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PROLOGUE

The chainsaw screamed as it chewed through the trunk of a Jeffrey pine. When the chain bar was two inches from the hinge cut that directed which way the tree would fall, a cross-section of wood fibers within the tree suddenly gave way. There was a sharp high-pitched snap, very loud, like the opening thundercrack in a fast-approaching storm. With the release of sufficient continuous wood to hold the crown of the tree tall and proud, the branches shook and quivered, and the tree began a slow lean.
The tree cutter flipped off the saw’s ignition switch and stepped back. He looked around, as if trying to decide where to run.
Squirrels darted behind nearby trunks, unsure of where to find safety. Birds rocketed away toward distant havens.
The tree was nothing like the 6-foot-diameter, old-growth Ponderosa pine giants scattered around the Lake Tahoe Basin, spared from the 19th century clear-cutting that supplied wood to reinforce the mining tunnels beneath Virginia City to the east. When those trees fell, it was like a skyscraper falling, forever altering the forest skyline.
This tree was small by comparison. Two feet in diameter and only about 100 feet tall. This tree likely weighed a mere ten thousand pounds.
The tilt of the tree became more dramatic. The branches in contact with neighboring trees provided some initial resistance to the tree’s lean. But as the movement gained speed, those branches bent and gave way. They sent loud scraping and brushing noises through the forest, sounds that warned any remaining wildlife to flee.
When the tree’s angle matched that of the famous leaning tower of Pisa, there was another crack, this one much deeper in pitch than the first, the loudest thunder of the storm. The entire tree shook and shivered as the core gave way. The vibration sent thousands of needles and bark bits into the air, creating a dark cloud of particles obscuring the sky and the view toward the old railroad town of Truckee, California, in the distance.
There was a growing rumble. The falling tree gained speed. As the branches clashed with those on nearby trees, the cloud of tree detritus expanded. The strong scent of pine sap was like a forest perfume on the tree-created wind, an aroma widely loved in calmer circumstances, as when people decorated Christmas trees.
The big Jeffrey pine smashed into the ground with an explosion of forest debris. The duff of the forest floor was pulverized and lofted into the air. Splintered wood and broken twigs were sent airborne.
Dozens of branches jammed into the dirt and broke, producing a cacophony of snapping sounds. No one could have distinguished the slightly different crack of the man’s pelvis and ribs breaking, just a few more percussive cracks overshadowed by the earth-shaking thud of the tree’s trunk slamming into the ground. There was no sound at all as the victim’s abdomen was crushed flat and the shards of the victim’s broken leg bones shredded that leg’s femoral artery. The bleeding would kill him in less than a minute.
Freak logging accidents in the Sierra were unusual but not especially rare. Everyone in the logging business knew that logging was the most dangerous occupation there was.
It appeared that the poor tree cutter had done everything right, but got disoriented about direction as he ran away from the falling tree. Perhaps he tripped on a branch and fell in the exact wrong spot as the tree came crashing down, and he was accidentally killed by the very tree he’d felled. Either that, or he intended to be in the tree’s path, committing suicide in an elaborate manner.
After fifteen minutes, the cloud of needles and bark bits, and the dust from the forest floor had settled. A Steller’s jay landed in a nearby tree and squawked three times very loudly, announcing his presence to the world. A Douglas squirrel leaped from the branches of a distant Ponderosa pine to a White fir, and from there to a Lodgepole pine, a practiced trip through the forest canopy. When the squirrel came to the new open space in the forest, it chattered its displeasure at unexpected change. It went silent as a raven cruised through the trees, its huge black wings creating a portent of evil. The raven landed on a branch of a nearby Jeffrey pine. It tipped its head as it gazed down at the dead man, looking at the dead man’s open eyes. Sensing an easy meal, the raven stepped off into the air and glided down to the body.




ONE

I was heading to a morning meeting in the Lazio Roma Hotel at Northstar Resort when I saw the lost girl. Because my mind was on my upcoming meeting and because, without kids, I’m not child-focused, I wasn’t paying much attention.
The kid sat on a short retaining wall where it intersected a wall of the hotel building. Some minutes later, I realized that she was leaning her shoulder against the building and that she looked enormously sad. She was perhaps eight or nine, very small and delicate, old enough to have a sense of where she was, young enough to feel totally lost. The parts of the image that stuck with me were a brightly colored kerchief around her neck and a large skateboard she held on her lap.
My awareness of her and her situation came to me gradually as I walked through the Lazio Roma lobby and pushed the button for the elevator. It wasn’t until I’d ridden up several floors that I realized that the kid’s eyes had been red and swollen and that she didn’t have a very warm jacket for a cold day up on the mountain.
I decided to try to make my appointment short and check on the kid when I was done.
I found the door to the hotel suite. There was no knocker, but there was a glowing ivory orb in a golden setting against a navy blue paisley background. I pressed it.
I heard a gentle chime like what I’d expect at a Victorian mansion in San Francisco.
The door was opened by a trim, older woman who wore a dark gray pantsuit over dark gray pumps. Under the jacket was a peach, silk blouse. She had on small earrings with peach moonstones that were mostly covered up by a helmet of peach-white curly hair in a style favored by women in their seventies, eighties, and nineties. The woman radiated fitness. She was tall—a good five-nine—but she still made a show of looking up at me.
“Hello,” she said, giving me the kind of wan smile that someone gives you when they don’t feel like smiling at all. The smile showed just a hint of straight white teeth, which were not bright enough to look fake. They looked original, which was always refreshing. “You must be Owen McKenna.” Her voice was contralto, warm deep tones but with no huskiness.
“Indeed,” I said. I reached out and shook her proffered hand.
“An increasingly uncommon word these days,” she said.
“Indeed?” I repeated.
She nodded. “It comes from the Middle English indede.” She pronounced it ‘indayduh.’ “Which means ‘in truth.’ A simple word that nevertheless isn’t part of the usual vocabulary of average Joes. But I’m not surprised you use it. You don’t look like an average Joe.” She frowned as she looked me up and down. “Despite your jeans and that lumberjack shirt, you somehow come off as a gentleman. Indeed is a gentlemanly word.”
Her comment was kind, but I sensed tedium in her tone. It was as if she’d seen and heard it all before, especially from lumberjacks pretending to be gentlemen.
“Looks deceive,” I said. “You’re obviously a wordsmith.”
“Not really. I was a sociology major at UC San Diego a very long time ago. Never used it in any job. But interesting etymology intrigues me more than sociology.”
“The history of words?” I said.
She nodded. “Gentlemanly and knowledgeable.” More weariness.
I shrugged. “And you are?”
“Megan Ivanhoe. But you can call me Megan. No miss or Mrs. or, God forbid, ma’am. And Ivanhoe is so… medieval. So just Megan. I’m a modern girl. Or woman to you, I suppose. Good heavens, you’re young enough to be my nephew.”
“Not a son?”
“No children for me. But I have some nephews. None so tall, however.”
“You work for Mr. Rossi?”
“I’m his Friday. So I guess you could call me Megan Friday.” She sighed. “Secretarial work. Booking agent. Driver. Shopper. Nothing exalted, but he pays well, and the job allows me time to hike, which is my preferred activity.”
She turned and led me into an over-decorated room that was larger than any hotel suite I’d ever been in.
“Mr. Rossi will be another few minutes. He had an early appointment during which some exercise was involved. So he’s taking a quick shower. Sorry about that. I hope you can accommodate. If you’d like to be alone, that’s fine as well.”
“I’m certain you’re good company. What does that mean, being his Friday?”
She paused. Was it sadness in her eyes? It made me think that you don’t get to your seventies without seeing the harsh sides of life.
She said, “I suppose you’re too young to know the term. It comes from Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, a story set in the seventeenth century. Crusoe was trapped on a tropical island and he met a native, who became his helper. Crusoe met the man on a Friday, so Crusoe named him Friday. Crusoe’s Friday could handle all manner of chores, but he couldn’t speak English, so etymology wasn’t of much use. After that Cary Grant movie came out, His Girl Friday, it became a common label for women who take care of everything. Now, of course, it’s seen as a sexist term.”
“Ah. Yet unlike Crusoe’s Friday, you speak the same language as Mr. Rossi,” I said.
“Pretty much,” she said. “But without an Italian accent. And I don’t speak a word of Italian. Comprendere?”
It was the first glimmer of fun she’d expressed.
“Are you trapped on this mountain island?” I asked.
“No. I get to schedule my duties in a way that suits me best.” She paused as soft background music swelled and became noticeable. “And Mr. Rossi is fine with me choosing the music for his presentations.”
“Speaking of which I’ve heard this orchestral music before. But I can’t recall the name,” I said. “Adagio something.”
“Adagio For Strings,” she said.
“Oh, yes, Samuel Barber,” I said.
“You know music, too. That pleases me.” She turned, looking at me anew but still with a weary, jaded reserve. For a moment I felt judged like a piece of equipment, as if I were a used car, first acknowledged for the leather seats, then appreciated in a more significant way when the customer realized it had an 8-track tape player.
She said, “I’ve sometimes thought that I never should have loaded this on Mr. Rossi’s playlist. The chords are so sad, they always rip my heart out,” she said. “But I suppose I’d rather have melancholy than Barber’s later modernist stuff. Don’t get me wrong. I like listening to Mick Jagger, too, if I can get past our shared dearth of satisfaction. But Barber is more nuanced.”
“Doesn’t sociology pay? You aren’t a Friday because you have no other choices, correct?”
“My doctorate was on Durkheim and how he basically invented the science of sociology. Does that sound like useful job knowledge to you?”
“Then why choose sociology?”
“I don’t imagine anyone chooses sociology because it would provide a future job. We choose it because the science is intriguing.”
“It must work for some jobs.”
She made a scornful laugh. “Do you know what sociologists do? They get jobs in advertising and marketing and human resources. All that stuff about analyzing people and then manipulating them. God, I would have hated that. It would be like studying chemistry because all the stuff about how elements combine is fascinating, but then getting a job developing new kinds of toilet cleaner. Useful, no doubt. But no connection to the pure beauty of science.”
I grinned at her. “I’d love to see how an employed sociologist would react when the job is compared to inventing toilet cleaner.”
“They would probably agree with me.”
She gestured toward a sidebar with a large golden tray of pastries. There were coffee cups made of fine china and a thermal coffee pot.
“Help yourself to treats and drink and anything else. I’ll go see if he’s ready now.” She turned and walked through French doors into another room and shut the doors behind her.
I looked around at luxurious furniture and drapes and paintings and mirrors. There was a table covered in white linen and set for two. Near it was a small round stand and on it a golden ice bucket. The bucket contained a bottle of champagne. Next to it were two engraved, crystal champagne flutes.
I hadn’t known much about the meeting I’d come to. Now I saw that it was to be an elegant, two-person affair put on by Anthony Rossi of the Rossi and Dexter Luxury Goods Group, which, Rossi had told me on the phone, was headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. Rossi, or perhaps his Lady Friday, had apparently booked one of the $2000-a-night suites at the Lazio Roma and had the catering staff bring in the table and set it up near the windows with a view of the swimming pool and the gondola that whisked skiers up the mountain.
I walked over and looked out the large windows. Because it was early October, the ski runs were still bare of snow, and the gondola was carrying mountain bikes and their riders. The pool steamed in the cool air. A few hardy young adults frolicked and flirted in the water. For some reason, I was reminded of a movie where similar young people played the role of children of aristocrats and foreign government types who probably had diplomatic immunity.
In another few weeks, they would switch their Speedos and bikinis for ski suits, and show off their moves on the Northstar slopes, which were easy enough to be flattering for their skills even if the downhill runs lacked the gravitas of those dramatic runs that plunge down from the high Alps at Chamonix and Zermatt, or wherever the rich currently hang out.
Rossi had been straightforward with me on the phone. He explained that he had personal history with Versace and Prada, and that he had employees who’d learned their profession at Dior and Chanel. His goal was very focused. He told me on the phone that he intended to build Rossi and Dexter into a blockbuster luxury-goods brand that would become strongly associated with the places where the beautiful and the wealthy hang out. And he wanted to talk to me about an arrangement with his business.
The French doors opened and a man walked out as if he had a starring role on a Broadway stage and was making his grand entrance.
Rossi was a muscular man of about 50, which gave him a few years on me. He stood an inch short of his assistant Megan Ivanhoe and about three-quarters of a foot shy of my six-six. He wore soft black, slip-on leather shoes with elegant stitching and tassels, black pants with crisp creases, black shirt and tie, and a black velvet jacket with burgundy lapels and a burgundy sash around the waist. It was what I thought of as a smoking jacket from movies of long ago, designed for looking elegant when sipping a post-prandial cognac at your Roman villa after the opera.
The black motif continued with Rossi’s hair, a thick assemblage that wrapped and curled and rose to a crescendo like a champion surf wave at Mavericks Beach south of San Francisco.
“Good morning, Mr. McKenna. I’m Tony Rossi,” the man said in a resonant baritone voice. “So glad you could come.” He repeatedly pumped my hand with energy, up and down.
Rossi turned from me as if performing a soliloquy. He walked as he spoke. “I have big plans. We have a central role for someone like you. In fact, I think you’re the perfect person.”
As the man paced, turned and paced some more, the drama of his black outfit was heightened by the golden decorative elements behind him and arranged everywhere throughout the suite. The mirrors, especially, glowed from within six-inch-wide carved, gilded frames suitable for Louis the XVI’s bedroom in the Palace of Versailles. The Lazio’s interior designer obviously believed that the more huge, golden-framed mirrors, the better. Everywhere I turned, I saw myself. In some directions, I was just a single man in a huge room. Other directions featured me in triplicate, my image bouncing from one mirror to another. There was one angle between opposing mirrors where I seemed to multiply into infinity, each successive image stacked at a slightly rising angle so that I could see every one of a hundred mes, each getting progressively smaller. For a brief moment, I was tempted to wonder if a hundred of me could be too much of a good thing, but I instead tried to focus on my host.
Rossi was a talker and a gesturer. He held his open hands in front of his face and moved them left and right. He turned, raised his hands toward the ceiling, then held his arms out straight in front of him and did a bicycle-pedaling movement as if to demonstrate energy, or production, or maybe some physicist’s lecture about angular momentum. Rossi regularly made an expressive wave movement with his fingers to emphasize what he was saying. I’d seen eels do that kind of wave with their long dorsal fin to propel themselves through the inky depths.
I stood and watched his presentation, imagining that investors would probably be swayed by his energy. But I was not an investor. He’d asked me there to consider being his security consultant.
“Our target markets are those that need no location qualifier,” Rossi told me as he poured Champagne into the two tall flutes. He handed one glass to me, then picked up a piece of paper with a printed list and set that on a table near me. The list had location names printed in a swirling, curling type font I’d seen on wedding invitations. The curves were almost as dramatic as his surfing-wave hair.
“If you look at the list, you’ll see that all of our concept targets are places that everyone knows. London, Paris, New York, San Francisco, L.A., Vegas, Tokyo, Sydney, Beijing, Rio. No country name necessary.” Rossi spoke with a strong Italian accent that seemed too polished. Like he’d been coached in how to use his accent to get the maximum buy-in from investors.
He sipped Champagne. “You’ll see that there are also vacation magnets on the list. Places like Cancun, Maui, Tahiti, Acapulco, Miami Beach, Monte Carlo, St. Moritz, Vail, Aspen. In all this big planet,” he said, his accent seeming to get more pronounced, “there are many people, many places. But there are only a few places that are brand names.” He pointed at the list. People go to a place like Rome for its history, its beauty. But they also go there because of the brand. It is impossible to create such a brand by design. And you can’t put a value on it. But we plan to build our product brand by marketing to those brand-name places.” He paused and looked at me intently.
“You refer to ‘We.’” I said. “Who is the ‘We’ of your company? You and Dexter?”
He smiled. “‘We’ are my employees. Charles Dexter is my phantom partner. I tell you this in confidence. As the leader of my security team, you should know these details. There are times when a business needs to seem like its human resources are more substantial. So I created Charles. Wrote his biography and incorporated it into our company story. He works in London and runs our European division. I cover the Americas. We share the Far East.”
“A fictitious guy named Charles Dexter runs Europe,” I said.
“Yes! And he’s very good at it.” Rossi winked. “Anyway, Tahoe is joining the list of brands known ’round the world. It’s a vacation paradise. Skiing and boating are huge. There are motor yachts and sailing yachts all over the lake and private jets parked at the airports in Truckee and South Lake Tahoe. The beautiful people play volleyball on the beach by day and don their glittering gowns for the casinos at night. The people who are name brands themselves come to Tahoe. And their mansions are some of the most expensive residential real estate in the world.”
“And you will sell your fancy products to them,” I said.
“Yes! Those people orient their worlds according to luxury brands. When Kim Kardashian goes to an afternoon soiree, she doesn’t choose her sandals for comfort, she chooses them for image. And, incidentally, we’re talking to her about a Kardashian signature line of Rossi and Dexter footwear.”
“A world of the rich, by the rich, for the rich.” I was feeling as cynical as I sounded.
“Actually, even people with less resources come to Tahoe to be near the action. And they buy luxury goods as well. I’ve seen groups of bicycle riders careening on the mountain roads and looking like a leg of the Tour de France. And the concierge downstairs told me that lots of people go hiking. Of course, I haven’t seen any of them. Speaking for myself, I can’t imagine why someone would go hiking. But that’s what I was told.”
He said the word ‘hiking’ with distaste as if he found the entire concept unsavory.
“Right,” I said, nodding in disbelief. “I’ve even heard that some people go hiking alone. What’s that about? If you want the exercise, you can get much more exercise at the club, right? And people will see you at the club. If you walk in the woods alone, you might run into a bear or a mountain lion. That would be downright dangerous. And you might go hours without seeing anyone. Imagine a life unnoticed.”
Tony Rossi had both a half frown and a half smile on his face. “Maybe I’ve misjudged you.” He paused as if reconsidering. “Balzac said that of all wounds, those of mockery are incurable.”
“Really?”
“Well, I paraphrased a bit. The essence of fiction writers is that when we can’t remember the exact words, we make stuff up, right?”
“You write fiction?” As I said it, I remembered his fictitious partner, Charles Dexter.
“I’m not a serious writer. More of a dilettante. And fiction is a damn lot of work if you want to actually finish something. Having readers give it a passing grade is even more work. But I like the making-up part.”
I nodded. “I apologize for the mockery.”
Rossi made a sort of total body shake as if, like a wet dog, ridding himself of something unpleasant.
“I’ve heard of Balzac.” I wanted to show interest and make up for my faux pas. “But I know nothing about him.”
“A French novelist. Nineteenth century. Wrote something like ninety novels. We writers look to people like Balzac for hope and inspiration.”
“You speak of Balzac. Megan Ivanhoe speaks of etymology and sociology. You are quite the educated pair.”
He stopped pacing, turned, and looked at me.
“We try to be interested in a larger world. Anyway,” he said, his Italian accent gone for a moment, “walking for exercise or not, footwear is a huge arena, and we plan to dominate it.” He glanced down at my worn and scuffed hiking shoes. “Perhaps you are a walker?”
I shrugged. “A bit.” I raised my glass to him, then took a sip of champagne.
Rossi regarded me for a long moment, trying to make sense of me.
“But I want to hear more about your concept,” I said.
Rossi continued slowly, then sped up, slipping back into the strong Italian accent. “Tahoe property owners with lakeshore mansions include the world’s richest businessmen and the most famous celebrities. Rock stars, movie stars, TV talk show hosts, the CEOs of the giant tech companies, famous politicians. Those people aren’t just part of the brand. In the eyes of the general population that is desperate for some style, desperate to be somebody, the rich personify the Tahoe brand, don’t you think?” His eyebrows arched.
“Never thought about it,” I said. “What is your interest in me?”
Rossi seemed affronted. It seemed he wanted me to be his audience for a longer time. He sipped champagne with one hand while his other hand did the waving fingers thing.
“As I said on the phone, I need a security detail.”
“A personal bodyguard?” I said.
“Bodyguards,” he said, emphasizing the plural S. “That and more. We will be putting on events. On stages, runways, film sets, press conferences. There will be models and camera crews and actors. Even executives. We’ll need a show of security.”
“To intimidate anyone who might want to make trouble?”
He frowned. “Well, I suppose that’s a possibility as well. But I’m more concerned about the impression they make. Our security will be some of our prime influencers. Wearing our clothes, carrying our accessories, looking sophisticated.” He lowered his voice as if to reveal intimacies. “I even envision a line of gear for gun lovers. I think of it as our Second Amendment clothing. Holsters, ammo belts. Whatever gun people want. Our security team will be our front line on this. You and your crew will appear to be all about making us safe. But the reality is that your prime job will be the image you present.”
“You want me to be a model for guns.”
“I don’t think of it like that. But if the people who create an image for the world to see are models, then yes, you would be a model. And there would be substantial remuneration involved.”
“You are a gun enthusiast,” I said.
“Not me, personally. I’m a secularist when it comes to weapons, whether they be of metal and gunpowder or literary. But guns are America’s religion, right? It’s the single faith that nearly all Americans of all backgrounds believe in. It’s the only part of our constitution that most Americans know. Think about that for a moment. There are twenty-seven amendments to the U.S. Constitution. But most Americans only know about one of them.”
“You think Americans worship the Second Amendment?”
Rossi made a sly smile. “The Second Amendment is sacred, yes. And unlike the Christian Crucifix or the Islamic Crescent and Star, the religion of guns doesn’t have a strong central symbol. There’s no common agreement on what that Second Amendment image should be. And there’s no fashion to it. No luxury goods line. It’s a vacuum just waiting for some smart company to occupy. Rossi and Dexter will fill that void. In the future, when you strap on a weapon, you’ll no longer be merely carrying a symbol of rugged American individualism, you’ll be carrying the new imprimatur of elegant urbanity.”
I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. “Guns will be elegant urbanity?”
“The Rossi and Dexter version, yes.”
“And your security detail will promote this image,” I said, a strong distaste forming in my mouth.
“Absolutely. Rossi and Dexter is going to become the image for the Second Amendment. Guns will finally have an all-encompassing luxury brand.” The man looked out the window at the sky, as if visualizing his future role as a prophet. “We’re talking to Remington, Smith and Wesson, and Winchester about creating Rossi and Dexter models that will upscale their clientele. Just by co-branding with us, they’ll be able to sell product at double the current price point. We’re also in talks with Ford and Harley-Davidson about doing special Rossi and Dexter Second Amendment editions of trucks and motorcycles.Our security detail will be our evangelists. You and your men and women will communicate the image.”
“So your security will be more about image than safety.”
“I already said that. Image is everything.”
“What exactly would I do with this security detail?”
“You’ll hire them. Form them into a Rossi and Dexter platoon, or posse, or whatever you call such a group. Men and women who know guns.”
“That’s the main requirement? Knowing guns?”
“Of course not. The main requirement is looking beautiful and exotic. Rossi and Dexter is especially focused on hair and cheekbones.” He paused and looked at me as if to consider whether I had the right look. Maybe he decided I didn’t because he said, “You will vet them for gun stuff. And you’ll get those little earpiece wire mic things like the Secret Service people use. I’m sure there’s a host of other gear that the gun faithful look for. You know that stuff. We don’t. But we will supply the clothes. Black with burgundy accents. And we’ll provide the sunglasses.” The man gave me a look that he probably thought was piercing. “As you know, in the fashion world, sunglasses are almost as important as shoes.” He paused as if for dramatic effect. “Guns and gun accessories will soon be close behind.”
“You think guns fit with Tahoe,” I said.
“Guns fit with all places. It won’t be long before theater goers on Broadway will carry their weapons for all to see.”
He turned, picked a group of glossy black-and-white photos off the sideboard, and fanned them for me to see. “Here are some mockups of what our security team will look like. Notice the Rossi and Dexter logos on the gun gear, the clothes, and the sunglasses. Subtle but very effective, don’t you agree?”
I ignored the photos. “Why me?” I asked.
“I had my people investigate. Your name was high on both the cop-experience list and the Tahoe-experience list. We think you’ll be perfect to assemble our team.” He drank the last of his champagne and set the flute down on a golden tray. “There is no need for you to make a quick decision. I’ve got many meetings set up in the coming weeks to orchestrate our move into the Tahoe market. Feel free to take your time. I’ll be in this suite for three more days, minimum.”
“The bottom line is all about selling the Rossi and Dexter brand,” I said.
“Everything and everyone can use some gloss on their image. Rossi and Dexter is that gloss. It extends to all corners of society. Even young children care more about the brands they wear than the friends they associate with.” He raised both hands to emphasize his point.
As he mentioned children, I thought of the young girl I’d seen near the entrance to the hotel. If I could help find her parents or even just offer her some solace, I’d be doing something far more important than hiring pretend security agents for a fashionista businessman fixated on guns.
“I’m impressed with your vision, Mr. Rossi. And I think you and your fictional partner, Charles what’s-his-name, might be onto something big. But I don’t feel qualified to help you. So I’m going to pass on your offer. I have no doubt you’ll find someone much better suited for this project.”
I swallowed the last of my champagne, gave Rossi a little salute, and left. As I went through the door, I got a glimpse of him standing there, a shocked look on his face, both of his hands still in the air.




TWO

When I walked out the front door of the Lazio Roma Hotel, the girl was gone. It was a relief to think her parents had found her.
I stopped, turned, looked around.
What if they hadn’t found her?
I walked out toward the valet parking area and scanned the curving road and the nearby landscaping with its artful groupings of trees in kidney-shaped beds of woodchips. The resort designers had put the main parking areas far away, a design that might have been about ensuring that hotel guests wouldn’t be bothered by looking out their windows and seeing unattractive rows of cars. Or maybe they wanted to encourage the car crowd to get exercise walking up to the hotel. But the cynic in me suspected that the simple reason was that the valet parking service was a big money maker.
I walked around to the far side of the building and down a path that wandered through more artful landscaping. There was a group of three adults smoking cigarettes. I walked over a rise and came to a point where I could look down on the lot where I’d parked. My Jeep was visible, but Spot, my Harlequin Great Dane, was not. No doubt he was napping.
Some distance away was a small kid walking along one of the hotel campus roads. The kid’s movements were slow and aimless. The kid carried a skateboard, an unusual act itself, as kids on a wide-open road usually rode their boards instead of carrying them. I couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl.
The kid paused, looked across the parking lot, then resumed walking, holding the skateboard to the side the way kids carry school books.
I turned onto a winding path that seemed like it might intersect with the road the skateboard kid was on. Trees obscured my view. My path curved away from the direction of the kid. I kept walking. The path curved back. For a moment, the kid became visible, closer but still a good distance away.
I have little experience with kids and thus am not kid-fluent. But my sixth sense told me this kid was the girl I’d thought was lost.
All kids who are raised with any care at all are taught to be wary of strangers, especially strange men. So I couldn’t just walk up. I had to keep my distance. I thought it might be best to stay far back and see where she was going and if she might reconnect with parents.
I came to a Y in the path. One path angled toward the Lazio Hotel. It was somewhat parallel to the path the skateboard girl was on. I turned in that direction. My current pace would put me in front of the girl, which was fine. A kid would be less nervous about an adult up ahead than an adult following behind. But I slowed so I wouldn’t leave her far behind.
Periodically, I turned my head a bit to see that she was still in my peripheral vision.
Did she have a destination? It didn’t look like it. She telegraphed no confidence. No purpose.
I approached a broad apron of converging paths that created a triangle of paving stones and small lush fir trees surrounded by woodchips. Beyond the triangle was a fountain, still lofting water into a large circle despite the cooling fall temperatures and the diminishing tourist crowd. Around the fountain was a circle of curved benches made of green slats that matched the fir trees. There were twelve benches in all, like the points of a clock. The benches had spaces between them to allow for narrow paths that radiated out from the fountain like a huge twelve-spoke bike wheel.
I paused and looked at the fountain. The breeze was just enough to waft water spray toward the benches from noon to three o’clock. The green slats showed the darkness you get from moisture.
So I sat down on a dry bench at about ten o’clock. I put one ankle over a knee and leaned back. I wished I had His Largeness to act as a kid magnet, but he was snoozing in the Jeep. I hoped that even a girl who’d been taught to be wary of strangers wouldn’t be too concerned about me. If she were weary, she might sit and rest.
I pulled out my phone and pretended to look at it as I sensed movement from the side of my peripheral vision.
The kid walked over to the five o’clock bench, well out of the moisture cloud from the fountain and still a safe distance from me. She sat down and set her skateboard across her knees, wheels side up. She had a small daypack on her back, but didn’t take it off. Maybe it was soft enough to lean back against. More likely, she didn’t think about it.
I expected the girl to pull out a phone, but she didn’t. Maybe she was young enough that her parents didn’t think she was ready for one.
Although I knew nothing about skateboards beyond having spent some fun times on an ancient model when I was a kid, the girl’s board seemed like an unusually long one.
I rarely use my phone for anything but phone calls, but I understood how to go online. I found the Google page and used my index finger to laboriously tap “long skateboards.” Up came pictures and articles about what were called longboards.
That was easy.
I read that longboards were not made for doing the tricks, like when kids ride inside empty swimming pools or slide their boards down stairway railings. Instead, longboards were designed for cruising and racing. Some longboarders apparently rode them down hills as well. They strapped on lots of protective gear and went for speed.
I made a surreptitious sideways glance at the girl. She was bent forward, her elbows leaning on her board. She was a skinny waif with stringy, shoulder-length hair the color of honey. Her eyes were a kind of hazel, yellow-green, color coordinated with the honey hair. She looked insecure and uncomfortable, nothing at all like someone I’d expect to be a downhill racer on a skateboard. That kind of kid would be strong and confident. That kind of kid would appear to have purpose.
The pictures on my phone showed kids wearing helmets and elbow pads and knee pads and unusual gloves. The girl on the five o’clock bench had no protective gear unless it was in her pack. She wore faded blue jeans with frayed hems and a hole in the left knee. Her dirty, blue, high-top sneakers had the laces tied off so they wouldn’t come undone, but neither could they be tied into bows. They effectively made the sneakers into tall loafers. Or slippers. She wore a red, long-sleeved shirt with snaps instead of buttons. The snaps were unsnapped, revealing a pink T-shirt and a kerchief at her neck. The kerchief was a brightly-colored cloth, with royal blues and navy blues and a curving crescent of orange. Over the shirt was an open denim jacket even more frayed and bleached than her pants. It was a retro wrangler look that, for a skateboarder who might fall on hard surfaces, probably gave more protection than most other clothes.
I said, “That’s a longboard, right?”
She didn’t respond. No movement, no reply.
I spoke louder, “I’ve never ridden a longboard. But going fast would be cool. Like going fast on skis.”
Again, no response. Maybe the light breeze was carrying the sound of the fountain toward her, obscuring my voice.
I reached my hand out to my side, held it palm out, and waved it back and forth.
She saw the movement and looked up with her eyes but didn’t move her head and kept her elbows on her knees.
I spoke again.
She shook her head slowly.
I spoke louder.
She raised her index finger next to her ear, shook her head, then spoke in a small, high-pitched voice using somewhat exaggerated enunciation. “I am deaf.” As she said the words, she brought her fingertip from her ear to her lips, perhaps the sign language symbol for being deaf. Her voice had a flavor to it that I couldn’t easily describe but that I’d heard before from some deaf people, both in person and in movies. I imagined that it was a quality that came from people with significant deafness who’d never heard voices. I’d always thought it was an astonishing accomplishment, learning to speak words without the benefit of hearing them. I had no idea how it could be done. Using fingertips to feel vibrations at the side of one’s throat?
I didn’t know how to respond. “Oh,” I said without thinking. Then, “I understand.” That seemed lame. I’d met deaf people before, but I knew no sign language, and I didn’t know what was an appropriate or comfortable way to communicate with the girl.
The girl was looking at me intently. Wanting to read my lips?
I repeated the words and used exaggerated lip movements. Maybe that was the wrong thing to do. I had no idea. “I understand.” I wanted to strike a casual balance of conversation. But I was certain she couldn’t read my lips from my current distance.
I pointed at my chest, then pointed at the seven o’clock bench. I stood up slowly and moved slowly. I didn’t want to alarm her. I sat down. We now had just one bench between us. Her eyes were as red and worried as I recalled from when I first saw her.
“Are you on vacation?” I said, choosing the words as a plain opener.
She shook her head and made a signing motion at the same time.
“You seem stressed,” I said. “Are you okay?”
Another head shake. Either she was very good at reading lips, or she could hear me a little, or she used a head shake as a general response to keep people at a distance.
She made another signing motion as she said, “I can’t find my grandfather. I’m lost.”
“Do you live around here?”
She again raised her index finger next to her ear, frowned, and shook her head. At the same time she said, “I don’t understand.”
I repeated my question, holding my head so my lips faced her more directly, in case seeing my lips was critical to her understanding.
“No,” she said. “I’m with my Grandpa Charlie.” She signed as she spoke.
“Where do you live?” I asked.
“We don’t have a house. We live in a camper. We go where he finds work.”
“What’s his work?”
“He’s works with his axe. He went to a job.”
“Does he cut trees?”
She looked confused. “He wrote a song about trees and bees and sailing the seas.”
“That sounds fun.”
“He says his work is fun but also work. He told me he’d be back soon. But he’s still gone.”
I held up my phone. “Would you like me to try to find him?”
It took her a moment. I couldn’t tell if the delay was trying to figure out what I said, or if it took a moment for her to decide if she wanted my help.
She nodded and signed, but she didn’t speak.
I dialed Sergeant Santiago of the Placer County Sheriff’s Office. I got his voicemail and left a message.
He called back almost immediately.
“McKenna,” he said.
“Hey, sarge. I’m at Northstar, and there is a young lost girl outside the Lazio Roma Hotel.” The girl was watching me intently. I was facing down, which probably obscured her view of my lips.
“You know this girl?”
“Nope. I happened to see her outside the hotel, looking sad. She’s deaf, but I’ve spoken to her a little. She can read lips. She says she’s with her grandfather, who apparently earns money as a tree cutter. She was waiting for him to come back from a work appointment. But he hasn’t returned.”
“A deaf girl can have such a conversation with you?”
“Maybe it’s just that I’m a brilliant communicator whose expressive lips reveal all?”
“Diamond once told me you thought you were funny. What’s the girl’s name?” Santiago asked.
“I haven’t asked. I’m going slow. I don’t want to scare her off.” As I said the last words, which might have seemed alarming to the girl, I turned sideways to obscure what I was saying.
“How about the missing old man? He got a name and address?”
“Maybe not an address. She said they live in a camper. Let me ask his name. That shouldn’t be alarming.”
I lowered my phone and spoke to the girl. “I’m talking to a policeman who can help find your grandfather. What is his name?”
As before, she signed as she spoke even though no one was there to see her sign. “His name is Grandpa Charlie.” She paused. “Charles. Charles Dexter.”




THREE

When the girl said the name Charles Dexter, I remembered it was the same name as Anthony Rossi’s make-believe partner, the fictitious man who supposedly handled the European part of the Rossi and Dexter business.
I still had Sergeant Santiago on the phone. “Her grandfather’s name is Charles Dexter.”
“Like the Dexter in the Rossi and Dexter company?”
“How do you know about Rossi and Dexter?”
“The guy who I referred you to said his company was Rossi and Dexter.”
“You were the one who referred me to him?”
“Yeah. Was that wrong? He called and said his company was expanding operations and building an organization in our county. He wondered who could help with information about security.”
“Oh. That explains it.”
“You’re welcome,” Santiago sounded put off.
“Sorry. I appreciate the referral. But the guy hustles fancy shoes and clothes and other fashion stuff. He was more focused on security models than a security service.”
“Models,” Santiago sounded amused. “I’m trying to visualize you walking the model runway. But the image isn’t coming to me.”
“Now you’re funny,” I said.
“You got a license plate on this missing Charles Dexter? Or a description?”
“Not yet. I was hoping you would swoop in and take over.”
“What would I take over?” he asked.
“A lost girl? A missing grandfather? Society needs to show its compassion and send an official to, you know…”
“Swoop,” Santiago filled in.
“Yeah.”
“Even if I knew how to swoop, I wouldn’t know what to do with a girl.”
“Me neither.” I glanced at the girl. She seemed to eye me suspiciously. “The sheriff’s office must have a protocol,” I said.
“Protocol with a lost kid is to find the parents. If the parents have vamoosed, then we call Child Protective Services and let them handle it.”
“Vamoosed?” I said.
Santiago ignored me. “But from my last interaction with CPS, it’s clear they are overwhelmed. They have some emergency placement families who can take kids for short stays. But who knows if there are any available. The kid could end up parked in a church basement for all I know.”
“She just needs to find her grandfather. But the question remains, what do I do until we find him?” I watched the sad, red-eyed girl two benches over.
“I don’t know. Maybe see if Street’s got an idea. Don’t women know more about this kind of thing?”
“Woman generally know more about all kinds of things.”
“Except guns,” Santiago said.
“Now you’re talking guns. The Rossi part of Rossi and Dexter just told me they’re launching a gun division.”
“They’re going to sell guns?”
“I don’t think so. But they’re going to sell stuff related to the Second Amendment. The guy said it’s America’s national religion, and they want to be the image for it.”
“You mean, like the cross or something?”
“Or something. Meanwhile, I’m still waiting for your official answer.”
“About?” Santiago said.
“What should I do with the kid?”
“You and Street could babysit the girl until we find the old guy.”
“Are you in the foothills or up at the lake?” I asked.
“Lake.”
“You on duty? Wearing your dress greens?”
“What’s my uniform got to do with this?”
“You could swing by the Lazio Roma and show the girl the compassionate caring of a county official. You know that your cop uniform makes you a demigod to kids.”
I heard him breathing. It didn’t sound like excitement.
“One more thing,” I said.
“Huh?”
“Anthony Rossi told me that his partner Charles Dexter is actually a made-up person.”
“You mean made up like fiction?”
“Exactly. He says he created the Charles Dexter persona because it fit with his business plan.”
“So the missing Charles Dexter and the made-up Charles Dexter are a coincidence.”
“Maybe.”
Santiago didn’t immediately respond. “Where in the hotel are you?”
“Outside the hotel.” I gave him the details.
“Don’t go anywhere.”




