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Chapter 1

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 27, 5:30 P.M.




“EVERYBODY ON THE FLOOR! Close your eyes and cover your heads with your hands.”

Silhouetted by a bright neon light in the parking lot that read BAY LIQUOR EMPORIUM, a gunman dashed into the store and slammed the door behind him. “Get down, now!”

He quickly checked out the situation. Stuffed with unopened cases of beer, wine, liquor, and food, along with Thanksgiving decorations, the store had barely enough room to walk through the aisles, much less hide someone from view.

Except for a lone customer—a pudgy bald man in a business suit who looked like an accountant—and one clerk, it looked empty.

The clerk behind the cash register looked up, startled. “What the hell—”

“I said drop to the floor!”

The clerk’s hand inched toward the edge of the checkout counter but before it reached the silent alarm button, the bandit squeezed off three quick rounds from his old nickel-plated .45-caliber military automatic. They reverberated through the room like a howitzer.

The first slug shattered the beer cooler’s glass door, launching a foamy yellow wave of pressurized Corona Extra that spewed over the beancounter who was studying the champagne selection.

The second bullet hit the snack display like a freight train, pulverizing a chest-high stack of canned nuts and a couple dozen bags of pretzels and chips. The remnants rained down on the head of the terrified man who dived to the floor, rolled behind the wine rack, curled up in a fetal position, and clasped his arms over his head.

The third slammed into the clerk’s sternum, driving him backward into the whiskey display, killing him before his body slumped to the floor.

The bandit sprinted around the counter and spat on the clerk. “Tol’ you to get down, you dumb asshole.”

He punched the No Sale button, yanked the cash drawer open, scooped up a handful of bills, and started to flee. Then he turned around and licked his lips.

“What the fuck.” He grabbed a pint bottle of Wild Turkey, twisted off the top and took a deep swig, then vaulted the counter and bolted for the door.

Before he got there, another clerk ran in from a storage room in the rear carrying a 12-gauge shotgun. “Stop, you son of a bitch.”

Before the clerk could raise the scattergun’s muzzle the robber fired again. The bullet tore through the clerk’s left shoulder, spun him around, and knocked him to the floor. The shotgun discharged and obliterated a set of shelves full of cognac and brandy.

The bleeding clerk moaned. When he heard the engine roar, he climbed to his knees and crawled to the door just in time to see the getaway vehicle fish-tail into the early evening traffic.








Chapter 2



SANTARITACOUNTYSHERIFF David Granz flipped the wipers to high speed and squinted through the wet windshield to watch the narrow, steep, pitch-black road. Above the trees, he could make out the faint glow of Felton Village five miles ahead.

A tinny female voice crackled through the police radio that was tucked under the dashboard of his unmarked motor pool Ford Taurus and, startled, he swerved slightly into the oncoming lane. “Shit!” He corrected, grateful that old Highway Nine was deserted on Thanksgiving eve.

“All units, all units.” The County Communications Center dispatcher’s voice was tense but controlled. “Stand by for an all-points bulletin.”

Granz reached under the dash and twisted the radio’s volume-control knob to drown out the rhythmic slapping of the windshield wipers.

“All units, Comm Center—Santa Rita P.D. reports an armed robbery at Bay Liquor. Shots fired. One store clerk dead. Second injured. Suspect is a lone white male, late twenties, fled in a late-model white Ford minivan, California license 4-S-L-R-7-2-9 reported stolen this afternoon in San Jose.”

Although the CHP patrolled major highways into and out of Santa Rita, the old road over the mountains into San Jose no longer carried much traffic. And, Granz lamented, cuts to the Sheriff’s Department budget had necessitated severe reductions in the Valley’s police coverage. He was alone.

He grabbed the radio mike and keyed the Transmit button. “Comm Center, One-A-One.”

The tinny voice came back immediately: “Go, Sheriff.”

“I’m northbound on Highway Nine south of Felton—how long ago did that two-eleven at Bay Liquor go down?”

“The clerk called 911 seven minutes ago—at five forty-two P.M.—immediately after the suspect took off.”

“I left the County Building at five-thirty. If the shooter’s headed this way, he’s not very far behind me. I’ll—What the hell!”

A white minivan slid around a sharp curve on the wet pavement, recovered, then roared up close to the rear of the Taurus, bumped it hard, blasted its horn, and blinded Granz with its high beams.

