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Prologue

The year was 1951.

Things were not looking good for this country in Korea, where the communists had retaken Seoul and General MacArthur was fired.

The Yankees looked like they were going to win the pennant again.

The most popular shows on television were the Milton Berle, Fireside Theater, and Philco Playhouse.

Playing at the Grand Theater in Prescott, Indiana, was Father of the Bride.

On the third Saturday in June the citizens of Prescott were little concerned with the police action in Korea. Except, of course, for the families that had sons in the armed forces.

The predictable success of the Yankees was no cause for celebration in Prescott. The only major league team recognized here was the Chicago Cubs. The other league was unanimously despised. But this being Indiana, all of baseball had to take a back seat to the One True Game — basketball.

As for television, there were only a handful of sets operating in the whole town, so the small screen had made little impact on Prescott.

It was a moviegoing town, but on the third Saturday of June the Grand was three-quarters empty for the matinee. It was the day of Reverend Kettering’s church picnic.

Church picnics were still important in Prescott in 1951, but those presided over by the Reverend Harlan Kettering were widely recognized as the best. There was more and better food, prettier girls, more enthusiastic games, and somehow they always seemed to have the finest weather.

One of the very few who were not thoroughly enjoying the picnic on that June Saturday in 1951 was the reverend’s son Brian. At the age of six he was just beginning to find out what it meant to be the preacher’s kid.

It meant, for one thing, that he was supposed to stay cleaner and generally be better behaved than other boys his age. It meant he was not supposed to say some of the neat words Billy Riddell brought to the first-grade class at Prescott Elementary. It meant he was expected always to leave the biggest piece of cake for somebody else, and he was supposed to smile and walk away when some kid called him a name. It was true that Brian did not live up to all these expectations, but he knew he was supposed to.

These attitudes toward him, Brian knew, had something to do with his father’s job. It might have been different if Harlan Kettering worked in a store or in the Delco plant like the fathers of many of Brian’s classmates. Or if he rode on a tractor and tended a dairy herd like the farmers just outside of town. But he didn’t. He worked in a church. He spent weekdays in his study writing, or going somewhere to officiate at a wedding or christening or funeral. And he worked on Sundays. Brian resented it, but he never, never said so. Brian loved his father.

As for his father’s history, Brian knew he had graduated from Ohio Wesleyan, traveled to North Africa in the late 1930s with some scientific expedition, and served there as an Army chaplain during World War II. He was sent home with a wound in 1943, when he married Brian’s mother.

The Church assigned him to the Prescott parish in 1945, the year Brian was born. Like most children, Brian considered anything that happened before his birth to be irrelevant. He later had cause to regret that he paid so little attention to his father’s stories of a rather adventurous early life.

Even though he loved the man, there were times when young Brian Kettering wished his father did almost anything else for a living. Times like this day at the church picnic, when all the other kids were playing softball or shooting baskets or just running around making noise and he had to help set out the food. And now, with the potato salad spooned out, the hot dogs and hamburger patties ready for the grill, the bottles of Hires root beer buried to their necks in tubs of crushed ice, just when he had finished his chores and was about to dash off and join the ball game, his mother had something else for him to do.

“Brian, will you run home and tell your father to bring back the big jar of mustard out of the cooler along with the iced-tea crock? I declare, he’s been so absentminded lately — ”

“Why can’t Jessie go?” Brian was not interested in hearing about his father’s recent forgetfulness.

“Because I asked you.”

Adult logic you could not argue with. Pausing to make a mad face at his sister, who pretended not to see, Brian took off running. The Kettering house on Bailey Street was five blocks from Hoosier Park and the picnic. Brian was a fast runner, and he gave it all he had.

The hot summer wind felt good on his face, and the comfortable old sneakers slapped the hot sidewalk with a satisfying phwap, phwap, phwap. A new pair of Keds was always a treat, and it felt good to run your fingers over the new, unworn tread, but a well-worn pair that had molded themselves to a guy’s feet were like old friends.

As he crossed the street before his own block, Brian slowed. Something was different. Something was not as it was supposed to be. For one thing, the hot wind in his face had chilled, as though somebody had opened a refrigerator in front of him. The sky was still bright blue, the sun high, but there was no warmth in the air.

And it was quiet. More than quiet, it was silent. Brian stopped for a moment and listened. There should have been the normal springtime sounds — birds chirping, insects buzzing, a dog barking, the breeze rustling the branches of the silver maples that lined the street. There was nothing. Deadness. It was so quiet he could smell it.

Something else. Across the street from his house was parked the red, green, and white truck from Mr. Riggio’s House of Pizza. Normally, the pizza wagon was a happy sight, bringing a cheesy treat for a cold night. For some reason the sight of it parked in his block today made Brian shudder. Who ever ordered pizza in the middle of the day? And especially on the day of the picnic, when there was all that great food and stuff to drink over at the park for anybody who wanted it?

