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To Suzan, as always



PROLOGUE


Ana Valiente was twenty-three and working as a housekeeper at a senior center in San Rafael, California, when she disappeared. Originally from El Salvador, where her family still lived, she was hardworking, upbeat, and dependable. After she failed to show up for her job on December 6, 2006, coworkers reported her missing.

Two weeks later, she was still missing. Police had zeroed in on a suspect, though, thirty-nine-year-old Gregorio Mendez-Deleon. He was born in Guatemala, married with three children, and worked as a driver at the Marin County Sanitary District’s recycling center. According to other people at the center, he was in a sexual relationship with Ana, who had become pregnant.

The recycling center had a camera that filmed cars as they drove in and out, and Mendez-Deleon’s car, with Ana visible in the passenger seat, was captured leaving the center on Tuesday, December 5, at 4:30 P.M. That made Mendez-Deleon the last person to be seen with her. Later, a backhoe operator at the center, knowing that Ana had disappeared and Mendez-Deleon was considered a “person of interest,” came forward and told police that he had dug a hole one night at Mendez-Deleon’s request in a remote area of the recycling center grounds.

“That was when things started to get interesting,” Ken Holmes tells me.

Holmes was the coroner of Marin County. He had been in the job eight years at that point, but had worked in the coroner’s office nearly thirty years altogether, first as an investigator, then as the assistant coroner. By 2006 he had handled hundreds of homicides and thousands of other deaths.

Police brought Mendez-Deleon in for questioning, and in short order induced a confession. Mendez-Deleon said that he and Ana were sitting in his Toyota sedan after dark on December 5 in front of a Wendy’s restaurant in downtown San Rafael. They had an argument, then Mendez-Deleon took out a pocketknife and started stabbing Ana in the neck. She was a big woman, more than two hundred pounds, and wedged into the small car. She couldn’t get away, and Mendez-Deleon continued to attack her. Within minutes she was dead.

Holmes pauses, shakes his head, then says, “As often happens in cases like this, one problem quickly became two. The first problem was what to do with Ana’s body. Her killer knew that he had to get rid of it, but how? The second problem was what to do with his car. The interior, especially on the passenger side, was drenched with her blood. It became even bloodier when he decided to cut off her legs. She was too big for him to move otherwise.”

The recycling center wasn’t far away, and Mendez-Deleon decided to go there. Although it was after hours, the backhoe operator was still around and Mendez-Deleon convinced him to dig a hole at the rear of the property. The backhoe operator didn’t know what the hole was for, but he was willing to do Mendez-Deleon a favor. After he left, Mendez-Deleon put Ana’s legs in one plastic bag and the rest of her in another bag, maneuvered both bags into the hole, and pushed all of the dirt back into place to cover up everything. Then he got a truck and drove it over the site several times to compact the soil, after which he erased the tire marks.

Now he just needed to get rid of his car. That was relatively easy; he took it to a friend’s wrecking yard and had it crushed. He told the friend that he couldn’t get it smogged, so rather than pay a junkyard to come and get it, he wanted it flattened, then he would borrow a pickup truck and take his flattened car to a metal scrapper.

In his confession, Mendez-Deleon indicated the general area where Ana’s body had been buried. It was dark at the time, though, and he didn’t know the exact location. The backhoe operator didn’t know, either, or how deep the hole was. He thought it was about five feet, but he wasn’t really sure.

That was when the coroner’s office was summoned. Holmes was briefed by police, then he and his staff went to work.

“We knew we were going to have to go digging,” he says, “and we were going to have to do an archaeological dig. If you know that there’s a body, you have to be forensically perfect from the get-go, which means using small paintbrushes and soup spoons and small garden trowels because we don’t know how deep it is to the body.”

Over the years, Holmes had worked with the Federal Bureau of Investigation on numerous cases, and maintained good relations. FBI agents were involved anytime a death occurred on federal property, or a federal employee was killed, or a crime was committed that crossed state lines. Other times, though, if local agents weren’t busy and Holmes could use help on a case, the FBI provided it. In this instance, Holmes received a call offering the assistance of the FBI’s special response unit—four agents with expertise in archaeological digs. He had never worked with this particular team before, which was based out of the area but accepted immediately.

The team showed up towing a box trailer that was sixteen to eighteen feet long. When they opened up the back, Holmes stared in amazement.

“It was like Costco for forensics. There was every conceivable thing you could use or need, including Tyvek suits for all of us, little wire flags in various colors to mark locations, and pop-up tents to hide the dig from news helicopters, which were hovering all around us after reporters got wind of the case.”

Without knowing the exact location, the FBI team marked off the area in six-foot squares, then used flat shovels to scrape away at the soil, which was full of shale and rocks. Whenever they got deep enough to realize that soil hadn’t been disturbed, they moved on to another square of the grid.

The dig went on for two days before they found the spot and dug down five feet to the bags. One of Holmes’s investigators, Darrell Harris, was there the first day, and another investigator, Pam Carter, was present the second day. Holmes dropped by several times as well. Both days, throughout the process, federal agents deferred to the coroner’s office.

“It wasn’t like you see on TV,” Holmes says, “where the FBI comes in and pushes everybody out of the way. They didn’t do that; they absolutely didn’t do that. They were our best friends, and loved doing this kind of stuff because they didn’t get to do it very often. It wasn’t their jurisdiction and they knew it; they were just lending their resources and expertise. Someone even came around at lunchtime and took our orders for sandwiches and coffee or soft drinks. They never sent us a bill for anything.”

While the dig was taking place, police located Mendez-Deleon’s crushed car. Holmes had it taken to a large training center at the Novato Fire Department so that firefighters could open it up.

“They had never worked on anything so compacted before,” he says, “and considered it great practice. They also weren’t used to participating in a homicide investigation, which added a thrill factor.”

The Jaws of Life is a big, compressed-air separator. Its hydraulic ram uses pneumatic pressure to pull apart smashed objects piece by piece. In two and a half hours, firefighters separated the door panels, seats, and carpets, all of which were covered with blood.

Holmes was able to confirm Ana’s identity through a fingerprint check with the Department of Homeland Security. She didn’t have a driver’s license but possessed a valid passport, so her fingerprints were in the DHS database. Holmes also had the blood in Mendez-Deleon’s car analyzed and it matched that of Ana Valiente.

With that information, Mendez-Deleon was charged with the murder of Ana and also the six-week-old child she was carrying. Since double homicides are subject to the death penalty in California, it was a potential capital punishment case. During legal proceedings, however, the second murder charge was dropped because the unborn child wasn’t far enough along to meet the definition of a fetus, according to state law.