The minivan swerved into the southbound lane, sideswiped the Taurus, accelerated, and pulled back into the northbound lane a few car lengths in front of the unmarked police car.

Granz cranked down the driver’s window, grabbed a magnetic portable red light off the floor, dropped it onto the roof of the car, and plugged the cord into the lighter socket. The flashing red light lit up the rear of the van as it tried unsuccessfully to open up some distance between itself and the police car.

“Comm Center, One-A-One.” Granz steered with one hand and keyed the radio mike with the other. “A white Ford van just passed me going like a bat outta hell.”

He speeded up to within a few feet of the van and read the license plate: “License 4-S-L-R-7-2-9. I’m in pursuit of the two-eleven suspect three or four miles south of Felton Village.”

“Copy, One-A-One.”

“My Valley substation closed at five o’clock. Ten-twenty-one the resident deputy, and advise.”

“Ten-four, stand by.”

The van sped up to seventy, lost control on a sharp turn, skidded, knocked down a 25 MPH speed-limit sign, then recovered.

“One-A-One, Comm Center.”

“Go,” Granz answered.

“I contacted Deputy Smith by landline. He’s ten-seventeen from home to Felton.”

“That’s—”

Suddenly, an arm extended from the van’s driver window and a flash erupted. Granz ducked instinctively, momentarily blinded. The bullet shattered the Taurus’ windshield, showering him with glass shards, and plowed into the seat back. A second bullet knocked out the police car’s left headlight, but a third missed.

“Comm Center, ten-thirty-three, ten-thirty-three,” Granz shouted into the mike. “The son of a—the suspect’s firing at me.”

The tinny voice dropped into a matter-of-fact, professional monotone: “One-A-One, copy that shots are being fired. Stand by while I dispatch backup. All units, ten-three—switch to channel C. Communications Center will direct radio traffic on this channel.”

A brief pause was followed by another calm radio call: “One-A-One, all available units are ten-seventeen to your location. Ten-twenty-six, five minutes.”

“Copy ETA of closest unit five minutes, Comm Center, but that’s gonna be too late. If I don’t stop this guy before he gets to Felton, a lot of people are gonna get hurt.”

Granz tailgated the van around another curve. When it opened into a short straightaway, he kicked the Taurus into passing gear. The big V-8 surged the car forward. He pulled into the left lane and eased alongside the van, aligning the Taurus’ right front fender a few inches from the van’s left rear.

When the van started into another left hand turn, Granz jerked the steering wheel sharply to the right. The Taurus’ right front fender smashed into the van just beneath the left rear side window.

As if in slow motion, the Ford van spun counterclockwise and flopped onto its right side. Sparks flew from under the sliding van. Then it rolled again, teetered on the soggy shoulder, and toppled over a steep embankment. It crashed into the bottom of a deep ravine and exploded into a fireball, but the rain-swollen San Lorenzo River doused the fire almost instantly.

Meanwhile, realizing his own car was out of control, Granz pulled the steering wheel to the left, but it was too late to countersteer into the high-speed spin. Before the Taurus could regain traction, it slammed into the southbound guardrail, caving in both left-side doors.

Granz’ momentum drove his skull into the door post at sixty-plus miles per hour, opening a huge gash over his eye.

The car careened back across the road, and when it hit the opposite guardrail Granz’ head smashed into the driver’s window. The car slid backward along the guardrail for about thirty feet, finally slamming into a huge oak tree. The front end lifted slightly into the air, then settled back into the mud, engine racing and red light flashing.

Granz kicked open the front passenger door and staggered from the car, shaking his head. His vision was blurry. He pulled his off-duty weapon, jacked the slide back to cock it, and glanced around quickly, unsure where the suspect was. Seeing nothing, he grabbed a four-cell Maglite from inside the car but he couldn’t see anything in the flashlight’s beam except thick, slanted sheets of driving rain.

Before he could make his way back to where the van had flown off the road, he heard a siren coming from the direction of Felton Village. The police car rounded a turn, its high beams lighting up the scene, then skidded to a sideways stop beside Granz’ Taurus.

Deputy Sheriff Douglas Smith threw open the car door and sprinted toward Granz, gun drawn.

“Where’s the suspect?”

Granz pointed toward the river.

Smith aimed his flashlight at Granz: “Man, your head looks like it went through a meat grinder, Sheriff. You all right?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Granz touched his forehead and pulled away bloody fingers. “Damn, I think I’m—”

He collapsed onto the wet pavement and rolled onto his side, a bloody pool spreading from his head and running into a culvert.