The whole thing gave him a creepy feeling, like when Uncle Art told scary stories. Uncle Art was the reverend’s brother and he worked in Chicago in some job that took him way up on the skyscrapers they were building there. He came to visit a couple of times a year, always with presents for Jessie and Brian. But what Brian loved most about Uncle Art’s visits were the scary stories he told. Brian’s father tried to discourage the stories, but Brian couldn’t get enough of them, even though they made him feel creepy and sometimes kept him awake at night. The best was a story the last time Uncle Art came. It was about an unstoppable creature of supreme evil which unleashed a horrible vengeance on its victims. Brian had never heard the end of that one because Uncle Art had to go back to Chicago. Before he could come and visit again, there was an accident on a skyscraper, and Uncle Art came no more.

His uncle had not given a name to the undying monster, but Brian had come up with one in his mind. A name he never spoke aloud, but which could send him shivering under the covers at the mere thought.

Doomstalker.

Brian continued toward his house in the middle of the block, walking now. He kept looking at the pizza wagon. Mr. Riggio’s House of Pizza was a wondrous place with flashing, clanging pin-ball machines, a jukebox with only the best and loudest music, and magical posters you could almost walk into. The kids loved it, but the marvels of the place seemed lost on grown-ups.

Mr. Riggio was a big man with a big stomach, heavy black eyebrows, and shiny eyes. He always greeted the kids with a smile and knew the kind of jokes a kid laughed at. He had a big, rumbling laugh himself and was always ready to ruffle a guy’s hair or pretend to square off for a punch.

All the kids liked him. After school a lot of them would hang out at the House of Pizza, often getting a free sample slice from the jovial pizza man. Older kids mostly, but a few Brian’s age too. The fact that their parents didn’t like it made hanging out there that much more fun.

All of which added to the confusion in young Brian’s mind at the strange, unpleasant way the sight of the pizza wagon made him feel. He turned away from it and walked more quickly toward his house.

The strange cold grew more intense as Brian turned in at the walk leading to their two-story brick house. The silence was so heavy he could not even hear the thud of his sneakers as he climbed the five steps to the wide front porch. The drapes were pulled across the front window. Why? The drapes were never closed in the daytime. Anxious now to find his father, talk to him, be reassured, Brian hurried to the front door, reached for the latch … and froze.

Coming suddenly as it did from the dead silence, the voice from inside the house hit him like a clap of thunder. It was a voice strained with anger. An anger shot through with a threat of violence that was jarringly out of place on quiet, shady Bailey Street in Prescott, Indiana. The voice, though distorted in its booming rage, was unmistakably that of his father.

Not that the Reverend Kettering had never before raised his voice. A minister of the Gospel was, after all, still a man capable of anger. But nothing like this. The dark fury of the man inside was beyond anything Brian had ever heard. He could make out only a few of the words in the thundering tirade. And some that he recognized had never before, to Brian’s knowledge, passed his father’s lips.

The boy stood with his hand still on the latch. His eyes bugged, his mouth hung open. The unnatural cold bit right through his Cubs T-shirt. His father’s words, thunderous but not quiet understandable, echoed in his ears as though he were standing at the end of a tunnel.

Then there was another voice. Louder, deeper, and a hundred times more terrible than his father’s. Again, Brian could not make out the words, but the tone was clearly dark and threatening. The menace in the voice was so strong that tears started to flow from Brian’s eyes. And he was not a crier.

Moving stiffly, as though the unnaturally cold air around him had turned to gelatin, Brian moved to the front window. He got down on his knees and looked in through the space where the drapes had not quite closed.

Shadows on the wall. Movement, sudden and violent. His father and … and … and somebody … something … unspeakably ugly. A scream. A howl of mingled rage and pain. Blood. A blinding flash of white light.

Darkness.

Young Brian Kettering toppled backward and banged his head on the wooden boards of the porch.





Chapter 1

Detective Sgt. Brian Kettering pulled the two-year-old Camaro into his driveway and jammed to a stop behind his wife’s neat little Honda. He got out, slammed the car door, and trudged across the thick lawn, past the carefully tended flower beds, to the front door of his brown and cream California ranch house. He shoved in through the door, peeling off his gray herringbone jacket as he crossed the living room.

In the kitchen Mavis Kettering tensed when she heard the car door slam out in front. She needed no other indication of the mood her husband was in. They had to talk, and soon, but this would not, she decided, be a good time.

Mavis dried her hands, smoothed the front of her skirt, and walked out into the dining room to be ready to meet Brian. She was a handsome woman with dark blond hair, clear Scandinavian complexion, and dazzling blue eyes. The skin tightened around her eyes when Kettering came in, and his expression confirmed her fears about his mood.

“You’re home early.” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Trouble?”

“Trouble is my business.”

He walked past her into the kitchen. Mavis followed. Idly he took a glass from the sink and held it up to the late afternoon light slanting in from the kitchen window.

“Something wrong?” she said.

“Why would there be anything wrong?”

Kettering replaced the glass and crossed to the high cupboard where they kept the liquor. He took down the bottle of Wild Turkey and studied it as though reading the label for the first time. Satisfied, he poured himself a liberal two ounces and added ice cubes. He stirred the drink with a forefinger, then took a deep swallow.

“Aren’t you hitting the liquor a little early?” Mavis said.

“Any reason why I shouldn’t?”

Mavis chewed her lower lip. “Do you want some soda to go with that?”

“What for?”

Kettering carried the drink back through the living room into the den, where they kept the big television set, the stereo, and a rack full of magazines. He shifted the belt holster that carried the S&W Centennial .38 to a more comfortable position and eased himself into the worn old recliner. He levered the chair all the way back, sipped deeply from the iced bourbon, and closed his eyes.

The back of Kettering’s head pounded. There was a painful ringing in his ears. When he was a younger man, these headaches used to come with some regularity. His response in those days was hard physical action — running on the school track, working with his weights, a hard-fought pickup game of hoops in the gym. By concentrating on his body he was able to push the dark, not-quite-visible images out of his mind.

As he matured, the headaches hit less frequently. He had begun to think he might be rid of them forever. But about a month ago they started again. Just a feeling of pressure at first, then the pain. A little more and a little more, until today it was like a poker shoved into the base of his skull. And along with the headache, a chill, even though the temperature in the Valley was in the eighties. It could have been the beginning of the flu. Kettering would have loved for it to be the flu. But he knew better. He knew his symptoms were connected to the dream. The dream of Prescott, Indiana, and his home there and dead Uncle Bob.

And Doomstalker.

The front door banged open. Kettering jerked the recliner upright so he could watch through the archway as his son slouched across the room toward the kitchen. Why the hell couldn’t teenagers walk upright?

At seventeen, Trevor Kettering was an even six feet, nearly as tall as his father, but at 155 pounds, he had some filling out to do. Today he was wearing a T-shirt advertising Coors, and a pair of faded jeans with strategically placed rips in the fabric. Trevor’s hair was a lighter shade of brown than his father’s, but his eyes were the same coffee color.

Kettering called out to him in his best police-officer voice. “Hold it.”

The boy stopped in mid-stride, turned to face him. “Oh, hi, Dad. You’re home early.”

“So people keep telling me. Come over here.”

Reluctantly, the boy approached the recliner.

“What happened to your head?”

“My head?”

“The knob between your shoulders there. What’s that growing out of it?”

Trevor put a hand to his hair. It was moderately short, moussed upright. “I, uh, got a haircut.”

“That’s a haircut? Why didn’t they finish it?”

“Huh?”

“They left a lot of little points sticking up. You look like an unborn porcupine.”

Kettering did not like himself when he turned sarcastic with his son. Once he started, he did not seem able to stop.

“Come on, Dad, this is no big deal. It’s what the guys are wearing.”

“What guys? The heroes in West Hollywood?”

Trevor’s face began to darken. Kettering knew the boy’s temper was rising and he should knock it off, but perversely he kept the pressure on.

“You talk like this was a Mohawk or something extreme. It’s not. Don Johnson had this do on Miami Vice. Bruce Willis too. Or he would if he had enough hair.”

“You think that haircut will make you a television star?”

“Lighten up, Dad.”

“It looks like hell.”

“It’s what the guys are wearing.”

“You said that. At least you can comb it down a little flatter.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Trevor took a step toward the kitchen. Kettering knew he had pushed too far again. Why the hell couldn’t he and the kid communicate? It was the damn headache. It was always something.

He released his son with the wave of a hand, and Trevor escaped through the swinging door into the kitchen. Kettering took a long pull at the Wild Turkey and cranked the chair back to recline. He balanced the glass on his chest and closed his eyes.

Kettering floated through semidarkness. Gradually his tensed muscles relaxed. His nerves uncoiled. Weightless, he let himself drift wherever the currents of his subconscious took him. 

• • •

Dimly on the far horizon a shadow shape appeared. At first no more than an indistinct lump, but filled with menace. It grew larger. Steadily, relentlessly, the shape came toward him. Kettering strained to pull away, to retreat from the oncoming figure. His movements were agonizingly difficult and slow, like backing away through hip-deep clinging mud.

The thing gained on him steadily. The advancing shadow coalesced into a vaguely human shape, yet was like no man who had ever walked the earth. The shoulders were high, hunched up to where the ears should be. The arms dangled apelike, ending in wicked curved talons. The long powerful legs overtook him with relentless strides.

The thing caught up with him. Huge and frightening, it loomed over him. Kettering swung on it with a right arm that had lost its strength. His fist was a tiny, useless toy. His entire body shrank to child size.

The monster hovered in front of him, its outline and details shifting and swirling like a creature of smoke, yet it was solid as death. All power of movement drained away from Kettering. The shadow figure reached down for him, claws grasping and wriggling. Where the face should have been was a dark, seething emptiness.

Doomstalker.

Kettering forced his mouth open and from the depths of his chest brought up a bellow of mingled rage and fear. The iced bourbon splashed across his chest, soaking through his shirt, chilling his flesh.

He awoke with nerves taut and vibrating.

Mavis, her hands still wet from the kitchen sink, appeared beside his chair. “What is it? What’s the matter?”

Kettering righted himself awkwardly. “Nothing.”

“Nothing? Jesus, Brian.”

“I spilled my drink.”

“The way you yelled, I thought you were having a seizure of some kind.”

“I was dozing off. The cold startled me, that’s all.”

“Did you have a bad dream?”

“I told you, I spilled my drink.”

She gave him a long look. “Brian, are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine. Just drop it, okay?”

Mavis flinched away from the cutting edge of his tone. “Sure. Right. Whatever you say.” She turned back toward the kitchen and spoke without looking at him. “As long as we’re all home, we might as well have an early dinner tonight.”

“I’m not very hungry.”

“You’ll feel better if you eat something.”

He sighed heavily. “I’ll go change my shirt.”

Mavis looked at him for a moment, then went back out to the kitchen.

Kettering got up and used a handkerchief to mop at his shirt. He retrieved the melting ice cubes from the chair and dropped them back into the glass. He hesitated, looking toward the kitchen, wondering if he should go out and say something to Mavis. Again he had spoken more sharply than he meant to. No, better leave it alone. He went on back to their bedroom. 

• • •

Dinner at the Kettering house that evening was a grim and silent affair. Mavis’s meat loaf, with its finely chopped green pepper and onion, and subtle combination of spices, usually drew raves from Trevor and even a compliment from Brian. Tonight it was eaten in silence.

Trevor ate quickly, glancing repeatedly at his watch, but he stayed in his chair. Kettering chewed and swallowed methodically, his thoughts somewhere else. Except for an occasional frown at his son’s haircut, he might have been eating alone. Mavis watched them nervously, relieved when Kettering pushed his chair back, signaling that the meal was over.

When the dishes had been cleared away and Trevor had again escaped from the house, Kettering settled once more into his recliner, snapped on the television set, and flapped open the Valley News. He sat holding the paper in front of him without really reading it. Mavis came in and stood watching him.

“Are you going to tell me about it, or am I supposed to guess what’s going on with you?” she said. “And if you tell me once more nothing’s wrong, I’ll scream.”

“Don’t start on me, Mavis.”

“And don’t you treat me like an intruder. We’ve been married eighteen years. I’ve got as much invested here as you. Maybe more. I saw it right away when you got up this morning. I hoped it was just a mood — you’d slept badly or something. But no, you come glooming back into the house tonight bringing your cloud of trouble with you. Something’s wrong, Brian. I want to know what it is. You’ve gone through these moods before and I’ve let it pass. I can’t do that anymore. If this is something we can fix, let’s talk about it. And if it isn’t, we’d better start thinking about alternatives.”

“What’s that speech supposed to mean?”

“It means communication around here is lousy, and I’m not going to take it anymore.”

“You’ve been listening to that lady shrink on the radio again.”

“Damn it, Brian, don’t patronize me.”

“All right, what can I say? I got up with a headache, I came home in a bad mood. It happens to everybody. I’m sorry. Okay?”

“No, not okay. If that was really the only problem, I could handle it. But it’s more. I’m not blind, Brian. Something is eating you up. And it’s splitting us apart. Do you know how long it’s been since we made love?”

“Twenty-seven days.”

Mavis faltered for a moment, then went on. “So you’ve been counting too. It’s a bad situation, Brian. We’d better do something about it while we still can. I’m not kidding.”

“So call Dr. Ruth.”

“Oh, that’s fine. Be sarcastic. Belittle the problem. Anything to avoid the issue.”

“Mavis, I promise you we’ll sit down and talk this out for as long as you want and as seriously as you want. But not right now, okay? Right now I’m tired, my head hurts, I’m no good for talking or anything else.”

Mavis hesitated before speaking again. “We’re getting to be like strangers sharing the house. We don’t talk, we don’t do anything together. We haven’t for a long time.”

“I told you — ” he began.

She took a deep breath and plunged in. “How about coming to church with me Sunday?”

“Not that again.”

“Yes, that. Again.”

“You know how I feel about church. How I’ve always felt.”

“Because of your father.”

“That’s right. My father, the minister. He not only preached the Gospel on Sunday, he believed in what he preached. He never questioned the rightness of God and the Church. If the Church couldn’t protect my father, it sure as hell isn’t going to help me.”

“Your father died before you were ready, that’s all,” Mavis said. “You can’t hold the Church responsible for that.”

“That’s not the whole story.”

“Are you ever going to tell me the rest of it? What really happened to your father?”