FOUR

After I clicked off from Sergeant Santiago, I gave the girl a little wave, then dialed Street at her lab. I got her voicemail. Next, I dialed her condo.
While it rang, I saw the girl looking at me. I smiled at her.
“Hello?” Street said in my ear.
“Hey, sweet pea.”
“You’ve been reading Popeye the Sailor Man?”
“Is that where sweet pea comes from? The cartoon character that eats spinach? I remember his phrase. ‘I’m strong to the finich ’cause I eats me spinach.’ The name sweet pea must be Popeye’s girlfriend.”
“But you rarely eat spinach,” Street said.
“It’s okay in place of lettuce on cheeseburgers.”
“Which defeats the whole point of health food. Anyway, Popeye’s girlfriend is Olive Oyl, spelled with a Y. And—not that it matters—the T is left off of Sweet. Swee’Pea. Swee’Pea was a baby who was left on his doorstep.”
“That’s uncomfortably close to my current situation. I’ve got a lost kid who was left on a hotel doorstep.”
“Where are you?”
“The Lazio Roma at Northstar Resort. I went to a meeting, and she was outside the hotel. After the meeting, I hung out in the area and got her to talk to me. I learned that she lives with her grandfather in a camper, and he dropped her off at the hotel to wait while he did some kind of tree-cutting job. That’s how he earns money. But he hasn’t come back. She’s pretty upset.”
“How old is this girl?”
“I don’t know. Young. Small. Shorter than Spot.”
“You could ask her age.”
“I could. But I’m a stranger to her. Girls are taught to stay away from unknown men, right? Especially the ones who ask their age and such. So I’m staying back.”
“Then how’d you get her to talk at all?”
“I kept a comfortable distance and asked about her skateboard.”
“Smart,” Street said. “Did you call any of your cop friends?”
“Jack Santiago. He’s going to swoop in with his uniform.”
“Swoop?” Street said.
“Santiago also questioned that term. I’m sure it’s in the Oxford English Dictionary. Describes what cops do when saving children. So he’ll put in an appearance and make the kid think everything’s under control. Meantime, he said I should call you because, quote, ‘women know more about this kind of thing.’”
“I’m a childless woman who works with bugs. I’ve got no maternal skills, no caregiver skills.”
“Blondie thinks you’re God. Something’s working.”
“A Yellow Lab rescue dog is a long way from a lost kid. The main component of our relationship is hugs and dog food.”
“Adjust that to hugs and kid food and you’ll be golden. Blondie will do anything if the reward is you holding her. Anyway, kids instinctively trust women more than men.”
“They should,” Street said.
“And maybe you know what food to feed kids, too. She looks kind of hungry. But I shouldn’t go out and buy her cupcakes, right? You could come and get her to trust you. I would ride on your trust coattails.”
“Then what?”
“I don’t know. Sit with her until they find her grandfather. Santiago said that the Placer County Child Protective Services is overwhelmed. He didn’t think he should shuffle her off into the bureaucracy just yet. He’s worried she could end up staying in a church basement.”
“That’s where they put kids?” Street sounded appalled.
“Figure of speech, I think. But if her grandfather doesn’t turn up, the reality might be she gets stuck eating peanut butter sandwiches twice a day and sleeping in a room without heat.”
“Like you in your log cabin.”
“Everyone’s a comic. Santiago thought we could babysit her, keep her safe. It’ll all be over when they find her grandfather.”
“What’s her name?”
“I don’t know.”
“Where is she from?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re asking me to help you babysit a girl and all you know about her is she’s shorter than Spot.”
“And she’s a skateboarder who’s deaf.”
Street was silent for a long moment. “How do you know she’s deaf?”
“She told me. She didn’t realize I was talking until I waved and caught her attention. Then she told me she’s deaf. She did the signing thing while she said it.”
Street didn’t immediately respond. “She’s deaf, yet she can sign and talk. Really impressive, learning to speak the language without being able to hear the words.”
“My thought, too. Although I’m not good at picking up all her words.”
“That’s common. I know someone who’s deaf, and she calls it the deaf accent, pronunciations and inflections that sound a little different from the way hearing people talk. But I wouldn’t be surprised if some deaf people think that calling it a deaf accent is an inappropriate phrase.”
“Right.”
“My acquaintance is a Berkeley alum who teaches history at Sierra Nevada College in Incline Village. She has significant hearing loss and knows ASL”
“ASL sounds familiar.”
“American Sign Language. Anyway, I could call her. See if she has any tips on dealing with a lost deaf girl. In the meantime, I’ll come to the Lazio Roma. I should be able to get out of here in five minutes. You know better than I do how long it will take me to get to Northstar.”
“An hour from the East Shore. Or less.” I told her where at the hotel I was sitting.
“Can you keep her there at the hotel?”
I looked at the girl. “I think so. Thanks for saving me.”
“You don’t need saving. But it sounds like the girl might need it.”
“Yeah, and who better than you to do it.”
Street said, “Kiss kiss,” and clicked off.
I put my phone in my pocket and glanced at the girl. She was looking at me. I tried to speak clearly and with exaggerated lip movements, which was probably stupid.
“A policeman is coming to help. He will be here soon.” As I said it, I wondered if it was better to use contractions like ‘he’ll’ instead of saying ‘he will.’ My thought was quickly followed by the idea that any effort to make myself more easily understood might have the opposite effect. The best approach would probably be to act normal and simply not cover my mouth.
The girl didn’t nod acknowledgment. But she kept looking at me.
I thought I could make another attempt at a skateboard conversation. From what I’d read on my phone, her longboard was for cruising at speed. So I thought saying something to provoke her might get her talking and get her mind off her plight. I pointed at the skateboard, which was still across her knee.
“Do you slide down railings and leap over benches?”
She made the same sign she used when I’d asked where she lived, holding her fist near her head, raising her index finger, frowning and shaking her head. As before, she said, “I don’t understand.”
I pointed to her skateboard. “Your longboard,” I said. “Tricks? Jumps?”
She scowled. “Tricks are for showoffs. I go for speed.” She signed as she spoke.
“Is it possible to go really fast on a skateboard?”
She looked at the sky for a moment.
“Yes, you can go fast.” She signed.
“Do you mean that any person can go fast on a longboard? Or do you mean that you go fast?”
More sky gazing. “I can go really fast.” To my ignorant eye, her signing seemed more emphatic.
“Isn’t going fast on a skateboard dangerous?”
She sighed, took off her pack, and opened it. She reached in and pulled out knee pads and elbow pads, heavy custom gloves and helmet, and some curved sleeves that might be wrist guards. They were all dirty and scraped.
“Ah,” I said, nodding. I pointed at myself and then at the gear and said, “May I come over and look?”
She paused, then pushed the gear to the end of the bench closest to me.
I walked over and picked up one of the gloves. It was huge on the outside and brightly colored with bold letters proclaiming IMPACT CHAMPION. The glove had thick scuff guards on all sides, knuckles and palm. The closest thing to it I’d ever seen was monster hands depicted in a super-hero movie. I picked up the glove’s mate. I could only fit three fingers in each glove. But it was enough to make it seem like I was wearing them. I held the gloves to the sides of my head, and puffed up my chest like I was turning into the Incredible Hulk. I made my eyes wide and wild, waved my arms, and did a kind of roar like the end of the world was coming.
The girl made a small smile and shook her head like I was embarassing her and myself, which, of course, I was.
I melted back to a normal-sized human and set the gloves back on the bench. I sat down on the next bench, still a decent distance from her but closer than before.
The girl looked uncomfortable. She didn’t know how to react to a strange man acting weird with her gloves. But I was pleased because it was clear that my acting crazy made her stop thinking about being lost, if only for a moment.
We had an awkward silence just sitting there. I didn’t know what to say next. I wondered if deaf people experience awkward silences. Then I realized it was a ridiculous thought. Of course deaf people experience awkward silences. If two people are signing, and they don’t know what to sign next, that would be an awkward silence for them.
I heard a vehicle approach from behind me. I turned to look.
It was a Placer County Sheriff’s vehicle. I raised my hand. It coasted to a stop. The door opened and Sergeant Santiago got out. He walked over and shook my hand.
I said, “Thanks for coming.” Then I realized that unless I faced the girl’s direction, I was shutting her out. So I made the appropriate gestures to get Santiago to take a few steps with me. We moved toward the girl, and I turned to face her so she could see me talk. Santiago was sideways to me.
“This is the girl who’s lost her grandfather.” I turned directly toward her. “And this is Sergeant Santiago.” I gestured toward him. “He will help us find your grandfather.”
She didn’t react in any appreciable way.
Santiago walked toward her. I saw her look at his uniform, her gaze lingering on the details, badge, embroidered patch, and name. Swooping at its best.
He leaned toward her a little and made a small wave. “I’m Officer Santiago,” he said, sounding kind and polite. “May I please ask your first and last name?”
She did the fist-and-extended-finger sign and shook her head.
“That means she doesn’t understand,” I said. “Maybe just say it more simply.”
“What is your name?” he said.
Her voice was even higher and smaller than before. “Camille Dexter.”
Santiago pointed at me. “This man says your grandfather’s name is Charles Dexter.”
She nodded.
“When did you last see him?”
She shrugged.
I said, “You saw him this morning when he dropped you off at the hotel and asked you to wait.”
She nodded.
“So much for her own words,” Santiago muttered.
“Just trying to be helpful,” I said.
“Do you know where your grandfather went?” he asked.
“He went off with his axe.”
“He uses an axe in his occupation?”
She held up her fist with the extended finger, shook her head, and said, “I don’t understand.”
“That’s his job? Chopping with his axe?”
She frowned as if not sure what Santiago meant. “He always says it’s all about your chops.”
“Camille, how old are you?”
“Eight. Almost nine.”
“Where do you live?” Santiago asked.
“With Grandpa Charlie.”
“Where is your home?”
“We live in our camper. On his truck.”
“Where does your grandfather usually park his truck?”
She shrugged. “Different places.”
In the distance behind Camille, on one of the curving hotel roads not far from the parking lot where I’d left Spot, came Street’s VW Beetle. As it drew closer, I saw that Blondie was in back and there was a passenger in the right front seat. Street turned at an intersection and came up the same road Santiago had used. She pulled up behind his patrol vehicle. Both car doors opened. Street got out on the driver’s side. A tall woman with curly blonde hair got out on the passenger side.
“Thank you for coming,” I said softly but with emphasis.
Street turned to Santiago. “Good to see you, Jack.”
“Street,” he said, nodding as he briefly raised his hand at his side.
Street gestured toward her companion. “This is my friend Alena Amador.”
The woman smiled in greeting and nodded at both of us.
“Alena uses American Sign Language. She volunteered to help.”
“Thanks, Alena,” I said. “We just found out the girl’s name is Camille and she’s eight years old.”
Street and Alena turned and walked over to Camille. Street sat down on the same bench and turned to face Camille.
“Hi, Camille. My name is Street. And this is my friend Alena.”
Alena stood in front of Camille.
Alena said, “Hi, Camille. I use ASL. Do you?” She started signing as soon as she spoke.
“Yes,” the girl said, signing as she spoke. Then she turned to Street. “Did you say your name is Street? Like road?”
“Yes.”
“Street is… a different name.” She signed.
“My mother didn’t make it to the hospital on time. I was born in the street. So my mother thought that would be a good name.” Alena signed as Street spoke.
Camille didn’t react to the explanation. She looked at Street as if gauging, measuring, thinking.
Alena said, “The man you’ve been talking to is Owen McKenna, and Mr. McKenna is Street’s boyfriend.” Alena’s speech was vaguely similar to Camille’s, and I remembered that Street had said Alena also had hearing loss.
Alena continued, “Owen called Street, and Street told me about you. So I wanted to meet you.”
Alena spoke quickly, and she signed quickly. Her hands and fingers were a blur of movement. I couldn’t begin to get a sense of the variety of expression. Alena also moved her head, her arms, and her body. It was a full chorus of physical expression. It seemed that no young child could possibly follow so much information. There was simply too much to keep track of. Or so a hearing guy thought.
Yet it seemed that Camille understood.
Street said, “We’re here to help you. We were told you’re lost.” As Street spoke, Alena watched her lips and signed. Camille glanced at Street’s lips but mostly watched Alena’s hands. It was a three-way conversation.
Camille had been quiet. She began talking, signing as she spoke. “Grandpa Charlie is gone. He said he’d be back. But he’s not. I’m so afraid. The tall man tried to help me. But he’s strange. I don’t know what to do.”
“Do you have a mother and father?” Street asked. Alena signed.
Camille shook her head. “Just Grandpa Charlie.”
“Brothers or sisters?”
Camille signed and shook her head.
“Do you know Grandpa Charlie’s friends? Maybe they would know where to look for him.”
Another head shake. “There’s a guy we sometimes see at a campground we go to. I don’t know his name.”
“Do you know the name of the campground or where it is?”
She shook her head. “It’s a long way. Near a freeway. There are lots of birds.”
Camille’s signing was equally as fast as Alena’s. I realized that my thought that a young kid couldn’t process so much, so fast, was a gross misunderstanding. Kids learn how to speak at a very young age. By Camille’s age, most kids can speak fast, regardless of their native tongue. Many times I’ve heard Mexican kids in the Tahoe area. I’m always surprised at how seemingly fast they speak. But it’s only surprising to me because I don’t know Spanish, and it sounds fast. They easily switch from Spanish to English, cleverly adjusting their language according to which nearby adults they want to shut out or fool. It doesn’t matter whether their natural speech is English or Spanish. Or, in Camille’s case, American Sign Language. It’s only those of us who don’t know the language who think it’s fast. Like those bilingual Mexican kids, Camille was bilingual. Like the Mexican kids, she probably didn’t think she was talking fast.
I realized I’d lost track of what Street was saying to Camille.
“Do you have friends you could stay with while we look for your grandfather?” Street asked. Alena was still signing.
“No.”
“Where do you go to school?”
“I’m home schooled.”
“Grandpa Charlie teaches you?”
Camille nodded. Her eyes teared up.
Street reached over and touched her leg. “We’ll stay with you until he’s found.”
Alena paused, then spoke as she signed. “We’ll take care of you, senorita. I promise.”
And Camille responded with a sign and said, “Gracias.”
I realized that Camille must have said something to indicate a knowledge of Spanish. I turned to Santiago and spoke in a low voice. “I was impressed that an eight-year-old kid was bilingual, English and ASL. Now it turns out she knows Spanish words. For all we know she can speak Spanish.”
“I’ve heard multilingual people are really smart,” Santiago said. “Diamond’s bilingual, and he’s kind of a wizard. So it could be you and I have an excuse for being monolingual.”
“That we’re not really smart?”
Santiago shrugged. “Maybe not as much as them, huh?”
The comment seemed incongruous, coming from a guy who could quote Cervantes. But he was probably correct.
Santiago’s phone rang. He held up his finger, turned and walked away as he answered the call. He paced as he talked. Evenly-spaced steps down the road to the east. Similar steps back to the west. Repeat. I took it to mean the call was serious.
Santiago put his phone back in his pocket and motioned me over.
“Got a call on an abandoned pickup camper in the forest north of Tahoe City, which would be south of here.” He paused, turned around, pointed. “That way, over that ridge and down the mountain toward the lake. Deputy Tanaka went to check. He found the camper. But there was no occupant near the camper. There were some houses in the distance, so he walked that way. Some trees had been recently cut. Turns out one of them fell on a man and crushed him to death. Tanaka was able to slide out his wallet. ID says Charles Dexter. No next-of-kin info to call.”




FIVE

“The girl’s grandfather is dead?” I said quietly. “That’s the worst news. You want to tell her?”
Santiago took a deep breath. “She’s already stressed about being lost and separated. If I tell her gramps is dead, that’s gonna be a major blow. She apparently has no friend to offer support. She might implode. You got an opinion?”
“I’ve done death notifications a couple of times. But never to a young kid with no other family.”
“Shall we get input from the women?”
I nodded. “Hey Street.” I called out. “Got a question for you and Alena.”
Street said a few more words to Camille, and then the two women walked over.
I turned so Camille couldn’t see my lips. I spoke quietly. “One of Santiago’s men found Camille’s grandfather in the forest. Killed by a falling tree.”
“Oh, God,” Street whispered. “He’s her only family. She’s fragile. This will be devastating.”
Alena’s frown was severe. She looked about to cry.
“We’re trying to decide what should come next,” I said. “Do we drop this news on the poor girl now? Or is there a better time?”
Alena carefully turned away from Camille and spoke to us without signing. “A trained social worker would know about grief stages and psychological trauma. We should contact one of them and get their advice.”
“My experience says go with common sense over a shrink,” Santiago said.
Alena scowled at Santiago. “That is so dismissive of social workers and their knowledge. I can’t believe you said that. They work so hard.”
“Sorry. I know they work hard. And they probably know lots of stuff. But my lieutenant and I know two social workers who work with vulnerable families. One’s been divorced twice and the other has a son who won’t speak to him.”
Alena made a huffing sound through her nose. “Social workers are human like everybody else. Sometimes their personal struggles make them more expert.”
“Let’s not get distracted,” I said. “Concentrate on the girl.”
Street said, “My vote is to first get her comfortable and fed and feeling a bit more secure.”
“How?”
“We take her to my place. Introduce her to Blondie and Spot. Make her a nice dinner. Maybe we give her the news tomorrow after she’s gotten some sleep. But I don’t know the best way to make that happen.” Street turned to Alena. “What do you think?”
She nodded tentatively. “Okay. That makes sense. Get her settled in. Then tell her in the morning.” She gave Santiago a brief glare.
Santiago said, “I can give it an official spin. By tomorrow we may know more, and she’ll already be a little used to you.”
“Owen?” Street said. “Will you come with us now?”
I looked from Santiago to Street. “I’d like sarge to show me where the body was found.”
Street looked very disappointed. Regardless of how willing she was to help Camille, I’d pulled her into the situation, and now I was abandoning her.
“But Spot and I will come soonish,” I said.
Santiago spoke to Street. “We can use McKenna’s help.”
Street turned to Alena. “Do you want to come with me?”
“That would be good, but I’m teaching a class in two hours. It would be bad if I cancelled.”
Street nodded. “You’ve already been a huge help.”
Alena looked over toward Street’s VW. “I saw Camille look at your dog in the back seat. It made her smile.”
Street turned to Santiago. “I’ll get Blondie and introduce her to Camille. Then you come over and do the official thing about how Camille will stay with me and Blondie tonight. We’ll plan on the difficult conversation tomorrow.”
Santiago nodded. “Sounds good.”
Street fetched Blondie and brought her over to Camille. She had Blondie sit in front of Camille. We couldn’t hear what Street said as she spoke to Camille. But Camille reached out with a shaky hand and touched Blondie’s head. After a bit, Camille rubbed the dog, and Blondie reached up with a paw and put it on Camille’s lap.
The dog was like a storybook comfort maker. In moments, Camille was petting and hugging Blondie. After a few minutes, Alena explained that she had to leave to teach a class.
I walked over with Santiago.
“Camille,” he said, “you need a place to stay while we look for Grandpa Charlie. Street said you can stay with her and Blondie.” Alena signed as he spoke.
Camille frowned, and looked over at Street. For a moment, I thought she would cry.
Santiago continued. “We’re still figuring out what happened to Grandpa Charlie. This could take some time.” He repeated himself. “I think it would be best if you stayed with Street and Blondie tonight. It would be fun. Popcorn, a movie…” He put a lightness in his voice, forgetting that Camille couldn’t hear it.
But Camille wasn’t swayed. She looked at all of us with what seemed like suspicion. Then she leaned forward and hugged Blondie. It was a step toward accepting her fate. But she seemed very unhappy.
“I’ll call tomorrow,” Santiago said to all of us, “and give Street an update on our search.”
I told Street and Camille that I would stop by later that day. “You want me to bring takeout for dinner?” I said.
Street shook her head. “I think it would be good if we cooked dinner together.”
“Okay, I’ll bring dessert.” I was about to speak to Camille when I realized she was completely focused on Blondie. I touched her on the shoulder. She looked up.
“I’m bringing dessert for tonight’s dinner. What’s your favorite?”
Camille had no hesitation. “Chocolate ice cream with vanilla wafers.”
“Got it,” I said.
Street reached for Camille’s hand and pulled her to her feet.
Camille seemed resigned to her fate although a little shaky. But she didn’t cry much as Street and Alena and Blondie led her to Street’s VW bug. They all got in, and Street drove away. I could see Camille in the back seat, holding her skateboard up as if it were a protective shield.
I turned to Santiago. “I thought that went pretty well, considering what we’re up against.”
Santiago nodded. “Not every day a young girl’s parent or guardian leaves her on a doorstep and then dies in a tree cutting accident.”
Santiago’s words were cut off by the roar of motorcycles. We turned to see two bikes accelerating down the same road Street had just driven away on. The volume they produced hurt the ears.
Santiago was shaking his head. “Men fall into two categories,” Santiago said after the sound finally receded enough that you could hear speech. “Those who like to make noise and those who don’t.”
I nodded.
Santiago continued. “I understand it with teenage boys. But I don’t know what it’s about with grown men. What do they get out of it, noise so loud the rest of the world is putting in ear plugs?”
“Kind of a ‘Hey, notice me’ desire?” I said.
“Must be.” Santiago gestured toward his patrol vehicle. “Ride with me. Tanaka sent the GPS coordinates.”
We got in, and Santiago drove off. The dashboard computer directed him out of the resort to the highway. We headed south, up and over Brockway Summit. At the top of the pass, the highway takes a steep pitch down toward Lake Tahoe. A mile or two down, we turned west onto a small gravel road that led into the forest and crawled across a slope that seemed midway between the lake below and the ski area above. After a few minutes, we turned north and climbed up a twisting road as if to take a back way up into Northstar Resort.
Scattered in the forest were a few large houses, each on a substantial plot of land, probably five acres or more. All of the houses had grand views of mountains. A few had a view of the lake in the distance, a brilliant shimmering blue that seemed to splash up through the trees.
Santiago watched his GPS readout. He found a driveway that turned off and made tight S-turns through the forest. There was no house in sight. We went by two large trees that had been stressed by our recent drought and had been felled. Instead of the tree cutter bringing in heavy machinery to cut up and move the logs, they were cut into rounds, huge wheels of wood lined up and hinting of the tree that was once robust. Maybe the cutter’s intention was to bring in a splitter to make firewood. Or maybe the wood was left in place to dry. In a year, the rounds would lose enough moisture to be only half the weight. Then they could be split or stacked to create a natural fence that needed no fence posts and lasted longer than nearly any other type of barrier.
As Santiago came around another curve, we saw another sheriff’s vehicle and a pickup with the type of camper that slid into the bed. It was one of the large versions with a sleeping section that projected over the roof of the pickup. They are very functional but always look top-heavy.
Santiago parked next to the other sheriff’s vehicle.
A young man stood leaning against it. He looked very serious.
“Sergeant,” he said as we got out.
“Deputy Tenaka,” Santiago said, “this is Owen McKenna. He’s a private cop who happened to come upon a lost girl who probably belongs to this pickup camper and the body you are about to show us.”
Tenaka shook my hand. Then he handed Santiago a plastic zipper bag that contained a phone, a wallet, and some keys. “These were in the man’s pockets.”
Santiago took the bag. “Where’s the victim?”
“This way,” Tenaka said. He walked through the forest, paralleling the dirt road that was probably going to become the driveway for a house that had yet to be built.
We came to another felled tree, cut into rounds like the previous one. Fifty yards beyond that was a fourth felled tree. This one had not been cut into rounds. It was a single, huge trunk lying on the ground and surrounded by broken branches that had come from neighboring trees. As we approached, I saw an orange Husqvarna chainsaw on the ground under the tree. As we got closer, Tanaka pointed to a body that was not very visible because it was under the tree trunk and crushed down into the duff of the forest floor.




SIX

The body was lying face up, the head and chest on one side of the tree, the legs on the other. The chainsaw was next to him, the bulk of its engine smashed under the tree. The chainsaw bar was protruding. It had a slight bend in the middle.
The victim was thin and looked fairly tall, although you can’t reliably estimate height on someone in a prone position. He was around sixty, with a three-day stubble of gray beard.
The man had a dramatic aquiline nose that reminded me of a raptor’s beak. He looked too thin and old to be much of a logger. Logging, like laying carpet, was a young man’s work. But perhaps the man was in desperate financial circumstances. Difficult times will drive a person to make money however they can, appropriate or not.
The massive tree trunk was across his abdomen and lower chest. The man’s face looked worried, eyes open, frown intense. Most bodies I’d seen were placid in death, the tension gone. This one had retained the fear and stress of imminent death. It was as if he’d seen death coming, and his countenance had fixed the stress in place as the life went out of him.
From what we could see, it appeared that he’d gotten trapped by his own tree.
I hopped over the tree to the side where his legs protruded. I bent down and touched the back of my hand against the bare skin of his lower leg, which protruded below his jeans. It was unscientific and imprecise, but it told me the body was cool but not cold. His leg was stiff with rigor mortis.
“The body is well into rigor,” I said to Sergeant Santiago. “But he’s not fully cold. So he’s likely been dead for several hours. He probably died not long after he dropped the girl off.”
“His eyes are hacked up,” Santiago said. “Probably birds. And there are flies on his eyes and nostrils,” Santiago said. “We could get Street to do a blowfly maggot analysis. But that might not narrow the time of death much beyond what you just said, right?”
“Right. An entomologist’s time-of-death analysis is more useful for longer time frames. Two or three days or more.”
“Okay, I’ll note rough time of death.” Santiago wrote in his pocket notebook.
I was looking at the position of the chainsaw, the vague depressions in the forest floor that may or may not have been footprints, the angle of the body. “It’s incredible to think that a man could cut a tree and then trip and fall right where the tree is coming down. But that’s what it looks like. And his helmet is about six feet away. It’s as if he didn’t have the helmet strap snapped, and the helmet flew off as he went down.”
“I agree,” Santiago said, nodding agreement. He walked over to the cut stump. It was about two feet in diameter, cut off a foot above the ground. The cut was a flat and level plane which stretched across two-thirds of the stump. The remaining third of the stump had been cut on a different plane at a 30-degree angle downward.
I’d done enough tree cutting to know how it worked. You make two cuts one third of the way into the tree. One is level, the second angles up from below level, converging with the first cut. If you are accurate, out will pop an angled wedge of wood. Then you begin your main cut on the opposite side of the tree, aiming for the back edge of the wedge space. As your main cut approaches the wedge space, the space acts like a hinge. The tree will begin to tip in the direction that the hinge dictates. As the cut gets closer to the hinge space, the tree’s movement will speed up. When there are only a few continuous wood fibers left, they will usually snap, and the tree begins to fall in earnest. That is the time to turn off your chainsaw, yell timber to any nearby people, and make fast steps to get well away.
A big tree makes an impressive thud and it will crush most anything it hits. So it’s important to move any people, animals, or vehicles far away before you start your cutting.
I walked over to the stump. On the ground nearby was the large wedge that had fallen out from the hinge cut before the man began the level cut that eventually felled the tree. One look at the perfect planes showed that the tree cutter was well-versed in his saw technique.
Santiago was rubbing his hand across the top of the stump. “It’s hard to figure. He cuts the tree. When the tree starts to fall, the logger runs away. But he gets confused and runs the wrong direction. At the last moment, he realizes his mistake, turns around and sees the tree coming. Maybe he’s so startled and scared that he trips at that point and falls over onto his back just as the tree comes down and smashes him into the ground.”
Santiago turned and looked around at the forest. He sighed. “It’s a reach, but it could also be another work suicide.”
“Another?”
“Yeah.”
“I haven’t heard the work-suicide phrase.”
Santiago turned and looked at me and shrugged. “That’s the term we’ve been using. There was a swim teacher who drowned in Incline Village.”
“What makes you think the death was a suicide?”
“The teacher chose a method of death that used her type of work. The swim teacher was a high school music teacher. She also gave swim lessons at a park in Incline Village. They found her on the bottom of the lake in only ten feet of water just off from the shore. She had on a coat with the pockets full of rocks.”
“That triggers a vague memory of someone I’ve heard about.”
Santiago nodded. “The novelist Virginia Woolf killed herself that way. Walked into a river with a load of rocks in her pockets.”
I wasn’t surprised that he knew the name. Santiago knew writers.
“Hard to imagine,” I said.
“I agree. But isn’t that the nature of suicide? When a person desires to end their life, they often do something that is hard for most people to imagine.” Santiago bent down to look at the man’s face. It was weathered in the way of someone who worked outdoors and was exposed to lots of sun. “What’s the likelihood that a tree cutter accidentally runs the wrong way and gets hit by his own tree? I suppose it could happen. But in some ways, it makes more sense if he did it on purpose. And that might explain why the body is facing up. Makes it so he could wiggle this way or that to be in the most effective place when the tree came crashing down.” Santiago sighted down the tree trunk. The lower portion stretched for 50 or 60 feet before the first significant branches came out.
“This tree’s got to be one heavy piece of wood,” I said. “You get yourself under it as it’s falling, there isn’t much chance you could survive. And even if you didn’t die immediately, you’re going to have enough internal damage that you wouldn’t last long.” I gritted my teeth at the thought.
“It’s kind of an uncomfortable subject,” Santiago said. “But I’ve always noticed how some people choose suicide approaches that often fail and others take approaches that almost always succeed.”
“Like taking pills versus jumping off a tall building?”
Santiago nodded. “Getting under this tree is more like jumping from a tall building.”
“If you had to guess,” I said. “What do you think the chances are that this was an accident instead of suicide?”
Santiago shrugged. “Possible but unlikely. About the same as the chance it was murder.”
“I hadn’t thought of that, even though I’ve made a business of these kinds of questions.” I took a moment as I looked at the scene before me. “Even if someone had motive and opportunity to kill this guy, the means would be very tricky to engineer.”
“You’d have to somehow fix your victim in position.”
“You could knock him out with a wooden branch so the injury would look like it came from the falling tree. Santiago said.”
Santiago squatted down and looked at the victim up close. “But however you get him to lie in place, you still have to be able to drop the tree in that precise location.”
“Meaning a professional tree cutter.”
Santiago nodded. “Or a very skilled amateur.” Santiago pulled out his phone. “Let’s clear up that question right now. I had a guy out to the house to do some cutting last week. I’m sure his number’s in here somewhere.” He scrolled his phone then tapped, then waited, then spoke. “Hey, Red’s Tree. Sergeant Jack Santiago, here. Got a sec for a tree-cutting question? Thanks. I’ve got a tree that fell on a person. What? Yeah, a body. So this is a reach, but how accurate are you when you want to drop a tree a certain direction?”
I waited while Santiago listened.
He made a few grunts of acknowledgment, then said, “The tree in question is a pine. Let me check.”
Santiago turned to me. “Do you know what kind of tree this is?”
“Jeffrey pine,” I said.
“What I thought.” He put his phone back to his ear. “A Jeffrey pine. A decent sized sucker. No, not huge. I’d guess two feet in diameter.” He looked at the tree. “Not that I can see. Perfectly straight. Okay. Got it. Thanks much.” He hung up.
He turned to me. “A lotta ifs in the answer. Let me remember. If the tree is straight and its crown is symmetrical, and if it isn’t crowded by a lot of other big trees that might have forced it to grow crooked, and if there’s no diseased or rotten wood at the cutting position, and if there’s no obstacle or other tree where you want to drop the tree, and if there isn’t much wind, any tree cutter worth his saw can pretty much put it down wherever he wants.”
“Good to know.”
Santiago squatted down again.
“See any clues on that side?” I asked. “There’s nothing dramatic on this side.”
“No smoking gun if that’s what you mean. I can only see his face and the top of his chest, so there could be blunt force trauma to the back of his head. In fact, there’s a branch under his head and it’s got blood on it. So that may be our answer. We’ve got a good crime scene guy. I’ll get him up here. We’ll get him to take pics and measurements before and after they remove the body.”
I picked up the wedge of wood that was removed when the hinge was cut. I felt the grooves from the chainsaw and marveled at the amazing power of machinery. A relatively small machine run by a tiny engine can bring down giants that have grown for hundreds of years. I held onto the wedge.
Santiago reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out the plastic bag that Deputy Tanaka had given him. It contained a wallet, an iPhone, and some keys. “This is the stuff Tanaka pulled out of the deceased’s pockets.” He glanced at the other cop who stood dutifully a short distance away. Without opening the bag, Santiago pressed the button on the phone. “Password protected,” he said. He removed some latex gloves from his pocket and pulled them on.
“You think your deputy used gloves, too?”
“We train everyone investigating any dead body, including accident victims, to use maximum care until we’ve learned otherwise.” Santiago removed the wallet from the plastic bag. He took the cards and bills out of the wallet and fanned through them.
“Two hundred forty-two dollars in cash, a driver’s license, and some business cards. Miscellaneous business cards.” He looked at the license. “Dexter’s address is a box number in Chico. I went to college there.”
“Sierra Nevada Brewing is in Chico.”
“Why I went to college there.” Santiago said it with a straight face. He held up the cards and license and cash. “What’s missing?”
“Credit cards. Debit cards,” I said.
Santiago nodded. “Might be that Charles Dexter can’t get a bank account. What do they call people without credit cards? Unbanked? Underbanked? Or maybe just people who don’t want to stick their money in banks.”
I said, “If someone pays him with a check, he’d have to go to a check cashing business, and they charge high fees, right? But if he only gets the occasional check, it might add up to less than the monthly fees a bank charges.”
“Be a hard life by my measure. Most of my expenditures are by credit card. You can barely buy gas without one. The girl said they live in his camper.”
“Yeah. Appropriate for someone under financial stress. Not completely homeless, but not too far from it. Lives in a camper, gets his mail at the post office.”
Santiago shook his head. “Not a post office. Just a box. Probably one of those virtual addresses. A company provides the address and boxes.” He pointed through the forest. “The camper we drove by is probably Dexter’s. Let’s check it out.”
We marched back up through the forest.
As we walked by Tanaka, Santiago said, “Please stay put until the crew is finished with the scene and the body is taken away.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Were you able to find a tree company?”
The young man nodded. “I called Red’s Tree, but they were too busy to come out. So I got Johnson’s Tree Service. They should be here shortly.”
“I want to talk to them before they start cutting up that tree.”
“Got it.”
Santiago and I continued to the pickup camper, which was parked 50 yards away between two big trees. Good strategy. Keep your vital stuff out of the way from falling trees.




SEVEN

The camper was a top-heavy white box that sat in the bed of a gray Chevy pickup from the 1980s. We walked around it. There were no folding chairs or tables nearby. Whoever owned the pickup had not spread their possessions in the surrounding woods the way some people do. The area was neat and clean.
The back end of the camper had a utility shelf with a ledge. On the left side was a locking tool cabinet with the padlock unlatched. Still wearing his gloves, Santiago lifted the lid. “Wow, I wish my tool box was this organized.” He moved a few items, then shut the lid.
On the right side of the utility shelf were two gas cans, one 5 gallon and the other 1 gallon. There was a small mesh cabinet. In it were several oil containers. Two were quart-sized, motor oil for the truck and chainsaw bar oil. There were three small containers with 2-cycle engine oil for mixing with the chainsaw gasoline. No doubt Dexter mixed it in the 1 gallon jug. I pulled on gloves, opened the cabinet front, and picked up one of the little bottles. It said to use a 40:1 gas-oil mixture.
For no particular reason, I set the hinge wedge of wood on the utility shelf.
There was a narrow door in the center of the rear of the camper and a step beneath it.
Santiago rapped with his knuckles. “Anyone home?”
There was no response. He tried the door. It was unlocked. He swung open the door and peered inside. “Kind of stuffy, but neat and clean.” He lifted his foot onto the step, grabbed the vertical handrail on the back of the camper, and pulled himself inside. I followed.
Although the two of us filled the camper, it seemed surprisingly spacious. There was a tiny galley kitchen on the left, just past the entrance door. Beyond the kitchen nook was a small door that opened to reveal a miniature closet with a mirror on the inside of the door and enough room inside to hang a dozen hangers worth of clothes. Two little shelves at the top held jeans and sweatshirts, some large, some very small, all neatly folded. At a right angle to the closet was another tiny door and behind it a micro bathroom. In a single undifferentiated space was a toilet, a sink, and above them a shower head. To wash, one would stand between the toilet and sink and above the drain in the floor and turn on the water, which would wash everything in the bathroom as it washed the person.
As I noticed the efficient use of the space, I realized that the best design of all was that when the closet door and bathroom door were both opened, they could be clicked together, which closed off a space and created a small dressing room. It was perfect for a granddaughter who was living with her grandfather.
On the right side of the camper across from the kitchen was a two-person table that came apart and converted to a narrow single bench. The seat cushions could be reassembled to make a bed. In the corner was a man’s jacket hanging from a clothes hook. Next to it was a narrow ladder that climbed to a wider bed that filled the portion of the camper that projected over the roof of the truck’s cab. While more spacious laterally, the upper bed only had about two feet of clearance between the mattress and the camper ceiling. I didn’t need to step up on the ladder to look into the wider bed space and see that the bed was neatly made. At the head of the bed were two stuffed animals and a small magazine-sized poster of a girl on a skateboard. The girl was in a crouch, and the background was blurred as if to show speed. The words at the bottom of the picture said Grrl Speed Means Grrl Power.
“The kid sleeps upstairs and old man Dexter sleeps down,” Santiago said. “Who woulda thunk a girl and her gramps could live in a place like this? But it seems totally doable, now that I’ve seen it.”
“My thought exactly.” I pulled open drawers and cabinet doors, looking for personal effects. The various compartments were all neatly crammed with the basics of living. More clothes and some towels, food and utensils, cookpot, coffeepot, and some basic hand tools. On a little shelf over the collapsible table were some books and magazines. They were held in place by elastic straps so they wouldn’t bounce out while driving. There were two magazines called Music Mania. I flipped through them. Articles on musicians, music career opportunities, managers. There was a monthly column on technique. The cover story was on electric guitars versus acoustic guitars.
There were also a few textbooks for children, math, English, American history. With each textbook was a spiral notebook with questions and answers written in pencil. The writing was obviously done by a child. There were some novels in the classics genre. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Charlotte’s Web, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and three Harry Potter novels. All the type of literature that might be read by both adults and children. Finally, there were two books of American Sign Language.
On one end of the shelf, also held in place with elastic, were a ukulele and a flute. Two small instruments suitable for life in a camper.
There was a foot-long, rectangular box made of white plastic. I opened it to find it was a little paint set. There were eight little tubes of paint. I picked one up. It said acrylic in script lettering. There were two indentations in the plastic that had been stained with color. I imagined that the indentations were where one would mix colors. On one side were three brushes. The set appeared to have been well-used, but the exposed surfaces had been wiped clean. I glanced around the camper looking for any works of art, but I saw none.
Tucked to the side of the paint set was a small roll of thin white fabric. I pulled it out and unrolled it. They were two-foot squares, cloth napkins, an unexpected luxury for eating in a camper. Although they looked like they’d never been used.
Santiago turned around, scanning the little space. He found a little cubby we hadn’t opened, looked inside, then shut the door. “This place is kinda like the guy’s wallet,” Santiago said.
I didn’t get it at first. “Oh, you mean something obvious is missing.”
“Right. No electronics. No TV. No screens of any kind.”
“Maybe Charles Dexter is a Luddite and rejects modern conveniences.”
Santiago grinned. “Then why doesn’t he cut down trees with a bucksaw?”
“Good point. It could just be that not having a credit card and not living in a permanent home, he can’t sign up for satellite TV or internet TV, right? All he’s got is his iPhone.”
“I’ve seen people watch videos on their phone.”
“I wonder how he pays the phone bill?”
Santiago shrugged. “Money order? Or he gets a friend to mail in a check and reimburses him with cash.”
“I got the idea from the girl that he doesn’t have any friends.”
We stepped out of the camper. Santiago walked to the truck cab and opened the door. He went through the glovebox. “Registration uses the same Chico box number. No surprises.”
We heard a vehicle approaching. It was a rescue vehicle. Following it was a Johnson’s Tree Service truck. They both slowed to a stop. Santiago walked over and talked to both drivers. They continued on toward the downed tree and the body.
“I’ll be with them for a few minutes,” Santiago said. “I’ll meet you back here, and drive you back to the hotel.”
I nodded and turned back to the camper.
It seemed I should be able to find something useful in Dexter’s camper or truck. I stepped inside and went through it again. I found a few more items. On the little bookshelf, poking partway out of the math book were some sticky notes written in a child’s hand. They were adhered next to some arithmetic problems. Tucked under the pillow in the upper bunk was a flashlight and one of the Goosebump horror novels for children. At the corner of the bed were five more novels in the same series. The kid was a burgeoning reader. Hanging from a hook inside the tiny closet was a locket on a chain. It opened to reveal a miniature photo of a young couple. The woman was holding a baby. The man looked a lot like a younger Charles Dexter. The woman looked vaguely like Camille.
When Santiago came back, I showed him the locket.
“The dead man’s son and daughter-in-law holding the lost kid?”
“That would be my guess. Maybe you could see what your resources might turn up.”
Santiago looked at me. “Sorry, McKenna. I know that finding a lost kid and dumping her on Street and then finding the kid’s gramp dead is unsettling. But a dead body does not a crime make. We’ve got nothing that compels me to put much in the way of department resources on this.”
“I understand. But add to it the fact that the Rossi and Dexter guy used the name Charles Dexter. Of course, it isn’t an uncommon name. But it makes me wonder if there’s something else involved.”
“When you find it, let me know.” The way he said it, it sounded brusque. But I knew better. He was just being an efficient cop.
“In the meantime, it would make sense to find out who hired this Charles Dexter.”
“I’ll put Deputy Tanaka on that after he’s done with body duties. He can ask at the nearby houses and see if anyone knows Dexter. If not, Tanaka will be in the office tomorrow. It’ll be good for him to learn how to make use of public databases.”
“Like property ownership records,” I said.
“Right. I’ll let you know if we find out anything.”
We didn’t speak much as he drove me back to the hotel.




EIGHT

I had Santiago drop me off in front of the Lazio Roma. I went back inside to ask Anthony Rossi about the strange coincidence of a dead man who happened to be named Charles Dexter, the same name as Rossi’s fictional partner who supposedly ran the Rossi and Dexter operations in Europe.
I thought of stopping at the desk and calling up to his room. But he’d told me he would be there for three days, and I knew where his room was. One often gets more information when the person of interest isn’t warned of a visit in advance.
When I got off the elevator and walked down the hallway to the gilded door that led to the gilded suite, the door was standing ajar, propped open by the maid’s cart.
I stepped past the cart through the room and into the suite.
“Hello? Tony Rossi? Are you in here?”
I walked in farther. “Megan? Megan Ivanhoe?” A maid stepped out of the bedroom. She held a spray bottle in one hand and a cleaning cloth in the other.
“Can I help you?”
“I had a meeting here with Mr. Rossi a short time ago. I had a followup question. Do you know when he’ll be back?”
“I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Rossi checked out. He is gone.”
When I got back down to the lobby, I walked up to the reception desk. “Hello, you may remember me from a couple of hours ago. I had a meeting with Anthony Rossi in his suite. He asked me to follow up on a proposal, but when I went back to his suite just now, the maid said he’d checked out. Which was strange because Mr. Rossi told me he was here for the next three nights. Can you tell me please if he has, in fact, checked out?”
“Yes, sir.” The woman kept her face placid. She didn’t look on her computer or run a finger down any paper journal. She knew that Rossi had suddenly checked out. Either he was the kind of big shot that hotel personnel pay attention to, or he made a fuss about leaving earlier than anticipated, and the receptionist remembered the event for that reason.
“Did he leave a forwarding address or phone number?”
“No, sir.” The woman betrayed no hint of any attitude about Rossi, pro or con. A total professional.
“When I spoke to him, he mentioned several other locations he might have decided to go. Any chance you heard him mentioning any travel plans? San Francisco? New York? London?”
Her face was still pleasant but made of stone. She revealed nothing as she made a please-go-away-now shake of the head.
I thanked her and left.




NINE

I walked out to the far parking lot where I’d left Spot in the Jeep. He had his head out the left rear window. He was doing the standard Great-Dane-rear-seat crouch. There wasn’t enough height to accommodate a Great Dane. He leaned against the rear seatback for support. His wagging tail thumped between the front and rear seats.
I grabbed his head and gave him a rough rub and opened his door. He jumped out and loped around the parking lot, then headed off into the arty landscaping, exploring the wood chips and tree arrangements, searching for scents of critters large and small. A minute later, he was back and looking up at me as I leaned against the Jeep. His eyes, open and non-droopy, had the look that said he was ready for excitement. But his very slow wag suggested that he understood that I was dealing with issues that were no fun.
“Got a girl for you to meet,” I said.
His wagging tempo picked up a half beat.
I let him back in the Jeep and drove out of Northstar Resort. I stopped at the supermarket in Incline Village to get Camille’s requested dessert, then continued south to Street’s condo.
I knocked with one hand and held onto Spot’s collar with the other. I didn’t want him to create any distress for the young girl. There was a pause long enough for Street to check the peephole. The door opened. Street leaned and hugged Spot. He wagged, assuming, correctly, that he was always the priority visitor wherever he went.
Street let go of him, and raised up on tiptoes to kiss me. It was a substantial kiss, and, if there hadn’t been a lost child in the house, I might have inferred substantial affection was to follow. “Not the way you expected to spend your day,” I said, knowing it was a major understatement. “How are you holding up?”
“Better than the child who just lost her only family. She gives me these imploring looks!” Street’s voice was a whisper despite its insistence. I knew that Camille, though just inside the door, couldn’t hear what we were saying. It felt strange. The girl’s deafness provided a kind of privacy for us even as it added worry about how she would cope.
“I feel like I should be providing answers,” Street continued. “I know the girl wants answers. Her life has been turned upside down. But I don’t know what to say.”
“Let’s just play the obvious roles. You’ve been asked by Santiago to take in a lost child. Spot and I are stopping by to join you for dinner. Spot and Blondie will do most of the work of distraction and entertainment.”
Street wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you. I knew you would steady me.”
She turned to face inside, waved her arm to get the girl’s attention. “Camille, I want you to meet Spot. Spot is Blondie’s friend.”
I couldn’t see around the door, but Camille must have been hanging onto Blondie and then let go. Blondie suddenly appeared, and the two dogs raced off across the parking lot and into the forest. Camille came into view. She looked at me and seemed immediately disappointed. It made sense. She was hoping that Grandpa Charlie would appear. Anyone else implied the situation was getting more hopeless instead of better.
I waved at Camille and said hello. Street and Camille walked out into the gathering twilight. I fetched the ice cream and cookies from the Jeep, put the dessert into Street’s fridge, and rejoined them in the parking lot. Street was telling Camille about Spot and the size of Great Danes.
The dogs came back into view and raced toward us. Camille immediately jumped behind Street for protection.
I grabbed Spot’s collar, had him sit, and did the formal introduction with Camille. I suggested that she could shake his paw, but she stayed directly behind Street. She looked out at Spot, her eyes wide as she considered a dog that was taller than she was and three or four times heavier.
Street had Camille take Blondie’s collar and walk with her inside. I waited a minute to give Camille time to get comfortable before I entered with Spot.
Camille was sitting in the corner chair, her skateboard leaning up against the arm of the chair. She had Blondie sitting on the floor in front of her, a kind of barricade that would keep the giant dog at some small distance.
I had Spot lie down on the rug. He technically acquiesced to my wishes. But he did the slow creep, inching on his elbows, bit by bit, toward the curious girl in the corner. He held his nose high, nostrils flexing, probably cataloging the unusual scents of child, scents that had in the past only occasionally wafted into his world from long distance.
When the mood relaxed a little, I went into the kitchen to help Street prepare a spaghetti dinner. I watched Spot from behind the counter. As he did his surreptitious creeping movement toward Camille, he glanced up at me. It wasn’t approval he was looking for. It was rebuke. Dogs can be devious at all levels. They completely understand which rules can be bent as opposed to those that are inflexible. Place a curiosity nearby, tell them to stay away, and they will magically migrate toward the curiosity. A wiggle here, a shift there, and they do a kind of elbow crawl. If you speak up and protest their secret movement, they will give you the look that means, ‘How could you possibly doubt me? I haven’t moved an inch.’ And if they are one of the smarter breeds, like Border Collies or Australian Shepherds, they would mentally add, ‘You should never doubt me. I’m smarter than your average six-year-old kid.’
Fortunately, Spot wasn’t that smart. But he was bold-faced in his curiosity creep. Within two or three minutes, without making a single observable movement, he somehow ended up with his nose touching Camille’s knee.
At first, she pulled back. But she was trapped in the corner chair, unable to escape. She eventually gave in and accepted his attentions. In another minute, she reached out a tiny tentative hand and touched two fingers to the top of his head. When he didn’t react badly, she moved her fingertips along the crest of his head in a hint of a pet.
I was about to drain the pasta when I saw that Spot had lowered his jawbone onto Camille’s knee just as Blondie had her head on Camille’s other knee. Camille was petting both. That reassured me. Despite the emotional strains that were sure to come Camille’s way in the coming night, she would be much less stressed with the dogs there.
Street dished up the spaghetti and called Camille to the table. As I began to eat, Camille looked concerned.
“Everything okay?” Street asked.
Camille spoke in a very soft voice. “Grandpa Charlie says we should never eat until we give thanks.”
“That’s a good idea,” Street said. “Would you like to say something?”
Camille used her fist and finger movement to make the ‘I don’t understand’ sign.
Street rephrased. “Will you please say thanks for us?”
Camille hesitated. She laced the fingers of her hands and held her hands to her chest. Although her eyes were wide open, it seemed she was looking off, perhaps visualizing Grandpa Charlie. “Thank you, Earth Mother, for providing us food.” Her voice was tiny and high-pitched and very sweet and sincere. I was touched.
Camille ate with a surprising appetite for such a tiny, skinny kid. She kept looking over at Blondie and Spot, who were on the big rug in front of the fireplace. The dogs knew that dinner time for us did not mean dinner time for them, so they waited patiently.
Camille was especially observant when Street and I drank wine. Yet her observation seemed to be without apparent judgment. I couldn’t tell if seeing wine at a dinner table was a new experience, or if seeing it made her miss Grandpa Charlie more. As I thought back, I hadn’t seen any wine glasses or wine or beer bottles in the camper. Perhaps Charles Dexter was a teetotaler and had taught Camille to think of wine in a negative way.
I was about to serve dessert when Street suggested we wait awhile. I didn’t know her motivation for the thought, but I knew she probably had a good reason.
I got Camille’s attention. “Do you want to help me feed the dogs?” It was one of those prosaic concepts that would mean nothing to people with dog experience. But for Camille, it would probably be new territory.
Camille nodded, then stood off to the side as I stirred some spaghetti noodles into the chunk sawdust pretend food that comes in the big bag.
When I had the bowls loaded, I carried them outside, told the dogs to sit-stay and watch Camille. I pointed to the girl as I said it. They understood the routine.
“When you’re ready,” I said to Camille with expressive lip movement, “tell them ‘Okay.’”
She looked a bit overwhelmed at the situation, as if she’d been given a huge responsibility.
“You want me to tell them when to eat,” she said, a little astonishment in her voice, which, I realized, was itself a bit of an astonishment for a kid who’d never heard language.
She looked at both dogs. They studied her face, drool beginning to flow, mostly from Spot.
“Okay,” she said in a small voice.
The dogs did their over-the-top food inhalation thing. Camille kept her distance. Her face showed a mix of alarm and fascination, like that of a child seeing fireworks for the first time.
Spot’s bowl had four times the food of Blondie’s bowl, but, having no sense of decorum, he finished first. He worked his giant tongue around the perimeter of his lips, a motion I saw Camille watch. Then he turned and looked at Blondie as she finished her bowl. He did not intervene, having suspected—true or not—that even a small dog like a Yellow Lab would defend her meal with the flash and cut of fangs if necessary.
Camille’s studied stare had an intellectual quality that made me think of watching those nature shows where seeing how carnivores hunt and devour their meals gives anyone pause as they consider the harsher side of life.
Some minutes later, Street served up dessert. We three people ate the chocolate ice cream and vanilla wafers that Camille had requested. Because chocolate in quantity is harmful to dogs, we only allowed them to eat a single vanilla cookie each, which, to Camille’s delight, she could toss, and they could snatch out of the air.
When it was time for bed, I said goodnight, kissed Street goodbye, and slipped out the door, leaving Spot behind to help comfort Camille.
Camille had been exposed to a new world that distracted her somewhat from the loneliness of missing Grandpa Charlie. But I didn’t expect it to produce a calm sleep.
I felt lonely myself as I drove up the mountain. But I was confident that Camille would be more comfortable with fewer inputs and without a strange man around her first night without her grandfather. Having Street and the dogs near seemed like a good emotional balance.




TEN

“How’d the night go?” I asked Street on the phone the next morning. I could envision her at the kitchen counter phone and Camille on the couch with Blondie.
“It was a rough night. We talked a lot. It seemed things were going well. But there was a lot of crying. Eventually, I got her into my bed with Blondie, and I slept on the couch. But just as I fell asleep, she woke up screaming. She was having a really bad dream about being lost and alone. When I ran into the bedroom to comfort her, she was shrieking. Eventually, I calmed her enough to talk. She said that Grandpa Charlie was her only friend, her best friend. And where did he go? What happened to him? How did she get left in a stranger’s house! Owen, it was terrible. The girl clung to Blondie. She sobbed incessantly. And now we have to tell her what happened to him. I’m so afraid of what this news is going to do to her!”
“I’m so sorry. The news of his death will be extremely hard, but she may already be wondering if he has died. We can’t put off the news, right? Hard as it is, we need to get through this. I’m thinking that Santiago can help us once again. He will be the voice of officialdom. I’ll give him a call, and when I get it set up, I’ll let you know. Come to think of it, maybe I’ll call Diamond as well. If he could also stop by, that would help. Because, you know, Santiago is polite and efficient. But Diamond has that extra…”
“Style,” Street said. “He also adds to the comfort level. I’ll wait for your call. I wanted Alena to come and sign. But she can’t make it.”
“Thanks for what you’re doing. It’s not too much to say that you are saving a kid.”
“We’ll see,” Street said and hung up.
I called Sergeant Santiago. He was gracious about lending his official persona. We picked 10 a.m. to meet at Street’s condo. Next, I called Douglas County Sergeant Diamond Martinez. I told him what had happened the day before, how I’d found a lost girl, and Sergeant Santiago had found that her grandfather guardian had died in a tree-cutting accident and how today we had to tell the girl that her grandfather and only family had died.
“So I’m thinking that you would add a level of comfort,” I said.
“The death was out of my county,” Diamond said. “And what do I know about young girls?”
“This is about compassion and thoughtfulness and your ability to connect to all kinds of people. You’re a public official. If both you and Santiago show up for the death notification, it’ll make the girl think that the official part of the world is paying attention to her grandfather’s death.”
I heard him sigh over the phone. “Okay. When should I come?”
“Santiago is coming at ten.”
More breathing. “Okay.”
“Oh,” I said. “It would be good if you wore your uniform.”
I pulled into Street’s lot, parked, and had just gotten out of the Jeep when I heard a roar of very loud motorcycles like what I’d heard at the Lazio Roma Hotel. I turned to see the flash of two cycles exiting the condo lot and racing away down the road.
It bothered me in an unclear way. Like when a red warning light flashes on your dashboard and you don’t know what it means or how serious it is. I briefly thought of jumping back into the Jeep and giving chase. But by the time I got to the highway, I wouldn’t be able to tell which way they’d gone.
I tried to tell myself that there are loud motorcycles everywhere and that it was mere coincidence. But the idea was unconvincing.
When Street opened the door, Blondie and Spot ran out. Camille was at Street’s side, holding her skateboard, the hazel eyes constrained by puffy eyelids in a red face.
I lingered at the front door, chatting with Street and attempting to make small talk with Camille. I kept glancing behind and to my side and was relieved when Santiago turned into the parking lot. He was driving a Placer County Sheriff’s vehicle. It was a long distance outside of Placer County, but there were lots of justifications for why he was there, not the least of which was dealing with a death that took place in Placer County.
He got out and walked up, looking very official in his uniform.
“Street,” he said nodding. “Owen.”
“Camille,” I said, “you remember Sergeant Santiago. He was at the Lazio Roma Hotel yesterday.”
“Good to see you again,” Santiago said.
Camille looked suspicious. “This is about Grandpa Charlie, isn’t it?” She signed as she spoke. Her eyes had clouded as dark as if a winter storm were blowing in. “Have you found him? Is he hurt?”
At that moment, Diamond drove into the lot. He got out, also telegraphing officialdom in his dress browns.
“Diamond,” Santiago said. “Thanks for coming.”
Diamond said, “The knights of the round table were mostly about ceremony, but the rituals help those struggling with life’s harshest moments.”
“That’s exactly what this is. A very harsh moment for a little girl. Let me introduce you.” He turned to Camille. “This is my friend Diamond Martinez.”
Diamond bent forward a bit and raised his hand in a solemn greeting.
Camille stepped backward as if recoiling from both of them.
“Come, Camille,” Street said. She took Camille’s hand, walked inside, and pulled her over to the couch. They sat down together. We all followed them inside, dogs included.
I took one of the chairs to the side of the couch. I held Spot next to me. Blondie sat next to Camille. Santiago and Diamond sat down on the fireplace hearth directly in front of Camille.
“Camille,” Santiago said, slowly, his voice soft. “I’m sorry that I have very bad news. Your grandfather was found dead in the forest not far from the hotel where he left you.”
Camille’s eyes were huge. She seemed frozen except for her left hand, which began oscillating in a pronounced tremor. “Grandpa Charlie is dead?” she said in a jerky, high voice as if to be sure she correctly read Santiago’s lips and body language. She signed as she spoke, but with less motion than usual.
Santiago nodded. “He was cutting a tree with his chainsaw and the tree fell on him.”
Camille’s tremor increased. There was a long pause.
“Did it hurt?” Camille’s voice shook. She choked. Her left hand shook as if getting an electric shock.
“No. It couldn’t have hurt. Your grandfather didn’t feel a thing.” It was clear Santiago didn’t know the best approach, but I thought he was doing a good job. “The tree fell fast,” he said. “It was over quickly.”
Santiago glanced at me as if to see if I approved.
I realized that Camille was staring away, her eyes looking horrified. I spoke quietly with little movement just in case. “That was good. You probably don’t need to provide any more details.”
Camille started crying very loudly. Street rubbed her back. We were all silent.
After a few minutes, Santiago looked down, picked a piece of lint off his sleeve, took a deep breath. He lowered his hand to catch Camille’s attention. She turned her head to look at him, although it must have been hard for her to see through her tears.
“I think it would be best if you stayed with Street for a few days,” Santiago said. “Owen will come by and visit. I, uh, could stop by as well.” When he saw the gush of tears from the girl, he tensed his mouth and seemed to bite his cheek. “If there’s anything you need, anything at all…” He let the words die.
Camille turned sideways on the couch, curled into a fetal position, pulled her hands to her mouth, and cried. “What will happen to Grandpa Charlie? If he’s dead, where will he go?”
“Diamond,” Santiago said. “Would you like to answer that?”
Diamond leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He reached one hand over and touched Camille’s leg. “As long as you remember him, he won’t go anywhere. He will always be with you. In your heart. In your soul.”
Five minutes later, I walked to the door with Santiago and Diamond, and we stepped outside. “Thanks, guys. Telling a kid about the death of her only family is really tough in any circumstances. But you handled it as perfectly as possible.”
“Perfectly terrible,” Santiago said. “I just exploded the kid’s world.”
“And I added a trite cliché,” Diamond said.
“It was good what you said. Your appearances will give her a sense that the world is paying attention to the life of her grandfather. It was much better than if Street or I had told her. You telling her makes it real.”
“What will you do?”
“I was here last evening for dinner. Camille and I get along just fine, but she doesn’t connect to me the way she does to Street. She seems to have bonded to Blondie. Blondie will be like a therapy dog. Affection with no qualifiers. Spot too, although Camille is a bit wary of Spot. Between them and Street, Camille will have a good support system for the next few days until we figure out what comes next. I’ll be around, as well.”
“What about the kid’s friends?”
“She said she didn’t have any. They live an itinerant lifestyle. Campsites and such. No permanent home, and home schooling means no friends. Street will have to feel her way. Neither of us knows about what to do with an orphan kid.” I looked at them for a response.
“I’ll find out what Placer County’s policy is and call you,” Santiago said.
“Thanks.”
After Santiago and Diamond left, Street told me she thought it best if I left her and Camille alone. Camille’s grief wouldn’t be helped by an audience.
Spot and I left. We headed up the mountain. The day was bleak, and I felt listless as I tried to come up with a plan for what to do next.




ELEVEN

The next day, Spot was deep into his morning nap when the phone rang. The ear with the faux diamond stud twitched once.
I picked up the phone. “Owen McKenna.”
“Got a truck looking for a good home.”
“Sergeant Santiago?” I said.
“It’s right there on your phone readout. Oh, that’s right. You belong to that ancient secret sect that uses landline phones with no readout.”
“With voice quality much better than the scratchy on-again-off-again cell connections.” Maybe I sounded smug, but I was just stating the facts.
“That’s like saying that a horse buggy is more spacious and comfortable than a Tesla. True, but it misses the point of the Tesla. Or the cell phone. Anyway, Charles Dexter’s truck is taking up space in our Tahoe impound lot. We’d like to return the property to its rightful owner.”
“Who is…?”
“Common sense says the truck and its contents more or less belong to Camille Dexter.”
“More or less?”
Santiago said, “She’s a little kid. Transferring property from the deceased to her is awkward considering we can’t establish that she’s the old man’s desired heir because, as far as we can tell, he died without a will. Nor can we establish that he’s her legal guardian. We can’t even say she’s an heir through a blood relationship, either, because we’ve found no paperwork establishing who she is. In fact, we’ve got no paperwork at all on Camille Dexter. A case could be made she doesn’t exist. She’s a cipher. She’s in no database. She’s like those illegal immigrant kids. No records, school or otherwise. I talked to a social worker about her, explained that she was home schooled. The lady looked in her computer and found no records.”
It was no surprise to me. “So you want to give the non-existent kid the pickup camper,” I said.
“That and Dexter’s personal effects, which were in his pockets. Phone, keys, wallet. But the phone is locked, and the wallet just has some money. So the main thing is the camper.”
“Which is her home, after all.”
“Right. But a kid can’t easily own a pickup truck. There’s more rules about vehicles than about other property. Might be especially hard if she’s got no relatives. Not that a lot of value is involved. Dexter’s pickup is forty years old. The camper’s maybe fifteen years old. Any value is sentimental for Camille.”
“Does the social worker suggest an approach for you to take with regard to this non-existent kid?”
Santiago hesitated. “No. In fact, I may have tipped my hand a bit too much. But I made her promise to forget I’d ever mentioned the situation.”
“Doesn’t that run counter to her job?” I asked.
“No doubt. But she understands that if the state rushes in, that might not be the best thing for the child. She mentioned that children need time to process these life changes.”
“You’re looking out for the kid, too,” I said. “Good for you.”
“I went further. I talked to a judge who will go unnamed. Said judge suggested transferring ownership of the pickup to you, which would keep the state out of the girl’s life until you and Street think it’s an appropriate time. Unless an eager journalist discovers her story. When the truck’s in your name, you could sell it and the other stuff and hold the proceeds for when the girl turns eighteen. Or you hang onto the truck until the girl’s older. Maybe she’d like to go camping in it or something. Bring back happy memories.”
“You say that like she’s going to be around here for the next ten years.”
“Out of my purview,” he said, “and out of my realm of experience. My son Gregory is only four, and I’m going to try very hard not to let a tree fall on me.”
“Would all this you’re suggesting be legal?”
“I’m pretty sure no. The judge called it a back-door approach. We would treat the truck as an impounded vehicle that was left too long and became property of the state.
“Some forms get filled out, a certain person at the Placer County Sheriff’s Office talks to a certain person at the DMV, you acquire the truck by signing another form and paying a price—five hundred dollars was the suggested amount—so it doesn’t look like a giveaway scam. Then you take the truck and everything in it off our hands.”
“Wouldn’t I have to make some kind of arrangement with the girl’s new guardian?”
“Don’t know. Who’s that gonna be, anyway? Until someone reports the case to Social Services, the state of California might not immediately take over her life. The main thing is to give you time to decide when you want to hand the kid over to the state. You’ve got some big decisions to make, but you’ll want to catch your breath first.”
“And if I don’t want to take on this truck?”
“Then I call the Department of Social Services, tell them a guy died, and his granddaughter who lived with him needs a home.”
“And they put her in some church basement.”
“Why would you say that?” Santiago sounded affronted.
“When I first called you about her, you thought that social services was overwhelmed and didn’t have enough homes, and for all you knew, they’d put her in a church basement.”
“I said that?” Santiago sounded shocked.
“Yeah.”
He paused. “Well, I wouldn’t want her living in a church basement any more than you would.”
“Good to know.”
“Anyway, the sooner you let me know your decision about the deceased’s property, the sooner…” He stopped.
“The sooner you call the judge about that back door.”
“I can delay it a bit. But I worry that if the truck doesn’t get pulled out of that lot, some other well-meaning person is going to wonder about it too much.”
“Meaning that person could call the state of California and mention the truck and the girl that goes with it,” I said.
“Yeah. If the state hears about a girl who suddenly has no guardian, the state will get real interested real quick.”
“Okay, I’ll get back to you asap.”
I called Street and told her what Sergeant Santiago said.
“This is too much to figure out right now, Owen. The girl is in a fragile state. We can’t be casual about decisions that will affect her future. She’s dealing with one of the biggest shocks a child could ever face. The loss of her family, her home, her way of life. She’s stuck with a stranger—me—controlling her life.”
“You’re the best thing that could happen to her right now.”
“No, Blondie gets that title. The two are inseparable. Of course, I want to do the best I can for her. But I didn’t sign up for a kid, for babysitting, and for whatever else comes with it. Stuff I don’t even know how to think about. I don’t have the skills for being in charge of a kid. And I don’t have the comfort level to make me a good babysitter.”
“You may not feel comfortable about it, but you are a good, compassionate companion. I’m confident that she feels more safety in your presence than she would anyplace else.”
“But then what happens?”
“I don’t know. Santiago isn’t going to alert the authorities just yet. And for that matter, Camille is in Nevada with you, out of easy reach in the event someone in the California bureaucracy decides to get involved. So I think we should take a couple of days to think about the best way to place Camille.”
“If only she had some friends, a family somewhere who has experience with her.”
“Maybe you can help her think of something. Someone she knows, however casually. Meanwhile, Camille told me that Grandpa Charlie’s mail box is in Chico. She also said that they camped in a place that was flat and had lots of birds. That sounds like one of the wildlife refuges in the Central Valley. Several of which are not too far from Chico.”
“I have to go into the lab in another day or so. I’ve got a lot of work hanging over my head. What should I do with Camille?”
“I don’t know. Let her look at the bugs. She’s probably at the age when kids chase butterflies and such.”
“I also have a meeting with two Forest Service scientists coming up. What then?”
“Maybe she could hang with Blondie. Outside or something. Or I could come and pick her up. Go and do whatever kids do.”
“That would help. In the meantime, what happens if you don’t take Grandpa Charlie’s pickup as Santiago suggests?”
“He worries that someone is going to call the Department of Social Services.”
“Then you better take him up on his idea.”
I called Santiago back, told him I’d take the truck and hold it until we found a proper guardian for Camille. He said he’d get on it and be in touch. He called back a few hours later and said he had the paperwork for the truck ready.
The next morning, Santiago came by my cabin and picked me up. I told Spot to be good, and an hour later I was at Santiago’s office in Tahoe City. He handed me some paperwork, I signed two forms, and wrote out a check to the State of California for $500 plus tax.
We went to the impound lot. Santiago handed me the keys, and I had the truck home at my cabin before lunch.
Normally, Spot wasn’t very curious about vehicles. But put one in his yard and he gets interested. I opened the back door of the camper and he jumped up inside. He spent a lot of time on his inspection, standing up on his hind legs to sniff the upper bed and the book shelf. When it came time to exit the camper, he had to back out because there wasn’t enough room for a dog his size to turn around.
I called Street and told her about my new acquisition. She arrived with Camille ten minutes later.
Camille stared with shock, and maybe pleasure, as they pulled up in Street’s VW beetle. Camille was holding her skateboard as she ran to the camper and climbed inside.
When she hadn’t come back out ten minutes later, we found her in the upper bed, the skateboard on the bed beside her.
“Camille, I had a question.”
She looked at me with an intensity that didn’t seem common for such a young kid.
“Your grandfather had an iPhone.”
She made a partial nod.
“But it needs a password. Do you know his password?”
She shook her head.
“Did Grandpa Charlie have a computer?”
“Yes. A laptop.”
“Where did he keep it?”
“In this camper. But I don’t know where. He said the computer was very important, so he kept it hidden. I told him I would never tell anyone where. But he said I talk in my sleep and he didn’t want to take a chance that someone outside the camper might hear me.”
I said, “So he hid the computer when he wasn’t using it?”
“Right.” Camille got an embarrassed look on her face. “I looked for it once. But I couldn’t find it.” Then, in a sudden change of subject, she looked at Street and said, “I want to stay here,” she said.
“Okay. When?” Street asked.
“Now. Tonight.”
So Street left Camille and Blondie to spend the afternoon in the camper. Street returned early that evening.
We all—dogs included—ate pizza and made a fire in the woodstove. As darkness fell, the crescent moon was visible above the mountains to the west, like a crisp, brilliant bowl ready to contain whatever poured into it from the Milky Way. Street made hot chocolate for Camille, and we poured wine, and we went out on the deck. We sat facing the lake and the big shimmering stripe of reflected moonlight. Spot and Blondie lay on the deck near Camille. Blondie was close enough that Camille could reach down and pet her.
I quickly learned that Camille couldn’t understand words when the speaker’s lips were in the dark. So I lit my old kerosene lantern and set it on a table so that we could all see each other.
We talked about the moon, and what phase it was in, and when it would be full. Camille signed, and Street did a bit of experimental signing back to her. Camille’s comments made it seem as if the moon were a living character with a distinct personality.
“Grandpa Charlie said that the first time I really looked at the moon for a long time, we were in Tahoe. Then he told me I was moon focused.  I told him that’s because it was the Tahoe moon.”
Camille surprised us when she started singing, her voice small and high and very sweet.
“Hey there, Moon
Pretty Moon
Sing a tune
Make me swoon
Hey there, Moon
Joyful spoon,
Love you, Moon
Come back soon”
Camille’s song had a clear melody, which was yet another surprise, coming from a deaf person.
“Oh, Camille, that is wonderful,” Street said. “Where did you learn that song?”
“Grandpa Charlie sings it to me whenever he sees the moon.”
“Did he sing a lot?” Street asked.
Camille nodded. “That’s the main thing he does. Works with his axe and sings songs.”
I said, “Camille, that reminds me of a question I had. You said he went off to his job with his axe.”
“He always takes his axe.”
“But I couldn’t find his axe. I looked, but it was gone.”
Camille seemed confused. “You did see his axe. I watched you pick it up and look at it today in the camper. His ukulele.”
The realization hit me. How embarrassing. “Of course!” I said. “Musicians often call their instrument an axe. So when you said that his job is all about his chops, you meant his music skills. How dense can I be!”
I saw Street make a little smirk.
Meanwhile, I started re-examining all the questions I had that were connected to Charles Dexter supposedly being a tree cutter/tree trimmer. “So Grandpa Charlie never had a job cutting trees.”
Camille frowned and shook her head. No doubt she was wondering how I could be so easily confused.
I imagined him getting a call to meet someone about a music gig. He dropped off Camille to wait, then drove to the meeting, bringing his axes, the ukulele and his flute.
We watched Camille’s Tahoe moon as it set behind the mountains above Emerald Bay, Mt. Tallac, Dicks Peak, Jacks Peak. When it was time to go to bed, we all walked out to the camper truck. Camille climbed up into the upper bunk.
“Can Blondie come up here?” she asked.
“Yes, of course,” I said. I lifted Blondie up, and she scooted over next to Camille.
Street and I folded the table and pulled out the cushions that made Grandpa Charlie’s bed. I fetched my sleeping bag and gave it to Street. She spread it out. Then she climbed up and said goodnight to Camille. When they were both under the covers, we said goodnight, I kissed Street, and Spot and I left. Spot turned back to look at the camper and maybe wonder about Blondie’s VIP status, sleeping with the women in the new exciting lodging parked on my little driveway/parking pad.
“C’mon, Largeness. You and I will have a nightcap in front of the woodstove, and we’ll talk guy stuff.”
I brought him into the cabin, rekindled the fire, and opened a Sierra Nevada Pale Ale. I sat in the rocker, and Spot sprawled across his big bed.
The fire was warm even as the room felt a bit empty and cold compared to moments before. Soon, the fire burned down to embers glowing like a city of red behind the glass. I shut down the stove’s air intake to preserve the warmth and went to bed.




TWELVE

I dreamed about the tree falling on Charles Dexter. Something about it nagged me when I got up in the morning and drank my coffee. I kept visualizing the man’s chainsaw next to his body, the saw and man crushed under the tree. It seemed improbable that the tree fell on Dexter. But it was even more improbable that the tree fell on the saw. Why didn’t he drop it as he ran away?
But while the saw’s placement bothered me, there was something else. I couldn’t say what. I kept thinking that the saw sitting neatly next to Dexter’s dead body didn’t make sense.
I stood up. Spot, ever the psychic, jumped to his feet. He always knew the difference between when I stood up to fetch another cup of coffee and when I stood up to walk outside, even when I specifically tried to make my movements the same. His nose was at the front door knob before I could reach for it.
I turned the knob, pulled the door inward, and Spot trotted outside. It was cold and windy. Not at all cozy like the inside of my log cabin. But Spot didn’t want cozy. He wanted action. Dogs like to do stuff.
Dexter’s pickup camper was on the far side of the Jeep, just off my officially-allowed two-space parking pad. My Jeep looked small by comparison to the truck and its looming camper.
Spot ran to the camper and began a perimeter check. He could no doubt smell Camille and Street and Blondie inside. He trotted all the way around the camper truck, paused to look at me, then went to the camper door and sniffed at the edges.
There was a little woof sound from inside. The camper door opened, and Blondie ran out. She and Spot raced into the forest. Street poked her head out.
“Coffee’s on,” she said. “Would you like to join us?”
So I climbed into the camper, which was warm and humid compared to the cold air outside. Street and Camille had reconfigured Grandpa Charlie’s bed and set up the table. Street and Camille sat on one side to make room for me. I angled my knees and feet this way and that to squeeze in across from them.
“Camille showed me how the stovetop works.” Street said. There were two pots on the compact two-burner gas stove, a regular coffeepot and another pan with water. “We’ve made tea and coffee. It’s a cool setup.” Street poured me a cup of coffee, refilled Camille’s tea, and we three traded stories of our night. I was very pleased to see that Camille seemed a little more comfortable in the camper—her home—after the terrible news three days ago.
In time, we emerged into cold sunlight. Street took Camille into my cabin. Although it is primitive compared to nice houses, it has warm, running water and other assets that seem convenient compared to a camper.
I walked around to the back of the camper. I’d set the chainsaw with its bent chain bar in the metal utility shelf that protruded from the back of the camper. The shelf had a mesh edge that rose up a foot and kept items from falling out. Next to the saw was the wood wedge that had come from the hinge the tree cutter had cut to direct the tree as it fell.
I lifted the wedge out and hefted it. Jeffrey pine was only half as heavy by volume as hard woods like oak, but it was nevertheless heavy. If I dropped it on my foot, it would cause serious pain.
As I ran my fingertips over the wood surfaces, I noticed the regular grooves and ridges that the chainsaw chain had made as its teeth chewed through the tree. I set the wedge back on the utility shelf.
After a moment, I picked it up again. This time I touched it more carefully.
I realized that the regular ridges and grooves weren’t that regular. Every quarter inch or so there was a groove that was deeper than the rest.
Chainsaw teeth are sharp, so I picked up a small stick, put it against one of the saw’s chain teeth and pushed. Despite the bent chain bar, the chain rotated. I slowly turned the chain and looked at the teeth as they went past.
A chainsaw chain is constructed vaguely like a bicycle chain, with each link having two axel pins, one on each end to connect the adjacent links so that the chain can flex and go around the chainsaw bar. Every other link has a sharp metal tooth that rises up and is designed to cut into the wood. Each tooth cuts only a small distance into the wood. But with the chain rotating at high speed, the cumulative amount of cutting enables the saw to chew its way through the tree fairly quickly.
I wondered if Dexter’s chain had one tooth that stuck out more than the others, thus creating a periodic deeper groove in the cut wood. I used the stick to push against the teeth. As I rotated the chain, I let my fingertip drag against the moving metal, feeling for an odd cutting tooth that projected more than the others.
I felt nothing. All the teeth appeared the same. It was, of course, as unscientific as possible. Feeling the cutting teeth of a chainsaw was like looking at yellow jacket wasps and wondering if one would sting more than another. They all looked and felt the same.
When we were at the death scene, Santiago had called and spoken to Red’s Tree Service.
I left Spot and Blondie to explore the forest and went back inside the cabin. I opened my laptop, found the number, and dialed.
“Red’s Tree,” a man answered. His voice was rough as if he’d spent decades smoking.
“My name’s Owen McKenna. I’m an investigator consulting with Sergeant Jack Santiago of Placer County about a Jeffrey pine that fell on a tree cutter and killed him up by Northstar Ski Resort. Santiago called you to ask how accurately a tree cutter can direct a tree.”
“I remember.”
“I’m wondering if it’s possible to identify the saw that was used to fell the tree.”
It was a moment before the man spoke. “I’ve never really thought about that. You’re wondering if saws leave specific marks? Like fingerprints?”
“I don’t know what I’m thinking. But that’s kind of the gist of it.”
“I suppose it’s possible. But it wouldn’t be very clear. Let’s say we used two saws to cut two different trees. If I looked at the stumps and the fallen trees, I could maybe tell which saw cut which tree. But that would be about it. I should probably stress the ‘maybe.’ I’ve never tried that kind of thing.”
“What if the cut tree showed a distinct pattern, where every quarter inch or so on the cut surface was a groove that was deeper than the rest?”
“Then that might mean one of the chain teeth wasn’t sharpened correctly. Or maybe the chain tooth has a bad raker, so the tooth cuts at the wrong depth.”
I was confused. “A raker is…”
“Think of it like a depth gauge. It’s kind of like a shark’s fin that sticks up. It doesn’t cut wood. It rides over the wood and prevents the cutter tooth behind it from cutting too deep. Most chains alternate. A tooth, then a raker, then a tooth, then a raker.”
“What’s wrong with a tooth cutting too deep?”
“Too deep makes the cutter tooth bind and jam, and the saw suddenly stops. Better to cut too shallow than too deep. At least then, the chain will keep rotating and the engine will keep revving.”
I was trying to formulate a clear question, but I didn’t know quite how to ask it. I said, “Would you be able to identify a bad raker and tooth by looking at a chainsaw?”
“Possibly. Especially if it’s way off.”
“The man who died under the falling tree had his saw next to him.”
“I remember Sergeant Santiago telling me that.”
“Our assumption was that he cut the tree, got disoriented as it began to fall, ran the wrong way, and got crushed by his own tree.”
“I’ve heard of stranger things,” the man said.
“The man’s saw was next to him as if he carried it right up to the last moment. I’d like to have you look at that saw.”
There was silence on the phone.
I said, “I’m happy to pay a consulting fee.” As I said it, I wondered if I was losing my priorities. I had no paying client. A desire for justice and helping a lost girl doesn’t pay the bills.
The man chuckled. “I’ll tell my wife. Just this morning, my back was giving me grief. She asked what my plan was for when I’m too old to be a tree faller. I’ll tell her I’m gonna be a consultant. So you’re wondering if the saw you’ve got was actually the one that was used to cut the tree.”
“Right.”
“The question might mean,” the man said slowly, “that the man’s death might not have been an accident. That it could have been murder.”
“Right,” I said again.
“This is kind of cool,” he said.
I was taken aback. “Cool?”
“Yeah, what’s that word about investigating crimes? Starts with an F.”
“Forensic?”
“Right,” Red said. “This is forensic tree cutter science.”
“I suppose it is,” I said.
“Where should we meet to look at the saw?” The man was suddenly enthusiastic.
“I can bring the saw and hinge wedge to you,” I said. “Or you could come to me. I’m on Tahoe’s East Shore.”
“It would be best if we met at the place where the man died and I could look at the tree and stump. I’m free this afternoon after two. Would that work?”
“Yes.”
I told him where to look for me on the highway that went up Brockway Summit and explained that I would lead him into the forest from there.
Long after Street and Camille and Blondie went back down the mountain to Street’s condo, I drove down to the highway. As I turned north, two motorcycles went by in the oncoming lane. They roared very loud. I watched them in my rear view mirror. For a moment their angle changed. Did they turn up the mountain road toward Street’s condo and my cabin? I couldn’t tell.
I hit the brakes, made a very fast U-turn, and raced back. Turned up the road. Cruised through the lot at Street’s condo. Went back to the mountain road and raced up to my cabin.
No motorcycles. False alarm. My brain was merely hyperactive, worrying about every little thing.
Or was it?
I went back down to the highway and headed north again.
The road goes through Incline Village, then curves west around the top part of Lake Tahoe. Near noon on the clock face, I turned north in Kings Beach on Hwy 267. The road goes up and over Brockway Summit before it gets to the Northstar turnoff, then continues to Truckee. Although the pass at Brockway Summit is only 7200 feet of elevation, it is the steepest of the seven routes in and out of the Tahoe Basin. It can be a scary drive when the highway is covered with ice and snow. But in the fall, on a day that’s too temperate for ice but cool enough that the scattered aspen are beginning to turn gold and orange, and looking from a distance like flower beds in the evergreen forest, it’s a beautiful mountain drive.
I pulled off before the road crested the pass and parked on the shoulder. I was across from the turnoff to the narrow road that wound through the pines toward the large houses that were being built. Spot had his head out the window, panting with low-level excitement. He knew this was new territory. His giant tongue flicked drops of moisture down the outside of the Jeep while he watched a steady stream of vehicles go by.
A red pickup, coming down from the north, slowed, then pulled off on the opposite shoulder. I saw the lettering on the door.
Red’s Tree Service.
I raised my hand high out the window, waved at him, then pulled across the highway in front of the pickup and turned into the small road that crawled through the forest.
The pickup followed as we went at a slow pace along the twisting, turning path. A mile in, we came to the site where Charles Dexter had done his last tree cutting. I parked and let Spot out.
The man getting out of the pickup wore a red baseball cap that covered what looked like a thick head of gray hair. He was muscular, but thin enough that he could likely still climb trees with a chainsaw hanging from his belt. He was probably older than me but not as old as Charles Dexter. His skin was weathered from years of working outside in the high-altitude sun. I now understood his wife’s question about his post-tree-cutting career. Society never tells kids that if you’re a logger, you will get to enjoy working outside but your career will be cut short by physical age. Because I like art, I thought that kids should also be told that landscape painters can also enjoy the outdoors and last until you’re 100 years old.
“That is one big hound,” the man said as he watched Spot zig-zag through the forest, his voice wary. “Friendly, right?”
I nodded. “Friendly. Hi, I’m Owen McKenna.”
“Randy Red. Good to meet you.”
Ah, Red was his last name.
He gave me what could be described as a lumberjack’s handshake. If you want to avoid damage to your hand, you have to push your hand forward so there’s no space where the web between thumb and index finger meets the web on the other man’s hand. Then you have to squeeze back hard. The tension of your own vigorous grip protects your bones and tendons. If you don’t have a very strong, robust handshake, it’s best to give a little wave, then put your hands in your pockets to prevent your shaking hand from getting crushed. Fortunately, I can put on a pretty good squeeze myself.
Spot ran up, gave the briefest attention to Randy Red, then ran off.
I opened the back of the Jeep, lifted out the wedge of wood from the hinge cut and handed it to Red. He looked at it, turned it over, ran his fingertips over the grooves. I picked up Dexter’s chainsaw.
“I’ll show you the tree.” I headed into the forest, carrying Dexter’s chainsaw.
Spot ran through the trees, this way and that, exploring. The forest didn’t look substantially different from the one outside my cabin. But every new place was exciting for a dog. A new set of scents to identify and track. His enthusiasm was dialed up high as we hiked a hundred yards through the woods.
I stopped near the fallen tree, which had been cut into several large sections to aid in removing the body. I set down the chainsaw near the stump. Red walked along the tree trunk.
Spot continued to run. So far, he’d kept his distance from us. But when he came near the fallen tree that killed Charles Dexter, he stopped. He lifted his head, sniffed the air, turned to look to the side. Then he slowly walked over to the tree and lowered his head to sniff the ground near where Dexter died.
Spot’s tail, which had been held high, dropped. He took a step backward. Then another.
Dogs have no trouble when they smell the death of animals. That’s the cycle of life. All creatures die. And all dead creatures give off the full spectrum of death scents. A dog finds those scents normal and interesting.
But dogs don’t feel that way about human death. For 30,000 years, dogs have evolved to live with, protect, and be dependent on humans. For a dog, humans are gods. Even when a dog doesn’t like a person or finds them threatening and antagonistic, a dog still knows they are a god. And when gods die, good or bad, it is upsetting. Some dogs don’t have a big reaction. But many do. And if they were attached to the person before the person died, that is usually an earth-shaking upset in the dog’s life.
Spot walked backward, caught his leg on a branch. He turned and walked away a hundred feet. He lowered his haunches and sat. He looked toward the fateful tree. His ears were held back and down. His head was held low. All enthusiasm for exploring the forest was gone.
“Something wrong with your dog?” Red said.
“He smells where the man died.”
“So?”
“He doesn’t like the smell of human death.”
“Really. That seems weird.”
“Lots of dogs are that way.”
Randy frowned. “Come to think of it, our neighbors in Truckee had a poodle. One of the micro versions. Poughkeepsie, they called her. Named for the town where they used to live back east. Anyway, the woman had breast cancer and eventually died at home, and after that Poughkeepsie wouldn’t go in the house. The man had to give the dog to their son in Sacramento, and Poughkeepsie did better there. But I heard the dog never really ran around like in the old days.” He looked over at Spot who was still sitting in the woods.
I set Dexter’s chainsaw on the tree stump.
“My main question,” I said, “is if this chainsaw was the saw that cut down the tree? I was wondering if you could look at the groove cuts and compare them to the saw teeth or something.”
“No,” Red said.
“No, you can’t answer the question? Or no, this isn’t the saw.”
“No, it isn’t the saw.”




THIRTEEN

Red was twenty feet or more from the saw and tree stump. He couldn’t have seen any details of the saw or the stump. He pointed at it and said, “Stand here where I am, and you can see that saw didn’t cut that tree.”
I was puzzled. I walked over next to the man. I didn’t know if he was trying to be a tedious bore, or if he had a legitimate point of view.
When I was next to him, he pointed. “See the chain bar?”
Of course, I could see the chain bar. I didn’t answer. Obvious, rhetorical questions don’t deserve answers.
He said, “It’s possible to cut a tree by slicing a circle around its trunk. But that’s hard and dangerous. The only sensible way to cut a tree is with a chainsaw that has a bar at least a couple of inches longer than the diameter of the tree. Preferably several inches longer.”
Now I understood.
From where we were, it was obvious that the chainsaw bar was too short to cut the tree.
“That saw has a twenty-two-inch bar,” Red said. “The tree is a good twenty-four inches in diameter. No one but a complete jackass would attempt to cut that tree without a saw that had at least a twenty-eight-inch bar at the minimum. Most loggers would use a thirty or even a thirty-six-inch bar.”
“So my question about the cutting grooves…”
“Doesn’t apply,” Red interrupted. Red turned to look at me. “So in addition to your dog being sad about the death of a human, he can be sad about murder, because that’s what it looks like from here.”
It was a dramatic statement in addition to the impact of coming from a professional logger.
After a long moment, I said, “Is there anything else you can tell me about this scene?”
“You mean, forensic-wise?” Randy Red grinned.
“Right.”
“Let me look.” Red walked over to the stump. He set Dexter’s smallish saw on the ground, then ran his hands over the cut surface of the stump. He turned and sighted down the fallen trunk pieces, only one of which had been moved a substantial distance in the effort to remove the body. He looked up at the forest canopy, turned a full circle, taking in the whole of the forest. I had no idea what he was noticing.
He said, “The tree cutter has had some experience, but he was no pro. He made a Humboldt notch, but he missed his corners. The fact that he dropped the tree on a body was part skill, part luck. The body was stationary for whatever that’s worth. Whether he put the body in place or not, I don’t know. But the body was there first.”
“That’s a lot of observations. Let’s go back to the first. You say he wasn’t a pro. How do you know?”
“A Humboldt notch has certain advantages. Using a Humboldt notch shows he’s been around tree cutting a little bit. But he overcut one corner and undercut the other.”
“What’s the notch?”
“What you called a hinge. It directs which way the tree falls.”
“What are the corners?”
“Where the two cuts come together to make the notch cutout.”
“What’s wrong with overcutting the notch?”
“Overcuts often lead to the tree splitting at the overcut. A split tree won’t go where you want it, and the portion splitting away will sometimes shoot back and crush the faller.”
“So that indicates an amateur.”
“That and the fact that he didn’t use wedges.”
“I’ve cut trees and never used a wedge.”
Randy Red looked at me like I was an embarrassment.
“How do you know he didn’t use a wedge?” I asked.
Red pointed at the stump. “When you pound in a wedge, it makes a serious dent in the wood, especially in soft wood like Jeffrey pine.”
“The purpose of the wedge…?” I let the sentence hang in the air.
“In proper tree cutting, you cut your notch, then make your back cut and stop a little before you reach your notch. That way your tree is still standing and the notch still controls how it will fall. Then you pound wedges into your back cut. Two or three here. Two or three there. Sometimes you stack them. You gradually force the tree to fall where you want it. The tree will tip over substantially before the last part of the uncut wood gives way. It’s the wedges and the uncut wood near the notch that makes it so the tree doesn’t just decide to have a mind of its own and go somewhere you never intended. A properly felled tree is one where the logger has complete control over the process from start to finish. There is very little guesswork when a professional logger drops a tree.”
Now I was feeling embarrassed for the times I’d just cut a tree all the way through and took my chances as I ran away.
I hadn’t seen any wedges on Dexter’s truck. Maybe he wasn’t that professional.
“The reality is that many loggers, maybe most, will see that a tree is likely to go a certain direction. They’ll cut the notch to aid the tree falling in that certain direction. Then they’ll run the back cut all the way through the tree and skip using wedges. They’re so confident of what’s gonna happen with the tree, that they don’t feel they need maximum control. So they skip the wedges and save the time. Most of the time it works out.”
“But not always,” I said.
“Correct.” Red pointed toward the trunk of the fallen tree. “See the big boulder? The tree missed it by only ten feet. If a gust of wind had come up as the tree was falling, the tree might have hit the boulder. In that case, the tree might have shattered. Pieces could have hit the faller. Either way, the tree cutter managed to get his over-cut notch angled the correct way to squish the pour sucker who was on the ground. Good for the logger murderer. But he took his back cut all the way through the tree and just took his chances that the tree would go down the way he wanted. Really bad. Stupidly bad. The tree obviously went where he wanted, assuming, that is, that he wanted to kill the guy on the ground. But there was a good deal of luck involved.”
“Why do you think the body was already in place before the logger dropped the tree?”
“Simple logic,” Red said with a snide tone.
Obviously, what was a puzzling set of questions for me was obvious to him.
He said, “A faller chooses which way to fell a tree based on several things. You want to bring a tree down in whatever direction it’s least likely to hang up on the nearby branches of adjacent trees. Nothing worse than cutting a tree and having it not fall. It stands there wavering, held up by neighboring branches. Eventually, it’ll fall, of course. But will there be a kid in the wrong place when it does? So you plan it out in advance. You also take into account any natural lean of the tree.”
“Pines generally grow straight, right?”
“Generally. But look up.” Red leaned his head back and pointed at the nearby trees. “Notice how many of the trees have shorter branches on their southwest sides and fuller branches on their northeast sides.”
“Because of prevailing storms?” I said.
“Partly. Storms produce a lot of wind. But even when we don’t have storms, local landforms shape how normal wind flows around the mountains and ridges.” He looked left, then right. “I think this spot is around seventy-five hundred feet of elevation. There’s a lot of wind here. That wind will shape the way trees grow.”
I was looking up at the crowns of the trees. “I see one tree with substantial asymmetry,” I said.
“I see it, too. Those longer branches weigh hundreds of pounds more than the shorter branches on the other side. If everything else is equal, that tree is going to want to fall to the northeast. A faller will try to fell a tree in the most logical way. You can drop a tree away from where it wants to fall. But it’s not easy.”
“Anything else you can tell me about the logger who dropped this tree?”
Randy Red bent over and scooped up a handful of dirt at the base of the stump. “See these wood chips the saw cut?”
I leaned in and looked.
“A properly sharpened chain will cut long slivers. Like a paper shredder. Paper-thin strips of wood, an inch long. Sometimes an inch and a half or even two inches long.”
I poked my index finger into the pile of forest duff and wood chips in the man’s palm. “These are way shorter,” I said. “A quarter inch or a half inch long max.”
“Another indication the guy isn’t a professional.”
I pointed to the stump, then ran my fingertips over it. “Remember how I asked about the cutting grooves being uneven? You can feel it here.”
Randy Red came over and rubbed the stump. “Yep. The guy doesn’t ace his chain maintenance. There’ll be at least one tooth on his saw that isn’t right. But the next time he sharpens his chain, the evidence—so to speak—will be eliminated.” Red grinned. “This forensic stuff is kind of fun.”
“Where do professionals get their chains sharpened?” I asked. I assumed it wasn’t Home Depot, but I had no idea where they’d go.
“They do it themselves. Every serious logger has a file and file guide. A few strokes every night on each tooth will do it. It’s like a figure skater with her skate vise and spinning stone. Your sharpening skill becomes part of your craft. You develop your personal technique, and that helps you perform.”
I reached out my hand. “Randy Red, you’ve been a huge help.”
We shook again, then spent a few minutes taking care of his payment.
As we headed back to our vehicles, he looked over at Spot, who had stood up and walked away from the death scene, aimlessly wandering in the forest. He was still lethargic.
“That boy gonna be okay?” Red asked.
“Yeah. Thanks for asking.”
We said goodbye, and Red got into his pickup and left.
I let Spot into the Jeep and drove off. I felt a weight on my mood. I’d come to the scene of Charles Dexter’s death hoping I’d learn more about how he might have accidentally killed himself. Now I was leaving convinced that he’d been murdered.




FOURTEEN

We were sitting at Diamond’s kitchen table in his perfect little old house in Minden, Nevada, 2000 feet below and to the east of Lake Tahoe.
“You called with a proposition,” Diamond said. He scooped a corn chip into some seriously hot salsa that had a label with no English words on it. My eyes watered from sitting near it. Spot sat near Diamond, his head almost as high as Diamond’s. He watched the chip as it went into Diamond’s mouth. Watched with laser eyes and radar ears as Diamond chewed and swallowed. Spot’s nostrils flexed. He ran his gigantic tongue around his cavernous mouth, then swallowed, too. People commonly notice that when humans yawn, it makes dogs yawn. Add swallowing to the list.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about Charles Dexter.”
“Grandfather of the girl we gave the bad news to. What was her name? Camille Dexter.”
“Right. I spoke to a professional logger who determined that Dexter’s death was likely a murder, not an accident or suicide.”
Diamond had lifted another chip with salsa to his mouth. He paused, the chip in mid-air just in front of his face.
Spot watched with great interest.
“Why did the logger think that?” Diamond asked. He ate the chip.
“Several reasons. But the primary one was that Dexter’s saw, which was found with his body, wasn’t big enough to cut the tree.”
“Meaning someone else was there with a bigger saw, and that person cut the tree.”
I nodded. “Right. So the death, which looked like an accident or a possible suicide, was a murder. It’s a curious situation that leads to the question of why someone would do that. The logger said that the tree cutter was not a professional logger. But not a lot of people know how to cut down big trees, professional or not. Which makes me think either the killer is a handy tree cutter, or the killer was someone else who hired the tree cutter.”
I noticed that Diamond washed his chip and salsa down with a beer that also had a label with no English words on it. It was probably just the company realizing that their customers almost exclusively spoke Spanish. So they only needed Spanish on the label.
But it also seemed to me like good marketing. We’re so exclusive, we neither want nor need English. English is for Budweiser and Frito-Lay and Newman’s Own. Spot didn’t need English, either. For all he knew, he was watching Diamond drink in Spanish. Smell the salsa in Spanish. Swallow in Spanish. Spot licked his chops again. Maybe he did that in Spanish.
“In cop school,” Diamond said, “they stressed to look at the family first. Most murder victims are killed by a family member. But in this case, the murder victim’s only family that we know of is his granddaughter. Doesn’t fit the common pattern,” he said.
“Nope.”
“So you’re considering a tree cutter assassin,” Diamond said as he pushed the chips and salsa toward me, away from Spot. I wasn’t sure if Diamond was full or if the intensity of Spot’s focus was wearing him down. “You ask the kid if grandpa had enemies? Bad blood between him and his neighbors?”
“No. She thinks he died in an accident. I don’t want to upset her more. Because the murder was staged to look like an accident, it makes me wonder about other deaths in the area that have been assumed to be accidents.”
“Or suicides,” Diamond said. “There was that music teacher in Incline who walked into the lake with rocks in her coat pockets and drowned.”
“Santiago told me about that. A supposed suicide like that could have been a murder. If there were other murders that didn’t look like murders, that would suggest a possible connection between the events, and a connection would suggest a possible motive.”
“Correlation ain’t causation,” Diamond said.
Maybe he saw confusion on my face.
He continued as if I understood perfectly. “A connection between questionable deaths should be considered. But if we were to find multiple deaths and a connection between them, that doesn’t mean we have murders. And even if they were, that doesn’t mean we’d have a single killer. But we can nevertheless look for a very versatile killer who uses different killing methods to confuse us coppers. Put rocks in the coat pockets of one victim. Drop a tree on the next. And if our versatile killer is very smart, he might hire the killings done so that he remained hidden.”
“Yeah.” I thought about it. “If the mastermind behind the killings is a person who has never picked up a chainsaw, that would be very good obfuscation.”
“So we’re back to an assassin.” Diamond reached across the table to the chips that he’d pushed away. He picked one up, scooped salsa, ate it. Drank more cerveza. “I wonder if assassins get addicted to chips and salsa. Be like a counterpoint to the total control of an assassin.”
I said, “I think assassin is too fancy a word. Assassin implies professionalism and discretion and major care at every step of the job.”
Diamond looked at the bowl of chips and salsa. He frowned. “I didn’t offer you a beer.”
“No, you didn’t.”
Diamond put his empty Spanish-only label beer bottle on the kitchen counter and bent down to a case on the floor by the refrigerator.
He opened the flaps of the case. There were several different beer brands. He pulled out a Baja Brewing Co. IPA and an Insurgente La Lupulosa. “Which one do you want?”
“I’ll try the Insurgente.”
He used his Pancho Villa bottle opener to pop the tops.
Diamond pushed the bottle over, and we both drank.
“In support of your notion,” Diamond said, “Take the music teacher who drowned while toting rocks. If that’s a murder, it doesn’t seem like the work of someone with the job title of assassin. It seems like what a low-rent thug would do. Major physicality that would force the victim to suffer. Like the killer wanted the victim’s last thoughts to be about how tough and mean the killer was.” Diamond’s salsa breath was starting to smell combustible. “I remember a Frederick Forsyth novel.” Diamond said. “Day of the Jackal. The assassin plots to kill French President Charles de Gaulle. No rocks in the pockets for that guy.”
“Right. My next question is this: If I wanted to hire a killer in the Tahoe area, where would I go?”
“There’s a question.”
“What’s the answer?”
“Need to think on that. A professional hit in our area would probably come out of Vegas or L.A. If there was any possible connection to back east, maybe Chicago or Miami. And of course, New York, despite its upscale culture stuff, is still the epicenter for organized crime.”
“But what if we’re looking for a rocks-in-the-pockets kind of hit?”
“That seems more like the work of an enforcer, one of those tough guys who take on all manner of illegal jobs, including beating people up, maybe until they die. Let me ask some of the guys. See if anyone has heard anything.”
“Call me when you have a thought?”
He nodded.
I downed the rest of my beer, stood up, gave him a pat on his shoulder, and pulled on Spot’s collar. He lingered near Diamond and the Mexican salsa, still sniffing the air. I dragged him to my Jeep.
When I got back up to my office on Kingsbury Grade, I called Washoe County Sergeant Lori Lanzen. I didn’t have her number, so I called the sheriff’s office and was routed to her voicemail. Spot was due for a walk, so I left my cell number even though cell coverage was very weak in my area.
Spot and I were in the forest when the phone rang. When I answered, the caller’s voice was fragmented.
I said, “Hold on, please, you’re breaking up. I’m heading up to get a better cell signal.” I immediately started hiking up the nearest slope, a common technique to get better cell reception in Tahoe. When I got to a ridge 100 feet up, I was huffing hard, but my reception went from one flashing bar to three solid bars.
“Are you still there?” I said into the phone.
“Yes. Sergeant Lori Lanzen returning your call.”
“Thanks. You helped me some time back when an Incline Village resident was murdered.”
“Yes.”
“I’m tracking another unusual murder.” I told her about Charles Dexter and explained that the man from Red’s Tree Service noticed that the saw found with the dead man could not have been the saw that cut the tree that killed him. “I’m looking for any recent deaths that might be murders in disguise. Sergeant Santiago told me about a woman who drowned off the beach in Incline Village. Apparently it was a suicide.”
“Right,” she said.
“I wondered if it’s possible it was really murder.”
“I suppose it’s possible. But there was nothing that would suggest murder, either.”
“Have you had any other deaths that looked like accidents or suicides?”
“No. Why such interest? Has someone hired you to investigate?”
“No. It’s just that when Charles Dexter died, the little girl who was his granddaughter lost her only family. I’ve met the kid. She inspires me to search out his killer. Pursuit of justice and all that. I’m thinking that most would-be killers wouldn’t know how to drop a tree on someone. Which would mean either the killer has an unusual skill or he hired someone with that unusual skill. That could also be the case with the woman who drowned.”
“That someone killed her in a way that made it look like suicide?”
“Right. In which case, where would someone in Washoe County go to get that kind of help?”
“You’re looking for a hired killer?” She sounded like she thought the idea was preposterous.
“Or an enforcer who might branch out into killing,” I said.
“In Washoe County?”
Maybe she thought I was nuts.
Lanzen said, “We’ve been wondering that ourselves.”
That was a surprise.
“If I remember, you were a cop, right?” she said.
“Homicide Inspector, SFPD.”
“Then you know how CIs will sometimes embellish and make up stuff just to seem more important.”
“No kidding. I once had a confidential informant who could tell tall tales like Mark Twain.”
“We’ve recently had two CIs spout similar enforcer talk. Two CIs who don’t even know each other.”
“So how did they both get similar info?” I said.
“Exactly my question.”
“Can you share the info?”
“I can share the essence,” she said. “Supposedly, a guy wanted some hits and posted the jobs on the dark web.”
“I don’t know anything about that.”
“Me, neither,” she said. “But it’s supposedly anonymous. And the CI said that the killings had to be done a certain way.”
“You mean, like a tree cutting or a drowning?”
“The CI didn’t say anything about tree cutting. But he said drowning always looked like an accident.”
“Have you heard any rumors of a contract killing that hasn’t happened yet?”
“No. I don’t think our CI hears anything until after a job is done. If there really is a hitman who’s doing local jobs, he keeps the job secret in the beginning. But maybe he starts dropping comments after he’s paid. Subtle bragging.”
“You said two CIs heard this info about the hit.”
“Right. Everyone knows that a gunshot hit made with a stolen gun is preferred. Easier to do the job. Easier to get away.” Lanzen sounded winded over the phone. Maybe the subject was upsetting enough to make it hard to breathe. Maybe she was climbing a ridge in the forest. “But a drowning and a tree-cutting accident are unusual. It stands out when someone starts talking about them.”
I asked, “Did you get a lead on anyone accepting the jobs?”
“No.”
“Your CIs have any idea on the hitman’s identity?”
“No. One CI has spoken more clearly about what he’s heard, but he doesn’t have an idea about who the enforcer might be. The other CI is less lucid, is homeless, and has some serious mental problems.”
“But he knows something about who might be killing people?”
“Yes.”
Lanzen seemed to hesitate.
“Who does this CI implicate in the murders?”
“He says the killer is an alien.”




FIFTEEN

“How does the alien come into the CI’s world?”
“It’s not clear. The CI has a detailed fantasy life. He can go on at length about the alien’s behavior. But the CI’s mostly focused on the noise the alien makes.”
“Noise,” I said.
“Right. Apparently the alien makes the most noise in the morning. Especially where the CI sleeps on the street.”
“Can you give me the contact info for the guy handling the CI?”
“Sure. His name is David Source. But you’ll need luck and perseverance to get through to him.”
“Got it.”
“Hold on,” Lanzen said.
I waited.
She came back and read off a phone number.
“You said, ‘Source?’”
“Yeah. It’s a different name. He jokes that he’s the source for everything important.”
“Thanks very much for your help.”
I clicked off Lanzen and dialed the number. A man answered in the rough voice of a long-time smoker. “David Source.”
I told him who I was and how I got his number and why I was calling. I asked if he would be willing to talk about his confidential informant.
“Well, you came to the source, McKenna. Which, of course, is the goal of most people who want valuable info. You’re lucky because you’ve got my personal number. I’ll have to talk to Lanzen about that. But you’re on the phone, so ask away. If you veer into info that’s proprietary, I’ll let you know. Standard rules apply. You don’t seek my CI out. You don’t pass on anything I tell you. He’s my CI. Mine only.”
“Got it. Lori Lanzen said your CI knew about some hits posted on the dark web. She said he’s homeless and mentally unstable.”
“Lots of CIs are homeless and all are unstable, far as I can tell.”
“I’m looking for any info about the enforcer who’s taken these jobs.”
“Well, contract killing or not, the person who did the killing probably did the job then bragged about it. If he was hired, maybe he got paid a good sum. That would be something to brag about. Some of these dirtballs, they get a wad in their pocket, they can’t help themselves. They buy the local homeless dude a meal and coffee and say, ‘don’t worry about the cost, bro, small change for me after last night.’”
I heard David Source turn away from his phone and cough two or three times.
He came back and said, “Probably this bragger knows not to talk to stable people because they could pass on info in a clear way and that could bite him in the ass. But if the bragger talks to crazies, he can blow air out of his puffed-up chest and the listeners are not credible enough to off-gas in a clear way. Anyone who hears the crazies talk won’t believe it anyway.”
“Does that mean you don’t have any idea who the hitman is?”
“Correct.”
“Can you think of anything your CI said that could hint at the identity of the hitman?”
“Believe me, I’ve thought about it. Be nice to add that identity to the source code, if you hear what I’m saying. But the CI simply doesn’t know. The only specific comment he made was that you don’t want to go swimming near Incline Village at night.”
“Because...”
“Something about the moon and how its light will drown you.”
“Sergeant Lanzen mentioned aliens.”
David Source suddenly coughed some more. “Yes, this CI’s definitely got an alien vibe going. Says these particular aliens go to bed quietly but wake up roaring in the early morning. I asked him why they would roar in the morning and not at night. He said because the aliens make money from roaring. He said he knew positively because the guy makes money off the aliens, too.”
“He said that? That the killer makes money off the aliens?”
“Sure thing.”
“There’s money in aliens,” I said.
David Source laughed. “Tell me about it.”
“Anything else you can think of?”
“Nope. That’s it.”
“Where does this CI hang out?” I asked.
“He moves around. Some nights he sleeps in downtown Reno. The museum is his favorite area. Other nights, he’s out in adjacent neighborhoods. Rarely is he more than a mile from downtown. He likes the tacky neighborhoods. We like it, too. Those are the places where the drug dealers hang out, the places where our boy hears things.”
“What if you had to guess the name of someone in Washoe County who might take money to kill people?”
“Nope. Won’t go there. Truth is, I don’t have an idea of who this cretin is. If he exists. But I won’t speculate.”
“Do you share your CI info with the Reno PD?”
“What do you think? I have lunch with a couple of those guys most weeks. One of them might be willing to talk to you. But there’s certain bits of my source code I won’t tell anyone. Not you or them or even my dog Starbuck.”
“What kind of dog is Starbuck?”
“Black Lab. I drink my coffee black. I like black beans in my tacos. I drive a black Explorer.”
“Good name, Starbuck. He was a character in a Herman Melville novel called Moby Dick.”
“How do you know crap like that about some novel?”
“Just something I heard,” I said.
“That’s where the coffee company got the name?”
“Got me,” I said. “Can you give me a name on the Reno PD? Someone who’ll talk?”
“Call Hitch. Nickname for Doug Hitchens. He’s part of our lunch group. I know the number. Ready?”
“Ready.”
He recited the number so fast I had to ask him to repeat it. I thanked David Source, hung up, and dialed.
“You’ve reached Hitch. Leave a message.”
I did as requested, then made an easy lunch for Spot and me. Two peanut butter sandwiches and chips, apple, chocolate chip cookie. I broke up one sandwich and pulverized some chips and mixed them in with the sawdust chunks. Spot inhaled his. “Can’t imagine such zest and verve for dog food, even if it is enhanced with peanut butter,” I said.
Spot licked the last bits from his bowl, then lifted his head and stared at the paper towel where my apple and cookie still sat unmolested.
“Envious of my apple?” I lifted it up. Spot didn’t notice. He was staring at the cookie. “You know that too much chocolate is bad for dogs.”
He kept watching the cookie as if willing it to do something.
I picked up the cookie and broke it in half. His focus was wolf-like as I put half into my mouth and returned the other half to the paper towel. “You’d think you were starving.”
His attention went back to the remaining half cookie.
I picked it up. “Ready?”
Instant drool.
“Okay.” I tossed it. There was a snap of teeth and the cookie disappeared.
The phone rang.
“Owen McKenna.”
“Hitch, returning your call.”
“Thanks. Washoe Sergeant Lori Lanzen put me onto David Source, whose confidential informant possibly heard someone bragging about a drowning hit. Source also said his CI believes that aliens make so much noise in the morning, they wake him up. I’m wondering if you can add anything to that. I’m especially interested in the identity or identities of any possible enforcer or hired killer.”
“Got nothing for you there.”
“But you hear things,” I said. “Enforcers leave debris trails like garbage trucks on the freeway.”
“Ain’t you the poet with your words.”
“Feed me any of that debris, I’ll be happy.”
“I never hear details of stuff that goes down. Or might go down. Or maybe went down some time back.”
“What do you hear?”
“Just the exaggerated tales of super bad dudes. Stuff you can’t say on the phone without frying the circuits. Bottom line? There are some unsubstantiated rumors about a guy who rings all the bells for disgusting. Here’s my take, some of it obvious. He’s big and mean. He’s spent years inside and doesn’t much mind the idea of going back. Probably because inside is the world he understands best. Gets people to do his bidding by beating on them. Kill or be killed. The guy who’s still alive at the end of the day is the winner. He’s stupid but has feral smarts, so he evades capture. His daily bread is fencing stolen property. But he’s happy to take on any job if it pays enough. He has no compunction about pounding people to a pulp for no cause beyond looking at him. If they die, fine. If he gets paid to make them die, he’s happy.”
“You’ve gotten all this info from CIs?” I said.
“I didn’t get it. I surmised it. Big difference. You pay attention to innuendo and think between the lines, you can figure out a lot. I have no clue who this guy is. But it’s like what those astronomers say about Planet Nine or whatever the trendy current term is for a big, undiscovered planet. They’ve never seen it. They don’t know where it is or what it looks like. But they can tell it’s there because of the way it perturbs the orbits of the other planets.”
“This guy is Dude Nine,” I said.
“Exactly. I shoulda thought of that. We haven’t seen Dude Nine, yet. But we know he’s out there. And he has a big negative influence in and around the city.”
“Thanks, Hitch. I appreciate it.”
I called Diamond the next day.
“Wanna meet for beers after your shift?”
“We’ve been doing that a lot lately.”
“A preferred activity for both of us.”
“Sí.” Diamond mentioned one of the craft beer places. We picked a time.
“See you.”
Spot had taken post-prandial watch duty out on the deck. He started out studying the boats 1000 feet below my deck. He thinks they’re white bugs on a blue floor. But from this height they appear to move so slowly that he gets bored. He rested his jaw bone on his paws and went to sleep. At the appropriate time, I lifted the Jeep key off the hook.
There’s some kind of electronic chip they must surreptitiously put in dogs when you bring them in for puppy shots. Touch the key up to 50 feet away, and all dogs wake up and trot to the nearest vehicle.
Diamond already had an outdoor table at the brewery. He’d changed into his civvies.
“I ordered us a pitcher of ale. Work for you?” he said.
“Indeed.”
“You’ve been watching Cary Grant movies and learning how to talk like a gentleman?”
“No, but it’s a good idea. I used the word indeed a few days ago. A woman said I sounded like a gentleman.”
“Maybe I should meet her.”
“Maybe you should. Her name is Megan Ivanhoe. She also calls herself Megan Friday. Like Friday in the Robinson Crusoe novel because she does all manner of work for her boss Tony Rossi.”
“Or like the Girl Friday in the Cary Grant movie,” Diamond said.
“She mentioned that.”
Diamond was wearing a new, used hat with a very broad brim. I had Spot sit. Diamond gave him a rub, then Spot immediately lay down on the patio stones. It was no doubt too painful having his elbows on the hard surface. So he flopped over onto his side. His head ended up on Diamond’s shoe. Diamond leaned over to look under the table.
“Hound’s got his head on my shoe. Is he gonna drool?”
“Probably.”
“If I pull my foot away, then his head would be on the hard patio stones.”
“A moral dilemma,” I said. “Lose the affection of the dog by taking away his headrest or get dog slobber on your shoe.”
I could see Diamond raise his eyebrows under the wide hat brim. “These shoes were expensive.”
“So was the hound.”
I gestured toward his hat. “Nice lid,” I said, mimicking a line I heard a kid say some time back.
“Makes me look like Pancho Villa?”
“More like Diego Luna if he drank a bottle of tequila with Jack Kerouac.”
“I didn’t think an ex-cop would know about Jack Kerouac. Then again, you did ply your trade in San Francisco. Probably chased down bad guys on Jack Kerouac Alley.”
“I only know that Kerouac was a beat poet who wrote some weird stuff.”
Diamond made a single slow shake of his head. “Make you sound like a philistine, saying that.”
“I wouldn’t say it to anyone but you.”
A waiter brought a pitcher of beer and poured two glasses.
I told Diamond what I’d learned talking to the Reno cops and Sergeant Lori Lanzen at the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office.
Diamond took a long draw. “They have an idea about a potential hitman?”
“Yeah, but not much. No one knows who the hitman might be. But a detective from the Reno PD thinks he could be a feral dirtball with a long sheet and a rep for being ruthlessly violent. He thinks the guy isn’t a professional hitman. More like someone who fences stolen goods for a living. But when a contract is available, he’s ready to tackle it.”
Diamond sipped beer. “What gives the Reno detective this idea?”
“A confidential informant who says that the aliens are quiet at night but much noisier in the morning.”
Diamond smiled. He drank another long draw. Maybe he’d had a hard day. He looked under the table to see that Spot still had his head on Diamond’s shoe.
Diamond seemed to look inward. “You said the aliens make lots of noise in the mornings.”
“So says a man with questionable mental stability.”
“Do you know what the hottest stolen item is these days?” Diamond asked.
“No idea.”
“Catalytic converters.”
“Those are the things that make car exhaust less… bad,” I said.
“Right. They have a catalyst that makes gasoline combustion more complete. Cleaner air requires such things.”
“Why would someone steal a catalytic converter?”
“Because the catalyst they use is one of several valuable metals. Platinum being one.”
That triggered a memory. “I read that platinum is expensive like gold.”
Diamond nodded. “Yeah. And apparently, catalytic converter thieves can cut the converter off your vehicle in less than a minute.”
“They cut it?”
“The converter is in the exhaust system. Behind the engine, in front of the muffler. In some cars, all it takes is unscrewing a couple of bolts. In others, you have to saw off the exhaust pipe.”
“That would be a big project.”
Diamond was shaking his head before I finished saying it. “They have a Sawzall with a particular blade. Goes through the exhaust pipe in thirty seconds. Makes a hell of a racket. But by the time anyone comes to check on the sound, they’re gone.”
“These converters must be valuable.”
“Only one fifty or two hundred dollars. But that’s not bad for sixty seconds of work. Grab ten or twelve in a night, what would that be?” Diamond looked off into space. “Two thousand a night could add up to four hundred thousand a year. Right up there with not-very-successful investment bankers and surgeons.”
“What makes you think of catalytic converters?”
“You said the CI talked about aliens being quiet at night and loud in the morning.”
“So?”
“CC thieves work under cover of darkness. They unbolt the CCs and, if necessary, saw them off. Come morning, the owner goes to start up her car, and it roars like the starting line at the Indy Five Hundred.”
“Because the exhaust no longer goes through the muffler.”
Diamond grinned. “You could work at a muffler shop. Razor sharp understanding of exhaust sound attenuation.”
“I wonder how much an exhaust expert makes?”
“Probably more than a cop or a PI. Not as much as a CC thief.”
“I’ll think about it. Now that we’re considering whether our bad guy deals in stolen catalytic converters, how might that motivate us?” I drank beer.
“Don’t know.” Diamond drained the rest of his beer.
He said, “You ever notice that we sit around drinking beer while Street is probably spending full time taking care of an orphan kid that you pretty much dropped in her lap? Seems like one of those gender bias things.”
“Yeah. I’m kind of worried about that.”
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The next morning, Diamond called me before I’d poured my third cup of coffee.
“Got some catalytic converter info you’ll want to know.”
Ninety minutes later, I was back in Diamond Martinez’s house across from the town square park in Minden, Nevada. I liked his house, but it always made me feel like my house and my life were disorderly and chaotic in comparison.
We were sitting on two antique wooden chairs that he’d refinished and coated with such a high-gloss finish I thought of the marine varnish used on Garwood wooden boats. We’d turned the chairs around backward so that we straddled the seats and leaned over the seatbacks to reach our coffee on his kitchen table. Spot lay on the big rug in the living room.
Diamond looked at him. “Hound usually sits at the table and eats with us.”
“Last time we were here, he didn’t eat. I didn’t eat. Only you ate. Chips and salsa and beer with Spanish labels.”
“So he’s lying on the living room rug to show his displeasure at my poor hosting technique? Or not being able to read the labels?”
“Likely both. But he’s also all tuckered out from holding his head out the window on the drive down the mountain. The wind kept making his jowls flap. Adds to his fatigue.”
Diamond nodded. “Holding up a head that big would put me to sleep, too.”
“Actually, he only looks asleep. He never really snoozes during human mealtime. He always keeps an ear open for opportunities.”
“You’re saying he’s not sleeping now?” Diamond turned toward Spot. “What if I said, ‘Yo, Largeness, we got donuts.’”
Spot didn’t move his head, and his eyes stayed shut. But his tail lifted up and made a single, loud thump on the floor.
“You’re right,” Diamond said. “Guy’s hyper food aware. But he’s still pretending to sleep.”
“If you want him to join us, you gotta invite him with enthusiasm. Otherwise he won’t believe you’re willing to give him any treats.”
Diamond raised his voice. “Spot! Hora de la comida!”
Spot lifted his head off the rug and looked at Diamond with droopy eyes.
Diamond looked at me. “Hound understands Spanish.” He turned back to Spot. “Yes, I’m serious.” Diamond patted his thigh.
Spot rolled onto the front of his chest so his weight was on his elbows. Then he laboriously walked back his front paws until he was in a sitting position. Finally, he raised up to a standing position. He came over and stood next to Diamond. His head was over the edge of the table. He looked at Diamond’s face, then at the bag of donuts.
Diamond picked up a donut, broke off a piece, and gently held it out to Spot. Spot took it equally gently. In the process, he drooled on the table. Diamond used a paper napkin to wipe it up, then unfolded another napkin and spread it out beneath Spot’s jaw. Diamond fed him two more pieces. Spot continued to eat slowly.
“He’s being unusually polite and calm,” I said.
“Picking up on my gentleman vibe,” Diamond said. “He and I telegraph mutual understanding, one animal to another.”
“Ah.”
“He’d probably eat all the donuts if I let him, huh?”
“Of course,” I said.
Diamond sipped coffee.
Spot looked again at Diamond. Their noses were just inches apart. Diamond put his arm around Spot’s neck and gave him a knuckle rub. Spot wagged.
Diamond released his grip. “Okay. Treat’s over. Back to pretend sleep.” Diamond pointed at the living room rug. Spot looked at it, looked back at Diamond, obviously ignoring me, then walked over and lay down. He stretched out his head, resting his jawbone on his paws, and shut his eyes.
Diamond ate half of a donut. Swallowed it down with coffee. Repeated. “Reason I called,” he said. “The hottest money maker going right now is in stolen precious metals.” Diamond was frowning, looking out the window.
I waited.
“Thieves especially like construction sites where copper wire is stored. You can unload copper easily and for good money. But copper doesn’t roar in the morning or any other time of the day. To fit your CI’s story, we’d need something that makes noise in the morning. Which is why I’m thinking about catalytic converters.”
“A noisy metal.”
“Sí.” He broke another donut in half and ate it.
“You sound convinced.”
“I am convinced. Remember, this is my business. I’m employed as a law enforcement officer.”
“How would you pursue such a thief?”
Diamond paused. “We could look at crime reports and see if any of them mention catalytic converter theft. If we can establish a pattern, we could do some predictive modelling, set up a surveillance schedule, and try to nab the dirtball who is making life miserable for people who drive cars.”
“This predictive modelling stuff… That’s kind of a math thing, huh?”
“Analytics. Statistics. Kind of thing cops do by feel.”
“Ah. And as a cop, you probably have access to the latest crime reports.”
Diamond shrugged.
I continued, “So we search for catalytic converter theft and sort by date and location. See if there is a pattern.”
Diamond sipped beer. “I can probably figure out something useful.”
“With your computer?”
“I could make some calls. Use the hunch system.”
“Hunches,” I said as I lifted my coffee and drank. “Long a mainstay of the cop business.”
Diamond nodded.
I said, “You wanna call me if you get a hunch payoff?”
Another nod.
We finished our coffee. I rousted His Largeness from his pretend nap, and we headed back up the mountain.
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I stopped at the office and realized I had no work and nothing to do except pay a pile of bills. So I called Street.
“Wondering if you and the girl would like to do lunch?”
“That’s kind of you to offer, but I’m taking Camille to Incline Village. We’re going to meet with Alena.”
“The deaf woman we met who knows American Sign Language.”
“Right. She’s going to talk to us about resources for deaf people. She thinks we should know the territory before we engage the State of California in the process of finding a permanent home for Camille.”
“Sounds like a good idea. Spot and I will have to suffer our loneliness…”
“Alone?”
“Yeah.”
I went home. I fired up the barbecue, put on burgers for Spot and me, and sat out on the deck in the sun.
It was a lot of work watching the wind patterns on the giant ultramarine-blue plate a thousand feet below. To break up the work, I opened a beer and Spot slept.
When the burgers were done, I worked on mine while Spot’s cooled. When I was down to one bite, I gave Spot his burger. He finished his before I finished mine.
I finished my beer, dropped the lounge chair to its lowest position, tipped my baseball cap down over my face, and attempted to snooze.
It didn’t happen.
As I lay there in the cool October air and hot sunshine, I kept thinking about Camille’s comment that Grandpa Charlie had a laptop computer. We’d found his phone on his body. But we hadn’t found a computer anywhere.
I gave up on my yearning for sleep and stood up.
Spot, who was already sleeping, opened an eye and watched me walk down the stairs off the deck. His extra-sensory perception told him I wasn’t going for a ride, so he had no enthusiasm for joining me. But curiosity eventually drove him to his feet, and he followed me.
I opened the back door of Dexter’s pickup camper and climbed inside. Spot put his front paws on the sill of the open door and stood looking at me.
Camille had told us that Grandpa Charlie hid his computer in the camper. She said she’d looked for it but couldn’t find it.
That implied it wasn’t merely tucked into a drawer or at the back of the little closet, places that Camille knew well. I wouldn’t find the computer by looking in any of the obvious places.
It had to be in a clever hiding place. Like behind a hidden panel or a secret door.
I squeezed into one of the little seats to the side of the table and made a kind of visual grid search of the camper.
Spot sensed I was in for a bit. He jumped into the camper and began his own search, learning through his olfactory some of the aspects of the lives of Camille and Grandpa Charlie that no one without a dog’s nose would ever know. Like the first time he was in the camper, his search was limited by his inability to turn around without getting up on his hind legs—human style—and lowering down in the other direction. Nevertheless, he managed to inspect much of the camper while I sat and thought.
I imagined I was Grandpa Charlie. I had a laptop computer that, like most people’s computers, contained information that would reveal much of my life’s work, hobbies, and even secrets. A camper had less security than most houses, which meant that going on a hike or even into the supermarket put my computer at risk. In the same way that people try not to leave valuable items in their cars when they park for any time, I would want to take my computer with me when I left. When that wasn’t possible, I would hide the device.
Take that a step further, and I could easily imagine wanting to hide it from Camille as well. Like any parent, Grandpa Charlie would not want his life to be completely open to his granddaughter. A person doesn’t need dark secrets to desire a little privacy. And if Charlie could access the internet, he might not want Camille to use it.
Where would I hide it?
Camille was short, so perhaps Grandpa Charlie would put it up high.
I looked at the headliner of the camper. It was basically a group of fiberglass panels, seamed together with a kind of strip. It didn’t appear there was any place where someone could pry open a panel and slip in a laptop.
The two small kitchen cabinets joined to the ceiling panels. There was no place to put something above.
Without standing up, I reached over and flipped open the door to the micro-bathroom. Same thing there. Fiberglass walls and ceiling. No place to hide a computer.
I looked through the closet. Lots of stuff, neatly stowed, but no hiding places.
Using the same logic, and without moving much, I continued my visual search through the rest of the camper.
Nothing.
That left the floor. It was covered with a thin carpet. There was no indication of any area that had been repeatedly lifted or folded back.
My gaze went to the intersection of floor and wall. No interruption of that joint. I looked at the little counter that comprised the kitchen work surface. It had a two-burner propane stovetop, a small sink, a place to put a dish-draining rack, and a spot for preparing food and making sandwiches. No place to hide a computer. In keeping with older camper designs, there was no oven or microwave.
Then I realized where I’d hide a computer. Because the other options were so limited, I was immediately certain that Grandpa Charlie would have done the same thing.
Spot must have sensed a change in my attitude. He suddenly stopped sniffing the closet door, turned, and looked at me, his nose just a foot from my face.
“Out, Largeness,” I said. “I need some room.”
He backed up until his rear paws were at the camper door and the three steps leading down to the ground. Then he did a kind of dog maneuver, not unlike when he felt his way down the ladder into the mine shaft during the forest fire a few years before. Lower the left rear paw and feel around for a step. Do the same with his right rear paw. Gradually get his rear half down to the ground. The rest was easy.
I followed him and did the same thing, until my lower half was also out of the camper. That’s when I stopped and lay my upper body down on the floor of the narrow space in the camper’s galley kitchen.
There I saw what I knew I’d find.
Under the kitchen cabinet was the standard indent that provides space for a person’s feet when working at the counter. The back of the indent was a vertical board four inches high and recessed three inches. It was what is sometimes called the kickplate. Tucked up in the point of maximum shadow were slide bolts, one on each end. They were positioned to be very hard to see and very easy to reach. Sliding them to the side, the kickplate swung down, revealing a small space behind it.
There was a large manila envelope, the laptop computer, and next to it, the charger cord. I pulled the items out and slid the slide bolts back to reposition the kickplate. I set the computer on the table.
Lifting up the hinged computer lid, there was a password screen.
Just like the man’s phone.
All the secrets in the world could have been in that computer. But without the password, I was out of luck. And just like the iPhone, it might have been a system that completely locks for 24 hours or more if someone enters an incorrect password more than a few times in a row.
I looked in the manilla envelope. There were a bunch of papers. I pulled them out. They were all personal, no official records that would indicate anything about Charles Dexter’s life or accounts or work. No doubt that was all in the computer. I flipped through the papers. Most were drawings Camille had done for Charlie. Sweet little stick figures with big smiles, drawings of the sun shining down on decorated Christmas trees. And moons. Lots of moons. They had different colors and the contrasting skies were variable colors as well. While the drawings were the somewhat primitive work of a young child, there was something dramatically effective about them. I looked at them for a minute before I realized what it was. Camille had a spectacular color sense. The moons all glowed.
I’d seen enough art over the years to know that making colors glow was not a given. You can’t just paint a dark blue sky, have a white circle in it and expect it to glow. There was something else about how neighboring colors interact. Whatever the skill was, Camille had it.
I gathered the papers and the computer and brought them into my cabin.
I’d already come up with several likely passwords that Grandpa Charlie might have used. I opened the laptop and tried them. Nothing worked. I tried Camille’s name, forward and backward. Same for every variation of Dexter’s name. I tried the model name of his pickup, the camper, the titles of the books on the little shelf in the camper.
The only positive thing to come of my efforts was that the computer hadn’t locked up after my multiple attempts, so I stopped worrying about that.
I thought I’d check with Camille and see if she could provide any clue about how Dexter might have chosen passwords. Maybe there were significant dates in his life. Maybe he had a favorite food or past pet or a favorite childhood memory.




EIGHTEEN

The next morning, Spot and I went to my office on Kingsbury Grade. I loaded the coffee maker, checked the answering machine, turned on my computer, and read the news. Spot stepped onto his Harlequin Great Dane camo bed, turned two and a half circles, and lay down. In the old days, I didn’t understand the turning. But now it was obvious he wanted to get his own black-and-white pattern to match up with the pattern on the bed, the better to disappear.
“Perfectly camouflaged,” I said to him. “Like a lion in tall grass. Your prey will never see you as you launch your surprise attack. You are an apex predator, invincible, feared by all.”
Spot flopped over onto his side, sighed, and went to sleep.
My phone rang.
“McKenna Investigations,” I answered.
“Got some hunch results,” Diamond said.
“Should I pick up treats and come down to the valley?”
“I’m on duty up at the lake. I can stop by your office crib. If we talk CC theft prevention, that would be official business for me.”
“I’ll be here at the office.”
Five minutes later, Spot stopped snoring, lifted his head, and stared at the closed door.
All was silent. There was no sound of footsteps in the hall or coming up the stairway.
I swiveled my chair and looked out the window. A Douglas County Sheriff’s SUV was just coming to a stop in the parking lot.
I looked back at Spot, whose ears swiveled from pointing forward to pointing backward, then again to forward. Was it possible that a sheriff’s vehicle sounded different from a civilian vehicle? Even if so, Diamond’s vehicle made no sound that I could hear. Eternal mysteries of canine sensory systems.
I heard the distant creaks of Diamond’s footsteps coming up the stairs.
Spot stood. He took two steps toward the door, stared intently at the doorknob, his nose just inches away. His wag setting was on low. After several seconds, the wag went to medium. He leaned forward as if to nudge the doorknob with his nose. A moment later, the door opened. Diamond stood there with a cardboard tray that held two coffees and a paper bag. Spot upgraded his wag to high speed.
Diamond rubbed Spot’s head. “The Dane is hoping I brought a Danish.”
“Did you?”
“Nope. Three croissants. One for each of us.”
“He likes those, too. But he’s not very fastidious about croissant crumbs,” I said.
“I’ll feed him his outside.” Diamond set the tray of goodies on my desk. He reached into the bag and pulled out a croissant. He held the paper-wrapped croissant above his head. “C’mon, Largeness.” Diamond turned back toward the door.
“You don’t have to hold it that high,” I said as they left.
“I’ve seen this boy leap for food,” came his echoing response as they went out and down the stairs.
I looked down at them from the window as Diamond had Spot stay. Diamond walked away and said a few words I couldn’t hear. Despite the distance, I could sense that Spot was quivering with excitement.
Diamond tossed the croissant to Spot. There was a flash of fang, and the croissant disappeared. Diamond gave Spot a pet, and they came back into the building. When they came through my door, Diamond sat in one of my client chairs. We drank coffee and ate croissants.
“You had a productive hunch,” I said.
“Mm, mm,” Diamond mumbled as he slurped coffee. “There’s a very smart young kid who lives near me in Minden. He egged the high school, and I heard about it. They had a meeting with the kid, his mother, the principal, and the sheriff’s deputy who caught him. He knew the kid was my neighbor. With his agreement, I showed up at the meeting. I vouched for the kid, saying that he was basically a good kid who did a stupid, immature thing. So they didn’t charge the kid, and they went on my recommendation that he be allowed to have a second chance.”
“Meaning the kid owes you,” I said. “What’s he got to offer?”
“He’s a wizard with computers. Last night, he helped me set up a catalytic converter theft report methodology. We went through Reno and Washoe County crime logs and found out that most CC thefts in northern Nevada happen in Reno. So we mapped them and color-coded them according to dates. The kid printed out two maps and a spreadsheet with analysis.”
Diamond reached to his shirt pocket for some pages that were folded in thirds. He spread open the pages on my desk. They showed a circle with multi-colored pie shapes. “Check out the color progression of CC thefts. The red ones are four weeks ago. Three and a half weeks ago are orange. Three weeks ago are yellow. Two and a half weeks are green. Two weeks, blue. One and a half weeks are lavender. One week is purple.”
“Mapping crime with the rainbow,” I said.
“Right. The rainbow shows that our CC crook is very organized. He divided the city of Reno into a pie and they’re moving clockwise around the pie.”
“He?” I said.
“Would you seriously think a CC thief could be a she?”
“No. But I try to be open-minded to the possibility.” I looked back at the circular pie of colors.
“Unfortunately,” Diamond said, “crime reports aren’t instantaneous. When a person discovers their car has had the converter cut off, they call their insurance company. After they’ve had their car towed to a repair shop, they start to think about filing a police report. And once they file, it takes a few days for the report to register in the system. So there is a lag time of up to a week before we can map it.”
“Got it.” I finished my croissant and wished I had another.
“Nevertheless,” Diamond said, “you can see the general area where they will probably strike tonight and tomorrow night.”
I ran my finger over the printed maps. “Yes, it’s clear. But this is a big area. We could never watch but a fraction of it.”
“Except for the other qualifier on the spreadsheet. The highest concentration of converter thefts is in hotel parking lots.”
“Of course,” I said. “Once someone parks their car for the night, they go into their hotel and they don’t come out until morning. More importantly, their vehicle is a long distance from their hotel room. They’ll never hear any sound the thieves might make.”
Diamond was nodding. “I’ve already checked for hotels in the area that will likely be targeted tonight and tomorrow night.”
“Find any?”
“Only one. Which is perfect. It’s a big hotel and casino with a large parking lot. Much of the lot is a long way from the hotel. A great area to cruise for CCs. My wizard delinquent neighbor kid looked up the most popular vehicles for CC theft.”
“They vary?”
“Yeah. Older cars have converters with more of the precious metals and hence are more popular. And on some models of cars, it’s easier to get to the CC. Honda Elements don’t need to be jacked up. You can just lie down next to the right side of the car, and the CC is right there, easy for picking. Other cars need to be jacked up, but they are easy to jack.”
“Such as?”
“Toyota Prius and Honda Accord.” Diamond pointed at the spreadsheet. “The car models that are most victimized are listed on the bottom right side of the spreadsheet.”
“I see,” I said.
“So we can scan the parking lots and focus on those particular vehicle models, especially the ones that are a good distance from easy observation points. It wouldn’t be a slam-dunk search process, but we could get lucky.”
“And nab a dirtball who can direct us toward the people he works for.”
Diamond drank the rest of his coffee. “He or she,” he said, smiling. “The next question is if you’re free tonight?”
“Haven’t thought about it.”
“Because I am.”
“This isn’t your project. And this is in Reno. Which is Washoe County. Far out of your jurisdiction.”
“But if a peace officer like me happens to witness a crime, I can make a citizen’s arrest.”
“True. But I could never ask you to take on such a mission.”
Diamond’s face got serious. “You will recall that I met the girl. I’m asking you. Camille is as sweet and innocent as they come. And now she’s an orphan. If I can do anything that would help find the person who killed her grandfather, that is the best use of my time and energy.”
“And you think the bad guy stealing CCs and the bad guy killing grandfathers are connected.”
“You’re the one who maybe thinks that. I do know that bad guys often hang out together. CC thieves probably know of bruisers who beat up or kill people for money.”
I looked at him, then looked at my calendar. “Yes, I’m free tonight.”
We looked up the hotel, studied the map, analyzed it like we were CC thieves planning our attack approach, our escape routes, the likelihood of being spotted by security cameras.
We studied nearby buildings and lots, trying to find good places to surveil from, places where we could comfortably use binoculars to look for cars on the most popular CC list.
“What do you think we should do if we catch a CC thief in the act?” I said.
Diamond shrugged. “The rules say we make a citizen’s arrest, call the Reno PD and ask them to pick up our suspect. But that’s just the rules. You want justice for the girl. What would you want to do?”
“Something that could get you fired and banned from any future law enforcement employment. Something that could provide us a long-term plan of three free meals a day in a government facility.”
Diamond looked at me with a blank face.
I could almost see his neurons firing inside his skull.
“Let’s say we catch someone,” he said. “I can stay in the background. Wear dark clothes. Wear a Batman mask. No one but you would ever know I helped bring down a dirtball. Knowing that my future would not be at risk, what would you want to do?”
“Like you, I’d be wondering about any possible information that could help the little girl. It’s a cliché that the wheels of justice turn very slowly. I don’t want to wait that long. And I realize that the checks and balances that are designed to make us regard suspects as innocent until proven guilty come from noble desires. But if we catch a guy stealing a CC, I would make him talk. I’d demand that he tell us who he sells the converters to. If I can track what he says back to the person who killed Camille’s grandpa, I won’t feel too bad about circumventing the rule of law to get that info.”
“And after he talks?”
“I’ll wrap him up and make him a present for the Reno PD.”




NINETEEN

That evening, I brought Spot to stay with Street and Camille and Blondie in Street’s condo. Many times I had witnessed how useful Spot was for intimidation. But when he wasn’t on his camo bed in my office, he was a bigger attention getter than a young movie star. I wanted to blend in, not stand out.
Street and Camille were sitting on the couch, reading a book together. I didn’t know how the process would work when one party was deaf, but all that mattered was that it did. Blondie and Camille jumped up to greet Spot, but we got them resettled in front of the gas fireplace. I didn’t ask for details about the book because I didn’t want to distract from the Norman Rockwell setting. The less interruption from me, the better. Camille sat back down next to Street, and I left.
Diamond and I had decided that the best time to troll for catalytic converter thieves would be late at night. So I drove back up the mountain and went to bed.
I set the alarm for 1 a.m., was at Diamond’s house down in Carson Valley by 2 a.m., and we drove north to Reno. He didn’t wear a Batman mask, but he was dressed in black jeans and dark brown shirt, and he wore dark hiking boots. With his brown skin, he was about as unnoticeable as one gets. Assuming, however, that he didn’t smile and flash his teeth.
We arrived at the hotel that we intended to stake out 45 minutes later. The big glass box had a multi-level parking ramp in addition to a large parking lot that stretched like a spread apron 100 yards out from the building. We found a parking space on the top level of the ramp. The ramp was well lit, but we parked near the door to the stairway. The projecting stairwell created a strong shadow area where we were able to hang out and lean our elbows on the short wall at the edge of the ramp.
The parking lot below had tall light poles around its perimeter. The lights were bright enough to make out the models of cars but only if one had good binoculars and a steady hand.
For a time, we both scanned the lot, looking across a vast collection of vehicles, watching for anyone cruising the lot in a manner that didn’t seem like they were looking for a parking place. But after fifteen minutes behind the lenses of binoculars, eye fatigue sets in. We got more organized and took turns. Diamond kept us awake and alert by talking about several books he’d read on animal intelligence. He never reads a single book and, instead, consumes them in groups. If fiction, the category is defined by a particular author. If non-fiction, the category is a subject. He went on at length. Serious length.
I finally interrupted. “If you ever pause your lecture, I could ask you a relevant question about this animal intelligence business.”
He lowered his binoculars and looked at me. “You don’t appreciate my enthusiasm for the subject?”
“Enthusiasm? More like ardor heated to a boiling point. I’ll be here for two weeks, which will be thirteen days after my death-by-ardor scalding.”
Diamond’s face was blank. He said, “I’m just beginning. I could instead make an insipid conversational opener like, ‘How about those Yankees?’ and then devolve into a vapid discussion about whether or not baseball is a better game than football.”
“You think it is?”
“If you care about individual accomplishment, baseball rules. But the corporate and war metaphors embedded in football suggest a compelling—if tedious—reason for its popularity.”
“What about animal intelligence?”
His face was still expressionless. “I’m wary of resuming my zeal lest I run afoul of your conversational policing. But I can sum up what humans think of animal intelligence by saying it is woefully under-appreciated. We humans have a small edge over animals with our cleverness. But mostly we have an enormous hubris regarding our importance. We have the ability to document what we do, and our arrogance drives that documentation. There is, of course, a bit of wisdom in some of that documentation, but because people are unwilling to see it and act on it, the advantages of documentation are unclear. Or non-existent. Any historian can look back on the past and find lots to be horrified about. Beyond the various arts and technological development, the history of humanity is largely that of violent wars. And our recent history of the last hundred and fifty years adds to our war record the multiple ways we are despoiling the planet that has given us such wonderful gifts. We’re consuming all of the Earth’s resources, and we are leaving behind what will become a hot, turbulent environment that will suck any comfort out of life.”
I nodded in the dark. “People take the Earth for granted.”
Diamond seemed to squint at me in the darkness. “As you know, sixty-six million years ago, an asteroid collided with the Earth and produced such a massive environmental upheaval that seventy-five percent of all animals, including all the dinosaurs, were destroyed. We are now on track to bring about a similar—if less sudden and less dramatic—inhospitable change to our planet. In our case, we are the vector bringing the disaster. We’re destroying the very environment that we depend on. There is little disagreement among intelligent humans as to the coming environmental collapse, nor is there much dispute about the changes that are necessary if we are to save the world from collapse. But it appears that society doesn’t have the political will or the moral focus to make the hard choices. With humans at the steering wheel, the vehicle appears to be swerving off the environmental road toward a big collision.”
I’d opened the coffee thermos and poured some in our cups. “Reasonable as your thoughts are, you still have a bad attitude,” I said as I slurped. Diamond suddenly raised his binoculars. I saw what he was looking at, so I looked through my binoculars as well. A van was cruising slowly among the parked cars. It slowed. A man got out of the passenger side and walked along looking at cars while the van followed. Was he scoping out the territory for the preferred models of catalytic converters?
We were silent as we watched. The walking man came to a gap in the cars. He waved at the van driver. The driver pulled past, backed up and turned, jockeyed forward. The man walking directed him as the van managed to back into what seemed like a small parking space. The driver got out, and the two men walked off toward the casino.
“False alarm,” Diamond said.
We traded off four or five times an hour. As dawn rosed the eastern horizon, we gave up.
As I drove south toward Diamond’s house, he said, “Same time tomorrow night?”
“Works for me, but you have a job. You can’t work on no sleep.”
“I have unused vacation days.”
“Not much of a vacation, working surveillance from the roof of a parking ramp.”
“True. But my neighbor kid’s chart suggests that the thieves will be moving on to a different territory after another night. So we should make another surveillance effort tonight. I’d rather take a vacation day than lose a chance to nab this scum bag.”
“Your choice,” I said. “Thanks for helping.”
I dropped Diamond off in Minden, and I headed back up 3000 feet to my cabin and went to bed.




TWENTY

I was up drinking coffee by 9:00 a.m.. Tracked down Street and company at her lab.
“Any luck last night?” She asked after she answered her phone.
“No. Our search was fruitless. Although Diamond  told me of the coming environmental collapse.”
“Gotta love Diamond,” Street said.
“Is His Largeness in your way?”
“No. He’s been entertaining Camille. She’s playing Sacagawea and Spot is her Shoshone horse.”
“You mean she’s riding Spot?”
“Around and around my lab. The main room is the American West. My back room is the unknown wilderness where Sacagawea placated the concerns of Shoshone and Paiute warriors. When they saw Sacagawea, they knew the mission was a peaceful one.”
“Is this something Camille knows about?”
“Ever since the book we read last night, yes. She’s quite passionate about the way Sacagawea promoted peace between the men on the Lewis and Clark mission and the native tribes. I heard her telling Spot that it’s important to make love not war.”
“They’re in your back room? Where you and I have made love not war?”
I could visualize Street giving me the sideways look I knew well.
“Request permission to visit,” I said.
“We’re heading back to the condo soon. We can meet there. Half an hour?”
“See you then.”
After another cup of coffee, I drove down the winding mountain road. I watched for any motorcycles as I parked at Street’s condo and knocked.
The door opened. Blondie raced out. She and Spot headed for the woods.
“Camille…” I said.
“She’s inside drawing pictures. She’s quite good with a ballpoint pen.”
“You’d have to be. You can’t erase mistakes.”
We were standing in the open doorway.
“Did last night go okay?” I asked.
“Better, I guess. But I’ve come to expect tears and stress before bed. Camille obviously loved Grandpa Charlie. It takes almost nothing to make her break down and cry for a long time. I got out a book to read to her. She told me that Grandpa Charlie always read to her. She immediately started crying. She is so sad, it breaks my heart.”
“Just so I understand, how does it work, reading to a deaf child?”
“I position the book so she can read the words and also see my lips. I use my finger to point to the words as I go. As I read, I attempt to sign a little. She helps and shows me the right way to sign as we go.”
“So she combines the visuals,” I said. “The printed words, your mouth and lips, and your moving finger. Maybe she even feels the vibrations.”
“Absolutely. I think the vibrations are important. It probably helps that she’s very smart. I’d guess she can read as well as other kids her age who have normal hearing. But she’s living on an edge with Grandpa Charlie gone. I worry that she’ll fall off into the abyss at any time.”
“It’s going to take a long time for her to recover,” I said.
“And there’s something else that has me upset,” Street said.
“What’s that?”
“She needed a bath. We decided that after dinner would be a good time. She said that Grandpa Charlie used to wash her hair, but he had stopped doing that because he said she was getting old enough that she should bathe and wash her hair by herself. Then she said she missed him washing her hair. So I said I could wash her hair. I didn’t think she would want me to. That would be like me infringing on Grandpa Charlie’s territory. But she said she would like that.”
“That sounds good. Kind of a comfort thing.”
“Yes. It was good. But Owen, something happened. No, ‘happened’ is the wrong word. I discovered something. Hold on.”
I waited. Street glanced inside the open door and then turned back to me.
“Camille is sitting on the floor reading a book. She’s leaning back against the couch, facing away from me. But I want to face away in case she turns and sees what we’re saying.”
“A new phrase for being around a deaf orphan,” I said. “‘Sees what we’re saying.’”
“Right. Anyway, what startled me when I was washing her hair was I discovered she’s got depressions in her head. Just above her ears. They’re not perfectly symmetrical. The right one goes farther up and farther back than the left.”
“You think they’re congenital?”
“No. When I felt them, I looked closer. I could see scars. Of course, she realized that I was feeling them. She said, ‘Those are my dents.’”
“I tried to be casual even though I was, frankly, kind of horrified. So I asked how she got them. She said she always had them, and that Grandpa Charlie said they came from when she was sick when she was a baby.”
“He didn’t say why or how?”
“Apparently not. I suppose he made it sound like no big deal so as not to alarm a young kid.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “Any idea what might have caused them?”
“None at all.”
“But you’re a scientist. You would have already looked it up.”
“I did and learned nothing about what could have caused depressions. But I did learn one curious thing. The depressions are near the temporal lobes of the brain.”
“I’ve heard that word,” I said, “but I have no idea what the various parts of the brain do.”
“Lots of stuff happens in the temporal lobes. But one of the main ones is hearing.”
“Interesting.”
“But problems in the brain don’t generally manifest on the outside of the skull.” Street paused. “And the scars indicate that she had some kind of surgery.”
“Surgery regarding her hearing?”
“Maybe. Then this morning, Camille saw Blondie bark. She said she could feel the vibrations of the bark but she wished she knew what it sounded like. Because she brought up the subject, I told her there were hearing devices called cochlear implants and that maybe she could get those. She said that Grandpa Charlie had talked about them because he thought she’d get questions about them. Like, why didn’t she have cochlear implants.”
“He was prepping her,” I said.
“Right.”
“Did he have an answer why she didn’t have them?”
“I asked Camille. She said she couldn’t get them because of her dents.”
“Probably the perfect answer for a kid,” I said. “Just the right amount of ambiguity.”
“Then I asked her if she went to the doctor when she was sick as a baby. But she didn’t know. So I asked her the name of her current doctor. She said she didn’t have one. I said, ‘Didn’t Grandpa Charlie take you to a doctor for checkups and such?’”
“And…” I said.
Street didn’t immediately respond.
She came back. “Sorry. I got distracted. Camille said she remembered going to the doctor once when she had strep throat and another time to get shots. One in each shoulder, she said. She thought they were vaccinations.”
“Have you thought about how to find her medical records?”
“Thought about it, sure. But I have no answers. Grandpa Charlie was obviously a hermit. He didn’t want the world to have data on his private life, and that apparently extended to Camille.”
“I wonder if there’s some kind of national database for children’s medical records.”
“I looked it up,” Street said. “There are a couple of them. But you have to be a doctor to get the records. And they may not have any info on a Camille Dexter. I think grandpa Charlie was quite focused on staying under the radar.”
I pondered that. “I wonder why Grandpa Charlie didn’t bring her in for medical checkups. Was he hiding from something? Running from something?”
“Maybe.”




TWENTY-ONE

After I left Street’s, I called Doc Lee at the local hospital’s ER number. I left a message. He called back ten minutes later. “I can meet you when I get off my shift,” he said.
“When’s that?”
“Noon.”
I looked at the clock. 11:45. “Where would you like to meet?”
“Lunch at the Red Hut?”
“See you there in a few minutes.”
I drove into South Lake Tahoe, parked, and rolled down the rear window for Spot. Spot reached his head far out the window and was sniffing the air the way a Kodiak bear sniffs spawning salmon. I’d read about how dogs can smell in stereo the same way people can see in stereo. From the looks of his nostrils flexing, he was probably taking in a 3-dimensional image of a cheese omelet with sides of bacon and hash browns. The left nostril twitched more than the right. Were the hash browns on the left? Were they extra crispy?
“Be good and you may get your wish,” I said.
I was walking to the entrance when the black Porsche pulled up. Doc Lee got out. He nodded at me.
“I don’t understand how you can look sharp after a long night of emergency medicine,” I said.
“Looking sharp is a technique. A learned skill. Like how to analyze your lie on the green at Edgewood’s sixteenth hole.”
“Gimme an example of this technique.”
Doc Lee raised his sleeve to show me his watch, a fancy piece of equipment with multiple dials, some large, some small, intricate golden hands that were set off by a navy background. The watch band had a pattern in blues and whites. Then Doc Lee looked down at what appeared to be very expensive loafers made of shiny black leather and trim that looked like gold. It reminded me of Anthony Rossi’s shoes. Maybe Doc Lee was wearing Rossi and Dexter duds.
Doc Lee pulled up his trouser leg. His sock had a pattern similar to his watchband. The blue was even more pronounced.
“Your socks look like Winslow Homer paintings.”
“That’s because they are. These are sections from Homer’s Gulf Stream. Eighteen ninety-nine, in case you’re interested.”
“I am. I didn’t know you were into art.”
“I am if it’s this beautiful. And they wouldn’t put it on socks if it wasn’t beautiful.”
“Got it,” I said.
We went inside the restaurant.
After we’d been seated and served coffee, we ordered. Neither of us needed a menu to make a decision.
“With all your seniority,” I said, “you still work graveyard?”
“Sometimes. There is an incentive. The normal good pay is even better. Each night of graveyard cements another brick in my financial fort.”
“Will this fort be… fortress like?”
“Wait and see. I might put in moats with Italian gondolas, black with gold pinstriping. Go with my shoes. Drawbridges made of hand-hewn oak. Go with my sixpack abs. Knights in armor. Go with… let me think. That would also go with my sixpack abs.” He looked off as if visualizing. Then he tightened his abs and bounced his fists off them. “Or maybe I just get a cabin on an ocean beach. Paint it blue like my socks. I’ll send you an invitation to the housewarming.”
“Despite your obvious style acumen, you don’t look like you’ve spent the night removing bullets.” I said it facetiously, but Doc Lee took it seriously.
“I wish. But I took a roll of quarters out of the stomach of a twelve-year-old boy, and I did some face surgery on a woman who’d been in a car accident and went through the windshield.”
“Ouch. She going to survive?”
“Yes. She was remarkably unscathed other than her lower lip ripped off.”
“My God.”
“The cops found the lip skewered on a sharp little branch of a small fir tree that was covered in broken glass. They said a street light shone down on the tree, which was sparkling like it had been decorated for Christmas. They noticed the lip because it had a surfeit of red lipstick.”
“How’d she end up through the windshield?”
“The usual. Wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. Driving too fast.”
“Was not wearing a seatbelt a casual oversight or a decision?”
“I asked her that. She said she doesn’t wear it for safety reasons.” He paused. “But I smelled smoke on her breath. I hope the re-attachment takes. It would be hell to go through life with a lip prosthesis.”
“What does it mean that you smelled smoke on her breath?”
“Smokers don’t heal as well. I spent a lot of time on the little micro arteries and veins, but I’m kind of worried. I hope I haven’t missed any malpractice insurance bills.”
“Are you serious? She would sue if it goes bad?”
“Probably. Doctors are supposed to be miracle workers. Maybe we’re too good at what we do. People do stupid stuff like swallowing a roll of quarters and diving through windshields, and they expect us to make it all better. If we can’t, it’s our fault.”
The waiter brought us our food, an omelet and hash browns and bacon for me and eggs, pancakes, and sausage for Doc Lee. He poured on enough syrup to flood not just his pancakes but his eggs and sausage as well. Doc Lee was a thin guy, fastidious, and conscious of keeping trim. I never understood how he could eat so much. Probably burned off the calories with surgery stress augmented with situps.
“So what kind of medical question do you have for me?” He asked.
“Why do you assume I have a medical question?”
Doc Lee briefly glanced up at the ski resort chairlift hanging above our heads. “Unless you’ve finally decided to get your sartorial act together, it has to be medical.”
“Well, you could give me clothing advice,” I said.
“Anyone could give you clothing advice.” He stuffed a heaping fork of pancakes into his mouth.
“What would you tell me?”
“I’d tell you to look in the mirror, then compare what you see to a picture of Rami Malek or John Legend.”
“They don’t wear jeans and flannel shirts?”
Doc Lee paused mid-chewing, then resumed. He didn’t speak.
“Okay,” I said. “The medical question involves a deaf girl.” I told him about Camille Dexter.
“Street is temporarily taking care of her,” I said. “When she washed the girl’s hair, she discovered scars and dents in the girl’s skull just above the ears. I’m wondering what might be the cause of that?”
“Symmetrical dents and scars on both sides of her head?” Doc Lee cut one of his sausages in half, added eggs to the same fork, and ate it.
“Not perfectly symmetrical but pretty much, yeah.”
“Surgery on one side of the head could be for any kind of injury. But both sides? Sounds like a congenital situation. Something that didn’t develop properly during the embryo stages.”
“What kind of surgery would be done on both sides of her brain?”
“Hard to say. I’m not a neurologist or neurosurgeon. Anencephaly happens when the embryo’s neural tube doesn’t form correctly.”
“Anencephaly?”
“When a baby is missing part of its brain. I believe defects in the neural tube can manifest on both sides of the brain. Perhaps that’s what happened to this girl. A temporal lobe issue in the area that processes hearing.”
“What kind of surgery would be done?”
“I don’t know. I’d guess it was to address a brain AVM issue. Arteriovenous malformation. When you get a spaghetti pile of arteries and veins going nowhere, you can get bleeding and other problems. Sometimes the best thing is to just take it all out.”
I found Doc Lee’s description both helpful and bracing. But that’s what it takes to be a good doctor. You can’t be too wrapped up in the personality of the patient if you need to go inside them and start cutting.
He ate eggs and then immediately stuffed in a forkful of pancakes. “You should look up her pediatric medical records.”
“How would I do that when she doesn’t have a doctor?”
Doc Lee raised his left eyebrow in question. He kept chewing.
“I believe her guardian, the grandfather who died, wanted to stay off the radar, so he rarely took her to a doctor.”
“Why? He’s a criminal or something?”
“Maybe. Or was fixated on privacy.”
Doc Lee nodded, then swallowed. “It’s true that if you tell the medical world your secrets, they’re no longer secret. It ain’t like the old days. Everything goes into a computer. Anyone who can hack it can look at just what kind of treatment you got for that problem on that body part you’re not eager to talk about.”
I worked on my omelet and hash browns, and saved the rest for a doggie bag. Doc Lee drank coffee.
“Did the girl say anything about the scars?” he asked.
“Only that she learned that she was sick as a baby, and that’s why she has scars. Apparently, the surgery was when she was very young. And her grandfather never told her what it was for.”
“Surgery means medical treatment. Some hospital has records. Where did she live as a baby?”
“We don’t know.”
“Maybe I can do a search. I’ll let you know if I find anything.” Doc Lee tapped on his watch. The watch face that I thought was made of beautiful, tooled mechanics appeared to dissolve, and a miniature keyboard came up. He pulled out a stylus and tapped the micro keys to make a note. “The girl’s name?”
“Camille Dexter. One more thing I learned,” I said. “Street mentioned cochlear implants to the girl, and she said that her grandfather said she can’t get them because of her dents.”
Doc Lee nodded. He finished the last of his sausage.
Doc Lee said, “Cochlear implants are quite effective for several kinds of deafness. But the grandfather’s comments about them not being available to the girl might be accurate. Cochlear implants provide a kind of audio signal, and they transmit that to the inner ear. With time and experience, people learn to interpret the signal in useful ways. It’s not much like our hearing, but it’s something.”
“I’m trying to imagine what it might be like.”
“Here’s a bad example. Think of when you go outside on a sunny day and you look at all the colored flowers and the blue of Lake Tahoe and the snow on the mountains. Spectacular colors and a vivid landscape that is dramatic and rich with color and texture.”
“Right,” I said.
“Now imagine going outside on a dark night and the only way you can see is to shine a dim orange light on objects. In time you could learn to understand when you’re looking at a flower, but you’ll never perceive the beauty of the colors or the richness of the landscape.”
“Ah,” I said. “The amount of information is severely reduced and altered, and its nuance is gone. But a dim orange light would still be hugely beneficial if the alternative is being completely blind.”
“Right.” Doc Lee finished his plate, pushed it away an inch, then leaned back in his chair. “However, the dim orange light would still require you to have some basic function in your eyes and in the vision center of your brain.”
“So the cochlear implants require the same for hearing,” I said. “Parts of the inner ear and the hearing center in your brain still have to work.”
Doc Lee nodded. “Problem is, the hearing centers in your brain are in the temporal lobes. Surgical scars near both temporal lobes suggest some kind of congenital development problem. I could be wrong, of course. But it may be that this poor girl doesn’t have the internal equipment to ever hear.”
“She does feel vibrations. She moves with the beat of loud music.”
Doc Lee nodded. “That’s pretty common. Processing vibrations with your ears is hearing. Ears are very sophisticated at that. But we can still process vibrations with the rest of our body. That kind of perception isn’t sophisticated enough to hear speech. But many deaf people have the ability to turn and step out of the way when they feel the vibrations of a truck approaching them from behind.”
“I’ll let Street know not to give Camille any expectation that cochlear implants could help. Thanks very much.” I picked up the check, and we left. “You go home now and go to bed? Even after drinking coffee?”
“You spend a night working ER, the stuff that keeps you awake isn’t caffeine.”
I nodded. “It’s lips on tree branches.”
“You’ve got the idea.”




TWENTY-TWO

That night, Spot was still with Street and Camille.
Diamond and I headed back to the top of the same parking ramp at the same Reno hotel. Once again, the surrounding parking lot was filled with hundreds of cars.
We had our binoculars and folding chairs, and we were sitting in the same shadowed area as before, out of easy view for any crook who was wondering about surveillance. My Jeep was parked just 100 feet away, ready for a quick assault. Diamond had set out two mugs, opened his thermos, and poured us coffee.
“Thanks,” I said as I sipped. “Last night we were becalmed on a large thief-less ocean. We could have rowed to a new location. Yet you believe the winds of larceny will return to this… This pirate desert and bring us bountiful rewards.”
Diamond turned and looked at me. “Pirate desert? Well, aren’t you a seafaring Sherlock disguised as a T.S. Eliot wannabe.”
“I don’t know anything about Eliot. But Doc Lee showed me his Winslow Homer socks at breakfast this morning. They had an intense blue and got me thinking of an ocean motif.”
“When sailors are becalmed, what do they do?” Diamond asked.
“Wait for the winds to return?”
“Okay.” Diamond swept his arm across the view of the giant parking lot. “There’s our calm ocean. Watch for squalls.”
He drank coffee, then raised his binoculars to his eyes and scanned slowly from left to right.
“Doc Lee have anything interesting to say?” Diamond asked as he adjusted the focus knob.
“Yes. He told me that if I want to be fashionable, I should study photos of well-dressed celebrities.”
“You wanna be a fashion icon?”
“Naw. Too much to figure out. He also suggested that if you are planning to crash your car into a tree, you should wear your seatbelt and not be a smoker.”
“Good rule of thumb. Some smoker gomered himself lighting a cig?”
“Herself. I don’t know if she was lighting a cig. But the cops retrieved her lip from a tree and, while we were sleeping, Doc Lee attempted to put the lip back in place.”
“Who knew that lip reattachment was a thing,” Diamond said. “What’s with the smoking?”
“Apparently, it’s a detriment to healing.”
“Detriment to dating, that’s for sure. I got asked out by a lady whose loveliness was obvious after a long introductory phone conversation. We met at a country bar in Carson City. I couldn’t get closer than about four feet before the smoke cloud drove me back. I had to plead excessive sensitivity and excuse myself.”
“What’d she say?”
Diamond was still looking through his binoculars. “Same thing all addicts say. ‘I haven’t had a cig in days.’ People should know it’s better to ’fess up first thing. ‘I’ve got a two-pack-a-day and a six-scotches-a-night habit.’ If a person is forewarned, he or she can at least come to a date with a gas mask and a bottle of mouthwash.”
“In the interest of fairness, what flaws do you confess to?”
Diamond had scanned his binoculars all the way to the right and was now bringing them back on a return trip. “Salsa dependency, and a crush on Natalia Toledo Paz.”
“Who’s that?”
“Mexican poet. Writes in Zapotec, a pre-Columbian language still spoken in the state of Oaxaca south of Mexico City. In a poem called To T.S. Eliot, there’s a line about embracing my grandmother before the last star falls. Makes me cry every time. Hold on. This place may not be a pirate desert after all.”
I turned to look where Diamond’s binoculars were pointing.




TWENTY-THREE

I lifted my binoculars and pointed them toward the vehicle Diamond had seen. There was a white cargo van cruising slowly through the parking lot. It was hard to tell at a distance and in poor lighting, but I guessed it was a mid-’70s Dodge, short in height and short in length compared to newer vans. It slowed to a stop. The passenger door opened, and a man got out. He scurried over to a small car—possibly a Honda—and got down on the ground next to it. He stood up, moved to another vehicle, this one a small Toyota pickup. Once again, he got down on the pavement, then stood, then waved. The old Dodge van moved forward and stopped, blocking our view and, probably, that of most people near the hotel. The driver got out, opened the van’s side door, and lifted out some equipment. I couldn’t tell what it was in the darkness, but it looked somewhat like a tool box and a reciprocating saw like a Sawzall.
“Score,” I said. “Let’s go intercept them.”
Diamond and I trotted to the Jeep. I started it and drove down the ramp to the ground level.
We’d previously discussed how we would approach thieves. Our assumption was that they would be armed and willing to use their weapons. So we decided on the shock-and-awe approach, preferably while they were making noise that would cover our approach.
“How many guys do you think there are?” I asked.
“Two.” Diamond sounded confident. “If there were three of them, the driver would have stayed in their van, ready for a getaway. As it is, the driver got out and left the door open.”
“They probably left the van running, too,” I said. “That suggests we use our B plan.”
“Sounds good.” There was no need to go over it again. Diamond and I were both good at these kinds of procedures.
I drove to the road that ran around the perimeter of the parking lot. When we were 100 yards away from the Dodge van, I slowed to a quiet stop in a dark area. We got out, carrying junior baseball bats, and shut the doors by gently pushing on them. I assumed that Diamond had his backup gun in his ankle holster. But our strong desire was to not have gunfire, especially coming from Diamond.
We walked down opposite sides of the street. Diamond veered off into the parking lot first. He ducked low and started weaving between parked cars. I went farther, then did the same. The whine of a saw filled the night air. The shriek of metal saw blade on metal exhaust pipe was severe. It would give us good sound cover.
We approached the van from opposite sides. I came at the front of the van, Diamond toward its rear.
The saw noise quit. Diamond had told me how fast thieves could cut off a catalytic converter.
As we got closer, we could see one man standing between a Honda Element and a Toyota Tacoma pickup. He was slightly bent, looking down at the ground. I imagined that his comrade was lying on the pavement unscrewing bolts. If the standing guy raised his head, he would likely see either me or Diamond.
I slowed, placing my feet with exaggerated care so I made no noise. I was just a dozen feet away when the bat I was carrying bumped a car.
The standing guy jerked his head up and around and raised a gun before he even saw me. I charged, knowing I was too late.
But Diamond was already behind and to the side of the man. Diamond swung his bat down on the man’s gun arm.
There was a thud, the guy made an anguished cry of pain, and his gun clattered to the pavement. The man staggered back, holding his arm with his other hand. Diamond kicked the guy in his gut. The blow drove the man back, slamming him into the next car. The man slumped sideways, leaning over the car’s hood.
The guy lying on the ground next to the Honda grabbed the dropped gun off the pavement and rolled. I leaped past Diamond and the man holding his arm. As the prone man raised the gun, I landed with both feet on his arm. I heard the snap of one of his arm bones. He dropped the gun and screamed. I kicked the gun away, and it skittered under a nearby car. I took a deep breath. It’s always a relief when you take control of bad guys. Each of the men had wounded arms. They would be easy to control.
“Don’t move!” came a whispered shout.




TWENTY-FOUR

I turned. The passenger door of the Dodge van was open, and a third man stood there. He had a gun pointing at me.
“I’m not stupid like my buds. You’ll do exactly as I say, or I kill you both.” He turned toward Diamond, who was pulling the man he’d hit off the hood of the car. “You, brown boy, get away from the car. Step back slowly.”
Diamond slowly turned. Then, in a flash of movement, Diamond dropped to the ground, pulling the man off the car hood after him.
The third man pointed his gun at the two falling, twisting figures, pausing to aim at Diamond and not at his comrade.
I threw my bat.
A bat makes a great club. It does not make a great throwing weapon. But I used both hands and put energy into it.
The bat had speed, but it did a slow somersault as it rocketed through the night air. It might have easily hit the van first, then bounced off into the parking lot.
But the man at the side of the van sensed it coming in the dark. He instinctively swung his arm and pistol as if to defend himself, the exact wrong move. The bat hit that arm, and the guy grunted and lost a good grip on his pistol. He barely kept from dropping it. His arm and hand were probably numb. He was transferring it to his left hand when Diamond did a hands-and-knees scramble toward his feet. Diamond locked arms around the man’s ankles as I hit the man on his side.
The man slammed down, his head bounced off the pavement, and he went still.
Diamond and I gathered the two guns off the asphalt, then patted the men down, removing two more guns, for a total of four guns for three men. We also found three cell phones.
Diamond detached his roll of duct tape from where it was hooked to his belt. We double-teamed it. He tore off the pieces. I taped the men up. The two conscious men cried out when I taped their broken arms behind their backs. The unconscious man didn’t. To be sure he wasn’t feigning unconsciousness, I raised one of his eyelids and lightly pressed my fingertip against his eyeball. He didn’t respond. To be sure he wasn’t about to die from brain injury, I shined my light at his eyeball and watched to see that his iris reflex still worked. His dilated eye quickly contracted, meaning his brain still functioned at least in some degree.
To keep the men from freeing themselves with coordinated movements, I also taped their hands into fists. They wouldn’t be able to pull off the tape without someone coming along with a knife or scissors and helping.
Diamond and I looked inside the van. There were many boxes filled with catalytic converters.
I saw the key hanging from the van’s ignition. I pulled it out and put it in my pocket.
We walked back over to the two conscious men, who were immobilized on the ground between the cars, their arms and legs taped.
We rolled them face up and shined lights in their eyes to make them temporarily night blind. The parking lot was dark, and they probably wouldn’t be able to identify us. One of them was Hispanic, almost as dark as Diamond. The other two were white. Probably Northern European background.
Diamond and I had agreed that I would do the talking. Because Diamond was a cop, we didn’t want these guys to detect any trace of Mexican accent or his frequent upscale syntax and vocabulary. I planned to dumb down my words.
“Okay, dudes,” I said. “We’re goin’ into yer business. The whole converter thing’s like picking money off the ground, ain’t it? So all y’gotta do is tell me where y’sell ’em. We’re not even gonna take yer cargo. We’re real stand-up guys. We do our own honest work. And yer buyer probably can use as many as he can git, right? So tell me who yer buyer is.”
There was no response.
“Y’speak English, huh?” The unconscious man had spoken English that was rough but revealed an American-born accent. But the two conscious men hadn’t spoken.
No one answered my question.
“Look,” I said. “I get the whole silence thing. But if y’speak English, y’best tell me. If I get the information I want easy like, I treat y’right. If y’don’t tell me easy, I still get the information I want, but I treat y’bad. What it gonna be?”
No response.
I walked over to the guy whose arm I’d jumped on. I stuffed a rag into his mouth, rolled him onto his stomach, and then pulled on his broken arm.
He made a muffled scream.
“Gonna tell me now?”
Still no response.
I pulled a little harder on his arm.
His scream was more dramatic.
I said, “Y’can pro’bly tell what come next. I just keep yankin’ harder and harder until y’tell me or y’pass out from pain. Y’all know what it feel like to pass out from pain? It real bad. Like ’lectricity in yer brain, dude. Worse than dyin’. You ready to talk?”
I took hold of his arm.
He started making sounds that could have been an attempt at speech.
I rolled him onto his back and pulled the rag out of his mouth.
“Marko,” he said.
“Marko what?”
“Marko’s Hot Harleys.”
“What that?”
“Cycle shop.”
“Where?”
“Here in Reno. We bring him converters once a week. But if you tell him I gave you his name, he’ll kill us.”
“Bad dude, huh?”
“The worst.”
I stuffed the rag back into his mouth, put one in the other guy’s mouth, and walked over to the unconscious man on the ground. He was moaning, coming to. I put a rag in his mouth, too.
“What’s your thought on their guns?” Diamond asked quietly so the men couldn’t hear him.
“Good question,” I whispered. “Let’s take the magazines, make sure there are no bullets in the chambers, but leave the guns for the cops. They should know what these guys were carrying. We need a place to stash them where we’re positive the cops won’t overlook them.”
“I know a good place,” Diamond said. “We’ll put the pistol handles in their mouths. Tape the guns in good. The barrels will point out from each man’s mouth.”
I looked at Diamond. “That’s very twisted.”
He grinned, white teeth flashing against his brown skin.
I added, “But it’ll make us look crazy, which is good.”
“Four guns and three guys means one of these guys gets two.”
I turned and pointed. “The third guy who came out of the van and got the drop on us. He’s got a big mouth.”
We unloaded the guns, pocketing the magazines, and checked to make sure the guns were empty. We pulled the rags out of their mouths, stuck the pistol grips into their mouths, and then ran tape around the guns and the men’s heads, leaving the gun barrels protruding from their mouths.
“The cops will find the converters,” Diamond said. He didn’t sound certain.
“I assume so. But let’s be sure.” I went to the van and pulled the box of converters out onto the pavement. Then I removed three converters. I taped one to each man’s head, over the ear, butted up against the gun already taped in the mouth.
Our last task was to tape their cell phones to their foreheads.
I walked over to the man with two guns pointing out of his widely-stretched mouth. He seemed vaguely aware. “My rule for condemned dudes is to give ’em a phone call,” I said as I wrapped tape around his phone and his head. “But yer hands are tied. So I’ll dial for you.” I tapped out 911. There was a ring, and then it was answered. “Nine one one emergency,” a woman said.
I walked away as she said, “Please state your name and address.” I knew the phone’s software would direct the police to the phone’s location.
Diamond taped the other men’s phones to their foreheads and dialed 911. He also didn’t speak when the calls were answered.
We found a storm sewer grate on our way back to the Jeep. We dropped the magazines into it. The bullets went into another grate some distance away. Before getting into the Jeep, I paused to make certain that no passersby found the men before the cops got there. I didn’t want anyone to steal the guns.
Two black-and-whites came down a side street, sirens quiet but light bars flashing. They slowed as they approached the parking lot. Probably looking for GPS coordinates that matched the 911 calls. One cop got out of each car and walked slowly toward the comic book villains.
I shifted the Jeep into Drive and cruised away.




TWENTY-FIVE

The next morning, I called Diamond.
“Heard anything on the cop grapevine about the catalytic converter thieves?” I asked.
“Nope. But I wanted to check Señor Marko’s Harley shop, so I went to Reno and drove by an hour ago. Place is closed up and dark.”
“Like they skipped town?”
“Maybe. But I asked at the cafe nearby, and they said the place is often closed. No regular hours.”
“Then I’ll check them later. You should get some sleep. Hey, do I remember seeing a skateboard in the corner of your garage?”
“Sí. If a Mexican is under twenty when he shows up at the Southern California border, he’s gotta be carrying a skateboard before he’s considered for admission.”
“That’s a requirement to get a green card?” It was a joke.
Diamond answered seriously. “Probably. Shows a kid is normal and not some psycho criminal. I applied, filled out a lot of forms, contacted my uncle—my mother’s younger brother—whose wife is American, got him to hire me to work their pear orchard in Sonoma County, waited nine years.”
“Nine years seems a long time.”
“The average wait for Mexicans is more like twenty years.”
“Why so long?”
“Discourage us. Convince us to stay home. Never mind I was coming to California, which, until eighteen forty-eight,  belonged to Mexico.”
“I didn’t know you picked pears. You told me you picked lettuce.”
“That too. I was a migrant lettuce picker for several years, working under the migrant agricultural worker program. On one of my gigs near Bakersfield, I lived in a dorm in town and I rode my skateboard out the highway to the farm’s dirt road every day at five in the morning.”
“Wow, I thought skateboards were a fun toy, not a commuter vehicle.”
Diamond made a little huff over the phone.
“But I’ve never seen you ride one,” I said.
“How many forty-year-old men have you seen ride skateboards?”
“You’re that old?”
“Almost.”
“You look younger. I wonder why. It can’t be your jaded attitude.”
“You want to use my skateboard? Only if you promise not to fall and break your bones. I don’t think I could put up with the recrimination. You gonna ride with that young girl? I saw she always has her skateboard.”
“I thought it might be an ice breaker.”
“More like ice maker.” Diamond chuckled. “She’s gonna laugh at you.”
“No way,” I said. “I know how to be cool.”
“Trust me, McKenna. No little kid would think you’re cool. Bare minimum, she’ll think you’re funny in a geezer kind of way.”
“We’ll see about that.”
I met him later at his house. We went back to his garage. He opened the garage door. Spot was first inside.
“You’d think your hound has never been in this garage by his eagerness to stick his nose everywhere.”
“Every time a dog goes someplace he hasn’t been for a week, it requires a new odor inspection.”
“Odor?” Diamond said. “You mean aroma inspection.”
“No wag at your lawn mower means no pleasant aroma. You’ve probably got the remains of a dead animal stuck under the mower deck.”
“Highly doubtful,” Diamond said. “I don’t hunt, no matter what the weapon.”
I walked over and lifted up Diamond’s skateboard. It had a scratched triangular shape on it. “Every skateboard I’ve ever seen has graffiti on it. Yours has some kind of triangle.”
“A picture of the Great Pyramid of Cholula. Biggest pyramid there is.”
“I thought the one in Egypt was the biggest.”
Diamond shook his head. “The Great Pyramid of Giza is taller. Cholula is biggest by volume. In fact, it’s the biggest monument of any kind in the world.”
I turned the skateboard over in my hands. “Was this board the beginning of your intellectual bent? Riding around with an architectural wonder beneath your feet?”
“No, it was just that my great grandmother was of indigenous background from the area of Puebla, Mexico, where the Cholula pyramid was built. She called it her pyramid. She’d say things like, ‘Mi familia creció a la sombra de nuestra pirámide.’”
I didn’t know Spanish, but I understood what he was getting at. The pyramid was a big deal in his great grandmother’s world.
“So as a boy, I honored her by riding around on top of her pyramid.”
“Was she like your mother in Mexico City, walking miles every day, on track to live forever?”
“Sí. But she only lived to ninety-nine.”
I ran my hands over the wheels of the skateboard, turning them. “Any tips on driving this thing?”
“The trucks were set for my weight when I was about ten pounds lighter. One hundred sixty. So we should probably tighten them up.”
I looked at the heavy metal forms that held the wheels. “The trucks control how the wheels turn when you lean the board to the side.”
“Mind like a mechanical engineer,” Diamond said.
“It’s not like I’m an athletic beefcake. I’m only two fifteen.”
“Like I said. We should tighten them.” He pulled a wrench out of a tool box, took the skateboard from me, and turned some bolts on the bottom. “Let’s give it a test ride. Don’t want you to get wheel bite when you lean into a sharp turn.”
“What’s wheel bite?”
“If you lean so much that the wheels hit the bottom of the board, the board will suddenly stop and you’ll do a face plant on the tarmac. Speaking of which...” Diamond picked up a gym bag and opened it. “After you called, I pulled out my protective gear.” He reached inside. “Helmet and pads… It’s all here.”
“I won’t need that stuff.”
“Probably what the French King, Henry the Second, said before his last jousting match.”
I looked at Diamond. “I’m guessing it didn’t end well.”
“Ol’ Henry had been fighting the Habsburgs and much of the rest of Europe for control of Italy. The warring parties finally signed a peace treaty in fifteen fifty-nine and celebrated with a jousting tournament. Henry took a splinter from a lance. It went through his eye and into his brain.”
“Ouch,” I said.
“The worst part was it took him ten days to die. Not exactly a happy ride off into the sunset.”
“Message received.” I reached for Diamond’s gym bag, pulled out the various items, and started putting them on. Wrist guards, elbow pads, knee pads, helmet.
Diamond carried the board down the narrow drive next to his house and went out to the street. “Here you go,” he said. He dropped the board, giving it a little forward motion. It hit, bounced, and rolled away. “Give it a test.”
“No need.”
“I understand. You don’t want to be embarrassed when I see your technique. Don’t worry. I know you’re rough.”
“You’ve got it the other way around. I don’t want you to be embarrassed when you witness my natural mastery of such sports. Remember, I’m a serious skier.”
“Meaning you’re a real athlete.”
“Bode Miller meets Shaun White,” I said.
“Big-time skier and snowboarder?”
“Me on a skateboard,” I said.
Diamond made a knowing nod.
I walked over to the board and planted my right foot on it. I lifted my left foot off the ground and balanced for a moment. Staying upright was clearly an iffy proposition. It didn’t feel like I remembered from back when I was 12 years old. “Do you think I should lead with my left foot and push off with my right?”
Diamond paused. I could tell he didn’t know how to respond without making me feel bad.
“You’re right foot dominant, right?”
“You mean I’m right footed, right?”
“Right,” he said.
“This sounds like that ‘Who’s on First’ skit.”
“Right.” Diamond said again, keeping a straight face. “Most right-footed riders put their left foot on the front of the board. If you put your right foot on the front of the board, that would be goofy.”
“I wouldn’t want to be goofy,” I said.
“Nothing wrong with riding goofy foot. It’s not what you are. It’s the name of the position. Left foot forward is the regular stance. Right foot forward is the goofy stance.”
“You say that like the official name of the position is the goofy stance.”
Diamond paused again. “That’s what I just said. A person rides regular or goofy.”
I looked at him. “It’s always frustrating for teachers to deal with slow kids, huh?” I said.
Diamond took a deep breath. “Do what feels most comfortable. I’ll keep hound dog, here, from jumping on you while you perform exciting tricks.”
I put my right foot on the board, pushed off with my left foot, swerved, and lost my balance. The skateboard shot off and up into the air. I sprawled on the side of the street, partway on the asphalt and partly on gravel. Without the elbow pads, I would have lost most of the skin from one of my elbows.
“Goofy might not be best for me,” I said as I got up. “Maybe I should try regular.”
Diamond didn’t respond. He continued to hang on to Spot, who was wagging as he watched me. Whenever I fell, whether on skis or just walking, Spot’s favored reaction was to jump on me, which, though fun, carried with it the risk of serious injury.
I put my left foot on the board, pushed off with my right foot, and performed an impressive coasting roll that went 20 feet or more. Instead of falling, I stepped off, picked up the board, and walked back to Diamond and Spot. “Regular stance is the key. Don’t know how I forgot that.”
“Right,” Diamond said. “You want to take some more practice runs? I’ll keep holding His Largeness.”
“Naw. I’ll be fine.” I walked over to the Jeep and put the skateboard in the back.
“Good luck,” Diamond said.
“You say that like I’ll need it.”
“I did? Sorry. Figure of speech.”
I thanked Diamond and left.




TWENTY-SIX

An hour later, I was home. Spot and I ate some lunch. Then I called Street and asked her to ask Camille if she’d like to go skateboarding.
“Who wants to go with her?”
“Me.”
There was silence on the phone.
“I borrowed Diamond’s skateboard,” I said. “I thought it would, you know, be a fun bonding exercise.”
“Let me ask her,” Street said. Her voice was measured. I knew from experience that she was resisting the urge to enumerate the ways I could break my bones.
I heard them talking in the background.
“Okay,” Street said in the phone.
“When should I come?”
“Anytime. She already went into the guest room to get her safety gear.”
“Thanks. I’ll be down the mountain shortly.”
When I got to Street’s, the door opened and Blondie raced out. As usual, she and Spot shot off into the woods.
Camille stood at the door. Street appeared next to her. Like the first day I saw her, Camille held her board at her side the way one might hold school books. I thought it might be good to do the same. So I carried Diamond’s skateboard at my side and walked over. I waved at Camille as I approached.
I leaned down a bit to greet Street. Camille looked up at us and watched us kiss. Her focus was more like inspection than mere observation. Maybe she’d never seen adults kiss outside of movies or TV. I remembered that there was no TV in Grandpa Charlie Dexter’s camper truck. Maybe she’d seen so few movies and TV shows that watching kissing on the screen was a foreign experience as well. I would try to remember to ask Street what she’d learned about Camille’s experience with Grandpa Dexter.
I looked at Camille. “Ready to show me some moves?” Immediately, I thought that was a completely unhip thing to say about skateboarding.
She looked at the skateboard I carried. “I didn’t know adults had boards.”
“This belongs to my friend Diamond. He’s the cop you met.”
“He rides?”
“Back when.”
She held her index finger up next to her face, frowned, and shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“Sorry. I shouldn’t drop words. Diamond used to ride his skateboard when he was younger. He still kept the board, so I borrowed it to go skateboarding with you.”
“Are you…” she paused, “good at riding?”
This was probably a good time for honesty. “No. I’m hoping you can teach me. Do you think I’m too old to ride?”
Camille paused, thinking. It was amusing that she took my question seriously and not as a sarcastic question. Amusing and a bit alarming. Maybe she knew something I didn’t about older people riding skateboards.
“Do you have safety gear?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah. I forgot. I’ll go get it.”
I went back to the Jeep and brought Diamond’s gym bag over. I sat down on Street’s front step and started putting it on.
Street stood off to the side. She’d never seen me wear any kind of protective gear. But she’d never seen me work for the approval of a little girl, either.
I put on the helmet, elbow pads, wrist guards. The strap on my knee guard wouldn’t line up with its mate. Maybe I was wrapping it the wrong direction.
“Here,” Camille said. She reached for the strap, twisted it so it curved the opposite direction, and slid it into the buckle. She pulled it snug, then pushed down on the little clamp.
Camille sat next to me and put on her gear. The last things she pulled on were the Incredible Hulk gloves, giving her an invincible comic-book look.
With all of our gear on, we looked more like medieval knights in armor than modern-day kids out for a good time. When I thought about what Diamond said about King Henry the Second and the piece of wood through his eye and brain, my safety gear didn’t seem awkward at all.
I stood up. Camille walked next to me. Her board was half again as long as mine. I felt like mine was a trainer for amateurs, while hers was for professionals.
I looked at the winding road that went up the mountain toward my cabin, then turned to Camille and said, “I was thinking we could go partway up that road and ride down.”
Camille nodded. We started walking out of the parking lot toward the road.
Camille tossed her board down, jumped on it left foot forward, pushed off, and made a few turns. While she was still moving, she stepped off with one foot and pushed down on the rear of the board with her other foot. The board popped up into the air, and she caught it. Her moves were polished and practiced but casual.
“How did you do that? Making the board jump into the air?”
“That’s just the first part to doing an Ollie.”
“What’s an Ollie?”
“When you get air with your board. You push down on one end. The other end raises up. Then you lift your legs so the board keeps coming up like it’s attached to your feet. Only it’s not.”
“Show me?”
She tossed her board down, jumped on it, then kicked forward until she was going a good speed. She aimed for one of the concrete tire stops that cars pull up against when they park. Just before she got to the tire stop, she did a move that seemed like magic. It was just as she explained. She pushed down on the rear end of her board. As the board popped up, she raised her feet. She and the board seemed to float effortlessly over the tire stop. She landed on the flying board, on the other side of the tire stop. I heard Street whoop and holler from over by her door.
Camille once again made the board pop up into her hands and continued walking up the road. She was very casual. I had no doubt she liked impressing me and Street.
I walked over next to Camille and waited until she glanced up at my mouth. “That’s a cool trick.”
“I don’t do tricks. I’m a longboarder. I go for speed.”
I marveled that an eight-year-old not only had such physical skill but maintained a totally cool attitude about it, a kind of dry, hip attitude and style that can’t be taught.
After we’d walked up the road a hundred yards, Camille frowned. She turned and pointed. “The road below this big tree would be good. But above this tree is too steep. You would crash.”
I looked where she was pointing. “Really? It doesn’t seem that steep to me.”
She gave me a look of frustration. “You’re not a longboarder. You would have trouble.”
“And you wouldn’t because you are used to going fast?”
“Grandpa Charlie said going fast is my raison d’être.”
“Really? He said that?” I was aware that I was talking to a deaf girl.
“Raison d’être is French,” she said.
I was impressed by her conviction. And her occasional Spanish and now her French. She looked up at me.
I said, “French is probably a big deal in skateboarding.” Once again I regretted my sarcasm.
“Yeah,” she said again, unfazed by my snarkiness. Her confidence was wonderful.
“I’m used to skiing fast, so I’ll give this upper part of the road a try,” I said.
“If you want to,” she said. Her unusual tone may have been a function of being deaf. Or maybe it was dismissive. Possibly, it was a warning.
I walked farther up the road, carrying my skateboard.
Facing upslope, Camille tossed her board onto the pavement. It hit and rolled away up the slope. She took two running steps and jumped on, coasting fast. She leaned left, then right, making slalom turns like a skier going uphill. Then she did another one of her non-tricks, flipping it into the air and spinning the board 180 degrees as she stepped off. She faced downhill as if ready to race. It looked cool.
Maybe I should try it.
I tossed my board down. It hit on its edge, flipped upside down, and immediately scraped to a stop. I heard a chuckle from Street who had walked out with us and was somewhere behind me.
“Even professionals aren’t smooth all the time,” I called out loud enough for her to hear from behind me.
I picked up my board and set it onto its wheels. I pointed downhill, put my left foot on the board, kicked off with my right, and coasted like a pro. I leaned like Camille. Left, then right, negotiating turns. The pavement was rough, and there were sections where the asphalt was broken. I concentrated as I slalomed around the first two potholes like a pro. My board sped up as the road steepened. I tried to make turns to slow myself down. But my speed increased. The wheels of the skateboard were making a humming noise. Maybe I was going too fast.
As my speed approached the legal limit for vehicles, the slope of the road was beginning to look dangerously steep. I gritted my teeth and tried to plan a turn that might slow me down and keep me alive. But my speed kept rising, as evidenced by the climbing pitch of my zinging wheels, a sound something like I’d heard in a World War Two movie when a British Spitfire started diving toward a Luftwaffe Messerschmitt.
My skateboard began an uncontrollable wobble, and I tried to quell my rising panic. I had the vague sense in my peripheral vision that Spot was running alongside me, tail held high with excitement. It wasn’t often that he got to witness his master’s destruction on a skateboard.
My speed increased yet more. I began to realize that survival would entail a controlled ejection. Why didn’t I listen when the girl mentioned the steepness of the road?
My skateboard wobble morphed into a violent vibration. My legs shook as I hurtled toward my destruction.
There was an open area between two trees up ahead on the left. I shot by the first tree, a blurred shape with branches so imposing that I was reminded that to hit it would mean a fate something like that of King Henry the Second.
Just past the tree, I leaned to the left. My board shot off the road and into the forest, stopping so fast that I dove forward face first. I got my arms out in front of me as I hit the dirt. Ty Cobb sliding into home plate.
A moment after I came to a stop, Spot jumped onto me, one paw on my back, another an inch from my face, the sixteen-penny-sized claws just missing my nose.
“Spot, stop. This isn’t fun.”
I pushed up. He bounded back and forth, thinking skateboarding was a great new game. A moment later, Blondie joined in.
“I’m okay,” I called out, turning, waving at both Street and Camille.
“Really?” Street called out.
“Really.”
I saw Street turn to Camille, say something, sign something. Nodding. They both started laughing. Street pointed at something in the road. Camille laughed harder.
“Okay,” I called out. “Make fun of the tall guy all you want. I’m ready to see how it’s supposed to be done.”
I knew that Camille couldn’t read my lips from that distance. Street repeated it to Camille up close, doing some signing as she went. She was getting pretty good at this new language. Whereas I had only learned to sign the most common letters, Street was learning to sign entire words and phrases.
After Street and Camille talked some more, Camille stepped on her board, kicked several times to get going fast, then raced toward me. Where I had tried to slow down, she was trying to speed up. She got down in a crouch and held her left arm out to the front, her right arm tucked behind like a speed skater’s on ice. When she got to the rough road, she slalomed as I did, but with confidence and panache. She didn’t just miss the hazardous sections, she made it into a dance of sorts as if the bad areas were put there on purpose and she had choreographed her route through.
Just off the edge of the road, Blondie ran parallel to her. Then Spot joined them. They were a speed trio.
As Camille flashed past me, she had her leading arm pointed straight ahead, the big glove held out flat, palm down, fingers together and straight. Her face was as intense as a face can get. This was no soft-focus, kid-type attention.
And as I watched her recede down the road, I thought it was maybe a result of intelligence mixed with deafness. To get ahead in life, to be accepted by all, she instinctively knew that she had to be not just as good as hearing people, but better in as many ways as possible. And that required concentration.
Street appeared at my side.
“Do you think she’ll be safe?” she asked.
The images of Camille and the dogs were getting small in the distance. “Absolutely, she’ll be safe. This is her domain. She said Grandpa Charlie told her that going fast was her raison d’être.”
Street nodded. “She’s good, isn’t she,” she said.
In the distance, Camille dragged a foot, slowing herself down, and stepped off her board with one foot, popped it into the air with the other, then plucked it out of space and held it by her side.
“She’s not just good,” I said. “She’s an inspiration. Maybe this sounds like hyperbole. But she shows how to navigate life even when life has fallen apart. We could all learn from Camille.”
As Camille walked up, the dogs accompanying her, I asked her how she could go so fast.
She signed and talked. Animated but still conveying a cool attitude.
“You have to bend the knees like in skiing. You have to use your legs like shock absorbers.”
“When you go really fast, you must have to suddenly slow down.”
“Always keep your front foot on the board.”
“My left foot,” I said, just to be sure.
“Unless you’re riding goofy.”
“I’ll stick to regular.”
“Then your left foot stays on the board, and you lower your right foot to drag for braking.”
“Won’t that rip my shoes into pieces?”
She looked down at my old running shoes. “Yeah, it’ll probably ruin your shoes.”
“One more question. The board I borrowed from Diamond has hard, noisy wheels. Real noisy. But your wheels are quiet. Why?”
“The noisy wheels are good for tricks. Skidding and sliding sideways. My wheels are for speed. Speed skaters don’t want to skid. So speed wheels grip the road. You can feel the difference.”
She held the board up so I could touch the wheels. The difference was dramatic. I could dig my fingernails into Camille’s wheels. But Diamond’s skateboard wheels were so hard, they were like stone.
“How long did it take you to learn to skate really fast?”
Camille shrugged. She made a signing motion that I didn’t remember seeing before. “I guess it’s just natural for me.”
“Like Grandpa Charlie said? It’s your…”
She started talking, and she and I said the same words at the same time. “... raison d’être.”
We both started laughing.




TWENTY-SEVEN

Later that afternoon, I called Street to check in.
“Things okay?”
“Not too bad.” Street sounded measured and careful. I visualized her making the calculations about what she could say and whether Camille could see her lips. “We had only one meltdown and one argument. So I’m guessing that means it’s been a good day. And you?”
I gave her the basics. “It’s starting to seem like I’m just crossing things off my list. But I don’t have a better alternative.”
“Then maybe you could come and take Camille tomorrow? I have a meeting at the Forest Service. They’re formulating a white paper on how to judge forest management protocol based on environmental factors as distinct from their obligations to serve the public interest.”
“Bugs being the focus of how to judge environmental health of the forest?”
“Yeah. Some small parts of the world are starting to realize that bugs will not only inherit the Earth, they already rule it.”
“You don’t want to leave Camille alone?” I said.
“Owen, she’s only eight. She’s homeless and missing her only family. Are you afraid? Or unwilling to babysit her?”
“No, I’m just… Okay, you’re right. I’m kind of afraid. I don’t know anything about eight-year-old girls.”
“But can you babysit? Aside from your fear? Are you available?”
“Yes.”
“I’d really appreciate it. I wouldn’t know who to call. And you aren’t a complete stranger to her. That’s a big advantage for her comfort level.”
“Right.” As I said it, I sounded a little sarcastic, which, I suppose, was the way I felt. “What exactly should I do?”
“Please come by at ten a.m. tomorrow. My meeting is at one o’clock in Sacramento. The rest will come naturally to you.”
“Okay if I leave Blondie at your condo?”
“Of course.”
“Could I take Camille to lunch?”
“Lunch would be great.”
Why did this intimidate me? “Okay,” I eventually said. “See you at ten.”
I hung up. The idea of babysitting Camille focused my mind. I didn’t know how to think about it. And I didn’t know how not to think about it. Maybe if I went to my office to distract myself. Diamond called right as I was about to leave.
“I looked up that name we got from the catalytic converter thieves,” Diamond said. “Marko.”
“I was about to head to my office.”
“I’ll be there in a minute.” I saw him as I turned up Kingsbury Grade. We met at a wide spot where Diamond pulled his patrol vehicle over and I parked my Jeep facing the opposite direction so we could talk from our driver’s seats.
Diamond explained that Marko and his brother Fedor Yurchenko had developed their crime approach in multiple assaults on young people. Their favored hunting ground had been the university  campus. Their MO was to choose kids who might have money and iPhones and other items worth fencing. They’d learned that they were good at intimidating kids. Unfortunately for the kids, the Yurchenko brothers also got their kicks forcing young women to dance and worse, women who subsequently refused to testify against the Yurchenkos because of threats they’d made. From there, the Yurchenkos graduated to more serious crimes.
Marko was the older brother and the reported leader. He owned the motorcycle shop, which served as a cover and a money laundering setup for their various enterprises. Large amounts of ill-gotten cash were written up as receipts for motorcycle service work, a business that needed few supplies yet appeared to produce lots of revenue. The fact that the revenue was cash fit much better with the realities of motorcycle repair than it would with a dental practice or a hardware store.
“I made a couple of calls,” Diamond said. “Talked to a Reno PD lieutenant. When I asked about Marko Yurchenko, the man had trouble finding the right words to express his negative attitude about Marko.”
“That bad,” I said.
“I should’ve written it down,” Diamond said. “The gist was that Marko is a truly awful man, sick, twisted, violent, deranged. He said that Marko getting paroled was one of the biggest mistakes the Nevada legal system has ever made. So I’d keep your distance.”




TWENTY-EIGHT

I picked up Camille the next morning as Street had requested. Street was in a hurry to get to her meeting, so Camille and I said goodbye to her. Street’s meeting was at a Sacramento hotel she wasn’t familiar with, and the meeting was likely to last into the evening.
It was a group of foresters that Street knew well and who were comfortable with dogs, so she could bring Blondie inside. Then she’d have Blondie with her for security while walking through the parking lot at night.
Or so she said. I thought that part of her motivation might be for Camille to spend time with me without the distraction of Blondie.
Whatever the reason, Street and Blondie headed off in her VW.
Camille seemed a little unsettled being alone with me, so I put on a cheerful demeanor.
“Have you ever been to Reno?” I asked.
She frowned. “I don’t think so.”
“It’s a fun city, not too far away. I thought you and I and Spot could have lunch there.”
Camille shrugged.
We three got in the Jeep and headed over Spooner Summit and down toward the Nevada desert.
In keeping with what Diamond told me, I planned to cruise the neighborhood of the motorcycle shop but keep my distance.
Just as the catalytic converter thieves had described, there was a custom motorcycle shop about a mile out of downtown Reno. It consisted of a large two-car-plus garage with an extra tall roll-up door. In front of the garage was an asphalt parking area. The business fit well into an industrial warehouse neighborhood that was slowly being gentrified. New businesses and housing developers had heard that Apple had bought a big chunk of land near downtown Reno, and they saw opportunity in an area that, for decades, had sported squalor as its singular look and feel. The vacant lots were being built on, modern condos with coffee shops on the ground floor. Upscale restaurants were built into retro-fitted gas stations. A new art gallery had opened up despite the fact that it was between a tire store and an adult-toys store with blacked-out windows. Perhaps it opened there because the old businesses made the gallery seem hip and trendy. Why fly to New York’s Chelsea district to pick up a sculpture when you can go to Reno and get something by a name-brand artist across the street from a crumbling brick billiards hall?
Two blocks down, I found a parking place for the Jeep—take that, New York—and we three got out. I had Spot walk between us but kept a tight grip on his collar. Camille was getting more comfortable with him, but he stood taller than her and, at 170 pounds, was almost four times her weight. Proportionally, it would be like me walking a horse if the horse had proportionately-sized fangs. Camille carried her skateboard. It seemed a girl never knew when speed might be called for.
Camille pointed at my binoculars. “Why?” she said, signing as she spoke.
“I like to watch for birds.”
Above the door of the cycle shop a sign said Markos Hot Harleys. Maybe the lack of possessive apostrophe was intentional. Probably not.
We stayed a block away. Inside and outside of the garage were parked several motorcycles, mostly classic models several years old or more. They all had spectacular metallic paint jobs in various colors that sparkled in the sunshine. Most of the bikes had lots of chrome, polished to a high gloss. Above the garage door were spotlights that would flood the shiny rolling stock in the evening.
With my binoculars, I could see inside the garage. Toward the back was a mechanic’s shop with a long bench, two rolling tool chests, and two vise-clamp work stands that held up cycles or cycle parts to be worked on. There was a motorcycle engine on one of the work stands. A man in greasy overalls had a socket drawer open and was trying sockets on a bolt. He was shirtless, with a big belly that displayed a plethora of tattoos showing pirates and swords and a pirate sailing ship with full sails. The image of the sails filled with wind was emphasized by the bulging belly. In a clever touch, the pirates in the tattoo all had tattoos on their arms.
The mechanic tried three sockets in quick succession, but none of them fit. Which meant either the bolt was standard measurement and the sockets were metric, or vice versa, or I didn’t know anything.
Next to the motorcycle shop was a parking lot. On this side of that was an outdoor cafe. The distance between the cafe and Markos Hot Harleys was half a city block, substantially farther than safari leaders go to keep tourists from the lions.
The name above the cafe door said Bimini Beach in turquoise neon script. The name seemed familiar. Bahamas maybe.
The outdoor patio of Bimini Beach featured a dozen circular tables made of metal and coated with fire-engine-red enamel paint. The chairs were metal as well but colored the bright yellow of crime-scene tape. Each table had a large umbrella. Half the umbrellas were brilliant sky blue and the other half were apple green, almost day glo in brightness. The building was old brick, also painted crime-scene yellow, and the trim around the big windows and wide door was painted turquoise to match the neon sign. The entire cafe was an explosion of color, and I saw Camille’s eyes widen with delight.
To one side of the front door was a small dance area made of a 12-foot square of laminate flooring with a wood grain. It was roped off with colored ribbons.
The cafe door was propped open and out spilled Gloria Estefan’s song Conga. The music was loud enough that Camille could apparently feel the beat despite being deaf, and the beat was infectious. She did a slight nodding motion in time with the beat. I walked Spot and Camille over to an outdoor table that was farthest from the Hot Harleys shop, which would make it easier to spy on their activities without being noticed by them. We were also a good distance from the Bimini Beach door. Without thinking about it, I felt that less noise would make it easier to converse with Camille. Then I realized that her deafness made her less affected by such things as ambient noise. She had the remarkable ability to understand what people said by watching their lips. Other noises didn’t distract. It was only my ability to hear her that was impacted.
Yet, despite her deafness, Camille’s right arm was next to her body, and she clicked the fingers of her right hand in time with the music. Her right shoulder was doing a rotation. It looked vaguely like a professional dance move. All motivated by sounds she couldn’t hear, but could feel.
We sat down. I maneuvered Spot so that he sat between us. Sitting on the ground, his head was still as high as Camille’s while she sat in the chair.
A waiter wearing white shirt, white pants, and white shoes brought menus and glasses and a tall bottle of water that had fizzy bubbles rising up to a lemon slice at the top. He set a bell on the table and poured water in the glasses. All of his movements seemed natural. But they were designed to keep him out of reach from Spot.
“Just ring the bell when you’re ready to order,” he said.
He walked away with a lithe athleticism. He was as opposite a creature from the motorcycle mechanic down the block as one could find.
Camille took a sip of the fizz water. She was still gyrating to the Estefan song. Her slight smile and bobbing head showed she was happy with the atmosphere. Maybe she was an aficionado of such places. Or maybe her grandfather had never taken her out to anyplace fancier than McDonald’s, which would make Bimini Beach a stellar new experience for a young kid.
A glossy, cream-colored, ’62 Ford pickup pulled up. It turned into a narrow space adjacent to the cafe and parked just behind a dark blue mid-90s pickup. There were no other vehicles nearby. It was near us and on the opposite side of the cafe from Markos Hot Harleys. The pickup had been restored and repainted and was highly polished. It had an unusual glow, as if it were a white pickup lit by dimmed sunlight shining through a veil of forest fire smoke.
Two big men got out. They were both around six-three, and both were heavier than me by at least twenty pounds each, beef marbled with fat. They wore jeans and white T-shirts with the sleeves rolled up exposing bicep tattoos. One man apparently favored fire-breathing dragons, the other, naked women. Both men had dark, greased, slicked-back hair and long sideburns like Brando in The Wild One but without the personality. They looked like brothers, which meant the odds were very high that I’d found the Yurchenko Brothers. A little too close to us for comfort.




TWENTY-NINE

I had no idea why the Yurchenko boys parked their old pickup so far from their cycle shop. Maybe they rented the space from the cafe. Maybe its solitary location away from other vehicles made the perfectly-restored pickup less likely to sustain damage.
One of the men lifted four 12 packs of beer out of the bed of the pickup. He held a handle of a 12 pack in each hand and pinched another 12 pack between each arm and his side. The other man lifted a cardboard shipping box out of the pickup’s bed.
The mechanic from inside the garage had come out to look at something on one of the bikes out front. He saw the Yurchenko brothers and shouted out across the parking lot and the outdoor cafe tables. “Sweet! Marko, bro, you brought my lunch!”
The two brothers headed across the cafe’s outdoor seating area, carrying their loads just a few feet from our table. It was an unfortunate situation, if not stressful. The whole point of where I’d chosen to sit was to avoid this very situation.
Camille started talking. I turned away from the Yurchenko brothers to see her looking at the Bimini Beach cafe, a wide, animated grin on her face. I leaned toward her to try to understand her words. She was saying something about the cool colors of the restaurant. It was the happiest I’d seen her since I first discovered her lost at the hotel on the mountain. She talked with a manic intensity, signing as she went. Her words blurred a little, and I had a hard time understanding them. But of course any kid talking fast, deaf or not, would be less intelligible.
The man carrying the beer seemed to have the larger personality of the two. I guessed him to be Marko. As Marko carried his beer past our table, he paused as if listening to Camille. Then he made a clicking sound in his throat and something like a harumph noise. It could have been anything, but it sounded to me like he was snickering. I hoped that Camille wouldn’t pick up on it. Marko Yurchenko continued past us, walked past the tables, across the adjacent parking lot, into the garage and on back to the rear of the shop.
I considered leaving. But Camille seemed so happy. I hated to interrupt that. Maybe the man would stay away from us.
I pointed at the menu. “What would you like to eat?” I said, enunciating clearly, not because Camille could hear the words but because I’d learned that the more carefully I spoke, the better she could read my lips.
She picked up the menu and opened it up. For a moment, I wondered how well she could read the menu. Then I remembered. She could read Goosebumps novels. Of course she could read the menu. I’d already learned she was very smart.
She pointed at the menu. Then signed as she spoke. “I’ll have the vegetarian Impossible burger. With cheddar cheese, ketchup, and mustard. But hold the pickle.”
I understood her words quite well. I was getting used to the sounds, the inflections. Even though some of the specificity and crispness of speech were gone—certain sibilant sounds and the slight percussive attack of words that began with letters like T—her ability to communicate with sounds that she’d never heard was still amazing. I picked up the waiter’s bell and rang it. He was two tables over. He came immediately and pulled out his pad. When Camille spoke, he listened carefully, nodded, and wrote on his pad. He betrayed no sense of difficulty in understanding. With a pleasant smile and much charm, he showed her what he’d written down, a clever way to check that he’d gotten it right. She nodded and grinned. I ordered next, a beef burger and fries. The waiter picked up the bell and left. Camille had a broad smile, and she reached over and pet Spot. Her joy suggested the possibility that this was the first time she’d ordered in a restaurant that had table service.
Marko Yurchenko was walking back out to the pickup. He took a curving path that brought him closer to our table. Once again, he paused as he came close. “Big dog,” he said. “Probably a guide dog for the retard girl, huh? He should have one of those service dog vests. ’Cept I don’t think they make them big enough.” He shook his head at us, ostensibly as if in pity but clearly intending to insult us.
My immediate instinct was to violently silence him. But I didn’t want to do anything dramatic in front of Camille.
Marko continued, “God, it must be hard to have a ’tard kid who tries to talk but just garbles.” He made a chuckle that sounded derisive. “Too bad she’s not—what’s that called—you know, where your voice doesn’t work. Spare you the effort of dealing with her.” He stared at her for a moment. “She is cute, I’ll give her that. In a few years, she’ll be good for something.” He reached down and adjusted his crotch.
I’d put up with some awful people over the years, men who didn’t deserve to live. But none of those revolting men had ever been so repulsive nor had tormented a child in front of me. I didn’t think I could let it go. He made my decision easy when he turned toward her and pretended to mimic her speech but in fact deliberately made gibberish sounds. It was an astonishing low mark of human behavior.
In my peripheral vision, I saw Camille looking up at the man. Her face immediately darkened. Tears welled up. His insult was obvious. Whether it was clear to her what he’d said or not before he started the gibberish, she recognized the bully behavior. She probably knew from a hundred previous experiences that this man was even ruder and more insensitive than the most reprehensible of children she had ever encountered. Like any kid, she would have expected an adult to behave better than the worst children. Which made his insult that much more evil.
I watched as her demeanor clouded further. Tears flowed down her cheeks. Any trace of the happiness she’d felt from ordering and looking at the delightful colors of the cafe was gone.
The man had moved over to the pickup and was lifting more beer boxes out of the bed. He carried them across toward the motorcycle garage.
I reached over and touched Camille’s hand. I picked it up, squeezed it with both of my hands, and then wrapped her fingers around Spot’s collar. Her eyes were red. She wiped tears with her other hand. I made sure she could see me speak.
“I want you to hang onto Spot’s collar. Don’t let go. I’ll be back. Ten minutes.”
Her face showed only pain and misery. Just to be sure, I pointed to my bare wrist as if to a watch, then held up ten fingers to signify ten minutes.
Then I touched Spot’s head. “Largeness, you stay here. I want you to guard Camille.” I reached past Spot’s snout and pointed at Camille. “Stay and Guard.” I’d used those words in training. I knew Spot didn’t understand the other individual words. But he’d get the point. He was to stay with the girl. He wouldn’t take the thought past that. Dogs don’t think in long linear strings of ideas. But I was sure that if someone came to hassle the girl, Spot would fall back on his instincts. He liked Camille and had been the recipient of much affection from her and food treats as well. Dogs don’t have to be trained to be protective of someone they like any more than they have to be trained to chase a Frisbee or a ball. Someone getting close to Camille would warrant watching. If someone reached toward Camille, that would produce a fierce growl. If someone put a hand on Camille, Spot would go into full protective mode and grab hold of the bad person. If the person resisted, Spot would bite down. The more the person resisted, the harder Spot would bite, breaking bones if necessary.
I pushed back my chair as both Camille and Spot watched. As I walked away, I turned back to check. Both Spot and Camille were focused on me, Camille’s teary eyes swollen and red. She was now hanging onto his collar with both hands. Behind them, inside the Bimini Cafe, were several groups of people. Estefan was now singing a ballad.
I walked across the parking lot, passed between the various motorbikes on display, and into the garage. The three men were at the rear in the shop. They all looked at me.
“Hey, the dude with the weird kid,” Marko said. “What’sa matter? Can’t attract women when you’re tied down by a freak?”
“I just want to explain. The girl isn’t a freak. She’s deaf. You shouldn’t assume that there’s something wrong with people who are different than you. She’s a nice kid, and she deserves the same respect that other people deserve.”
“I don’t respect nobody ’less they do something for me,” Marko said as he came toward me. He was looking out of the open garage door, toward the table where Camille was sitting. His eyes were striking in their intensity, lower lids raised, the feral look of a predator.
“Nevertheless, please consider being polite to the girl. It caused great emotional pain when you made fun of her.”
“Emotional pain? Is that a girl thing? Or is that a tall boy thing?” He jerked his eyes in Camille’s direction. “What’s she doing now?!”
I turned to look, realizing too late that it was a setup.
The blow to my abdomen was like a battering ram. I bent over, unable to breathe, unable to see. The world went dark as I collapsed toward the floor. My knees hit the concrete. I was bent over, nauseated, retching.
“That’s real pain, dude,” he said, giggling. “We don’t have space in here for emotional pain. It’s time someone teaches you about real pain.”
I sensed him turning.
“Yo, guys,” he said, “go get some ice cream. Hit the door on your way out. Gimme fifteen.”
I heard the shuffling of shoes on the concrete floor. A motor turned on and the overhead door rumbled as it lowered. The door hit the concrete floor with a loud thud.
“Okay, dude. Let’s talk pain.” Marko kicked me hard in the shoulder, knocking me sideways. My arm went numb. I was in a fetal position, trying to breathe. I knew what was coming. He was going to give me a serious upgrade from a schoolyard beating. Because I was inside his establishment, he wouldn’t kill me directly. But he’d inflict maximum pain in accordance with his sadistic, infantile desires.
He would beat me to near death, then they would load me into a vehicle and take me out to the desert where they’d drop me. And maybe finish the job.
I did the only thing I could. Concentrate on breathing and tense all my muscles to minimize damage to my bones and internal organs.
He kicked me on the back of my thigh, his boot sole like a board splitting my hamstring muscle. He kicked me on my butt as if trying to break my pelvis. He kicked my back near my kidney. Then my upper back, then my shoulder blade. He came around to my front side. He kicked the front of my thigh, then kicked twice at my abdomen.
I knew that when he got to my chest and neck and face, he’d cause permanent injuries from which I would never recover even if I lived, which I doubted. I opened my eyes just enough to see motion. When the kick came to my chest, I jerked my hands in front of the incoming boot to absorb some of the blow. Despite my hands, the impact felt like it broke wrist bones and ribs.
I did my best to ignore the pain and focused on getting a grip on his boot. One hand hooked onto the bootlaces, the other grabbed at the top edge of the boot opening. He tried to jerk his boot away. I hung on with my last bit of strength and rolled toward him, my good shoulder pushing against his shin bone. He jerked again, but I continued to press. He went down, butt to the floor.
“You piece of crap!” he shouted. Now that he was sitting, he kicked at me with his free boot.
I rolled away, got to my knees and crawled. I moved about as fast as a baby learning to ambulate. I had to think about how it worked. Reach out and pull with the arms. Use the knees like feet. Four uncoordinated limbs. Get them in sync to move forward. I was in too much pain. I couldn’t make it work. My arms flailed. My hand hit something wooden that leaned against a wall or a tool cart. It clattered to the floor. It was a broom, the bristles in front of my face, the wooden handle underneath my body.
I was still on my hands and knees, my head hanging down. I’d moved no more than a couple of feet, because it’s hard when your limbs are in a vat of molasses and your head weighs 300 pounds. But my hanging head gave me some peripheral vision behind me. I sensed the man getting to his feet. He took a quick step toward me and seemed to rise up as if to leap into the air and land, boots first on my back.
I knew the blow would break my back and maybe kill me. With no good move available, I dropped again to the floor, belly and chest on the broom. I rolled once again, getting my hands on the broom as I turned onto my back.
The man had done as I feared, leaping up and out, aiming his boots for a deadly blow.
I lifted the handle end of the broom into the air, used my other hand to grip the bristles hard, then thrust the broom up toward the man. It was an ineffective spear, with a rounded end instead of a point. My grip on the bristles was weak. But I pushed it with all of my remaining energy. The dull wooden end hit the man’s chest, skidded up it.
The rounded wooden end slid up the man’s sternum to the soft flesh under his jaw bone just as the man dropped down in what was supposed to be a crushing assault on me.
You don’t need to hit the throat hard to cause significant distress. He made a gutteral, gagging aaargh sound and staggered back, his hands reaching for his throat.
I sensed the blow of broom handle to his throat was only momentarily distracting. I rolled back to my hands and knees and tried again to crawl forward. It worked a little better. Perhaps I was energized by the idea that I might not die after all. I crawled around the corner of what seemed a tall building, probably a tool cart or workbench. I reached up, found a handhold, slowly pulled myself to my feet, and stood there for a moment, swaying precipitously as I hung onto some piece of equipment I didn’t recognize.
Marko rushed me. I had no coordination, which probably helped as he didn’t expect a focused response. I followed my instincts and shot out one arm, knuckles bent, toward his throat well below his jaw. I didn’t hit him hard enough to break his hyoid and trachea, but hard enough to make it more difficult to breathe.
The movement made my body scream in pain.
Marko stiffened as if in shock.
I took a deep breath, tried to focus, then slammed the heel of my hand up under his jaw bone. His teeth smashed together with a hard crack of enamel on enamel, a blow strong enough to break teeth. His head snapped back.
I leaned against a workbench, trying to get a breath, trying to keep from losing my balance and falling over.
Marko seemed to lean toward me.
I tightened my core muscles against the pain and put a one-two-three gut punch sequence into his solar plexus. His wind exploded out, and, unable to breathe, he started to collapse. I grabbed him and held him up, and turned him around to face away from me. I took another breath, tensed my muscles, and ran him toward the work bench, which caught him at the hips. His upper body slammed down onto the bench, hitting face first, probably breaking his nose, as evidenced by a spray of blood across the bench. He went limp, his only movement being a tiny wheezing spasm as he tried to get air.
He would be subdued for some time, but I wanted a proper way to intimidate him. On a pegboard wall was a roll of duct tape. Marko was still trying to gasp for air. I duct-taped his wrists behind his back. Next, I ran duct tape around his knees and loosely around his ankles. He would be able to walk but just barely.
I walked on tender legs to the closed garage door and turned the crank that shoved the bars out on both sides of the door, locking it down. Brother Fedor and the mechanic would not be able to easily open it.
I walked to the back of the garage, found the rear door, and locked its deadbolt. I had several minutes before the ice cream break was over. But I didn’t want any random visitors opening the doors. I went back to Marko. He was still trying to breathe.
He saw me coming, rolled onto his back on the workbench, and kicked out with both duct-taped feet.
I stepped aside. His kick missed. I clasped my hands together and pounded down on his diaphragm. More air blew out from his lungs and he made a near-silent choking gag.
I put a piece of tape over his mouth and burnished it down with my fingers. He was unable to move, oxygen deprived, and stunned from a physical attack that was probably unlike anything he’d experienced. Mike Tyson said that you can be the toughest guy in the world, but your determination and focus evaporate when someone suddenly breaks your nose. I’d broken the man’s nose and then knocked the wind out of him. But breaking his bully attitude was the larger impact.
I had him subdued. The proper move would be to call the cops. After some explanation, they would possibly haul him in. But they might take me in as well. I was in Marko’s garage, and I’d locked out his co-workers. He could say I came into his workplace and ruthlessly attacked him. There was no doubt that Marko would have a long record, and I had the credibility of an ex-cop. But I knew the eventual result. Marko would soon be back on the street, and he would have a murderous rage directed at me. Maybe even at Camille.
That was unacceptable. I needed evidence that would lock him away.
I wasn’t capable of purposely causing premeditated, permanent physical injury. But I did have it in me to scare someone.
Marko was a disgusting, bad man, the worst kind of person. He physically attacked me, and he directed a truly evil impulse toward a young girl. He deserved to be scared to death. Who knows? Maybe it would even change some of his future behavior.
Marko was still lying on his back, getting a little more air than before. He lifted his bound knees up as if to help breathe better. But I’d been around enough men like him to know what was coming. He suddenly turned sideways and tried once again to kick me. I stepped aside, then pounded his abdomen again.
The blow made him exhale explosively, and he did an involuntary crunch, lifting both his head and his knees up. His motion was lopsided, and it caused him to rotate a little on the workbench. It made me see an opportunity.
His movement brought his head near a giant anvil vise that was bolted to the bench. Its jaws were large enough to hold a small engine block in place. I grabbed Marko’s head by his greased hair and lifted it up. I reached over with my other hand and spun the crank on the vise, opening the jaws wide. I jerked his head over the opening of the jaws. Then I pressed it down so that the back of his head was against the big, threaded shaft that connected to the crank. His head was now between the jaws. His eyes went wide, but he was nearly unconscious from lack of oxygen, so he couldn’t resist. I took the duct tape and wrapped a loop around his forehead and the vise so that he couldn’t lift his head out of the vise. Then I cranked the vise, drawing the jaws closer together until they contacted his temples and cheekbones just forward of his ears. I slowed my cranking and tried to bring the squeeze on his skull to a point where he was safely alive but worried that his skull would crack open at any moment and his brains would squirt out.
I left him immobilized, trying to breathe. He wheezed and gasped and struggled. I gave it some time.




THIRTY

I looked around the shop. The goal is always to find the item that’s out of place and thus reveals an aspect of the territory that bears further investigation. There were few items other than shop tools. On the wall hung a spiral-bound pin-up calendar. At the end of the workbench was a can of Skoal chewing tobacco, a stinking mug half full of tobacco spit, and a smallish TV tuned to ESPN but with the sound on low.
At a right angle to the bench, just past the big vise, was a small desk with an old black landline phone that was so grubby that the dirt had lightened it to a charcoal gray. The desk had a single drawer. I slid it open softly. Marko wouldn’t know what I’d seen. His head was still clamped in the vise. He was under enough stress that he likely couldn’t focus on my activities.
There was a cell phone. I put it on mute and slipped it into my pocket. There were a few pens, a few business cards, a few paperclips. I lined up the business cards and took a picture of them with my phone.
On the desk was a laptop computer, the lid folded down. I lifted it up. The screen lit up, again no password required, another demonstration of Marko’s stupidity or his arrogance. Ain’t no one gonna mess with my computer.
On the screen was the word TOR. Capital letters. In purple. Next to it was a logo of what vaguely looked like an onion, a round shape made of layers. I pushed on the laptop’s touch pad and up came a box that looked like a login screen. I shut the computer.
Throughout my search, I looked for anything that looked like a catalytic converter. I saw none. Beyond the desk were three cardboard boxes. The flaps on one were partially open. I looked inside. Motorcycle gas tanks. The flaps of the next box were taped shut. I pulled at them until the tape ripped. That box had some styrofoam inserts to protect the contents and smaller white cardboard boxes, too small to contain catalytic converters. I opened one up. It had an electric starter motor. All the small boxes looked similar.
I looked around the shop. Over by the back wall of the garage was an unusual sight. A small blue dumpster of the kind that trash trucks pick up and dump over their top. But it was substantially smaller than normal, probably so it was easier to use inside a building. Directly behind the dumpster was a small roll-up garage door. The door was shut, and I could see the big padlock locking it. They didn’t want the dumpster’s contents to be easy to steal.
I walked over and lifted the hinged lid. The dumpster was full of metallic cylinders vaguely like mufflers but smaller.
Catalytic converters. I did a rough count of the number of converters on the top layer. About 40. The height of the dumpster was enough for something like 12 layers. A total close to 500 converters. At 200 dollars each, that would be $100,000. Even if my math was off by quite a bit, the dumpster still contained a valuable load.
The motorcycle business might be good. But the converter business probably produced revenue that was greater and steadier than working on Harleys. Maybe greater than working as a hired killer.
Marko was now breathing a bit. He might have heard me slide open the desk drawer. If he had any awareness that I was snooping, he would now be on notice. When he regained clear thinking, he would consider what I might have seen. If he thought I would follow up on certain subjects or, worse, tell the cops, he would take pains to minimize his potential risk. Nothing I could do about that.
I went around and turned off all the lights except a beer-sign clock that threw a red light through the garage like a hazard warning.
The simple truth I wasn’t proud of was that I wanted revenge. Without provocation, he hurt Camille and me a lot. If I hadn’t been lucky, he would have caused me major, permanent injury and probably would have killed me. My revenge wouldn’t involve any more physical pain unless he continued to kick. Instead, I would scare him.
On one of the rolling tool chests were many tools. I picked up a round file about ¼ inch in diameter. The file was about ten inches long and had a wooden handle to make it easy to grip while you filed the burr off the inside of pipe openings.
There was a work stool to the side. I pulled it over in front of the bench, sat down, and held up the file as I leaned over Marko’s face.
“You can’t talk because your mouth is taped. But you can listen as I explain to you what is going to happen. You insulted and mocked the young girl out there for the way she speaks. You were beyond heartless, beyond sickeningly cruel. You babbled like the meanest idiot school boy. You made her cry. Nod if you understand me.”
He didn’t move. In the red light of the beer-sign clock, his eyes were red saucers. They were wide with emotion. Horror, or shock, or both.
I gave the vise crank another turn. The vise jaws pressed farther into the skin at his temples. I saw no blood, but it looked like his skin would break at any moment.
He made a hint of a nod, the most he could do without ripping the skin off both sides of his head and maybe cracking his own skull.
“What you never considered is that the girl is deaf. She has never heard spoken words in her life. Nevertheless, she’s learned to speak two languages fluently, English and American Sign Language. She’s also learned some French and Spanish. Yet you make fun of the way she talks.
“I’m guessing you can’t do anything. You have no skills beyond adjusting old Harley carburetors, right? And you probably can’t do that well, either. All you can do is be a stupid bully. You’re so insecure about your manhood that you beat people up. What kind of disgusting piece-of-crap jerk would do what you did? So I’ve decided to go all the way in helping you acquire empathy for deaf people.”
I lifted up the long, skinny file so he could see it in the red light. It suddenly seemed familiar to me as if I’d seen such files in the past. But I couldn’t remember where. “I’m going to help you enjoy the permanent silence of deafness by jamming this file into one ear canal, through the ear hole in your skull, across your brain and out through the other ear hole. It will, of course, make you deaf. Unfortunately for you, it will also take some moving and probing to find the other ear canal opening from the inside. But the file is long and thin, so I don’t imagine I’ll have any trouble eventually locating the right spot. Especially with your head held in place by the vise. Who knows what that will do to your brain. There’ll be major collateral damage. But it couldn’t make you more stupid than you already are.”
I dragged the point of the file around the folds of his ear and pushed it a quarter inch into his ear canal.
Marko was bucking and shaking with terror.
“A real nightmare, isn’t it?” I said.
He was making a high-pitched howl through his nose.
“However,” I said. “There is one way you can avoid the brain-destroying hearing impairment I’m about to perform.”
He jerked and bucked.
“Do you agree to do what I want?”
He made a kind of panicked affirmative groan.
“And you understand that if I’m ever unhappy with you again, I’m going to come back and finish this job?”
More groaning and nodding.
I reversed the crank on the vise. I tore off the tape that attached him to the vise and sat him up on the edge of the bench. His hands were still taped behind his back. His nose merely dribbled blood from the left nostril. Maybe it hadn’t broken sufficiently.
A couple of weeks before, I’d used my phone to make a video recording of a banker who abused women. It was successful in changing the banker’s behavior, so I thought I could use the technique again.
I turned the lights back on and got out my phone.
“You and I are going to have a little conversation, Marko. If you answer my questions and speak truthfully, I’ll postpone my surgical plans. But if you do anything that irritates me, your head goes back in the vise and you ride out of here in an ambulance, minus your hearing and a functional brain.”
He was white.
I ripped the tape off his mouth. His head jerked. Incongruously, his eyes teared up. Not from the pain of the duct tape peel but from the realization that his position in the world might be forever altered.
I turned on my phone recorder. In the up-close phone view, the tape on his legs didn’t show. His arms behind his back were out of view as well.
I made multiple statements with which he agreed in an airy, shaky voice. I got him to state in his own words a detailed description of how he mocked and insulted Camille Dexter. With bad syntax and incomplete sentences and poor enunciation, he did a very good job of explaining how he’d tormented and frightened her. His words made him seem even dumber and meaner and more repulsive than before.
He ended with a teary explanation of how his mother had been mean to him and favored his baby brother Fedor over him.
The video result was a comprehensive portrait of someone who, in my opinion, didn’t deserve to live.
At one point, he looked down and made the tiniest swing with his taped legs.
“A reminder, Marko. You do even the slightest thing I don’t like, now or in the future, I’ll proceed with my plans. You have no idea how much I’d like to make you suffer. I just need the tiniest nudge. Give it to me. Please.”
His legs went still.
I was still holding the skinny round file. I remembered where I’d seen one like it. A year or two back, I wanted to take out some small trees near my cabin, and a friend loaned me his chainsaw. He showed me how he sharpened the chain teeth using a skinny round file. In a moment, the duct-taped dirtball in front of me went from being a violent goon to a likely murderer. I reconsidered what I thought about him.
I brandished the file. “How many people have you killed?” I asked.
He paused. “You gotta turn off the phone.”
I thought about it. I made like I was tapping on the phone, then slid it into my pocket. I didn’t know if it would automatically turn off or not. I hoped it would keep recording sounds.
“How many?” I said again.
“What if I did?” he said. “I’d only do a few. I wouldn’t shoot no one. I wouldn’t do no cutting. And you wouldn’t be able to connect ’em to me. I wouldn’t leave no clues. I’m good at stuff. I don’t need to make up details. You can kill me. See if I care.”
“Do you kill them for hire or on your own initiative?”
“I wouldn’t off no one for hire unless it was a big payday.”
“What would make a big payday?”
“I dunno. Never thought about it.”
“Let’s say you did the hiring. How would you find someone to take the job?”
“Not something I would know about. I’d have to ask around. See who is the toughest dude on the block, if you know what I mean.”
“Then what?” I stood close enough to him to tempt him to kick me. I hoped the temptation would cloud his meager brain and get him to say more than he wanted.
“I dunno. I could post the job on the dark web. Name my target then say make it look like an accident.”
“How much would you pay?”
“Well, it would take someone with big-time knowledge to pull that off. I’d probably have to pay twenty large.”
Maybe Marko was stringing me along. Or maybe he was the dumbest crook I’d ever met.
“How would you pay for the job?”
He shrugged. “Got me. Probably do cash drops. After he sends me a pic of the dirty work, I put cash in a trash can near the Seven Eleven and post the location.”
The man’s frank discussion of how he’d kill people was nauseating.
I decided I was done with our interview. I pulled out my phone and explained to Marko that I was emailing copies of the recording to trusted friends along with instructions that if anything ever happened to the girl or my dog or me, they would pass on the recording to the cops, the Hot Harleys’ landlord, his bank, his suppliers, the media. Just as a bonus, and assuming Marko was being monitored by the state, I added that they’d also send it to his parole officer who will find multiple violations.
It was a guess on my part that produced a garbled response. Marko said, “My PO would send me back inside.”
“Going back to prison is the best way to protect you from me. My friends will also post this recording on all social media. It will be like a nuclear bomb went off in your life, destroying everything.
“If you ever get out of prison again, you will be hounded by the police for every little thing that happens close to your world, your buddies will shun you forever.”
I waited for it to sink in.
“Oh, and one more thing.” I gestured toward the garage door. “You’re going to go out there with me. You’re going to get down on your knees and apologize to the girl. A sincere, earnest, heartfelt apology. You’re going to tell her that you forgot to take your meds, and you had a psychotic break, and you are begging for her forgiveness. If you say anything the least bit snarky…” I lifted up the file so he could see it. “Remember, I only need a nudge to change my mind. Give me the nudge, and your life is over. I can’t wait.” I pulled him off the bench, carried the file, and followed him as he hobbled on his taped legs to the garage door. I unlocked it and pushed the button.
The door rose up.
Standing there were Fedor and the mechanic.




THIRTY-ONE

When Fedor saw his brother trussed up in duct tape, he looked outraged. His fists clenched at his side.
“Don’t,” Marko said in a voice that still barely worked after my light throat chop. “Just shut up or I’m going back inside, and I’ll take you down with me.”
Fedor and the mechanic stared, speechless, as Marko hobbled across the parking lot over toward the restaurant where Camille sat with Spot. I followed, my phone on video record. I briefly captured images of Fedor and the mechanic, as well as Marko.
Camille’s eyes widened when Marko knelt on the ground some distance away to avoid getting too close to Spot.
Marko did a pretty good job, considering his stress and worry. It made a good additional recording. While he spoke to Camille, I pulled his phone out of my pocket. Marko was facing away from me. He didn’t realize I had his phone.
I pressed the button. It opened to the Home screen. As with his computer, Marko was too cocky to use a password. I dialed 911. While the dispatcher answered, I found the email button. It opened the Inbox. I scrolled down.
There was nothing worth noting.
Marko was still talking to Camille.
The dispatcher said that the police were on their way.
When Marko was done, he looked at me. I walked over. He was still kneeling on the asphalt. I pressed my shoe down on the back of his right calf muscle, grinding his knee into the asphalt.
“Ouch, you SOB! You’re crushing my knee.”
“Good,” I said. I saw a black and white patrol car in my peripheral vision. I waved at them with one hand and pointed down at the kneeling Marko with my other hand.
Marko sensed movement and turned. He saw two cops trotting forward. Marko spoke to me in a loud whisper. “You’re a dead man. The little girl is dead, too. Anyone else in your family, they’re dead, too. Even if I go back inside, I will still have them killed. They’re all dead, you bastard.”
I kept my foot on the back of Marko’s legs and made certain my empty hands were visible. I spoke to the approaching cops. “I’m Owen McKenna, ex-SFPD.”
“The investigator,” one of the cops said. “Lieutenant said a cop at the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office called as we drove over here. Sergeant Lanzen.”
“This is Marko Yurchenko,” I said. “He just made a sexual threat against that girl over there.” I pointed toward Camille. “When I asked Marko not to do that, he beat me up with no provocation. I’ve got bruises I can show you. I managed to get the upper hand. In the process of our discussion, he made some statements about how he would murder people, statements I recorded on video with my phone. I can email that video to you. That will give you valuable evidence that will probably allow you to build a case that will put him away forever.”
“He was going to kill me!” Marko shouted. “He tortured me! I only said what he wanted to save my life!”
Beyond Marko sat Camille, her eyes wide and both her hands still locked onto Spot’s collar. She looked scared.
I said, “If it is your preference, I can perform a citizen’s arrest and Mirandize him now. However, if you watch the video, you may want to arrest him yourselves.”
The cops were young and looked unsure.
“I’m going to pull out his phone. You will see that it isn’t passcode protected, and it’s open to Marko’s email. I’m handing it to you in full view of multiple people, including the waiter at my table.” I pointed toward the table where Spot still sat next to Camille and the waiter had come near to watch.
“He stole my phone!” Marko shouted. “He’s giving that to you illegally. My lawyer will have you charged with theft!
I said, “The people around here are witnesses. As cops, you can act on evidence in plain view. You don’t know whose phone it is. My read of the law is that you’re taking this phone at my request and any evidence on it is in view and as such is not subject to search warrant restrictions. If you want, you can open an evidence bag, and I’ll slip it inside so you don’t have to touch it. You can consult with your sergeant or lieutenant as to your next move.”
Another black and white pulled up, followed by a County Sheriff’s vehicle. A police officer got out of the black and white. Sergeant Lori Lanzen got out of the Sheriff’s vehicle. They both walked over.
“Good to see you, Sergeant,” I said.
“McKenna,” she said nodding.
I reiterated what I’d said.
One of the cops held out a large, clear zipper bag. I slid Marko’s phone into it.
Lanzen pressed the phone’s button through the plastic and looked at the screen. She turned to me. “The video you recorded, it’s on your phone?”
I nodded, pulled out my phone and showed her some of it.
“Can you email it to the Reno PD and to me at the Washoe Sheriff’s Office?”
I brought up my email page, attached the video, and handed her my phone. She entered the addresses, then hit send. She handed the phone back to me, and turned to Marko who was still kneeling. “Sir, we’re going to take you in for questioning. Will you come voluntarily?”
“No!” He started screaming about police brutality and being illegally persecuted and being a victim of profiling, an interesting complaint considering he was a white guy and all the cops were white. The only possible qualification for profiling was if the cops were focused purely on stupidity.
“If you won’t come in willingly, then I’m taking you in against your wishes.”
She read him his Miranda Rights. One of the cops pulled off the duct tape I’d used. I kept my foot on Marko’s calf, preventing him from jumping to his feet. The cop removed the duct tape from Marko’s ankles and knees. I removed my foot, and two of the four cops lifted Marko to his feet. They marched him toward one of the patrol cars. Marko started fighting. It took both cops and a taser to subdue him, cuff him, and get him into the back seat of the patrol car.
This time, Sergeant Lanzen raised her voice. “Marko Yurchenko, you are under arrest for assaulting a police officer.”
Lanzen stayed back and talked to me.
“You think he’s our guy?”
“The enforcer, yes. One more thing, Marko’s brother Fedor was here a few minutes ago. He may still be in the shop. I’d bet he has incriminating information about Marko. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he is a full participant, helping with the hits.”
I answered a few more questions Lanzen had. Then I remembered the dumpster in the garage.
“You might find a reason to check out the dumpster inside the back of the garage. It’s filled with stolen catalytic converters.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t that be quite valuable?”
“Very.”
Lanzen had her officers run crime scene tape around the motorcycle shop, and she left one officer to stand guard to prevent anyone from taking converters or other evidence.
She and the other officers left with Marko in the back of the Reno PD patrol vehicle.
I rejoined Camille and Spot at the table.
A few diners at a neighboring table had left during the commotion. Others started drifting back after the cops left.
Our waiter came over, a questioning look on his face.
“Sorry about the disruption, sir,” I said.
“Do you still want your food?”
I looked at Camille. She nodded.
Five minutes later, the waiter brought our food. He set down Camille’s first, then mine. He spoke to Camille, standing in a position that ensured she could see his lips. “Is there anything else you’d like, miss?”
She made a wan smile, her eyes still red but starting to dry. “No, thank you,” she said.
She didn’t eat with much enthusiasm at first. But she eventually cleared her plate.
The music had switched to a jazzy blues. A couple stood up from their table and walked over to the dance area. They started dancing.
Camille watched them carefully. Another couple joined them.
I stood up and reached for Camille’s hand. “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s do something fun.” She frowned but took my hand and stood, perhaps reluctantly as if she wasn’t sure she could trust me. Which made perfect sense considering all the bad things that had happened to her.
“Have you heard of the West Coast Swing Dance?”
She shook her head.
I said, “I’m not any good at dancing, but I learned this a long time ago.” I led her over to the dance area. Spot followed. I pointed to the area near the dance floor and told him to stay.
“I think this dance was invented in Harlem during World War Two.” I reached out both my hands and took hers. “I think it goes something like this. First, I take two steps backward while you take two steps forward.” She walked with me. “Then we take two steps in place without moving.” She matched my steps. “Now we take two steps back to our starting position.” She followed as if she’d done the dance all her life.
“Now I let go of one of your hands, but keep holding the other, and I turn as you walk by me.” We did it. “Now we repeat so we’ve turned a full circle.”
Camille was now anticipating me, almost leading me. She was a natural dancer.
“Then there’s a step where we let go of hands, turn away from each other. We take two steps apart and then two steps forward.”
I assumed it would take a little practice to show her when she was facing away from me. But she understood immediately.
“There’s one more move I remember. It’s called the under-arm pass. I hold up one of your hands, and you turn as you step under our arms.”
She did it.
“Okay, let’s string it together.”
I had to focus as I put the steps together. Camille was ahead of me and leading me the whole way. And, using the magic of her sense of vibration, she did it in perfect time to the beat of a song she couldn’t even hear.
Spot stood watching us. He lowered his chest and wagged, and I worried he would push through the dance-floor ribbons to join us. I held out my palm toward him and shook my head.
We did the pattern again. And again. When Camille had one arm at her side, she started doing a shoulder rotation. The motion was smooth and looked professional.
When she did the third pass under our arms, she was grinning. At the music break, I lifted her up in the air, turned two circles, and set her down.
Camille made a little bounce of excitement. She ducked under the ribbon next to Spot, lifted her arm and leg up, and boosted herself up onto his back, riding him like a horse. Spot wagged and walked in a lopsided circle.
“How’d you learn to do that?” I asked.
She shrugged. “It’s pretty easy for me. Like going fast on a skateboard.”
“Neither is easy for me,” I said.
At that moment, I had a kind of epiphany about Camille’s resilience and her toughness, and I believed that eventually she would be okay, regardless of what foster family she eventually joined.
When we got back to Street’s, Camille picked up a small cloth roll she’d gotten out of the camper when she stayed in it that night in my driveway. She unrolled it to reveal several custom-painted scarves. They all depicted the moon with vibrant colors. She picked one and handed it to me.
“This is for you.”
“A gift? Wow, thanks!” I put it around my neck, knotted it in place, then fluffed the fabric so it hung down. “I look pretty cool now, huh?”
Camille grinned.




THIRTY-TWO

Street had said she wouldn’t be home until 9 p.m. or so.
I cobbled together a dinner of grilled fishsticks and pasta with cheese sauce and broccoli, something Street had me eating more of recently. I surprised myself when I realized I was worrying about whether Camille would like it enough. Was it a good thing that a grown man, ex-cop, slayer of bullies, would stress over the dinner desires of a little girl? Street always said that new experiences were good for the brain. If so, I’d gotten much brainier in just the last few hours.
Camille seemed to have a good appetite, which pleased me. Better yet, she bit into a chunk of broccoli, chewed it up, and said, “I love broccoli.”
It must have been the cheese sauce.
Nevertheless, Charles Dexter was obviously far ahead of my game.
After dinner, I called Diamond. He was still on shift. He stopped by 20 minutes later.
I let him into Street’s condo. He walked over to Camille. “Good evening, Camille. Good to see you again.” He reached out and gave her a handshake.
She made a slight grin as she took his hand, but nevertheless looked surprised. Probably no man had ever shaken her hand like that. As Diamond moved away toward me, she paid particular attention to his gear belt, radio, stun gun, handcuffs, night stick, mace, flashlight, and 9 mm pistol.
Camille went back to reading a book Street had given her about the Lewis and Clark expedition, which demonstrated to me how comfortable she was with Diamond’s presence.
I sat with Diamond on the barstools at Street’s kitchen counter.
Diamond looked at his watch. “I was off duty five minutes ago. Permission to take off my uniform shirt and raid Street’s shelves, as well.”
“Sure. I hope you like chardonnay.”
Diamond wrinkled his nose. “There must be some kind of real drink around here,” he said as he opened her fridge. He scanned up and down. “Ah, here we are, the elixir of Chico.” He pulled out two Sierra Nevada Pale Ales and handed one to me.
“That’s my stock,” I said.
“Even better. Hate to enjoy lounging in the scientist’s lair and then mooch off her nutrition stores as well.”
Diamond found a bottle opener and removed the tops from our beers.
“Breakfast of Champions to the rescue,” Diamond said as he took a swig.
“You mentioned the Harley shop,” Diamond said.
“It’s called Markos Hot Harleys,” I said. “And the sign has no apostrophe before the S in Markos.” I sipped beer.
“Could be it wasn’t stupidity,” Diamond said. “The playwright George Bernard Shaw eliminated almost all apostrophes, and he won the Nobel Prize for literature.”
“Nope, Marko’s lack of apostrophe was stupidity.” I drank beer. “You mean Shaw wrote words like dont and wont without apostrophes?”
“Sí. And another Nobel winner named Samuel Beckett wrote a novel called How It Is with no punctuation.”
“Marko’s sign is still stupidity.” I drank more beer. “When you say Beckett used no punctuation, do you mean no punctuation in the sense of very little punctuation compared to the norm? Or do you mean no punctuation in the sense of none?”
“None. Keiner. Ninguno. Nessuno. Rien. He wrote the novel in French. Maybe it was an exercise in pushing limits. But probably he was just showing off.”
“I’ve heard that name. Beckett.”
“From the play, Waiting For Godot.”
“And you know this because…”
Diamond shrugged. “Good to learn stuff. Anyway, maybe your biker dude is an avant-garde writer-type intellectual.”
I thought again about Marko Yurchenko. “Nope. Stupid through and through.”
“So what went down?”
I told Diamond about Marko and Fedor and what had happened.
Diamond looked very worried as I explained how Marko attacked me. But he started laughing when I explained I’d made Marko apologize to Camille. “That’s great, bro, but you better watch your back. His threat about having you killed long distance, even from inside prison, was serious. That stuff happens.”
“I’ll be careful. But I wanted to ask you about his computer.”
“A computer that belonged to Marko?”
“I think so. A laptop with something on the screen that I hadn’t seen before. When I opened the lid, up came the word TOR and a graphic of what looked like an onion. Wondered if you knew about that.”
“You know I’m computer illiterate.”
“An expert compared to me.”
Diamond took a sip and then breathed out. “All I know is that TOR is a program that makes your computer activity anonymous. It was created way back by the US government so spies could send messages without being tracked. Now it’s used by the dark web.”
“Been hearing about that recently. Marko mentioned using the dark web to post jobs to kill people. Sergeant Lanzen thought the same thing. I’ve been wondering how that would work.”
“Don’t know. But let’s imagine you’re willing to provide a particular service. A driver for Uber or a grocery shopper for one of those food-delivery sites. You go to their website and register by giving them your name and telling them where you’re willing to work. You give them your bank account information, choose a password, and presto, you’re ready to go to take on jobs. Each day, you log on and look at the listings of work available. If a job looks good, you select it and go do the service. When you complete it, you provide the appropriate proof, and they log the job as completed and put the money in your bank account, minus the service fee, which, for a hit, is probably huge. Or they pay in some other way, with one of the crypto currencies. That way the IRS can’t see what’s going on.”
“You think the dark web works the same way as the regular web?”
“Don’t know, but probably. The big difference is the TOR stuff makes it so you can’t be tracked.”
“The only way you can get caught is if witnesses see you in the act.”
“That’s the whole point of the dark web. I don’t even know if a hacker could track you.”
“You were just using your imagination. Take a guess.”
Diamond frowned, thinking. Drank some beer. “Maybe a sting would be the best approach. When they post job messages to you, you scour them for clues about how the site works and who runs it. Maybe a hacker would be useful in tracking the payments. You pursue whatever you find. Standard detective work. Eventually, you get a hint about a person.”
“Track that person and squeeze them,” I said.
“Right. You might have to go to Botswana to find them. But you do whatever it takes.”
I was thinking about Marko’s phone, which I gave to Sergeant Lanzen. I thought she could go through his email to look for bad activity. “What about email?”
“There is none. Nothing to find. Because the person gets job messages by logging onto the dark website, there is no email to trace. If the crypto currency payment is handled well, that probably can’t be traced, either.”
“This sounds really wicked,” I said. “Does Google keep track of these dark websites?”
“No. That’s the point. It’s called the dark web because the TOR system is anonymous. It’s outside of the range where Google can search.”
“Maybe there’s a history in Marko’s computer,” I said. “One of those internal logs that shows what the computer user has been doing.”
“Maybe. But if it would probably show the TOR login page, there would be nothing past that. I believe the system is designed not to log any history.”
“I wouldn’t think Marko was tech-savvy enough to follow this TOR.”
“Probably simpler than replacing the brake pads on a Harley.”
We both drank beer.
“You got an idea of what I should do next?”
“You’re the bigshot PI.”
“With no client,” I said.
“I’m just a civil servant. Never have a client.”
Street came home at 9:30. She hugged Camille, then hugged Diamond, then turned to me.
“What’s wrong?” she said before she hugged me.
“Why do you ask?”
She frowned. “It’s pretty obvious you’re hurting. You sort of list to one side, and all of your weight is on one leg, and you’re holding your head funny.”
“Camille and I got some exercise dancing at the Bimini Cafe in Reno. Made me a little stiff.”
Diamond was smirking.
Street looked at him.
“McKenna ain’t good at spinning tall tales, huh? Might as well tell her, Owen.”
“I got beat up.”
“What?” Street looked alarmed. She glanced at Camille, immediately worried about what Camille had witnessed.
Street came to me and gave me a hug, too. I winced.
“You’re very hurt!”
“True. But you should see the other guy.”
“And you joke about it in front of Camille. That’s so adolescent!”
Diamond started laughing and didn’t stop until he left five minutes later.




THIRTY-THREE

I pondered Charles Dexter over my morning coffee.
When a person has a one-of-a-kind name, it is easier to learn about them. If you can find their name in any database, you’ve got something to work with. But a name like Charles Dexter is harder. There are hundreds of thousands of them. I spent some time on it, but came up with nothing useful.
Sergeant Santiago had done some checking, as well, and learned little beyond the fact that Dexter had no criminal record and no traffic violations in California. Dexter moved up from Arizona eight years before. In an effort to find any of Dexter’s relatives to whom he could report Dexter’s death, Santiago called a number he found and talked to a woman who’d been Dexter’s neighbor in Arizona. She said that Dexter downsized from a single-wide in the Buena Vista Park in Anastasia, Arizona, to his camper truck.
Some months later, Dexter’s name showed up in Chico, California, as evidenced by the DMV records. There was no other information available. The woman knew of no relatives or good friends. If I wanted to know more, I’d probably have to travel. Anastasia or Chico? One was long ago and a lot farther away than the other.
“Yo, Largeness, the town of your favorite beer awaits.”
Sometimes I envy the way a dog gets ready to go for a ride. Spot stood up, took three steps to the door, and waited nose-to-doorknob, tail speed on medium. Ready. Whereas, I had to find my keys, wallet, cap, jacket, and the phone leash other people loved, but which I found constraining. There’s no true freedom in a city or wilderness when you’re tied electronically to anyone who has your number. But it made Street feel more comfortable knowing she could reach me, so I acquiesced to the modern era. And, truth be told, I had learned to use many of the phone’s useful features. But I hated that it would suddenly ring and jerk me out of my enjoying-freedom reverie. The ability to turn off the ringer was always a compelling temptation. But that would defeat its purpose.
Because I was not rigorous about phone-battery needs, I checked my phone’s charge. It showed a flashing red bar and said 4%. Of course. Someday I’d have an emergency and my life would depend on a functioning phone, and I’d die because I hadn’t plugged it in.
I had a car charger in the Jeep.
Spot was still patiently waiting at the door.
We drove up the East Shore, went north past the area where Dexter had met his end, continued over Brockway Summit and into Truckee, headed west on Interstate 80, down the long West Slope of the Sierra, then north up the Central Valley. We were in Chico three hours later.
Chico’s a trendy, thriving college town that is home to a large California State University campus, the place where Sergeant Santiago went to school. It takes only the briefest observation to realize that Chico State is nearly the opposite of an expensive, name-brand Bay Area university. In Chico, you can get a decent education for a fraction of the cost and achievement stress of the big-shot schools. And you might even have money left over for rent.
I’d printed out a map to Charles Dexter’s mailbox address. My drive took me past Sierra Nevada Brewing and over toward the university. As I got close to the school, I saw many students. One woman wore a sweatshirt that said, “I Never Even Considered Stanford.”
All the vehicles near me were pickups, no Teslas in sight.
The street numbers told me I’d gone past my destination. I went around the block, back-tracked, and parked.
“Be good,” I said. Spot had his head out the window. I rubbed him, but he wasn’t looking at me. There was too much else to look at.
I’d walked less than a half block when something made me glance back. Two teenage girls were at the Jeep. One had her arms wrapped around Spot’s head. The other was petting his nose. I could see his tail thumping.
The mailing address for Dexter was a storefront with two large dirty windows. I walked in. There was a wall of mailboxes like you see in an official post office. Another wall had a counter and behind it a copy machine, mailing supplies, a weighing scale, and a sign that explained the various services offered. USPS mail, UPS, and FedEx. There was a door to a back room. The door was open and someone was in there working.
I found the box with Dexter’s number. There was no glass front on the box and no other identifying information. I tapped the little silver bell on the counter.
“Just a minute,” came a voice.
I waited. A skinny brown-skinned woman came out.
“Help you?” Just two words, yet somehow she managed to smile as she said them. She had a beautiful model’s smile. She’d probably learned from a young age that anytime she could employ that smile, the world would be hers.
“Hi,” I said, smiling back at her. “My name’s Owen McKenna. I’m an investigator from Tahoe.” I handed her my business card. “I’m sorry to let you know that one of your customers, Charles Dexter, recently died. He listed his address as one of your mailboxes.”
The woman’s smile evaporated. “Charlie died? Oh, no! I’m so sorry. Poor Charlie. And poor Camille! I barely knew Charlie, but I really liked him. He was so polite! And Camille was… Well, she was hard to get to know, what with her deafness. But she’s a good kid. What will she do?! Where will she go?”
“She’s safe for the time being. We’re still working out where she will go.”
Sergeant Santiago had given me a copy of Dexter’s death certificate and a reference letter. I set them on the counter. “Here’s my authorization from the sheriff’s department. I’m helping them work out Camille’s future arrangements.”
The woman looked ready to cry. “Oh, it’s so important. Camille needs the right place. I mean, don’t get me wrong. It’s not just about her being deaf. She can read lips and talk and… She’s quite amazing. But she’s just a little girl. They really need to find her relatives and make sure she has a good place to live.”
“We have no contacts for Mr. Dexter. I’m hoping you can direct me to any of his relatives or friends.”
The woman glanced at the papers I’d set on the counter but kept her distance as if they were dangerous. She shook her head. “I don’t know Charlie’s friends or relatives. He always came in alone or with Camille. He wasn’t real sociable.” She hesitated and had a pained look on her face. “Did he… You know. Suffer badly?”
“No. It was a sudden accident. He was crushed by a tree.”
The woman winced. “Oh, that’s terrible.”
“When he was working in Tahoe, he and Camille stayed in his camper truck. Do you know where they lived when they were here in Chico?”
“I think they lived in the camper here, too.” She looked at the wall of mailboxes. “Lots of the people who rent our mailboxes don’t have regular addresses. Some are even homeless. But Charlie mentioned a campground. Out by one of the wildlife refuges. I don’t know which one. He once said the birds were migrating and that they made so much noise they’d wake him up. He loved birds. Now and then he’d come in with his binoculars hanging from his neck. It’s like, even though he was in town, he was always ready in case a bird flew overhead.” The thought brought the dazzling smile back. “So I think they maybe lived at the campground. Whichever one it was.”
“Any idea where I could look?”
“Sorry. There are something like a hundred campgrounds all up and down the Central Valley. I suppose it’s all about the Pacific Flyway. Millions of birds doing their migration along the valley.”
“When a person rents a mailbox, they have to give you some kind of contact info, right? A phone number or an email address?”
“Yes. Let me look it up.” She went over to a file cabinet, pulled open the top drawer, and flipped through folders. She pulled out a folded sheet. “I know this looks archaic, not looking in our computer. We have the info in our computer, but looking it up on paper is actually faster.” She ran her fingertip along what looked like a spread sheet. “His box is in row B, the second row. Here it is. B-Sixteen, Charles Dexter. He has email and phone. I’ll write them down.” She wrote on a large pink Post-it note. As she handed it to me, I realized that without passwords, I could never see any messages he got.
“Thanks. Did he get much mail?”
She shook her head. “Almost none at all.”
“I’m wondering about personal letters. Anything that might lead us to his friends.”
“Not that I can remember. The only stuff I recall was junk. Or when the DMV would send his new license plate sticker. Things like that.”
“Any credit card statements? Notices from his bank?”
Another head shake. “I don’t think he had anything like that. He was a cash-type guy. He paid cash for anything he bought here. Which was pretty much nothing except a few stamps and his six-month box rental.”
“Can you think of anyone he worked for? Someone who might have had him do chainsaw work for example?”
“No. Oh, I do remember that Charlie subscribed to a music magazine. It came once a month.”
“Do you recall the name?”
She frowned. “No, I’m sorry. Music Monthly. Or Musician Magazine. Something with music in the name.”
“What about friends of Camille’s? Did she ever refer to anyone?”
“Neither Charlie or Camille ever mentioned any name. They were both introverts.”
”Do you know where she went to school?”
“No. I think he might have home-schooled her. Some months, he would get his mail every few days. Other months, he wouldn’t stop by at all. I’m pretty sure that was because they were gone. So it would have been hard for her to attend a normal school. I don’t even know if deaf kids go to regular school. Anyway, Charlie never talked about stuff like that. Mostly, he never talked.”
“Okay, thanks for your help.” I picked up the death certificate and Santiago’s letter and touched my business card. “Please call me if you think of anything that might help in finding his friends or relatives.”
“Will do. What should I do with his mail? Not that he gets much. Do I stamp it ‘return to sender’ and bring it to the post office?”
“Not yet. If his box rental is paid up for the next month or two, you should probably hold onto it. The sheriff’s office might want to look at it.” I picked up a card from a little plastic holder. It had contact info for the business but no personal name. “Your name is…?”
“Luciana. Luciana Vargas.”
“Thanks, Luciana.” I turned to leave.
“Mr. McKenna?”
“Yeah?”
“Can you tell Camille I’m thinking of her? And if there’s any way I can help with her, let me know.”
“I will. Thanks again.”




THIRTY-FOUR

It was the middle of the afternoon when I got back to Tahoe. I’d had a couple of thoughts during my drive, so I got out my laptop and looked them up while Spot lay down on his bed and went to sleep. It was obviously hard work coping with the gushing attentions of young women, then riding in the Jeep, head out the window braving the wind. He needed to sleep off his exertions.
While he slumbered, I had no luck on my computer.
I picked up the phone and called a number I had for the local newspaper.
“Tahoe Herald.” A woman’s voice that I recognized…
“I’m hoping to speak with the famous journalist Glenda Gorman.”
“Infamous to you, Mr. Detective. So glad to hear those baritone pipes. It’s been, like, forever. Are you calling to ask me out for a post-work cocktail? One Bloody Mary with me wouldn’t bother your bug-focused lady friend, right? Especially if we talked shop.”
“Maybe. But I don’t have time.”
“You can be so cold.”
“I have a question. It’s something you could maybe look up. Or just scour your amazing memory for local news and names. What’s that word for your memory?”
“I don’t have a photographic memory,” she said, “in case that’s what you’re thinking. Nor do I have an eidetic memory.”
“Which is…?” I said.
“When you can look at an image for thirty seconds or so and then recall it in astonishing detail. I can’t do that, either. But I remember work stuff well.”
“How do you even know about eidetic memory?”
“I once interviewed a psychologist at UNR, and I have a good memory of the interview. She was a memory expert and explained the different kinds to me. So try me. What’s your question?”
“There was a man who was recently killed by a falling tree up by Northstar. His name was Charles Dexter.”
“I heard about that. Our paper did a little piece on it. I remember the heading. Logger Killed By Own Tree.”
“That’s it. A tragic accident at the minimum.”
“What’s that mean, ‘at the minimum?’” Glennie asked.
“It might be more than an accident.”
“Owen! You can’t just say that to a journalist! Now you have to give me every detail!”
“It might have been murder.”
“Oh, my God! What makes you think that?” Glennie’s voice was quivering over the phone.
I gave her the basics of my doubts, focusing on the mismatch between the length of the bar on Dexter’s chainsaw and the size of the tree that fell on him.
“You think someone killed him with a tree and arranged it to look like he accidentally killed himself?”
“Yeah.”
“So what do you want from me?”
I said, “Anything you can dig up. Sergeant Santiago of Placer County looked up DMV records. He found that Charles Dexter moved here from Arizona eight years ago. I did some basic online searches, but this guy is low profile. He’s been taking care of his granddaughter Camille Dexter.”
“There’s a granddaughter in the mix? How old?”
“Eight.”
“Oh, no, that’s terrible! Is she staying with friends or relatives?”
“We can’t find any. So Santiago suggested Street take care of her until we can find her next of kin.”
“I can’t believe this. Street, no offense, is not exactly substitute mommy material.”
“Right. So can you do that research magic? Find out if there is anything in the last eight years that would tell us where we should turn next?”
“Will do. Charles and Camille Dexter. Eight years ago. I’m on it.”
“Thanks much.”
“You, um, know the arrangement,” Glennie said.
“There’s no money in this. I’m working for my sense of altruism. You would be, too.”
“But if I unearth something, you’ll give me an ongoing exclusive on how this case develops.”
“If anything you discover is significant,” I said.
“Who decides what is significant?”
“You do,” I said.
“I always knew you’re my kind of guy. If Street ever burns out on you, I get you next.”
“You talk like I’m just male chattel.”
“What else would you be?”
“A guy who has wide-ranging interests including—you know—stuff like art.”
“But Owen, that’s one of the male chattel categories.”
“Oh. Silly me to even wonder.”
We chatted a bit more, I thanked her, and we hung up.
The phone rang five minutes later. I answered it.
“Got something for you,” Glennie said.
“That was fast.”
“It’s pretty amazing. You’ll want to sit down. Or at least get a beer.”
“I just got a beer.”
“Good. Ready? Someone named Charles Dexter died eight years ago on Lake Tahoe.”
“Maybe I should drink some of this beer.” I drank. “Okay, now I’m really ready.”
“First, I should say that this was right before my time. But our sister paper on the North Shore ran the story.”
As Glennie Gorman was explaining, I was thinking about Sergeant Diamond Martinez. I thought he arrived in Tahoe around then or a little later. I quit the SFPD and came to Tahoe another couple of years after that.
Glennie continued. “The story made the AP Newsfeed and was picked up by newspapers across the country. You can look it up. But I’ll give you all the relevant info. On a sunny August day, a man and his baby daughter showed up at the Sunnyside Restaurant on the West Shore. When he asked for a table, he gave his name as Charles Dexter.”
“You’ve got my attention.”
“After Dexter and his daughter ate, he was seen wading out into the lake, holding his daughter above his head. He approached a small Boston Whaler boat moored in shallow water near the restaurant. Witnesses said he lifted his baby over the gunnel of the boat, set her inside the boat, then climbed into the boat himself.”
“Just to be sure I understand. He did this during the day in full view of other diners.”
“Yeah,” Glennie said. “He unhooked the boat from the mooring buoy. The boat had a large outboard motor, but he didn’t have a way to start it. Or maybe he didn’t want to start it. He used the boat’s safety paddle to paddle out into the lake. As the boat got far from shore, the image of them receded more quickly. Observers said there was a Westerly breeze. It caught the boat and blew it farther out into the lake. Eventually, the boat disappeared from view.”
“This sounds awful,” I said.
“No kidding. As you no doubt know, it’s happened before. Winds taking a boat and blowing it out toward miles of open water. Water that’s ice cold even in August. The next day someone on the East Shore reported seeing a boat adrift. It was a Boston Whaler. The Douglas County Sheriff’s Office sent out their water patrol. They found the boat. Inside was the baby girl. Hungry but fine. Her father was missing.”




THIRTY-FIVE

“You said this was eight years ago.”
“Right,” Glennie said.
“So the baby could be Camille Dexter, who said she’s almost nine, and the Charles Dexter who went missing could be her dad, the son of Grandpa Charlie. Thus Grandpa Charlie ended up the guardian of Camille.”
“This is why you’re a detective,” Glennie said. “Awesome deductive powers.”
“If you humiliate me sufficiently, then our deal for an ongoing exclusive on the developing story is off.”
“Too late,” she said. “A deal’s a deal. And your rep is based on your deal’s-a-deal reliability.”
“I assume they never found the body of the younger Charles Dexter.”
“Correct. Because the sun was hot, and because the man had already demonstrated his fondness for water, the speculation at the time was that, when they were well into the big water, he jumped into the lake to cool off. But as you know, the cold one experiences at Lake Tahoe’s shore is, by some accounts, nothing compared to the cold one experiences out in the middle of water that is sixteen hundred feet deep and also at sixty-two hundred feet of elevation.”
“A cold that causes some boaters who occasionally jump in to have a heart attack and then sink out of sight forever,” I said.
“A brutal description,” Glennie said, “but true.”
“Have you learned anything about this younger Dexter?”
“Not much,” Glennie said. “I sensed a dramatic story in this. So I looked, but I didn’t find much. According to the Birmingham Times in Alabama, Camille Dexter was born in Alabama almost nine years ago. Her father and mother were both listed. Charles Dexter and Callie Thompson, unmarried. Callie was listed as eighteen years old. Charles was probably a similar age, but the article didn’t say. They had decided to keep the child. Perhaps Callie was thinking they’d get married, so she used Dexter for Camille’s last name. For an apartment, they rented a room at the back of a nail salon where Callie worked. Callie painted nails part time, and Charles had a job at a dairy farm, mucking out the barn.”
“They wrote all that in the Birmingham Times?”
“Yes, but it became a news story only because Callie died in a car accident two months before the daughter’s first birthday. Charles wanted to keep being a dad, but he decided to try his fortunes to the west. He moved with Camille to Arizona. That’s as much as I could learn. Maybe he went to Arizona because Charles senior was there. Maybe he eventually brought his baby up to Tahoe because Charles senior decided to move there around the same time. But then his reckless maneuver out on the boat ended his life and brought his father and his daughter together.”
“You certainly know how to report exciting news, Glennie,” I said.
“Wait, I’m not done.”
“I haven’t finished my beer.”
“It’s just so tragic. The baby girl onboard drifted all the way to the East Shore twelve miles away. They found the girl wrapped up and safe. What a miracle the boat didn’t swamp or something.”
“Boston Whalers have foam-filled hulls. They’re so unsinkable, you can cut them in half and the pieces will still float. As long as the baby was wrapped up in such a way to protect her from the sun, she would survive.” As I visualized the situation, a thought came to me. “You said this baby was around a year old?”
“Right.”
“Don’t babies that age crawl? Or walk? If so, it’s amazing that a hungry baby didn’t crawl around the boat and fall over the edge. Some Boston Whaler models have low gunnels.”
I heard Glennie taking deep breaths. “I can’t stand to even think about it! But I remember reading that the baby was covered up in blankets and strapped in. The phrase the writer used was that the baby was screaming mad when they found her. I suppose the dad tied her down when he jumped in for a swim. So the poor creature was unable to move about all night long! But the covers and straps probably saved her life. The straps kept her from falling in, and the covers kept her from freezing to death during the cold Tahoe night.
“The information I have isn’t very detailed. But it says the authorities located the father of the missing man. He was Charles Dexter Senior, and he had recently moved from Arizona to California. Dexter Senior picked up the baby, Camille Dexter. She was fine. And as you might imagine, babies that young don’t suffer great, lasting trauma. At least not in an obvious way. Maybe it messes with their personality or something. Apparently, Dexter had visited his son and Camille at some point, so she was comfortable having him take her in.”
“So Charles Dexter Senior became the guardian of Camille Dexter when Dexter’s son, Charles Dexter Junior, went missing.”
“Right,” Glennie said.
“Am I to assume that Dexter Junior was eventually declared dead?”
“Yes. I looked up the court records and found that, after Dexter Junior was missing for five years, Dexter Senior got a judge to declare that his son was dead. Which solidified Dexter Senior’s guardianship of the girl.”
“I thought it took seven years before a missing person was considered dead.”
“I thought the same thing,” Glennie said. “Turns out that while lots of states have seven-year rules, California has a five-year rule, subject to some qualifiers. In many cases, a judge needs to consider the facts surrounding the disappearance of the person in question. Probably, Lake Tahoe’s reputation for taking the lives of otherwise healthy people swayed the judge.”
“And,” I filled in, “the elder Dexter had already been Camille’s guardian for all of those years. Maybe the judge thought that mattered.”
“But now the elder Dexter is not around for me to ask about it,” Glennie said. “It’s a strange confluence of events involving father and son named Charles Dexter, both of whom died in unusual circumstances.”
“Now Dexter Senior is dead, the girl has no family that we can find. Any chance her mother, Callie Thompson, has any relatives in Alabama?”
“Not that I can find. As a child, Callie was an orphan who constantly ran away from the foster homes where the state put her. And the young Dexter wasn’t much more stable. He never graduated from high school, never got a driver’s license, lived off the grid in most ways. Took jobs that paid cash, and he in turn paid his bills in cash.”
“Sounds like his old man. He also lived a cash-based life.”




THIRTY-SIX

I called Diamond on his cell number.
“Got time for a law enforcement question?”
“You at your office?” he said.
“Yeah.”
“I’m up at the lake. I’ll stop by your office. But I need to stay by the vehicle computer.”
I said, “I’ll head outside to the parking lot in…”
“A few minutes.”
I did as he said. Spot started wagging as the sheriff’s vehicle came down the road. Sometimes he seemed to know car models the way I did when I was a kid.
Diamond pulled in, came to a stop near where we were standing, rolled down his window. He was holding a cup of coffee in his right hand.
Spot stuck his head in the window. Diamond put his coffee in the cup holder and gave Spot a brisk rub. Spot wagged.
“Sorry, no treats,” Diamond said, although whether to me or Spot I didn’t know. “You had a question.”
I nodded. “What’s the current situation with tracking credit cards?”
“You mean, can a cop look up credit card info like on TV?”
“Yeah.”
Diamond smiled. “TV is fiction, and fiction is fun. But it’s still fiction.”
“Just as I thought. But because I’ve been out of the business awhile, I wondered if anything had changed.”
“Things are still pretty much like they were during your old bad-ass days on the San Francisco PD. You can’t trace credit card use without a search warrant. And, as you know, you need probable cause and a willing judge to get a warrant. But if some burglar steals credit cards, and we get a warrant to look for purchases coming in on those card numbers, and we see some tire store running a stolen card for, say, a set of Pirelli P Zero Corsas, we can often get the info right away. We’ll be there to catch the dirtball driving away.”
“The guy I’m looking for might or might not be a thief, but he probably won’t have any stolen credit cards on him. He’s probably traveling. So I’d simply like to find out which hotel he’s staying at. I don’t suspect him of any crime, so I can’t get a warrant. But what about an unofficial look into his current credit card use?”
Diamond tipped his head left and right as if stretching his neck muscles. “Like an unofficial look at someone’s DMV record?”
“Yeah.”
Diamond paused. “You know the usual disclaimers and qualifiers.”
“Meaning, I didn’t hear what you’re about to say from you.”
“Sí. Unofficially, there are some hackers who sell services to cops.”
“Hackers who can get into the credit card company computers?” I said. “What about all this stuff we hear from companies who say their computers are totally secure?”
Diamond snorted. “Where ordinary people see big company computers as having walls and moats and barbed wire and guard towers, hackers can find countless electronic tunnels and secret passageways and invisible drones and beam-me-in-Scotty access.”
“You know how all this works?”
“No,” Diamond said. “But I know a guy who knows a guy.”
“And that guy can get in through the secret tunnels.”
Diamond shrugged.
“How do you know about Pirelli tires?”
Diamond sipped coffee. “One of our deputies pulled over a van on a traffic stop. Eight sets of tires in the back. Somebody looked it up. Thirteen hundred dollars for each tire. Eight sets of four is forty-some grand. Turns out they were stolen in Vegas.”
“Something I’d put on my old Jeep?”
“Barely worth the money even for your Lamborghini and Ferrari.”
“Have to be a hacker to afford them,” I said. “Who are these hackers?”
“No one knows. Especially not cops.”
Spot had begun to lean on Diamond’s door sill. I could hear his wheezing breaths as his throat got squeezed.
“Stand up straight, hound dog,” Diamond said. He lifted up on the sides of Spot’s head. “Gonna hurt your throat.” Spot stood up a little straighter and wagged. Diamond looked up at me. “Anyway, any geek worth his hacking ability is certainly not going to hang out a sign with his name on it. They lurk on that dark web we keep hearing about.”
“How do you contact one of these hackers?”
“Don’t know, but…”
I interrupted. “But you know a guy who knows how.”
“He works on referral only. His price is high because his hacker contact is expensive.”
“How do any of these guys get paid without giving away their identities?”
“No idea. Probably some limited liability company that’s owned by another LLC. No way to trace the connection. And his service will be billed as computer security service, and he’ll have computer code that seems to prove his legitimacy. There’ll be no way to prove he flew on a dragon over the castle walls.”
“Can you give me a referral to this shell game service?”
“Sí. What you want?”
“Recent credit card use by Anthony Rossi, of Rossi and Dexter.”
“He a crook?”
“Not that I know of. But there’s something fishy about him. He said he’d be at the Lazio Roma Hotel for three days. But when I declined to help him and a dead man named Charles Dexter turned up, Rossi disappeared.”
“I remember you telling me,” Diamond said.
“Rossi has a partner named Charles Dexter. The partner is fictitious. Like a marketing thing.”
Diamond was nodding.
“Yet, Glennie found out that a guy named Charles Dexter went out on the lake with his baby daughter years ago. The guy drowned and the daughter survived.”
“Certainly sounds fishy.” Diamond touched the tip of his finger to the end of Spot’s nose. Spot moved his head forward. Diamond held his palm out and said, “Stay.”
Spot held still. Then Diamond touched his nose again. Spot moved again. Tried to grab Diamond’s finger.
“Is that a meditation thing?” I asked. “Or a dog teasing thing?”
Diamond shook his head. “Scientific dog behavior analysis. Can a dog hold perfectly still if you mess with his number one sensory input device.”
“What’s the purpose of this scientific experiment?”
“Don’t know.”
“Then why experiment at all?” I had a pretty good sense of the answer, but it was fun to poke Diamond.
“That’s a big subject,” he said. “Scientists often do basic research without purpose. Went big time during the Scientific Revolution and the Age of Enlightenment.”
“I’ve heard of those. But I couldn’t really say what they were about.”
“Study the natural world. Apply scientific reasoning. Reject magical thinking. