Danny after a short pause. “You have a fair way to go, Danny, before you’re ready to face hitters at a Division One school. You’re tipping your pitches, for example, by drawing your arm back farther on your fastball than on your changeup. College coaches will spot the difference before you finish your warm-ups. Also, your two-seam fastball has good movement, but it runs straight across the plate. You need tilt and we can show you how to get it.”


Danny listens quietly, not showing emotion. Maybe he’s already aware of these imperfections.


“What about Mike?” he asks.


Danny and Mike Taney have been friends for years, the tightest of tight buddies. At Danny’s insistence, Mike was included in this afternoon’s workout. Now he’s insisting again. He won’t allow Mike to be ignored.


Famello sighs and look down at the pastries for a moment. I have the feeling he’s been here before. His tone, when he speaks, is quiet, but firm. “Mike’s a talented kid, Danny. He likes playing baseball, but I don’t . . . I think he lacks the drive for perfection that pushes you forward. That said, if he signs up for the camp, we’ll improve him. A scholarship isn’t off the table.” Famello reaches up to scratch the back of his neck and his eyes reach toward the ceiling. What to say next? “Think about this tonight, Danny, before you go to sleep. Last year, more than 480,000 kids played high school baseball. Almost 35,000 played college ball. Exactly 906 men played in the majors. In my mind, even to have a chance, you need to commit yourself. Totally.”


My phone rings as Famello glances at his watch. It’s Detective Blanche Weber. I stand up. Blanche knows about Danny’s showcase, so whatever’s happening, it needs my attention. “I have to take this. Give me a couple minutes.” I carry the phone into a clear, crisp night before answering. “Hey, Blanche, what’s up?”


“Got a body, boss. In a field off Route 25.”


“In Sprague County?”


“In what used to be Sprague County before we expanded. It’s ours now.” She hesitates for just a moment. “Boss, it’s Case Dixon.”


“I’m on my way.”
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I pocket the phone and head back inside, explaining even as I come through the door. “Sorry, folks, but duty calls.” I glance at Zoe. She’ll keep an eye on things in my absence. “Stay as long as you want.”


Famello rises. “Actually, I have a plane to catch at an airport fifty miles from here. So, Danny, if you decide to come, do yourself a favor. This spring, during the season, don’t throw anything off-speed. We’ll teach you to throw curves and sliders without hurting your arm.”


“Okay, I got it.”


“And one more thing. If you’re thinking Stanford, you’ll need combined SATs touching fourteen fifty.” Famello glances over at Gretchen. “Keep his shoulder to the wheel, Gretchen. You can’t major in push-ups at Stanford.”


To Gretchen, right? The girlfriend, not the mother?
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Zoe follows me outside. She knows me well enough to know when I’m worried. Which I am. Case Dixon’s parents reported him missing three days ago. A good kid, they insisted, who slept in his own bed at night.


“It’s bad?” Zoe asks.


“They’re all bad, honey.”


But this one could be a lot worse. We get several missing-teen reports every week. Almost all turn up after a couple days and we don’t make much of an effort to locate them in the short term. Nor am I briefed on every missing kid unless we have reason to suspect foul play. Did we do anything to locate Case Dixon, missing for three days? Case’s father, James Dixon, operates a lumberyard close to the construction site and sits on the board of the local Chamber of Commerce. A man of influence, no doubt, influential enough to merit a face-to-face with the chief of detectives. Afterward, I’d assigned one of our newer detectives, Stuart Harrison, to investigate. The bad news is that I have no idea what Stuart may or may not have done.


Zoe gives me a hug. “You look worried. About the call? About Danny eyeing a school in California? Which?”


“All of the above.” I take a step toward my car, then turn back. “I’m supposed to want what’s best for my child, right? And I know my child has a dream. And I know the camp will move him toward his dream. But Stanford? Scholarships? Major League scouts? I don’t see a place for me in all this.”


“Delia, do you know what Danny told me the other day?”


“Nope.”


“He wants to use any bonus money he gets to buy you a new car. A Porsche.”


“A Porsche?” Somehow, I can’t imagine myself tooling down Baxter Boulevard in a Porsche. A Jeep, maybe, but not a Porsche. Old men drive Porsches when they’re out to impress young women who should know better. “Let’s dump the pity party. I have a body to attend.”


“Don’t you leave crime scenes to your detectives?”


“Not this one.”