“I would if I could. I was six years old when I saw him die. It wasn’t an easy death, Mavis. Not for him, not for me. To this day I couldn’t tell you what I saw back then, but it haunts me. It’s like something just outside my field of vision, and if I turned real fast, I could see it. Hell, I even spin around sometimes when I feel like that to try and catch whatever’s hiding there. There never is anything. What can I tell you?”

Mavis held his eye until he looked away. Then she turned and left him alone.

Kettering scowled at the door where she had gone out. Nice going, Mavis, he thought. Tomorrow you can call it an even four weeks without sex, because with that attitude there sure won’t be any fooling around tonight.

He made a disgusted sound in his throat. Who the hell was he kidding? Sure, go ahead and blame the woman. The easy way out. Engineer a fight. The male equivalent of the woman’s headache. The truth was, he simply hadn’t felt like making love for a long time. Not to his wife, not to anybody. Not since the headaches started again. And the dreams. Unlike a woman, a man had to be in the mood to do it, or it was impossible. He had taken to staying up later and later at night so Mavis would be asleep when he came to bed. And on his days off, times when they used to enjoy a leisurely morning in bed, he was finding excuses to get up early.

What the hell, maybe he had simply lost it. Age forty-three really shouldn’t put him over the hill, but other men had pooped out earlier than that. Not fun to think about, but there was no denying the fact that he couldn’t seem to get it up and keep it up anymore. At least not when he was in a position to do something about it with his wife. Sure, there was the traditional waking-up hard-on, but that wilted as soon as he reached over and touched the familiar mounds and dips of Mavis’s body. Familiar. Maybe that was the problem. There was not a square centimeter of her body that he did not know the feel of. Still firm and smooth, but too familiar. He knew her special smell, the taste of her. Maybe eighteen years was longer than a man and woman were meant to live together and still get each other excited.

Or, damn it, just maybe it was flat out his fault. Cops as a group were not the best husbands, and he had been maybe more distant than most. And since the dreams started coming again, his nerves had been constantly frayed. If he could just get a couple of good nights’ sleep without the dreams, maybe everything would be okay.

And maybe not.





Chapter 2

By eleven o’clock in the morning Kettering had swallowed eight aspirin tablets, but the headache still lurked somewhere behind his eyes, waiting for a chance to grab his brain. When he finally went to bed the night before, he had slept only fitfully. He had waited for the dream to come. Blessedly, it had not.

Mavis had feigned sleep when he came to bed. That was fine with him. It would not be the first night they had spent lying next to each other in the queen-size bed without touching.

He could tell from Mavis’s breathing that she too had slept poorly. At some time before dawn he came fully awake, feeling desperately lonely. Mavis, sleeping on her side with her face turned away from him, stirred in her sleep. Kettering waited, tense, for her to reach over and touch him. He was ready to wipe away their argument and respond by taking her into her arms. He really did love this woman. By the strength of his embrace he would reassure her of that. But Mavis kept to her own side of the bed, making no move toward him. Kettering was damned if he would be the one to reach out first.

In the morning he got up at the usual time and dragged himself into the shower. While he sluiced and soaped, Mavis got up and slipped on the grungy old terry-cloth robe he kept intending to replace. She went into the kitchen and prepared his usual weekday breakfast of grapefruit juice, one soft-boiled egg, an English muffin, and coffee. When he came in to eat it, she went off to her own bathroom. She was still in there when it was time for him to leave. He called a good-bye through the bathroom door. Her reply was muffled. Kettering shrugged, adjusted his hip holster, pulled on a jacket, and left the house.

It was a hell of a way to live, he thought. Man and woman muttering at each other through closed doors. He stomped across the lawn, climbed into the Camaro — streaked now where the dew had made rivulets through the dust — and drove the four miles from his home to the West Valley Police Building.

His partner, Alberto Diaz, was already at his desk with the Los Angeles Times sports page spread out before him. Diaz had a square brown face that was made for laughing. At the moment he was frowning down at the newspaper. Kettering dropped into the chair at the facing desk with a groan.

“Can you believe who the Dodgers are talking about trading?” Diaz said without looking up. He waited. “Well? Can you?”

“Who?” Kettering said without interest.

“Only Pedro Guerrero.”

“So?”

Diaz looked up at him in astonishment. “So? So? So without Guerrero they’re a fourth-place team. Tops. What they need is — ”

“Al, do you mind, today I can’t be really worried about what the Dodgers need or where they finish.”

“Whoa, aren’t we touchy.”

“Can we just bag the small talk?”

“Whatever you say.” Diaz folded the sports page and stuffed it into a desk drawer. “Shall we get on the road?”

“Let’s.”

They checked out an anonymous WVPD Plymouth and spent most of the morning driving around in silence. Now and then Diaz would slide a sideways glance at Kettering, who always managed to be looking somewhere else.

About eleven o’clock Diaz said, “What do you want to do for lunch? Feel like Mexican?”

“I don’t care. Whatever you want.”

“Mexican’s good. Sticks with you. Or maybe lasagna at the Brick Oven. What do you think, is lasagna too heavy for this time of day?”

“I told you I don’t care.”

Diaz drove on for several blocks in silence.

“They’ve got good salads too. The Brick Oven. Big. Lots of cheese and mushrooms.”

Kettering grunted a reply without looking at him.

“You’re not a lot of fun today, you know that?”

Diaz said. “Nobody told me I was supposed to entertain you.”

“Hey, partner, you okay?”

“I’m fine. First-rate.”

“Really?”

“I’m okay, for Chrissake. Can’t I just be quiet once without you interrogating me?”

“Sure. Be quiet all you want. I like quiet.”

Five more minutes.

“Al.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t mind me. I didn’t sleep much.”

“It shows.”

“Yeah. Be glad you’re not married to me.”

“Hardly a day goes by that I don’t thank my stars.”

After another five minutes Diaz said, “I think just a burger. I’m not all that hungry.”

“Fine,” Kettering said. “Burgers are fine.”

The radio crackled with their call number. Kettering and Diaz listened as the female dispatcher gave them the message in her professional monotone.

“Can you believe it?” Kettering said. “Another Screwdriver sighting.”

“He’s a popular sumbitch,” Diaz said.

“To be all the places he’s been seen, the guy would have to be fucking quintuplets.”

“This one isn’t far from here,” Diaz said. “We can check it out then go over to Wendy’s on Reseda. Or do you think the Burger King?”

“Jesus Christ, Al — ”

“Okay, okay, Wendy’s then.”

The Screwdriver was the police nickname for a rapist operating in Los Angeles and West Valley. The name derived from the sharpened tool he used to force his victims into compliance. Since the first of the year he had run up a total of some twenty victims in the two cities — young women living alone, generally in poor neighborhoods. So far nobody had been killed. The police figured it was only a matter of time.

Two weeks earlier a composite drawing of the rapist — early twenties, Latino, stocky build, long greasy hair — had been published locally and shown on the nightly newscasts. Since then L.A. and West Valley Police departments had received more than a hundred reports from people who were sure they had seen him. Each report had to be checked out. So far none had proved accurate. This one was sighting number eight for the team of Kettering and Diaz.

A woman had called in to say, in some agitation, that a man who looked like the Screwdriver was living in the same building as her mother. An address in the 14700 block of Saticoy. He was in apartment 212 with a young woman, and the caller reported strange sounds coming from inside.

“Guy’s probably having a beef with an ex-wife or a girlfriend,” Diaz guessed. He did not say it lightly. Both men knew how dangerous it could be answering a domestic dispute. The honor roll of dead cops down at the Police Building would attest to it.

Diaz pulled the Plymouth to the curb across the street from the apartment building, checked the address, and nodded to Kettering. It was a rundown section of the Valley separated from the rest of Los Angeles by the Ventura Freeway. The neighborhood was one of auto-repair shops, used-furniture stores, dingy bars, taco stands, and crumbling apartment buildings. Graffiti in the spiky letters of the local street gangs soiled all available wall surfaces like bird droppings.

There was no need for talk now between the detectives. From this point on, training and experience took over.

The building was two floors of flaking gray stucco in a square U shape with a swimming pool between the legs. Standard Southern California 1950s style. Kettering and Diaz entered the courtyard through a broken iron gate. Dead leaves floated on the pool. Beer cans and fast-food wrappers littered the deck.

A dark, heavy woman sat in a beach chair beside the pool drinking a Pepsi while two children splashed in the shallow end and argued in high-pitched Spanish. The woman’s eyes followed the detectives as they entered and climbed the crumbling steps to the second floor.

The apartments on the second floor opened onto a walkway that ran around the inside of the U. Diaz and Kettering made their way around from the stairway and stopped at number 212. They positioned themselves at each side of the door. At a nod from Kettering, Diaz pushed the door-bell button, waited a moment, then knocked.

A voice from inside called, “Who is it?”

“We’d like to talk to you,” Diaz said.

“Fuck off.”

Diaz and Kettering exchanged a weary look.

“Police,” Kettering said through the door. “Open up.”

A woman’s voice began to shout from within the apartment and was immediately muffled. The detectives drew their guns. Diaz stood to one side. Kettering planted his left foot on the walkway and slammed the bottom of his right size-twelve triple-E into the door just below the knob. The cheap hollow panel splintered and the door slammed open against the inside wall.

Kettering dropped into a combat stance, the S&W Centennial locked in both hands, pointed dead at the two people standing in the center of the living room. Diaz moved quickly in after him and stepped off to one side.

A thin blond man of twenty or so in a tank-top undershirt held a chubby young Latin woman clamped in a choke hold. Sweat pasted the pale hair to his scalp. His eyes had an unnatural glitter. His free hand gripped the handle of a spring-blade knife. The point pricked a spot on the woman’s brown neck, bringing a bright bead of blood.

“Drop it,” Kettering ordered. “Let the woman go.”

“Fuck you, motherfucker.”

“Put the knife away, asshole, or you’re dead meat.”

Diaz edged back toward the doorway. “Come on, Brian.” Procedure was clear in this situation. Get out, secure the area, call for backup, wait it out.

“Motherfuckers, get out of my way or I slice up the bitch.”

The woman started whimpering. “Don’ let him hurt me. I din’ know he was crazy. Make him lemme go.”

The man twisted the knife, gouging a chunk out of the woman’s plump brown neck. She squealed. A rivulet of blood crawled down over her collarbone.

Kettering thumbed back the hammer of his piece.

“Brian, come on,” Diaz said.

“I’ll cut her, man. I mean it.”

“He means it,” Diaz said, muscles tense, his eyes on Kettering.

Nerves jumped in Kettering’s jaw. His fingers whitened as he gripped the revolver.

“I’m going to blow this asshole away.”

The knife dug in a littler deeper. The woman’s eyes popped.

“Brian,” Diaz growled between clenched teeth.

After a long, agonizing moment Kettering relaxed a notch and backed toward the open doorway. With an audible sigh Diaz followed him out. The man inside kicked the broken door shut in their face. A chain lock rattled into place.

“I could have taken him,” Kettering said.

“Oh, shit yes. He would have cut her throat before he died. The asshole was stoned out of his mind. You could see that.”

“He’s going to kill her anyway. He has the look.”

“It’s not the Screwdriver.”

“Not unless he’s bleached his hair, lost twenty pounds, and traded his tool for a switchblade.”

“I’ll cover up here while you call in.”

“You call,” Kettering said. “I’ll cover.”

Diaz met his partner’s gaze. He opened his mouth to say something more, then changed his mind. He turned and hurried back down the steps.

From where he stood, Kettering could see the Plymouth parked on the street below. He saw Diaz jog across to the car, reach in for the radio hand mike. He looked up toward Kettering as he spoke into the mike.

There were sounds of movement inside the apartment. Kettering flattened himself close to the door to listen. The woman whimpered once. Kettering ground his teeth and held his position.

Down in the street Diaz stood beside the car. In a couple of minutes the black van of the Special Weapons Assault Team skidded to a stop. Almost immediately behind it came a gaudy blue-and-white mobile unit with CHANNEL 6 HOTLINE NEWS lettered on the side.

“What the fuck?” Kettering muttered. Even if they were monitoring the police frequency, the television people could not have got here this fast. Somebody here in the apartment building must have called them.

Fucking reporters. In Kettering’s personal list of worthless creatures, reporters rated somewhere below liberal judges. The Times was bad enough in its anti-police bias, but Channel 6 was not far behind.

The SWAT team piled out of the truck in their battle gear and deployed toward the apartment building. A woman with cropped red hair got out of the mobile unit and started arguing with the SWAT leader. A cameraman and technician behind her began taping the scene.

“Goddamn carnival,” Kettering said to no one.

The curtains across the apartment window moved. The asshole inside would now have seen the SWAT truck. Shit.

The woman screamed. Not fear this time. Pain. Real Pain.

“Fuck it,” Kettering said. He stepped back and put his foot to the broken door again, easily knocking out the screws that held the chain lock in place.

The side of the woman’s face was sliced open, showing teeth and jawbone. She was pale and shivering, in shock. The man with the knife held her in front of himself, the point of the blade at her left eyeball.

“Stay away from me, motherfucker!” His voice was shrill and out of control.

Kettering covered the distance from the doorway in two long strides. He jabbed the muzzle of the .38 toward the man’s face to hold his attention and simultaneously clamped his fingers onto the wrist of his knife hand. As the man clawed at the gun, Kettering pivoted. There was a loud snap as the man’s elbow joint popped.

He screamed. The knife thumped to the carpet.

Kettering had the blond young man facedown with his hands cuffed behind his back when Diaz and members of the SWAT team burst into the room. For a moment everyone stood in silent tableau. Then the wounded woman began to wail and everybody moved at once.

Kettering stood up and eased out of the apartment while the SWAT team and paramedics entered.

The red-haired female reporter came up the stairs and stood beside him on the walkway.

“Anybody dead inside?” she asked.

Kettering looked her up and down. She had a good face, supple body. Tiny crinkles around the eyes would probably keep her from making it as an anchorwoman.

“Not that I noticed,” he said. “Disappointed?”

“Why would I be?”

“A body bag being carried out makes a good picture for the eleven o’clock news.”

“That’s not fair, Sergeant.”

“Life isn’t fair.”

“I just wanted to tell you that was a nice piece of work you did in there.”

“How would you know?”

“Your partner told me.”

“He talks too much.”

Kettering took a better look at her. She was tall, would go about five-eight barefoot, he figured, looked like a swimmer. Good cheekbones. Wild green eyes that could grab you. Her hands, he saw, were empty.

“No microphones?”

“Come on, Sergeant, we have some ethics, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know.”

“This wasn’t the Screwdriver in there, was it?”

“Damned if I know.”

“You don’t like me, do you?”

“I don’t like what you do for a living.”

“Some people would say that about your job too.”

“Yeah, like Channel Six news for instance.”

“Not all of us follow the party line.”

“I’ll tune in for details at eleven.”

“Try eight o’clock. We’re the ‘prime-time news channel,’ remember?”

“Oh, sure.”

“Seriously, give us a chance. You might be surprised.”

“I’ll need some convincing about that.”

She took a card from the pocket of her jacket and handed it to him. “If you’ve got time one day, I’d like to give it a try.”

He took the card and read:


CHARITY MOLINE

CHANNEL 6

HOTLINE NEWS



When he looked up, she was heading back down the steps.

“Hey.”

She turned to look back at him.

“It isn’t the Screwdriver.”

She grinned at him. A real grin, not a coy little smile. “Thanks.”

He watched her go on down and take charge of the camera crew. She moved over in front of the building with a microphone and the cameraman began shooting. When the camera tilted up in his direction, Kettering stepped out of range. 

• • •

Lt. Nathan Ivory was fifty-one years old. His hair was white and his face was deeply lined. He had been a policeman for twenty-seven years. He was looking forward with great anticipation to his retirement with all the perks of a thirty-year man. His kids were out of the house now and on their own, he enjoyed good health, he and his wife were still in love. He had the Winnebago picked out in which they would tour the uncrowded parts of the country where crime was something you watched on television. Lieutenant Ivory figured he just about had it made.

What Lieutenant Ivory did not need in the final years of his tenure was problems. Detective Sgt. Brian Kettering was becoming a problem. The lieutenant did not ask him to sit down as he faced Kettering across his battered desk.

“Brian,” he said tiredly, “you do know, I presume, the procedures we follow in a hostage situation.”

Kettering spread his hands. “Sure, Nate, but — ”

“And what you and Diaz had this morning was a hostage situation, am I right?”

“In the strict sense, I suppose — ”

“A situation that clearly called for strict adherence to the procedures?”

“Basically yes, but — ”

“Basically, my ass. You flat ignored the hostage procedure, is what you did.”

“We brought the asshole in.”

“Sure you did. Somewhat damaged.”

“Is he claiming police brutality?”

“Not yet, but he hasn’t talked to a lawyer. As I was saying, in apprehending the suspect you endangered the life of the hostage, the life of your fellow police officers, your partner, and your own miserable life.”

“The guy was stoned. He was already starting to cut the woman.”

“All the more reason for you to stay the hell out of there. SWAT personnel were already on the scene, I understand.”

“By the time they got organized and up there, the woman could have been sliced into cold cuts.”

Lieutenant Ivory sighed deeply. “Brian, you’re a good cop. Your record is one of the best. I could always count on you not to lose control in a tight spot. What I am saying is, you are not the kind of cop I expect to go cowboying in and take a chance on really messing up.”

“Yeah, well …”

“I remind you that this is not a television show where the hero cop operates like a lone gun and the lieutenant sits in his office grinding his teeth. This is real life, where the lieutenant tells the hero cop what to do and the cop does it. Got that?”

“Got it.”

“Good.” Ivory stood up and came around the desk. “How are things at home, Brian?”

“Home?”

“You know. The place you stop off between shifts. There’s a woman there, I believe. And a teenage boy.”

“Things are fine.”

Lieutenant Ivory gave him a long, level stare. “Okay, Brian, that’s all. Just bag the Dirty Harry stuff, okay?”

Kettering nodded and walked out of the room without saying good-bye.

With the lieutenant’s door closed behind him, he took out a wrinkled pack of Marlboros, stuck one in his mouth and lit it. He inhaled deeply and coughed.

“I thought you quit using those things.”

Kettering looked up to see Dr. Edmund Protius, the psychiatrist assigned to the West Valley Police, leaning in the doorway of his own office. Protius was thin, balding, with a sharp, shiny nose. He wore a sweater under a tweed jacket winter and summer.

“So I started again. You’re not going to lecture me too, are you, Doc?”

Protius hated being called Doc, which was why all the men did it. He dug a pack of Salems out of a jacket pocket and held it up. “I don’t think I’m the right man to deliver that lecture.”

“Nobody’s perfect,” Kettering said.

Protius’s eyes narrowed. “I hear you had a little action this morning.”

“A little.”

“Everything okay?”

“Sure. All in the line of duty.”

“At home too?”

“People keep asking me that.”

“So?”

“Everything’s fine. Beautiful.”

“Seriously, Brian, any time you want to talk, I’m here.”

“What would I want to talk about?”

“How would I know? I’m just saying if you do — ”

“I know where to find you.”

“Good. Say hello to Mavis for me.”

“See you, Doc.”

The psychiatrist watched as Kettering clumped on through the bull pen and out toward the street. He shook out a Salem, lit it, and walked off in the other direction.
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