Chapter 3



DISTRICTATTORNEY Kathryn Mackay hovered at the foot of the hospital bed watching her husband, absently gnawing a thumb nail. Petite and intense with dark brown eyes and curly black hair, Mackay still wore the heather-green wool Gianni suit she’d worked in that day.

A huge bloody gauze bandage was wrapped around Granz’ head, and blood matted his dark sandy-blond hair. His breathing was labored and he moaned softly.

A young carbon copy of her mother, thirteen-year-old Emma Mackay had on Gap jeans with her blue and white sweatshirt and sat on the bed holding Dave Granz’ hand.

“Will Dave be okay?” Emma’s voice quivered.

Several years earlier, Emma’s father, also a prosecutor, had been murdered in a courtroom shooting. She knew her mother’s and stepfather’s jobs were dangerous, and, despite their continual reassurances, she worried they might also be taken from her.

Doctor Morgan Nelson shook his head. “I need to do a test to find out.”

“What kind of test?”

“It’s called an MRI—a magnetic resonance imaging scan—it’ll let me look inside Dave’s head to see if everything’s okay.”

“What if everything isn’t okay?” Emma asked.

“Then the test will tell me how badly he’s hurt and what I need to do to fix it.”

When County Communications called to tell Kathryn that Granz was injured and paramedics were transporting him to the hospital, she phoned their best friend, forensic pathologist/coroner Morgan Nelson, and asked him to be Dave’s admitting physician. She knew that, although Nelson had been Coroner for twenty years, he retained his privileges at County General Hospital. She also knew her husband would be an uncooperative patient.

She had little trouble convincing him. Dave and Kathryn were his closest friends since his wife had died from cancer a few months earlier, and he was waiting at the ER when the ambulance brought Granz in.

Granz’ eyes fluttered open and he tried to sit up. “I—oh, shit, my head hurts. Where am I?”

“County General.” Nelson pushed him back down. “Be still, you’ll rip the IV out of your arm.” Nelson was tall and lanky and wore thick tortoise-shell bifocals that magnified his bloodshot eyes so he looked like an owl that was in bad need of a good night’s sleep.

“IV!”

“The accident damn near tore off your scalp. Paramedics stopped the bleeding and I stitched you up, but you lost enough blood to supply the Red Cross.”

“What time is it?”

“Ten o’clock,” Mackay told him.

“I’ve been here four hours?”

“Yes. Smith said you passed out right after he got to the scene. Luckily, he had dispatched paramedics while he was code three.”

“I didn’t pass out, I was resting.” He tried to smile.

She gave him a stern stare. “Dammit, Emma and I have been worried sick. This is nothing to joke about.”

“Sure it is.” He winced as a sharp pain shot through his head. “What happened to our liquor-store perp?”

“DOA at the scene,” Mackay told him. “Parolee just out of San Quentin three days ago.”

“He’s my next patient,” Nelson told him.

Nelson checked the IV, scanned the monitors that recorded Granz’ blood pressure, pulse, and respiration. He nodded and jotted a note on the clipboard he had removed from the door to the room. “I’ll autopsy him tomorrow morning.”

“On Thanksgiving?” Mackay asked.

Nelson shrugged. “Not ready to celebrate the holidays yet.”

He stood and told Mackay, “Now I’ve got to leave instructions. The tech might be able to run the MRI tomorrow—I’ll try to talk him into coming in on a holiday. Meanwhile, the night nurse’ll monitor the vitals overnight. I’ll be on call—he’s in good hands.”

“I ain’t staying overnight,” Granz protested. He started to sit, but moaned and fell back immediately.

“Why not?”

“Don’t need to—I feel fine.”

“You can’t even sit up by yourself.”

“Just a little dizzy’s all.”

“You’re damn lucky you’ve got a head left.”

“You’re a master of overstatement.”

“Oh really? A minor knock on the head might make you lose consciousness for a few minutes, but not almost four hours. I can’t dismiss those head blows as insignificant.”

“I’ve got a hard head.”

“You sure as hell do.”

Mackay sat on the bed. “Don’t be stupid, Dave. Let them monitor you here in the hospital until Morgan can evaluate your MRI—make sure you’re okay.”

Nelson nodded in agreement. “You think you’re invincible, Dave, but you’re not. There’s no way to know you haven’t suffered a deep brain bruise or other serious head injury without an MRI, and it might take a day or two to schedule. Meanwhile, you need to stay right where you are.”