In his trial, which Holmes testified at, Mendez-Deleon recanted his confession and said that an unidentified third party was to blame. According to his public defender, Mendez-Deleon was afraid that he would be targeted and killed at San Quentin Prison. The prison is in Marin County and is where all male death row inmates in California are incarcerated. Like many prisons, it is controlled by gangs, and Mendez-Deleon would be at their mercy. That was of little concern to the prosecution, however. In a plea bargain, Mendez-Deleon was sentenced to sixteen years.

Looking back on the case, Holmes says, with a bemused smile, “Just another day at the office,” knowing that it was anything but. Then again, there weren’t many days that were routine.



CHAPTER 01

FIRST BLUSH

I first met Ken Holmes in 2010 when I interviewed him for my book The Final Leap, about suicides from the Golden Gate Bridge. I was executive director of a nationally certified crisis intervention and suicide prevention center in the San Francisco Bay Area at the time, and Ken’s office was responsible for conducting the autopsies of most Golden Gate Bridge jumpers, as well as for notifying their families of the death. After the book came out, I was recruited to serve on the board of the Bridge Rail Foundation, an all-volunteer, nonprofit organization dedicated to ending suicides on the bridge. Ken was on the board also, and we had numerous opportunities to talk further. It didn’t take long for me to realize that his experiences over nearly forty years in the Marin County Coroner’s Office and the cases he’d handled would make a riveting subject for a book.

I had another reason for writing The Education of a Coroner: I didn’t know much about the workings of a coroner’s office, and wanted to learn more. How do coroners approach a death scene and what do they look for? How are families notified of a death, and what psychological techniques are employed? How has the world of forensic pathology changed with advances in technology?

The first time Ken and I met to discuss it was in a brew pub in Larkspur, in central Marin County. He had been retired three years by that time, although he still had—and continues to have—frequent contact with many of his former colleagues, and also attends annual conferences of the California State Coroners Association, where he once was president. We had communicated by email before then and I had run my general idea by him. I would review eight hundred case files that he had preselected and copied onto electronic disks, then we would schedule a series of days when we would meet and discuss the cases that I thought were the most interesting. Along the way we also would talk about his background, training, responsibilities, lessons learned, and people he worked with. First, though, I said I needed to get a sense of whether the stories he told were compelling and had universal appeal.

“Sure,” he said, and with no further prompting he launched into a thumbnail sketch of one case, then another and another until after only a few minutes my head was spinning. He apologized and said that once he started talking about his work, it was hard for him to stop.

Holmes is a natural storyteller, and his deep, melodic voice is both authoritative and soothing. A barrel-chested man with sharp eyes—even in his seventies—strong hands from having spent years outdoors, and a handsome face framed by a trimmed gray beard, he is someone who makes friends easily and holds on to them because at the end of the day, and especially at this stage in his life, friends and family are what matter most. He is quick to laugh—especially at himself—and has a range of knowledge that is impressive. Whether it is medicine, politics, hunting, guns, home repair, sports, food, wine, or cars, he can hold his own in a conversation with anyone.

“Let’s back up,” I said, “and focus on one case for now. You pick.”

“Okay,” he said, and he proceeded to tell me some of the highlights of the Carol Filipelli case, which is described a little later in this book.

At the end, all I could say was, “How many more stories do you have like that?”

He shrugged and said, “Dozens?”

*  *  *

Some of the cases cast Holmes in the national spotlight because of who they involved—rock legend Jerry Garcia, rapper Tupac Shakur, porn kings Jim and Artie Mitchell, and the infamous Trailside Killer. It was the deaths of people who weren’t well known, however, that remain the most vivid and noteworthy in his mind.

Several cases took nearly a decade to close, two took twenty years, one took thirty, and one took forty-four years. It might seem like a luxury for a coroner to be able to pursue cases so doggedly—certainly that’s not possible in large cities and statewide coroner’s offices. In some respects it was, but Holmes’s belief—then and now—is that family and friends of the deceased deserve to know what happened no matter how long it takes. Coroners deal with death, but their purpose is to find answers for the living.

If the work of coroners were less dramatic, we wouldn’t have so many TV shows about it. Holmes watches some of them and says that they get most—though not all—of the details right. Even so, inevitably he comes away thinking that real life is more moving than any fictionalized treatment can be. Nothing beats a story that happens to be true.

It helps to have a glamorous setting, which is why the original CSI TV show was set in Las Vegas and there is now CSI: Miami, CSI: New York, and NCIS: Los Angeles. If the emphasis were on gritty, then we would have CSI: Camden, CSI: Detroit, and NCIS: Compton.

The setting where Holmes worked is every bit as enthralling as the biggest cities with the brightest lights. I say that not because I was raised in Marin—as an adolescent it didn’t seem all that exciting—but because the county has a national reputation, despite its small size. Part of that is due to its physical beauty. Situated just north of San Francisco, Marin is surrounded by water. The Pacific Ocean lies to the west, and the eastern and southern borders end at San Francisco Bay. Only the northern portion abuts land—the beginning of California’s legendary wine country. Otherwise, access is across the Golden Gate Bridge to the south or the Richmond–San Rafael Bridge to the east.

There are no large urban centers, processing plants, factories, or notable industries in Marin. Mostly the county consists of coastline, rolling hills, dairy farms, and small towns. Hundreds of thousands of people come every year to visit Point Reyes National Seashore, Golden Gate National Recreation Area, Muir Woods, Mount Tamalpais, Stinson Beach, Tomales Bay, and Samuel P. Taylor State Park.

The other reason why Marin is well known is its affluence. It ranks among the top twenty counties in the United States in terms of household income, and is home to rock stars, movie stars, professional athletes, and wealthy business executives. The median price of homes is just under $1 million, and in many communities it’s considerably more.

This doesn’t mean that all is rosy, however. In 2014, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation reported that nearly 25 percent of adults in Marin engage in binge drinking during any given month—one of the highest averages in the state. More than thirty residents die per year from drug overdoses, a large number in a small county. In addition, Marin is second to San Francisco when it comes to suicides from the Golden Gate Bridge.

Marin also has pockets of poverty. In the Canal District of San Rafael, people from dozens of cultures, speaking a multitude of languages, live close together in low-income housing. In Marin City, built during World War II to house shipyard workers and immigrants, local residents—predominately African-American—lived for years in crowded tenements until gentrification started pushing them out, creating new sources of tension.

Then there is San Quentin Prison, the oldest prison in California and one of the largest penitentiaries in the United States. Built in 1852 on 432 acres of shoreline property in Marin, San Quentin is, almost certainly, the most expensive piece of real estate in America—and perhaps the world—that is devoted to housing convicted felons. In 2009 the land was estimated to be worth $2 billion, and it has only increased in value since then. All of California’s 750 male death row inmates are locked up there, as well as more than four thousand other hardened criminals, male and female. To a motorist approaching Marin County from the Richmond–San Rafael Bridge, the prison looks, at first glance, like a huge sand-colored hotel on the waterfront. As one gets closer, however, one sees the twelve-foot-high concrete walls that are topped by coils of electrified barbed wire, notices that all of the window openings are mere slits even though the view outside them is spectacular, and knows that San Quentin was built with a much different purpose in mind.

THE CORONER’S OFFICE

It’s in this setting that the coroner’s office in Marin County operates. Throughout Holmes’s career, it was on the second floor of the Marin Civic Center in San Rafael, the county seat. The building was the last one designed by famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright and features a roof the color of the sky, scalloped balconies, and pink stucco walls, all intended to blend into the surrounding environment.

The office, which has since moved, isn’t what one might expect. Before I interviewed Holmes the first time, in 2010, I envisioned it to be part morgue with shrouded bodies laid out on stainless steel tables, waiting to be autopsied, and part laboratory with slides being inspected under microscopes. Like many small counties, however, Marin doesn’t have a morgue because it’s too expensive. Instead the coroner’s office contracts with local mortuaries and private physicians to receive the bodies of dead people and conduct autopsies when warranted. The county also doesn’t have a lab for analyzing specimens that are collected at a death scene. Fingernail scrapings, pubic hair samples, vaginal swabs, and the like are sent to outside labs. There are only a handful in California that specialize in this kind of analysis, with the primary one operated by the state Department of Justice. Samples from any case that might go to court—particularly homicide cases—are sent there. The DOJ lab doesn’t handle body fluids, though, so blood, urine, and gastric samples are sent elsewhere.

Employee offices look the same as the offices of any other business with a modest budget—older desks and chairs, older computers and phones, and bookcases crammed with special texts, trade journals, binders, and miscellaneous papers. For all of Holmes’s thirty-six years, there was a staff of seven. Six employees—the coroner, assistant coroner, three death investigators, and a secretary—were full-time. One position—the medical transcriber—was part-time. He or she took the voice recordings of forensic pathologists during autopsies and turned them into written summaries.

The common areas are more distinctive. There are evidence lockers, an old bank safe to store money that is collected at a death scene, refrigeration units to store specimen samples, and dozens of four-drawer metal file cabinets that are filled with case files, some of which date back more than 150 years, to the time when California became a state.

The role of the coroner originated in twelfth-century England. “Crowners,” as they were known at the time, conducted inquests on behalf of King Richard I to identify the deceased, determine how they died, and—most important—collect death taxes on their estates. It was the height of the Crusades, the Catholic Church was trying to restore Christianity in and around the Holy Lands, and money was needed to finance numerous campaigns.

Coroner’s offices today are vestiges of this royal system. Coroners are either elected by the populace or appointed by designated entities, with the requirements varying state by state and oftentimes county by county. In the highest form, coroners are medical examiners, meaning they are licensed physicians who are trained and certified in forensic pathology. Most people assume that all coroners are MEs, but this isn’t the case. Many coroners are licensed physicians who have no training in forensics, while in hundreds of communities across the country—including Marin County—the coroner isn’t required to have any medical training at all, much less a medical degree. He or she just needs to have a clean record, meaning no felony convictions, be twenty-one or older, and have a high school diploma. Some counties don’t even require that, however. One county in Indiana elected a coroner who was eighteen and still in high school.

A 2015 review by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine compared county coroners and medical examiners. The biggest benefit of county coroners, according to the review, is that they reflect the will of the people. In American political culture, elected officials represent a community’s needs and values better than anyone else because they are chosen by voters. In addition, county coroners have equal footing with other locally elected officials—members of the board of supervisors, sheriffs, judges, and district attorneys—which enables them to operate independently from these entities. The main drawback is that the coroner may not be medically proficient since it’s not a requirement of the job.

On the medical examiner side, the major advantage, according to the review, is that the overall quality of death investigations is better. In addition, there is more uniformity. For statewide medical examiner offices, there are the added benefits of centralized administration, which is expensive to start but less expensive to sustain, and improved service to rural areas, which often don’t have the capacity to operate coroner offices on their own.

Nineteen states—in general, the smallest ones—have a state medical examiner system. The largest states, including California, Texas, New York, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Georgia, have a mix of medical examiner and county coroner offices.

As the most populous state, California is unusual—but not unique—in that the coroner’s office is combined with the sheriff’s department in forty-nine of fifty-eight counties. In these areas the sheriff serves as coroner, too—despite having little or no medical training—and appoints another law enforcement person to oversee the day-to-day duties who, in all likelihood, has no medical training, either. The result is that the work of the coroner’s office is controlled by the sheriff, which can create problems. Because sheriffs focus on criminal activity, the emphasis of the coroner’s office in these counties is to support homicide investigations. Less time is spent delving into deaths by accident, suicide, or natural causes, and frequently in these instances autopsies aren’t conducted, in order to save money. Cases in which the manner of death is undetermined, but clearly isn’t homicide, also get short shrift, leaving families in the dark as to what caused their loved one to die.

The lack of national standards for coroners is hard to understand inasmuch as a death certificate is one of our most important documents. It is used by families to collect life insurance, file for payment from special funds for certain types of deaths, such as mesothelioma, and change names on deeds, trusts, and other valuable assets. Death certificates also are used by the government to stop Social Security payments, by businesses to change or eliminate pension payouts and health care coverage, by various public and private agencies to inform current funding decisions and future policies, and by researchers to track how society is changing.

In Working Stiff: Two Years, 262 Bodies, and the Making of a Medical Examiner, author Judy Melinek talks about the value of a death certificate. “It’s no big deal if you don’t have a birth certificate,” she says. “Other forms of identification will suffice to secure a job, open a bank account, even file for Social Security. However, if your survivors cannot produce a death certificate after your demise, they will descend into bureaucratic purgatory. They can’t bury your body, transport it across state lines, liquidate your investments, or inherit anything you have willed them.”

Coroners aren’t the only people who are authorized to sign death certificates. Depending on the state, a primary care physician, attending physician, nonattending physician, or nurse practitioner can sign. Most of the time, these signatories confirm a death by natural causes where no investigation is needed. In homicides, suicides, and accidents, coroners typically sign the certificate after an autopsy has been performed.