CHAPTER THREE


BLANCHE WEBER





The scene could only be worse if there was a kid involved, although you could reasonably say that Case Dixon’s still a kid. I don’t turn away, though, unlike Patrolman Jake Nurine. Nurine’s a prime example of what I’ve been whining about for the past few months. The Baxter PD’s expanding at warp speed. And yes, I can understand why. Ever since Nissan chose Baxter for the location of its new plant, the city’s been soaking up newcomers like a dry sponge in boiling water. And the city was surely dry before that announcement, just another Rust Belt disaster, the population shrinking year after year as not only our best and brightest, but even our CFAs, our complete fucking assholes, deserted the ship.


More residents, more cops. Simple, right? Or so Baxter’s city council decided. And the fact that our new residents were transient construction workers only made the need more urgent. More cops, and then more cops, just what the voters ordered.


You don’t have to be a Harvard scholar (hated above all others in these parts) to predict that among those hastily hired recruits, men with the mentality of Russian prison guards would find their way onto the job. The description fits Jake Nurine perfectly, right down to the blond hair, the low forehead, and biceps as big as his head. His default expression is a sneer, a man who doesn’t get out of your way, a man you walk around.


The better news is that right now, as we speak, the knucklehead’s vomiting onto the grass by the side of road. We’ve got a body, and, yeah, as murdered bodies go, this one’s seriously ugly. But Jake wouldn’t be here if he wasn’t a CFA. Jake should be with the two patrol officers directing traffic around my crime scene. But Jake barged right in and now he’s contaminated the scene, an indiscretion for which my boss, Captain Delia Mariola, will surely make him pay.
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Speaking of which, Delia pulls up while Jake’s wiping his mouth. We’re buddies, sort of, me and Delia. Or at least we’ve worked together several times without her bullying me, or making a pass at me either. Unlike many of her male counterparts on the force.


Delia’s quick, always has been. She’s on Jake Nurine almost as soon as she ducks under the tape and walks onto the scene. I mean right in his face.


“What the fuck is this?”


“Hey, I . . .”


“No, I take that back. Why are you here? Why aren’t you on the other side of the tape?”


“I . . .” Jake stutters away, probably hoping Delia will supply an answer of her own, which I know she won’t. His eyes tighten for a moment, then relax when his small brain happens on a response. “I thought I might know him.”


“And what?”


“I thought I might help with an ID.”


“So, you just ducked under the tape, walked across the scene, and took yourself a long look?” Delia glances at the puddle in the grass. “Or a short look, as the case may be.”


“Hey, I’m sorry . . .”


Delia shakes her head. “I want you to go back to the house and wait for me. I don’t care how long. Wait.”
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This isn’t how weak little women talk to Jake. Not to massive Jake, the juiced-out knucklehead firmly committed to the doctrine of might makes right. And then, technically, Delia is chief of detectives, while Jake’s a patrol officer working under Saul Rawling, our chief of patrol.


I can see the gears revolving inside Jake’s tiny brain. All our new hires are probationary employees for their first six months. They can be summarily fired, no explanation necessary, and no appeal to a higher power. It’s already happened. And did I mention that the force isn’t unionized?


“This ain’t right.”


Delia points to Jake’s puddle. “Our coroner will need a written report to explain this mess. Have it ready. Did you touch anything?”


“No, I . . .”


“Good, then we’ll only need an imprint of your shoe soles in case we find impressions at the scene. Now take off.”


Jake’s eyes narrow and his mouth tightens as he displays a pre-attack threat posture that falls as flat as his IQ. Delia doesn’t flinch. Fight or flight? The jerk decides to walk through door number two.
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It’s a beautiful night, crisp and clear, with the stars veiled by lacy clouds drifting slowly from west to east. We’re at the new border between Baxter and Sprague counties. If Case Dixon’s body had been found on the other side of Route 25, the case would belong to the Sprague County sheriff. On this side, it’s ours.


I approach the body alongside Delia, neither of us speaking. As I said, we’ve worked together before and we commonly study crime scenes independently before comparing notes. Delia takes her time, squatting alongside Case Dixon without touching him. The boy’s naked, lying on his back, left arm above his head, right jutting out, legs crossed at the ankles. It’s obvious at a glance that he wasn’t killed here. Pulled by gravity, blood settles in the parts of the body closest to the ground after death. The process is called lividity. So if a corpse is left on its back for a few hours, the backs of the legs, the back, and the buttocks will take on a purple color deep enough to be easily recognized. Once completed, the condition is permanent.


In this case, Case Dixon’s blood has settled almost entirely into his lower back, his buttocks, and the bottoms of his thighs. His upper torso and lower legs are white. I’m thinking he was sitting in a chair and strangled from behind, say with an electrical cord. Narrow and deep ligature marks around his neck indicate strangulation, but cause of death will be finally determined at his autopsy.


It wasn’t the lividity, though, or the ligature marks that caused Patrolman Jake Nurine to drop his dinner inside the crime scene. Case Dixon was tortured. Chunks of his flesh have been torn away from every part of his body, with some of the wounds obviously fresher than others. His suffering must have been immense, a nightmare that wouldn’t end. This is not something I want to think about. No, better to step back, reduce the victim to an autopsy chart with the wounds indicated here, there, and everywhere. No room for empathy, only for anger, revenge being the order of the day even knowing that no penalty open to government, even the lethal, will come remotely close to balancing the scales. At the same time, I can’t stop imagining what I’d do to this perp if I had the time and the right.
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“Blanche.” Delia calls my name without looking up. “The cop assigned to the missing persons investigation. It was Stuart Harrison, right?”


“Yeah, Stuart.” I’m about to add that I’ve found him reliable in the past, but Delia cuts me off.


“Call him into the house, pronto. Like right now, Blanche. I don’t care if he’s in midstroke. We’ll be going back in a few minutes and I want him waiting.”


Delia has what’s called command presence. She orders, you comply, but this time she adds an explanation. “The family has to be notified and I want to make sure we get there first.” She gestures to a passing car. “Before somebody figures out what’s happening here and makes a phone call.”


I back off and take out my cell. I don’t have Stuart’s phone number handy, but it only takes a moment to get it from the duty sergeant. Stuart answers on the second ring.


“Hi, Stuart, it’s Blanche Weber.”


“Hey, what’s up.”


“Mariola wants you in the house forthwith. Like yesterday.”


“Am I in trouble?”


“Only if you’re not there when she gets back. That’d be a half hour from now.”
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I turn back to Delia as Arshan Rishnavata, our cardiologist/coroner, pulls up. We’ve been trying to recruit a trained medical examiner for some time, but as we don’t have our own pathology lab and our city’s almost dead center in the country’s flyover zone, trained applicants have been hard to come by.


Arshan leans under the tape and steps onto the crime scene, only to be stopped by Delia. “He’s dead as dead can be, Arshan. The paramedics have been and gone. I don’t want you to touch him until the Crime Scene Unit processes the scene.”


“He’s been identified?” Arshan wants to know.


“Not your problem, not yet. But you might consider this. Everything we do is liable to be second-guessed. And by we, I mean you and me and the Baxter Police Department. And, oh yeah, the mayor and the entire city council.”


“And a pleasant evening to you, too, Delia.”


Delia shakes her head. “The whole city’s gonna be lookin’ over our shoulders. We have to get it right. You can come back later, if you want, or wait in your car. But I want you off my crime scene until it’s processed.”


My crime scene? I can’t say I like the sound of that, or that I can do anything about it, the chain of command being forged of unbreakable links. At least in the minds of superior officers.
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“Look, Blanche, I’m sorry I told Arshan that I was in charge. It’s your case and I’m gonna let you run it. That way, if the shit rolls downhill, I can blame you.” Delia’s sense of humor is always a little off base. Most times I’m not sure that she’s kidding. “But with Arshan, you have to be firm and direct. The guy rationalizes every impulse that jumps into his head.”


I let that sit for a minute, then ask, “What do you make of the scene?” We’re in Delia’s car. One of the uniforms will drive my unit back to the house.


“The ligature marks on his right wrist,” Delia responds. “Why?”


“That’s how he was restrained.”


“Yeah, surely, but one thing bothers me.”


“Why only one wrist? And why no sign of restraint on his ankles.”


“What else?”


We’re running fast, the GPS guiding us from state road to county road and back to state road until we pass over the northern end of the Nissan construction site and onto Baxter Boulevard. I don’t care for the interrogation, but I can understand the urgency. Case Dixon’s father, Jimmy Dixon, is a world-class jerk, a self-made man whose rise in life has gone to his head. He knows everything about everything, especially when he’s been drinking, a nightly habit that begins after work in Randy’s, a club on the northern end of Baxter Boulevard.


“I don’t wanna jump to any conclusions, Delia, but maybe whoever kidnapped the boy wanted him to fight back. Not get away, because he probably couldn’t, but to struggle . . .”


“Why?”


I don’t like the answer that jumps into my head, but as it’s the only answer I have. “Because it was more fun that way.” Delia’s staring through the windshield, eyes fixed on the road ahead. “A thrill killing? I mean we can hope it was about revenge, that we can connect Case with his murderer. But we can’t rule out a serial killer. There’s no way.”


“Those two words, Blanche? Serial killer? I do not want you to say those two words out loud to anyone but me. If the public needs to be informed, I’ll inform them. Me or the commissioner.”
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Delia pulls into her parking slot at Baxter PD’s headquarters behind city hall. We’re out of the car almost before she flips the key and pulls it from the ignition. Sergeant Pascal’s manning the desk, a sharp-eyed veteran of twenty years. He nods once, then says, “Harrison’s waiting in the squad room.”


That would be Detective Stuart Harrison, assigned to investigate Case Dixon’s disappearance. We find him standing by the coffee machine, filling his personal mug. On one side of the mug, a giant stands with his right fist curled around the top of an oil well. On the other: oklahoma pride. Tall and lanky, Harrison projects a rather lazy image. The impression is misleading. He’s not the fastest worker in the squad room, but he’s meticulous, crossing those t’s before they get crossed for him.


Delia motions Harrison into her office. She waits for him to pass, then for me, before closing the door behind her. “Case Dixon, Stu, tell me you investigated his disappearance.”


“Yes, ma’am, I did.” Harrison’s words come slowly, his drawl pronounced. His eyes are watchful, though unafraid.


“What have you got?”


“The boy is far from the dutiful son his daddy described. ’Bout as far as you can get.” Harrington sports a mustache that curls to the edge of his mouth. He tugs at one end as he considers his words. “You want, I’ll get my notes. Might get the names wrong if I have to fall back on memory alone.”


Delia raises a hand. “Let’s rely on your memory for now, but I’ll need copies of your paperwork and your notes on my desk. Tonight, Stuart.”


“A done deal, captain. Now, first thing Monday, I interviewed the boy’s guidance counselor at Goldman High. His math teacher, as well. The counselor told me the boy was truant so many times, the school would’ve kicked him out if his father hadn’t threatened to sue. Way it is now, this counselor—her name was Consuela something—figures the boy’ll flunk out anyway. The math teacher’s name was Mack something. He confirmed the counselor’s evaluation. Said Case ran with a gang of slackers. Not violent, right, not criminal, more like a loser’s club.”


“You leave it there?”


“No, ma’am. Mack something named a few names, other kids in the club, and I went right after ’em. Found his girlfriend, or so she claims to be, and I didn’t have to ask about the drugs. Lola is what the girl calls herself, and she had a hard time standin’ up when I spoke with her. Told me that her, Case, and more than a dozen of their buddies partied together on Friday. Startin’ in midafternoon at a vacant shack out in Oakland Gardens. I had to wiggle it out of her, but she admitted they were combinin’ mushrooms with Ecstasy when Dixon caught himself a bad trip. Took off around midnight and that’s the last she saw of him. Two other kids, boys, told me the same thing. A party with drugs aplenty. Case was there and then he wasn’t. Wasn’t there the next day, either, but nobody thought much of it. Seems Case Dixon’s conversation was generally confined to how much he hated his father and how he planned to run away soon as he put a few dollars in his pocket.” Another twist of the mustache. “That’s about it, captain.”


Delia takes a seat on the edge of her desk. “Case Dixon’s dead, Stu. Murdered, which I want you to keep to yourself until his parents are notified. But I gotta say, you did a good job. Real good. Thanks, I was afraid I’d have to face the family empty-handed.”












CHAPTER FOUR


BLANCHE WEBER





We drive north along Baxter Boulevard, our silence interrupted by a train whistle off to the east. These days, as much construction material arrives by train as by truck. The outer walls on the factory are up, the roof as well, just in time for winter. Inside, plumbers and electricians run pipe and wire as the work moves into a new phase. Many of the workers who toiled on the outside have left for home. Others with different skills arrive every day.


And what if among these strangers, these ghosts here and gone a few months from now, there’s a man who kills because he likes to kill? I know it’s too early to draw any conclusions, that I’m peering into a crystal ball designed to induce paranoia. Maybe the case will go down in a few days. Maybe Case Dixon had an enemy whose hatred left him with no restraint, but I’m not holding my breath.


The Behavioral Unit at the FBI has been studying thrill killers for decades now and they generally refer to these murders as sexually motivated homicides. The obvious being the obvious, I have to conclude that thrill killers kill for the thrill. They like it, the terror, the panic, the screams, the disappearing life in their victims’ eyes. It turns them on.


[image: images]



“Tell you what, Blanche,” Delia taps the wheel. “I’ll take the lead with the family. Let them come to me for updates. Complaints too. That’ll give you room to operate without James Dixon looking over your shoulder.”


“Will I be working alone?”


“No. Take any two detectives you want. More if you need ’em.”


We turn left on Howe Street, a cul-de-sac on the edge of Baxter Park. Halfway around, Delia pulls to the curb in front of a two-story Colonial. It’s not the best house in the city and I think the Dixons could afford better. If better was available.


“I’m gonna check,” I tell Delia as she shifts into park, “for any open homicides with injuries close to Case Dixon’s. I’m thinking no, but it won’t hurt to look. If the killer is new to the city, it might help to narrow things down. If that doesn’t work, I’ll try ViCAP.”


ViCAP is the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. They have a database of unsolved homicides designed to link related murders occurring in different jurisdictions.
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I hate notifications. Walking up to someone’s house, knocking on the door. Hey, guess what, your father, mother, son, daughter is dead. No, I’m not callous, but it amounts to the same thing. Usually, the news hits so hard and fast, there’s no wording sensitive enough to cushion the effect.


James Dixon answers the door. His wife, Maureen, stands behind him. A small woman with a perpetually resolute expression, she lays a hand on her husband’s shoulder.


“Mr. Dixon, Mrs. Dixon,” Delia says. “May we come in?”


James Dixon wears two faces. When he’s courting the big contractors who’ve descended on the city, he’s quick with a joke, a hale and hearty type. The rest of the time, he’s a bulldog, head forward, lower lip pulled over the upper, dark eyes eternally suspicious. Now he seems caught in between and he hesitates for a second before stepping away from the door.


The Dixons lead us into an all-American living room. There’s a gigantic eagle on a throw draped over the back of the sofa and a flag above the mantle. Another flag, decked out in what I assume to be rubies, sapphires, and diamonds, dominates the ring finger of Dixon’s right hand.


“I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” Delia says. “We found Case’s body an hour ago. Near Sprague County.”


Maureen lifts clenched fists to her chin and begins to tremble. She needs her spouse, but James Dixon retreats, his anger obvious. This can’t happen to me. I’m James Dixon.


“How?” he demands.


“Homicide.”


“He was killed?” Again, the offended tone.


“Pending an autopsy, we’re investigating his death as a homicide. I don’t expect that to change.”


“I reported him missing a week ago.”


In fact, the report was filed three days ago, but Delia’s expression doesn’t so much as flicker. Probably she saw it, or something like it, coming. “And we’ve been looking for him.”


“But you never found him?”


Delia knows that any details shared with a belligerent loudmouth are likely to be repeated, perhaps to reporters. What does she want him to know? What does she want him to share?


“Case was at a party on Friday night. According to multiple witnesses, he left shortly before midnight by himself. So far, we haven’t located anyone who’s seen him since.”


Dixon’s mouth opens. He’s about to make some further demand, but Maureen chooses that moment to cry out. Her wail pops the little bubble established by Delia and her husband. He turns to his wife then, startled, as if remembering her for the first time. Then he surprises me by taking her in his arms and whispering something I can’t quite hear. His touch is gentle, loving, caring, and I can’t make myself believe he’s faking. James Dixon loves his wife, as he probably loves his son. That he’s also a loudmouth jerk is like saying he’s also balding, front to back.


“You provided us with a list of Case’s friends when you reported him missing,” Delia says after a moment. “Did he have any significant enemies?”


Wrong question. Dixon’s eyes roll upward as he seizes on the possibility. Somebody did this, somebody has to pay, and he knows just who that person is. He’s in charge again. He’s in control. I read all this in face as his eyes open and his chin comes up, as he visibly calms in a matter of seconds.


“Yeah,” he tells Delia. “A boy named Bard Henry. Trailer trash, detective. Father in prison, mother a drunk. When he got caught threatening kids for their lunch money, he blamed Case. Called him a snitch and vowed revenge.” Dixon shakes a finger. “Bard’s almost eighteen, a senior. He’s a giant compared to Case. Start with Bard Henry and I’m thinking you won’t have to go much further.”


Delia nods agreement, and, yes, we’ll tap Bard Henry. But Case Dixon’s injuries tell a long-term story. Some of his wounds were fresh, others had started to heal. We’re talkin’ days, not hours. We’re also talkin’ about a place to hold him while it went down. We’re talkin’ about careful preparation because a safe house has to be secured in advance. How likely is it that a schoolyard bully could pull that off? A shotgun blast, yeah? A knife in the gut, yeah. But several days of torture?
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I leave Delia, who’s already calling her boss, Commissioner Taney. Our Crime Scene Unit’s on scene and Delia’s agreed to monitor their progress. I went through the immediate area when I first arrived and I doubt there’s anything to find. A car stopped, four wheels on dry asphalt. A body was dumped. A car drove away. My only real hope was that the perp left shoe prints in the hard earth at the side of the road. He didn’t.


Back at the house, I find Stu Harrison. His tall, bony frame is draped over his desk as he deciphers handwritten notes. He sits up when I approach, his long face serious.


“What’s up, Blanche?”


“I’m tapping you for the investigation.” I smile, but Stuart only nods. “The party Case attended last Friday. Did you get an address?”


“Uh-uh. The house ain’t no more than a shack. Hasn’t been lived in for years. Doesn’t have an address. But I had Case’s girlfriend take me past.”


“Let’s take a ride. I want a look at that shack.”
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The shack’s in Oakland Gardens, the neighborhood bordering the construction site. Before Nissan, it had fallen apart year by year, mirroring the decay of the whole city. Its houses leaned to one side as their foundations crumbled. Roofs sagged, windows were broken or covered with sheets of plywood, candles flickered at night as junkie squatters prepared their evening fix. The Yards, the neighborhood closest to the packing plants, was already gone, with Oakland Gardens next on everyone’s list. It needed demolition, a chance to start over, but a dying city couldn’t find the money for a decent burial.


We’re past that phase in the history of Baxter. As I turn right on Caseman Avenue, we enter a block lined on one side with attached, three-family town houses. All brand spanking new, all clean red brick and bright windows that reflect the newly installed streetlights. Already sold too.


“How stoned was Case when he left the party?” I ask as we cross into an unimproved block. Most of the homes have been demolished or collapsed on their own, leaving rubble-strewn lots behind. The few still standing are empty except for one unit where candles flicker behind broken windows. Our reigning pols predicted that once the Nissan construction produced jobs for all, the drug epidemic would at least slow down. That hasn’t happened. Our tiny narcotics squad’s making as many arrests as ever.


“Case was blasted, according to his girlfriend. Ecstasy and mushrooms, a stimulant with a psychedelic. According to Lola, she begged him not to go off alone. He agreed, then disappeared ten minutes later.”


“Did anyone look for him?”


“Nope.” Stuart pushes his feet into the fire wall as he stretches out. “See, these kids, they see themselves as losers. Always were, always will be. It’s sad, ya know. Givin’ up when they’re so young. But they’re all about piercings and tattoos and stayin’ stoned on anything they can swallow or put up their nose. They have no expectations.”


The housing stock in Oakland Gardens has a sameness to it, even broken-down. Small, single-story homes, three bedrooms at most, tiny yards. The party house where Case Dixon was last seen is distinguished only by a low, chain-link fence lying on a sidewalk that’s little more than tilted concrete slabs.


“You go inside, Stuart?”


“Just took a quick look from the front door.”


“And what did you see?”


“Garbage piled in a corner—they weren’t sittin’ in it—and paraphernalia, wrappers mostly, on a plank table near a car’s rear seat they were usin’ for a sofa. Also, a rat. ’Bout as big as a steer. Didn’t move a muscle, right? Just stared right back at me. Like a dare.” He tries to cross his legs, but there’s not enough room. “You wanna go inside?”


“Uh-uh. I want you to call in to the sergeant. I think Denny Pascal’s on the desk. Tell him you’re working a homicide and you need a car to sit on the house overnight. I’m gonna let CSU work it first.” I pause until Stuart nods, his bony chin bobbing up and down. “Tell me, did any of the kids you interviewed mention a boy named Bard Henry? Supposed to be Case’s enemy.”


“Matter of fact, Bard Henry’s name was mentioned. Not in a serious way, though. Wasn’t at the party either.”


“What about the father and mother? They gave you a list of Case’s friends. Did either mention an enemy?”


“It’s like with the kids. Bard Henry’s name was mentioned, but more casual than anything else.”
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