“Nope. Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving. I’m going home.”

“If those head blows caused intracranial swelling or bleeding, you might not make it to the hospital again in time.”

“Ain’t gonna happen.” Granz pointed at the IV and nodded at Nelson. “Take the IV out, Doc.”

Nelson shrugged in exasperation and started to disconnect the monitors and tubes.

“Morgan!” Mackay implored.

“Can’t keep him against his will, Katie, you know that. If I don’t disconnect him, he’ll do it himself.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Granz said, “I’m gonna drive back up Highway Nine and pick up that free-range bird I ordered special from Felton Market, then we’re gonna feast on turkey, stuffing, gravy, and pumpkin pie with whipped cream. I ordered a surprise for Sam, too—a big bone with lots of meat on it.”

Sam was the yellow Lab Dave had bought Emma as a companion after her father’s death. “Can’t let it go to waste.”

He winked at Emma. “That work for you?”

“No.”

“What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“Doctor Nelson said you might be hurt really bad. I think you should do what he and Mom tell you.”

Mackay started to join in, but he held his hands up, palms out, in a “stop” gesture. “I’m not staying in the hospital tonight—I’m okay.”

Mackay knew that when her husband made up his mind, there was no changing it and the more she tried, the more he dug in. But she could sometimes cut a deal with him. “Just to make sure, will you at least let Morgan schedule an MRI for Friday?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Friday’s a holiday, too.”

“Jesus Christ! How about Saturday?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Going Christmas shopping.”

“Dammit, you’re being macho and stubborn.”

“No, I’m being practical. Doc’s just being overly cautious—prob’ly afraid I’ll sue him for malpractice if he doesn’t do an MRI.”

He glanced at Nelson. “Just kiddin’.”

Then he looked back at Mackay. “And you’re being overly protective.”

“I’m being your wife.”

“I know, but I’m fine.”

“Sure you are.”

“Look, make you a deal. If I don’t feel a hundred percent better by the time the holiday season’s over, I’ll think about it.”









Chapter 4

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 22




IN ORNATE RED AND GREEN letters bordered by multicolored bows, green holly boughs, and red berry clusters, the white canvas banner hanging above the double oak doors of the community room read:

WELCOME TO SACRED HEART CATHOLIC CHURCH ANNUAL CHRISTMAS BENEFIT RAFFLE FOLLOWING THE 10:15 A.M. MASS

A flyer posted beside the doors listed the prizes: autographed books by local authors; Annieglass; matching men’s and women’s Trek mountain bikes; six box-seat tickets to a Sharks hockey game; a week in Maui; a round of golf for four at Pebble Beach; champagne brunch on the seventy-foot Chardonnay II; watches, jewelry, and dozens of less valuable items.

The announcement in the Religion Section of the City Post, a weekly tabloid, said that at noon, Reverend John Thompson would personally draw the final ticket and present the grand-prize winner with a check for $10,000.

 

He stood for a few seconds at the back of the hall and watched the Monterey Diocese Finance Officer spin the wire-mesh basket, pluck out a ticket, and ceremoniously announce another winner’s name.

He checked his watch: 11:45 A.M.

“Just in time,” he muttered to himself.

Then he swung the oak door open and slipped quietly outside, walked around the corner of the community hall, pulled an Advil bottle from his pants pocket, popped a couple of tablets in his mouth, and swallowed them without water. His rapid, shallow breaths came out in a thick fog that rose lazily into the cold, clear air and slowly dissipated.

He strode quickly toward the rectory, stepping over small cracks in the old concrete path that connected the community hall to the front door of the detached stucco structure that had served as the parish priests’ home, office, and sanctuary for more than seventy-five years.

Through the window, he saw Reverend Thompson sitting at a huge oak rolltop desk.

The priest was tall and wide with a thick shock of salt-and-pepper hair and was smoking an ornately carved briar pipe. A steaming coffee mug sat beside the ashtray on one corner of the desk. On the other corner, a thirteen-inch color TV was tuned to a San Jose State—Notre Dame football game.

Thompson drew on the briar, inspected the bowl, tamped the tobacco, relit it, then leaned back in the leather high-backed chair and blew a perfect smoke ring at the ceiling.

He rapped on the rectory’s heavy wooden door.

“Who’s there?” Thompson’s voice was deep and powerful, the result of many years’ sermons designed to reach the rear pews, where the people who most needed to hear them usually sat.

“Reverend, there’s a problem with the raffle. May I come in?”

He heard Thompson tap the briar pipe in the ashtray, then a desk drawer opened and closed.

“Enter, please.”

He twisted the knob. It wasn’t locked. Stepping inside, he closed the door behind him and engaged the dead bolt.

Thompson snapped the top onto an air-freshener can and rotated his chair to face the entry. “Nasty habit, smoking—wasn’t expecting company.” He stared at his visitor quizzically. “You look familiar. Are you a member of my parish?”

The room was expensively but sparsely furnished, with thick beige cut-pile carpeting. Besides the matching desk and chair, there were glass-fronted oak bookcases, a set of straight-backed visitor chairs, and a huge ancient leather sofa that looked like it had heard more than its share of church secrets.

“We were acquainted years ago.”

“What’s your name?”

“That’s not important.”

“I don’t understand.”

Thompson took a noisy sip of his coffee and cupped the mug in his big hands. “So, what’s the problem?”

“You.” He crossed the room in two quick steps.

“Excuse me?”

He reached under his coat and pulled out a pistol, then felt the front of his pants tighten. He looked down, horrified to discover a throbbing erection.

He jammed the muzzle against Reverend John Thompson’s forehead, and squeezed the trigger.








Chapter 5



THE FIRST THING DA Kathryn Mackay spotted when she rounded the corner onto Paseo Delgado at 1:15 P.M. was a green coroner wagon parked in front of the small lawn between the Sacred Heart Church community hall and the main church building. At the back of the lawn, recessed slightly from the street, sat the rectory building, its front door slightly ajar.

Yellow crime scene tape was stretched from the corner of the community hall across the lawn and sidewalk, to the railing of the stairs that led to the church’s main entrance.

A sheriff’s patrol car was parallel parked in front of the coroner; two unmarked detective units and the CSI van angled in toward the curb nose-first, rear ends sticking into the blocked-off street.

Mackay parked her Audi and greeted the uniformed deputy who stood sentry outside the crime scene. She was wearing a simple black dress and a gray cashmere jacket. Her makeup was still fresh, her hair still perfectly in place.

The deputy recognized her and lifted the tape so she could pass. She ducked under and, walking up the concrete path, nodded at the two deputy coroners who stood by with a gurney, talking quietly, waiting for the go-ahead to remove the body from the crime scene. She pushed the rectory door open. A lone investigator was hunched over a tripod-mounted Pentax camera whose macro lens was aimed at the dead priest.

“Oh, God, Charlie.” Mackay crossed herself. “That’s Reverend Thompson.”

Sergeant Charles Yamamoto, head of the Sheriff’s Crime Scene Investigation unit, glanced up. “Ms. Mackay.”

Yamamoto was a solemn man and a meticulous investigator whose expertise Mackay greatly respected and appreciated. “You knew him?” he asked her.

“I’ve attended mass at Sacred Heart a few times but I didn’t know him personally. I do know he was beloved by his parishioners. Where’s the rest of your CSI team?”

“Small room, gotta work here alone.”

Mackay nodded. “Where’s Sheriff Granz?”

“Not here yet. County Comm not get hold of him till five minutes ago.”

“What detective got called out?” Mackay asked. “Big boss. Miller. In community hall interviewing witnesses.”

“Is it okay for me to come in?”

Yamamoto shook his head. “Haven’t vacuumed yet.”

“Okay, I’ll stay out.”

Mackay examined the body from a distance. Thompson’s lifeless hands held a coffee mug, but it had tipped over and dumped its contents onto his lap. His head was slumped onto his left shoulder, and except for open, vacant eyes and a hole in the center of his forehead, he looked like he’d fallen asleep in his chair.

“What can you tell me?” she asked.

“Single shot. Close range. That door in wall by desk go into church, behind altar. Locked. Front door unlocked when RO get here.” Yamamoto was referring to the responding officer, the patrol deputy who was dispatched initially by County Comm. “No forced entry,” he added.

“So, how’d the perp get in?”

He pointed at the window beside the entry door. “Dirt wet under window, no prints. Look like walk right through front door.”

“Hmm.” Mackay was thinking out loud. “Someone the reverend knew, or was expecting.”

“I’d say so.”

“Find any empty cartridge casings?”

“No.”

“Meaning the shooter used a revolver.” She was thinking aloud again.

“Could be automatic, perp pick up ejected brass before he take off.”

“True.”

Yamamoto shot a few more frames and disassembled the camera, then removed a battery-powered vacuum from a case and switched it on. He vacuumed the floors, furniture, window ledges and other flat surfaces, emptied the contents into a bag, sealed and initialed it, and set it aside.

The bag would be turned over to the Department of Justice laboratory where a DOJ criminalist would log it in to maintain the evidential chain of custody, then examine the contents under a microscope in hopes of identifying bits of fiber, hair, or other particles that could be traced to a specific origin.

Yamamoto motioned to the two coroner’s deputies. They rolled the gurney in, wrestled the heavy corpse into a thick black plastic bag, and zipped it tight. Yamamoto helped them hoist it onto the gurney. When they had rolled it out to the waiting wagon, Yamamoto ran the vacuum over the floor where the body had been, dumped the contents into another bag, and stored the vacuum.

“How about the Woods Lamp?” Mackay referred to a special handheld infrared light that illuminated microscopic fibers snagged off a perpetrator’s clothing, usually on doorjambs, furniture edges, or rough fabrics.

“Room not dark enough. Seal crime scene, come back tonight when Woods Lamp be effective.”

Yamamoto fidgeted, a sign he wanted to get back to work gathering evidence, but he was too respectful to tell her.

“Thanks, Charlie,” Mackay said. “I’ll go to the community hall, check in with Lieutenant Miller.”

Miller was sitting at a folding table interviewing an elderly man, jotting down notes on a yellow legal pad. When he finished, he thanked the witness, stood, and walked over to where Mackay was waiting.

The antithesis of Yamamoto, Miller was personable and talkative, with a perpetual smile. Tall, with a florid complexion and bushy red beard, he wore blue jeans and a 49ers T-shirt. His nickname, Jazzbo, resulted from his avocation as trombonist-saxophonist in a jazz band.

“Afternoon, Kathryn.”

“Any witnesses that can tell us what happened?” Mackay asked.

“Everyone was inside at the raffle.”

“Anyone hear a shot?”

He shook his head. “Apparently it was a pretty boisterous crowd. They were raffling off some expensive prizes.”

“So, we don’t know what time the reverend was murdered?”

“He delivered the ten-fifteen mass. Sometime between when it ended at eleven-twenty and noon, a parishioner went to the rectory to get Thompson for the grand-prize drawing and found his body. We’ve got more people to interview, but I doubt they’ll be able to add much.”

When Mackay walked out, the bright sun blinded her, and she didn’t see Sheriff Granz climbing out of his unmarked car. He called to her and waved.

When her eyes adjusted, she smiled and waved back.

He kissed her. “How long’ve you been here?”

“About ten minutes. I got paged out of noon mass and dropped Emma off at Ruth’s on the way here.” Ruth was a friend who’d been her daughter’s sitter for years. Mackay hesitated, then said, “Emma and I missed you at mass.”

“Kate—”

“You’re Catholic, Dave. I don’t understand why the three of us can’t go to church together as a family, and neither does Emma.”

“I stopped going to church when I was a teenager, and don’t want to ever go again. I don’t expect you to understand,” he told her.

“If you’d explain your reasons to me, I’d try to understand.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“As usual.” She knew a crime scene was neither the time nor place to pursue the touchy personal issue further, and let it drop. “You said you were going to catch up on some work this morning. I tried to call your office before we left for church, but you weren’t there.”

“I think I had to go out for a while.”

“You think?”

“You know what I mean. What’s up here? County Comm said there’s been a murder.”

She quickly filled him in on the skimpy details she’d gleaned from her conversations with Yamamoto and Miller.

“Someone just walked past a couple hundred people into the priest’s office, shot him in the head, and walked out without anyone noticing?” Granz asked.

“Apparently. Miller’s team is still interviewing. Maybe they’ll get lucky and find someone who heard it, tell us exactly what time Reverend Thompson was killed.”

She glanced up and noticed him staring absently at the sky. “Dave?”

“Huh? What?”

“Did you hear me?”

“No, sorry. What did you say?”

“I said your detectives haven’t finished interviewing witnesses yet.”

“Why don’t I check in with Miller, wrap things up here, then meet you at the morgue.”

“Sure. Are you okay?”

Without answering, Granz turned and walked away.








Chapter 6



MACKAY RODE THE ELEVATOR to the basement of County General Hospital and unconsciously wrinkled her nose as the doors swished open into the hallway of the morgue, anticipating the unmistakable stench of formaldehyde and death.

At the far end of a spotless tile-floored hall, double doors opened to a loading dock where coroner wagons backed up to discharge their lifeless cargo. An adjacent door accessed the cold storage vault where an assistant called a diener cleaned, weighed, measured, photographed, X-rayed, and stored bodies before autopsy. The door on the opposite side of the hall opened into an atmospherically self-contained isolation unit called the VIP Suite. There, bodies harboring contagious diseases or those in advanced stages of decomposition were examined while powerful extraction fans sucked up noxious or offensive gasses, forced them into a high-temperature incinerator, and neutralized them.

Mackay sucked in a deep breath, then hurried down the corridor past several doors that opened into various autopsy suites. Each suite was, she knew, equipped with an autopsy station that comprised slanted stainless steel tables, scales, sinks, and sluices enclosed in booths so the pathologist could dictate notes.

One of the doors stood open. Inside, lying on its back on the table, she saw a sheet-draped body that she assumed had once been Reverend John Thompson. She diverted her eyes and knocked on Nelson’s office door.

“C’mon in, Kate.”

Not much bigger than a walk-in closet, the room contained a desk, a bookcase full of dog-eared medical references, and wall shelves stuffed with diplomas, awards, newspaper clippings, and forensic journals. One shelf held specimen jars filled with human brains and tissue samples preserved in formaldehyde.

Nelson sat at his desk wearing freshly laundered surgical scrubs.

“You X-ray the body yet?” Mackay asked.

“Yep, the diener just finished.”

“And?”

“Bullet’s lodged in the brain, probably a small caliber. The slug from a larger weapon would’ve exited and taken the back of the head with it unless it was loaded with wadcutters or dum-dums.”

“Loaded with what?”

“Wadcutters are flat-nosed target ammo with low muzzle velocity. Dum-dums are soft bullets designed to flatten and fragment on impact, causing extreme internal damage. We’ll know for sure after I open the head.”

Nelson glanced at his watch, a stainless Oyster Perpetual Rolex that, along with a new BMW, were the only luxuries he indulged. “Where’s Dave?”

“Checking in with his detectives. He’ll be here soon.”

“We’ll wait.”

She smiled. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.”

Several years before, Granz was almost killed by a serial killer the press had dubbed the Gingerbread Man. That experience triggered a fresh appreciation for the tenuousness of life that, for him, a trip to the morgue invariably threatened.

“How’s he feeling?” Nelson asked.

“He swears he’s fine.”

“Maybe, but he’s got to have an MRI, Kate. Is he having headaches?”

“He says he’s not.”

“Even so, onset of noticeable symptoms from a serious head injury often takes weeks or months. By then it could be too late. I don’t mean to scare you unnecessarily, but you need to be damn sure he has that MRI.”

“You know Dave when he makes up his mind.”

“Try, Katie. Try hard. His life could depend on it.”

•   •   •

When Granz arrived, Nelson slid on latex gloves, pushed a black plastic brick-shaped block under the corpse’s head to hold it up for examination, switched on two intense white overhead lights and a camera, pulled down a microphone, and started dictating.

“The body is that of a well-developed, well-nourished Caucasian male, late fifties to early sixties, seventy-six inches in length, weighing about two hundred forty-five pounds. Rigor mortis is absent. Hair is medium-length gray. Nose and ears are unremarkable.”

He lifted the upper and lower lips. “Teeth normal.”

He rolled the body from side to side to examine the back of the torso, then lifted each arm and leg to check underlying tissues. He looked into the ears, nose, mouth and eyes, then visually inspected the other body openings.

“Chest is symmetrical, abdomen flat,” he dictated in a soft monotone. “External genitalia normal, upper and lower extremities show no deformities. Hands and nails clean and evidence no injury. No visible scars or tattoos.”

Then, Nelson directed his attention to the head. “A single contact gunshot wound displaying black soot outside the skin, lacerated skin that has been seared by the weapon’s discharge gasses, and lack of powder stippling. Entry wound is in the center of the forehead, five centimeters below the hairline.

“Projectile perforated the medial anterior cortex on a front-to-back”—he consulted the X ray hanging on the lighted film reader—“slightly downward track. The opening measures approximately six-point-five millimeters. There is no exit wound.

“Pull up your face masks,” Nelson instructed. “There’ll be some aerosolization—airborne particulate material is unavoidable with a cranial saw.”

Granz and Mackay, both wearing surgical scrubs, placed their masks over their faces.

Nelson combed the corpse’s gray hair forward, then covered his own nose and mouth and switched on the Stryker saw, a special vibrating instrument that cuts bone but not soft tissue.

It bogged down slightly as the blade bit into the occipital bone, and threw off a faint mist of powdered bone and smoke as the saw cut toward the front, around the periphery of the skull below the hairline.

“Now for the fun part.” He set aside the saw. “Gotta be careful when I lift this off so the dura—the cover of the brain—stays with the calavarium.”

He tugged gently. As the top lifted free the skull grated together, like two halves of a split coconut being twisted, and made a slight sucking sound. He set the skull aside, then severed the spinal cord attachment and tentorium, lifted the brain out, and set it on the table.

“I’ll put it in a jar of formalin for a couple of weeks to firm up the tissue before dissection,” he explained, “but first I’ll remove the bullet.”

With long-nosed, soft-plastic forceps Nelson carefully probed the wound, pulled out the bullet, and dropped it in a clear plastic evidence bag, which he handed to Granz, who sealed and initialed it.

“The slug’s not badly deformed. DOJ shouldn’t have any trouble IDing the weapon that fired it.”

He rolled the body onto its right side and slid another body-block under the back, forcing the chest to protrude and the arms and neck to fall back. Then he pulled a black-handled Buck knife from a leather case, sharpened it on a sheet of extrafine sandpaper, and drew the razor-sharp blade down an eight-by-ten sheet of paper. The paper sliced cleanly into two pieces, which he tossed in a trash basket.

“Better than a scalpel.”

He sliced V-shaped incisions from each shoulder to the abdomen, and a horizontal cut from hipbone to hipbone, then pulled the chest flap over the face, and peeled the skin off the rib cage. With a small battery-powered Stryker saw, he removed the rib cage to expose the inner organs.

He nudged the innards with his hand, but before lifting out the lungs and organ block, he glanced at Granz. “I see nothing unusual. Cause of death was the bullet to the brain. Why don’t you two take off.”

“Gladly.” Granz removed his scrubs and helped Mackay with hers. “Wanta stop at Starbucks for coffee on the way home, Babe?”

“Sure,” she told him. “I could use it.”

“Me too.” Granz turned to Nelson. “Give us an hour, then if you find anything unexpected, call me at home.”

“Will do.” Nelson started to lift the organ block out of the body, but stopped.

“Kate?” Morgan called at their backs.

She turned. “Yeah?”

“Remember what I told you.”








Chapter 7



“WHAT’DDOCTORDEATH mean by ‘Remember what I told you’?”

A newspaper had once run an article that hung the nickname on Morgan Nelson, and it had stuck, at least with the cops.

Granz bit a corner off his lemon tart, set it back on the saucer, and washed it down with a cautious sip of steaming espresso.

“Please don’t call him that,” Mackay said.

“Sorry. What’d he mean?”

They sat at a window table in the mall Starbucks, watching last-minute shoppers hustling back to their cars loaded down with bags of food and Christmas presents.

“He reminded me to be sure you keep your promise,” Mackay said.

“I always keep my promises.” He took another sip of coffee. “What promise?”

“That you’d go in for an MRI.”

“I said I’d think about it after the holidays if I didn’t feel a hundred percent. I feel two hundred percent.”

“Have you been having headaches lately?” she asked.

“No worse than usual.”

“I didn’t know you usually had them.”

“Don’t twist my words, Babe. Everyone has headaches.”

Mackay rolled her eyes. “Not everyone got knocked unconscious and landed in the hospital less than a month ago.”

“They’re nothing,” he assured her.

“How often are you having headaches?”

“Not too often.”

“That’s helpful. How bad are they?”

“Not too bad.”

“Don’t be evasive.”

He grinned. “Sorry.”

“So—how bad are they?”

“I’ll bet at law school you got an A-plus in ruthless cross-examination, but I already have a mother.”

“I’m not trying to be your mother.” She set her coffee down and picked up one of his hands. “I’m your wife. I love you and I worry about you.”

“I love you, too, but there’s no need to worry.”

“Promise?”

He held up his right hand. “Scout’s honor.”

“Don’t be insincere. How bad are they?” she persisted.

“I told you, if I don’t feel better after the holidays I’ll think about an MRI .”

“You’d better, because I’m going to bring it up again on January second.”
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