CAUSE AND MANNER

The results from an autopsy and the findings of toxicology tests help the coroner determine the cause and manner of someone’s death. Although cause and manner seem like the same thing, they are, in fact, different. Cause refers to the physical reason why a person died. A gunshot to the head, an overdose of drugs, blunt-force traumatic injuries such as those resulting from a vehicle accident or a fall, sharp-force injuries like stabbings, inhaling a deadly gas like carbon monoxide, and asphyxiation due to drowning, hanging, or strangulation are examples of cause. Deaths from heart attacks, strokes, seizures, and other diseases also are examples of cause.

Manner refers to the way in which a person dies. There are five recognized categories in the United States: homicide, suicide, accident, natural, and undetermined. Each one has legal implications for law enforcement and can have financial consequences as well.

A ruling of homicide means that there is likely to be a police investigation. Detectives collect evidence of criminal activity and present it to a district attorney, who decides whether or not to prosecute. If the case goes to trial, the coroner is called to testify, but only to the extent of explaining how a determination of cause was reached. Inasmuch as coroners’ rulings are fact-based and unbiased, there are occasions when the explanation is as helpful to the defense—mainly by discouraging the district attorney from trying the case—as it is to the prosecution.

A ruling of suicide usually ends any police involvement. In some instances, this is welcome news for family members who otherwise might be implicated for murder. Other times, a determination of suicide can end up voiding a decedent’s life insurance policy if it was taken out or renewed within two years of the person’s death (beyond two years, the policy can’t be nullified). In addition to the possible financial impact, a death by suicide can be stigmatizing and cause family members to feel guilty, embarrassed, or angry on top of the other emotions that a loved one’s death tends to generate, such as sadness, depression, loneliness, and despair. For this reason, family members may push hard for the coroner to rule that the death was accidental rather than a suicide.

If a death is determined to be accidental, it means that there was little if anything the decedent could have done in the moment to prevent it. A woman falls off her horse, lands on her head, and fractures her skull. A boat capsizes and someone drowns. An apartment building catches on fire and one of the tenants dies from smoke inhalation. Sometimes blame may be placed on another person, such as the driver in a fatal vehicle collision whose inattentiveness, recklessness, or drunkenness caused the accident. Alternatively, the victim’s own ignorance or carelessness may play a major role. A man is swept off a rock while fishing and is washed out to sea. A homeowner who is trimming trees on his property touches a high-voltage wire with his saw and is electrocuted. A farmhand loading bales of hay into an auger feeding wagon falls into the wagon and is mutilated. Each of these is among the many deaths that Holmes investigated in his career, and each was avoidable, but not in the instant that it happened. At that moment it was too late.

As for natural deaths, which typically comprise about 60 percent of the deaths a coroner’s office handles, these are the result of a disease rather than an injury. This doesn’t mean that the person died of “old age,” since young people can have a known or unknown health problem that isn’t treated or ends up being mistreated. Rather, it means that the person suffered from a heart condition, tumor, seizure, or aneurism that proved to be fatal.

Sometimes it’s impossible to determine the manner in which someone died. When a car goes off the road and hits a tree or catapults off a cliff, did the driver fall asleep at the wheel, swerve to avoid an animal, lose control, or intend to die? If the person had a stroke or heart attack there will be forensic evidence, but otherwise, in the absence of skid marks, it may not be possible to tell. Similarly, if someone is found dead in bed due to a drug overdose, was it accidental or intentional? A suicide note might provide the answer, but only 20 percent of suicide victims leave a note, so oftentimes the coroner has little to go on. Is a patient’s death during surgery merely unfortunate or is there evidence of medical malpractice? Every medical procedure has risks; the question is whether doctors bear any responsibility for the outcome.

In cases where the coroner doesn’t have enough information to make a definitive ruling, the official manner of death is “undetermined.” This can be altered if new evidence comes to light; however, it can only be altered once. The last thing anyone wants is for the manner of someone’s death to be perpetually changing. That would wreak havoc with law enforcement, the courts, health care providers, insurance companies, and families.

Marin County has an average of 1,500 to 1,800 deaths per year. Roughly 300 of these require autopsies because the cause and manner of death aren’t clear. Trauma cases, accident cases, and other cases that are out of the ordinary or unusual end up in a pathologist’s hands.

“On TV and in the movies they use the word ‘suspicious,’ ” Holmes says, “but that’s not a word we ever used. We said it was ‘out of the ordinary’ or ‘unusual.’ Not that it’s wrong to use ‘suspicious’—it might be part of the vernacular in other coroners’ offices—it just wasn’t part of ours. To say that a death is suspicious is to offer an opinion; something doesn’t seem right. Instead, we presented the facts and left the interpretation to others.”

THE ROAD TAKEN

Holmes was raised by his paternal grandparents in the Central Valley town of Fresno, California. His grandfather was the fire chief of Fresno and a huge influence on Holmes’s life.

“He taught me morals, integrity, and work ethic,” Holmes says. “He also was a guiding light when it came to life in politics, which I didn’t fully appreciate until years later, when I entered the political arena.”

Most boys Holmes’s age were passionate about three things: sports, guns, and the outdoors. Holmes was, too, but he also was transfixed by something that his friends had no interest in—anatomy.

“I was the kid who tried to figure out how that bird died, or what happened to the jackrabbit,” he says. “When I first started hunting, at age eight, I was as interested in what happened to the bullet as I was in getting the animal ready to eat.”

He remembers the first jackrabbit he ever skinned. “Once I skinned it I could see the shoulder and the foreleg, and I could work the shoulder and I could see the shoulder bone rotating in the socket because the muscle there is thin. I said to my granddad, ‘Gee, look at that.’ He said it was called a ball-and-socket joint. I kept working it, and in my mind I was struck by the fact that it was so simple yet worked so well.”

Early on, Holmes’s grandmother determined that if an animal was wounded, her grandson was the one who would tend to it. One time someone’s collie got hit by a bus in front of Holmes’s house. Holmes was playing with three of his friends and witnessed the accident. He didn’t know whose dog it was, but he got a stick and two handkerchiefs and splinted the dog’s broken leg.

In middle school, Holmes had to write a report describing three occupations he was interested in pursuing. Two choices—being a physician and being a veterinarian—seemed obvious. Both had a significant drawback, though—all of the additional years of study that were necessary. Holmes liked school, but not that much. Even so, he listed doctor and vet as two of his choices. He had no idea for a third choice, however.

“You know, the coroner does autopsies,” his grandfather said. “That’s medicine.”

Holmes perked up. “What are autopsies?”

His grandfather explained that autopsies are postmortem examinations to determine how and why someone died. Usually they are done in a morgue, he said, but because Fresno County didn’t have one at the time, they were conducted at a local mortuary instead.

“Do you want me to set up a meeting with the funeral director there?” he asked.

Holmes nodded, instantly intrigued. He was even more interested when he saw the funeral director drive up in a big black late-model Cadillac. The man was wearing an expensive suit and equally expensive shoes. In addition, the funeral home was plush and quiet, the sort of place where Holmes could imagine himself working.

The funeral director affirmed that all autopsies for the coroner’s office were done at his mortuary, and he explained the process and what the job entailed. By now Holmes sensed that he might have found his calling. There was just one more thing he needed to know.

“How long does it take to be a funeral director?”

“Three years after high school,” the man said. “One year of mortuary college and two years of apprenticeship.”

That clinched it. Holmes wrote in his report that his third career choice was funeral director.

From the outset, he knew that his real goal was to be a coroner, not a funeral director. “I just didn’t know how to get there,” he says.

In school, his favorite subject was science. He also was enamored with mysteries, especially those that featured his namesake detective, Sherlock Holmes.

After he graduated from high school, Holmes attended Fresno City College for two years and started an apprenticeship at the funeral home he had visited with his grandfather. In those days, a person didn’t have to go to mortuary college first. During the apprenticeship, Holmes learned two important things about himself.

The first was that he had no qualms about death. On the contrary, when he watched his first autopsy, he was so enthralled that eventually his boss had to ask him to leave the doctor alone because he was asking too many questions. The person’s chest had been cut open, exposing all of the internal organs, and Holmes would point to various body parts and ask, “What’s that?” The doctor would explain, then remove the deceased’s heart, kidneys, and other organs and place them in Holmes’s hands.

“It was a mesmerizing experience,” he says, “and I couldn’t get enough of it. Throughout my apprenticeship, whenever there was an autopsy I went and watched, even if I didn’t have to be there. I continued to ask questions and listen to the doctor as he recorded his findings into a Dictaphone. The result was that I began to develop a good grasp of medical terminology when I was still in my teens.”

The other thing Holmes learned about himself was that he had a lot of compassion. “I didn’t know it,” he says, “but I did. From the beginning, I enjoyed working with families. I felt comfortable around them, and they, in turn, were grateful for my help in making funeral arrangements.”

San Francisco College of Mortuary Science emphasized the physical sciences—anatomy, pathology, bacteriology, and chemistry. One of the skills that was taught was embalming. It involves withdrawing blood and waste matter from human organs, reshaping or reconstructing disfigured or maimed bodies using clay, cotton, plaster of Paris, and wax, injecting embalming fluid with a pump into arms and legs, closing incisions using needles and sutures, joining lips with a needle and thread, and applying cosmetics to give a dead body a lifelike appearance. Holmes didn’t know it at the time, but the fact that he became a licensed embalmer proved to be a critical stepping-stone to his future career.

After he graduated, he applied to coroners’ offices around the Bay Area, but there weren’t any openings. Needing to work, he took a job at a mortuary in Sonoma County, just north of Marin. At that time, Sonoma County had only one coroner’s investigator. He was retired from the California Highway Patrol and responded to homicides and accidental deaths, but not to traffic accidents because the police could take care of those. Even so, there were more cases than he could handle so he commissioned every licensed embalmer in the county to be a deputy coroner. This meant that Holmes and other embalmers were responsible for writing a brief report—only a few lines—following suicides and other types of deaths that weren’t being investigated, leaving the investigator to focus on trauma cases.

One day the investigator was at the mortuary where Holmes worked. He wasn’t there to see Holmes, but he couldn’t help but pull him aside.

“Damn, Holmes,” he said. “You wrote a report the other day; I wouldn’t write one that long. You went into all sorts of detail you didn’t need to. I certainly got a great picture of what you saw, though.”

FORTUNE INTERVENES

Holmes was married and had a son and daughter by this time. In coaching his son’s Little League team, he became friends with another coach, named Henry. One Friday morning Holmes was at the mortuary and it was quiet. No one else was around and there wasn’t anything in particular that he needed to do. Although it was a hot day, Holmes decided it would be a good time to see if he could get the big fountain in front to work properly. He had always liked to tinker, and the fact that it sprayed water sporadically bothered him. Still wearing his standard uniform—black slacks and a white shirt—he rolled up his sleeves and was working on the fountain when Henry drove by. Henry honked and waved, and Holmes waved in return. Because he wasn’t in a hurry, Henry turned around, came back, and the two of them moved to the shade and got to talking. At first they talked about Little League, then Holmes asked Henry what he was doing there. Henry said he had stopped to see a man named Tom who worked at another mortuary nearby. After that Henry mentioned, offhand, something that would change Holmes’s life. He said that Tom told him the Marin County Coroner’s Office was adding a new position, a third death investigator, and Tom had applied for it.

Holmes was floored. He knew the two current investigators in Marin and the assistant coroner. Despite making repeated inquiries, however, Holmes had never been told that a job was opening up.

As soon as Henry left, Holmes called the coroner’s office. It was one o’clock. He said he had just heard that another investigator was going to be hired, and asked what the process was for applying. A secretary told him that interested candidates had to fill out an application from the Human Resources Office, and the filing deadline was five o’clock that afternoon.

Holmes closed the mortuary, told the answering service that he had an emergency, and raced ten miles to the Marin County Civic Center, where all county offices were based. The Human Resources Office was on the top floor of the four-story building, tucked so far in back that it seemed like Siberia. Holmes tried to remain calm as he asked for an application. It turned out to be six pages long, and a woman told him that he needed to attach copies of his high school and college transcripts. Holmes filled out the application as neatly as he could by hand, and said that he could provide the attachments but couldn’t get them that day. The woman said that since it was Friday, it probably would take a couple of days for applications to be processed, so if he could get them to her by the first part of the following week she would add them to his application. She didn’t need to be so accommodating, but she was.

On Monday, Holmes called his high school and college to get the transcripts. Faxes didn’t exist in those days so he paid to have them mailed overnight. Tuesday afternoon he delivered the documents to Human Resources, and the woman included them.

It turned out that there were sixty-eight applicants for the one position. As with most government jobs, people in the HR office did the initial screening. One of the requirements listed by the coroner, Dr. Ervin Jindrich, was that the person have a California embalmer’s license. Jindrich himself was a certified forensic pathologist, but he knew the value of an embalmer’s license.

“It meant you’re not afraid of death,” Holmes says, “and you’re used to people crying.”

Being unafraid of death is an obvious requisite for a coroner. Doctors, soldiers, cops, and firefighters become habituated to death the more they witness it, but coroners have to start out undaunted by dead people in all their forms. As for being used to people who are crying, this might sound cold or insensitive, but in fact it was practical and relevant. Coroners’ investigators have to be able to function in an environment where people are feeling enormous pain and grieving a significant loss.

“It’s easy to get sucked into someone’s grief and want to comfort them,” Holmes says, “but you also have to be able to step back and focus on other aspects of the job.”

As it turned out, half the candidates lacked an embalmer’s license and were eliminated from further consideration. Tom, the man who had told Holmes’s friend Henry about the opening, was still in the running, however. Moreover, he knew everyone in the Marin coroner’s office even better than Holmes. Tom had worked with them longer and more closely. In a moment of ill-advised and inappropriate candor, Keith Craig, the assistant coroner, told Holmes that Tom had the inside track and almost certainly would be hired. Hearing this, Holmes was despondent. His dream job was going to someone else.

Tom was so confident of his standing, however, that he hadn’t submitted all the information that HR required. As a result, his application was thrown out. Craig, among others, was flabbergasted to learn that Tom hadn’t made it past the first step. He had seemed like a sure thing.

That was the opening Holmes needed. He went through the interview process, which culminated in oral boards before a panel of five coroners from neighboring counties, and ended up being ranked the top candidate.

Looking back to that period of time, Holmes still marvels at the confluence of events that ended with his hiring. The fact that it was a quiet day, that he was outside the mortuary fiddling with the fountain, that Henry not only waved but stopped and came back because he wasn’t pressed for time, that Henry mentioned the position not knowing that Holmes would be interested in it, that Holmes had enough time to get to the civic center and fill out an application, that HR allowed him to add grade transcripts after the filing deadline, and that Tom’s application was thrown out because it was incomplete, seemed nothing short of miraculous.

After he started, Holmes asked Jindrich why he hired him. After all, Holmes had no investigative experience.

Jindrich was thirty-five at the time—only three years older than Holmes—and had been elected coroner a year earlier after working as an autopsy specialist for the coroner’s office in San Francisco. In appearance he resembled a young Abraham Lincoln with a narrow face, full beard, sharp eyes, and a sweep of dark hair.

Jindrich said, “Your understanding of medical terminology and medical situations was much higher than anybody else’s. You can learn fairly quickly to be a good death investigator if you have a natural tendency to ask questions. I can teach you what you need to know. It takes years and years to learn medicine, however, and I don’t have time to teach you that because in two weeks you’re going to need to hit the street.”

Clearly, all of the time that Holmes had spent standing next to doctors during autopsies and asking questions had paid off. When he succeeded Jindrich as coroner, Holmes emphasized the same qualities in hiring investigators as Jindrich had—that is, familiarity and comfort with death, extensive knowledge of medicine, an innate inquisitiveness and willingness to ask questions, plus compassion for grieving families.

This last is as important for investigative reasons as it is a requisite of human kindness. Investigators who relate poorly to families can’t always obtain the information needed to make an accurate determination regarding someone’s death. When they ask a question, they often get yes-or-no answers because most individuals are cautious. If an investigator can convince people that he or she is on their side, however, family members and friends answer at greater length, sometimes providing important details with little or no prompting.

This was the part of the job that Holmes found particularly rewarding, and some of the people he came to know after notifying them of a death continue to send him emails periodically and greeting cards during the holidays. Either they want him to know that they are well, or they just want to stay in touch.

At the time Holmes was hired, however, the day when he would be responsible for hiring other investigators was far off in the future. He was thirty-two years old, fresh-faced, with keen eyes and a receding hairline that he compensated for by growing long sideburns, and there was much that he needed to learn first. He was about to enter a different world than the one he knew.



CHAPTER 02

BAPTISM BY FIRE

During his first two weeks, Holmes shadowed the assistant coroner, Keith Craig. Craig was the person responsible for training and managing the three investigators. His widow’s peak of steel-gray hair was slicked back, his mustache was groomed, and he wore aviator-style glasses. For the most part humor was wasted on him, and he was happiest when there was little to do. Five years earlier he had retired from the California Highway Patrol, collecting a good pension, but he wasn’t ready to retire altogether yet.

“He was a holdover from the previous coroner,” Holmes says, “because Dr. Jindrich thought he needed to keep someone who was familiar with administrative details.”

The two death investigators were holdovers, too, and Jindrich had no hesitation when it came to retaining them. Both men were experienced, having started four years before Holmes, competent, and dedicated. Like Holmes they were former morticians and embalmers.

Bill Thomas was twenty-seven, single, five foot nine, and originally from the Midwest. He had a full head of dark hair, a handsome face, and a captivating personality.

“In addition to being funny and engaging,” Holmes says, “Bill told the most outrageous stories without ever cracking a smile. His charisma and humor made him a hit with everyone, especially women. Most of the nurses in most of the emergency rooms in Marin dated Bill at some point, and many of them, I think, would have jumped at the chance to marry him if he had proposed. He was somebody who everyone gravitated to.”

Don Cornish was the opposite. Tall and somewhat portly, with just a fringe of hair, he was forty years old and reserved. He also was devout in his Christian faith, although he never preached it. For many years, Holmes didn’t know he had any faith at all. Cornish was happily married and had four daughters, none of whom he ever referred to—at least in Holmes’s presence—by name. Instead, he called them Daughter #1, #2, #3, and #4. He and his family owned twenty acres of land in Calistoga where they raised livestock and harvested fruit trees. Calistoga is in Napa County, more than an hour’s drive north of Marin County. All during his tenure as a death investigator, which lasted twenty-seven years, Cornish maintained a small apartment close to work in order to avoid commuting.

Bill Thomas and Don Cornish were the ones who ended up primarily training Holmes, but it was Craig whom Holmes followed his first two weeks. The first week, Craig handled each case while Holmes observed. The second week, Holmes handled cases with Craig looking over his shoulder. Starting his third day, Holmes wrote the case report even though Craig did the work. Afterward, Craig reviewed it.

Holmes’s first report concerned a suicide from the Golden Gate Bridge. A California Highway Patrol officer called the coroner’s office after the body of a fifty-five-year-old woman was found on Lime Point, a pinprick of land below the north tower of the bridge. Craig and Holmes responded, and Holmes noted their findings with terse objectivity, as instructed.

Arrived at Lime Point at 1330 [1:30 P.M.]. Deceased was lying face down among the rocks on shoreline on east side of Golden Gate Bridge north of north tower. Clothing consisted of white bra, yellow blouse, and maroon with white polka-dotted slacks and vest. An obvious fracture of the right leg was apparent at the scene. Officer Lee of the CHP gave Assistant Coroner Craig a pair of tan sandals and two pairs of glasses that he stated were found on the bridge above the deceased. An apparently abandoned vehicle was found at Vista Point by Officer Lee, registered to the husband of deceased. Identification was made through this registration. Marin County Sheriff’s Office checked the address, found no one at home, and in conversation with neighbors was given the husband’s telephone number at work. Telephone notification made after physical description given by husband and identification of old scars. Husband stated that his wife had been ill for about five weeks with a cold-like illness. He had made an appointment for her tomorrow to see her physician. Autopsy pending.

Craig read the report and had one comment. “You forgot to mention that no note was found.”

The death of a twenty-nine-year-old woman ended up involving Craig and all three investigators in the coroner’s office, mainly because a number of people needed to be interviewed and none of them was particularly cooperative. The woman, a nurse, died at the home of a psychologist in Bolinas following what was described by participants as an encounter group session but more likely was a drug party.

The night before she died, she and a dozen other people were at the house. According to the psychologist, stated through his attorney, the decedent “acted out,” was angry, and yelled frequently. The next morning, someone noticed that she wasn’t moving. A local physician was called to the residence, and he pronounced her dead.

Everyone who was present maintained that the get-together was therapeutic in nature and participants paid several hundred dollars to attend. This was contradicted, however, by physical evidence Holmes and other investigators found that a smorgasbord of narcotics had been consumed.

It appeared likely that the woman died from an overdose of a psychiatric, hallucinogenic drug known as MDA. She had fifty-milligram capsules in her possession, and a substantial quantity was found in her system. The coroner’s office urged the district attorney to file manslaughter charges against the psychologist, but the DA decided that there wasn’t enough evidence. The manner would remain undetermined.

A week later, Craig and Holmes were called to the scene of a warehouse fire in Novato. Two youths—Alan Pariani, age seventeen, and Robert Lomanson, eighteen—were working at the back of the warehouse when a drum of Scotchgard exploded in the front. The wall of flames prevented their exit, so they tried to escape through metal doors in the rear. These doors were padlocked from the outside, however. When Craig and Holmes arrived, they found a heartbreaking scene. The boys’ dead bodies were near the rear doors, victims of burns and smoke inhalation. It turned out that a month earlier the warehouse had been cited by fire marshals for unsafe conditions, including the padlocked doors; however, no corrective action had been taken yet.

FIRST HOMICIDE

After two weeks of training, Holmes began his first shift alone. It was a Wednesday night, supposedly the quietest night of the week. At 12:28 A.M., he was notified by the county’s Communications Center that the body of a young woman had been found in a Novato trailer park, the victim of an apparent homicide.

The Communications Center handled most of the emergency calls in the county. Dispatchers relayed information to the coroner’s office, as well as to local fire departments, paramedics, the Public Works Department, animal control, and police in all but four Marin cities (those four cities had their own police dispatch centers).

Despite the late hour, there were half a dozen police cars parked in the area, motors off but blue lights flashing, when Holmes arrived. He could see cops in uniforms and shiny badges milling around, talking in small groups and waiting for him. All were at least four trailers from the actual site, a mobile home with a detached metal storage shed in the rear. As soon as Holmes exited his car, he understood why they were keeping their distance. It was an unusually hot night, and the malodorous smell of decomposing flesh was one that Holmes knew well.

Decomposition begins as soon as someone dies. Internal chemicals and bacteria break down a body’s tissues and initiate the decaying process. In the first stage, flies and ants arrive. After that the body becomes bloated as other insects—maggots and beetles—feed on tissues under the skin and lay larvae. The beginning of active decay is marked by the body deflating as larvae hatch, pierce the skin, and release the body’s gases, which are the source of the putrid odor. Once most of the flesh has been removed, the odor dissipates and many of the insects that were feeding on the body leave. In the last phase of decomposition, other scavengers—centipedes, millipedes, snails, and cockroaches—consume what is left until only bones remain.

Dealing with the smell is one of the biggest challenges for coroners. “It hits you,” Dr. Melinek says in her book, as “an assault, not a scent. You flinch, heave back in revulsion. It invades your throat, assails your taste buds, even stings your eyes.”

Says Holmes, “The odor stays with you for days no matter how many times you shower. When you burp, you smell it. If you fart, you smell it. Sometimes I had to throw away the sports coat and slacks I wore to a death scene. Other times I took them to be professionally cleaned, and the woman at the counter made a face and said, ‘Ew! What’s that smell?’ There’s no escaping it.”

As a onetime mortician, Holmes was familiar with decomposition. What he learned after he started working in the coroner’s office was that decomposition is an important element of forensic science because it helps coroners estimate the time of death. The kinds of insects found in a body, the sequence in which they appear, and where they are in the life cycle offer clues that narrow the window between the time that a person died and when his or her body was discovered.

The surrounding temperature and humidity influence how fast a body decomposes. Warm temperatures and high humidity accelerate the process while cooler temperatures and lower humidity slow it down. This is why coroner’s investigators note the ambient temperature at a death scene, so that they can gauge how long decomposition has been taking place.

Near the mobile home Holmes was met by two other officers and a civilian named Orrell. All of them were covering their noses and mouths with handkerchiefs to try to combat the smell. Orrell told Holmes what he had already told the officers, namely that he was a teacher at San Quentin Prison, and the mobile home was owned by a paroled felon he knew named James McQueary.

McQueary told Orrell earlier that day that he had picked up a female hitchhiker and brought her to his mobile home before he went off to work. When he returned, she was dead. Her neck had been slashed, and she was clothed only in panties. McQueary said he didn’t know who killed her, but because people would think he did, he called Orrell, whom he thought he could confide in. Orrell told him that he was obligated to notify the police, and McQueary asked him to wait twenty-four hours until McQueary could, in his words, “square it with his wife.” Orrell said he couldn’t do that, that he needed to call the police as soon as he got off the phone with McQueary.

Behind McQueary’s residence was the shed, and the odor emanated from there. The officers told Holmes that the shed had been padlocked, and they had to use bolt cutters to gain access. The floor was covered with heavy cardboard, and a mattress box spring was standing on edge to one side. Outside the shed, near a chain-link fence, was a freshly dug hole five feet long, two feet wide, and two feet deep—apparently intended as a grave.

The decedent was in the rear of the shed, wrapped in two blankets and small sections of shag carpet. On top of her battered and slashed body were the clothes she had been wearing when she disappeared—a dark jacket, floral-print dress, and high-heeled shoes—plus a tan purse. Inside the purse was identification. The clothes and identification matched the information in a missing-persons report that had been filed a week earlier for nineteen-year-old Terry Ann Listman. Holmes confirmed her identity through a subsequent comparison of Terry’s dental records.

The air inside the shed was like a furnace, even at midnight, and the smell of decomposition was overwhelming. As Holmes peeled back the carpet and blankets, the temperature got even hotter because Terry’s body was generating heat. The odor also intensified, almost forcing Holmes out of the shed because it was so pungent.

After noting the condition of the body, plus the circumstances in which it was found, Holmes and one of the police officers drove to Terry’s house. It was Holmes’s first death notification on his own, and he tried to be factual without sounding officious. He told Terry’s parents that their daughter had been found, that she was the apparent victim of a murder, and that her body had been taken to a funeral home for autopsy. He spared them the details, only telling them that she wasn’t recognizable and they shouldn’t try to view her remains.

“Instead, remember her the way she was when you last saw her,” he said.

Terry’s mother had driven her to a bus stop in Novato at 7:30 A.M. the day she disappeared, never knowing that it would be the last time she would see her daughter. Terry was taking public transit to a job she started two weeks earlier as a clerk in a San Rafael office, but she never made it. At 9 A.M. she called her employer “in a shaky voice,” he said, and said she was delayed by personal problems. In all likelihood, she already had been abducted and was forced to make the call.

Later, her parents pushed to see the photos that police officers and Holmes had taken at the scene. This isn’t unusual. Until they see the photos, family members often hold on to the slim hope that the deceased is someone else and their loved one is still alive. The photos usually aren’t released to families, however, mainly because they tend to be graphic and unsparing in their depiction of what happened. Legally, families can’t be prevented from seeing them, but in this instance the coroner’s office refused.

“The photos looked nothing like Terry because of the brutality of her murder and because her body was badly decomposed,” Holmes says. “It would have been awful for her parents to have that final memory of her.”

Terry’s parents could have taken the coroner’s office to court to access the photos, but they didn’t have the fight in them to do that. As a result, the photos stayed hidden.

“So what happened to McQueary?” I asked.

Holmes didn’t remember, but he retrieved a large black binder of newspaper clippings that the coroner’s office maintained in his early years. Every day the secretary pored through articles and notices in the Independent Journal—Marin County’s primary newspaper—and clipped any news story or obituary that pertained to a case that the coroner’s office handled. The clippings were dated with a black pen and Scotch-taped onto twenty-by-twenty-four-inch sheets of paper in more or less chronological order. They ended in 1981 because people lost interest in them, and when Holmes retired thirty years later, he heard that the new coroner was going to throw the binder away.

“I’ll take it if no one else wants it,” Holmes said.

The articles had yellowed with age but proved to be an important resource in compiling this book because they added details that weren’t in the coroner’s files or available pre-Internet. Chief among them was what happened to the killer in homicide cases. Typically, these cases take several years to play out, by which time the coroner’s office has moved on to other cases.

Now Holmes leafed through pages until he found several articles with follow-ups to Terry Listman’s death. It turned out that McQueary had been released from San Quentin the previous year after serving four years for kidnapping, assault, and attempted rape. On parole, and required to have a job, he was employed as a barber in a convalescent hospital. People there knew him as a smooth talker, and he was able to convince his wife that he was innocent. The two of them fled to Washington State, where he was arrested a year later and convicted of Terry’s murder.

In the coming months and years, Holmes would be called to the scene of many grisly deaths. None would match this first one, though.

“More police officers were moved that night by the condition of Terry’s body than I ever witnessed again,” he says. “Even longtime cops were visibly affected.”

The experience would stay with Holmes forever.

A BUSY FIRST MONTH

Two days after Terry Listman’s death, Holmes was investigating another murder. This time a thirty-nine-year-old real estate agent named Donald Moore was found dead in a vacant one-story house in Mill Valley. Holmes learned that Moore had had an appointment to show the house the previous evening to a man who said that he wanted to see vacant homes only. The following morning, when Moore didn’t return to his own home, his wife called the police and said that her husband was missing.

The same day, another realtor went to the house to show it to a client. He discovered that the lockbox had been broken and the front door key was missing. When he looked through the window, he saw Moore lying lifeless on the dining room floor.

It was clearly a homicide. Moore’s throat had been cut and some of his blood had splattered fifteen feet. Holmes measured the distance, as he had been instructed to do, and took photos. Moore didn’t have a wallet on him, but he did have business cards. A woman from his office came to the morgue and identified his body so that Moore’s wife wouldn’t have to do it. Holmes was left with telling Mrs. Moore that her husband had been murdered. After she recovered from the shock, she told Holmes that she had a six-year-old son from a previous marriage that had been a disaster, and married Moore just recently.

It didn’t take long for police to solve the case. Mrs. Moore’s first husband, a forty-one-year-old contractor named Darrell Gardner, was spotted the next day, “grinning from ear to ear,” according to a witness. It turned out he paid four thousand dollars to two men to kill his ex-wife’s new spouse. All three men were convicted and sent to prison.

Moore’s death was followed by the death of a twenty-five-year-old secretary. She died from carbon monoxide poisoning and thermal burns resulting from a fire in her split-level, wood-frame home in Inverness, where she and her husband lived.

The husband told Holmes that at 1 A.M. his wife woke him and yelled, “Get out of the house, it’s burning!” She even pushed him out of the building. As he exited, he turned to grab her, but she had gone back inside. The last he saw of her, she was outlined in a sheet of flames.

The Marin County Fire Department responded, and firefighters called the coroner’s office after finding the woman’s remains on top of a bed and beneath fallen roof beams. The fire was still burning in sections of the building when Holmes arrived, wearing a helmet, turnout, heavy coat, and gloves. The woman’s body was completely charred, her abdominal organs were exposed, and both of her legs and one arm were missing. Holmes lifted what was left of her out of hot cinders so that she could be delivered to a funeral home for autopsy. The results, when they came back, were negative; no drugs or alcohol were found in her system. The woman’s husband told Holmes that she must have gone back inside to retrieve something, although he didn’t know what it was.
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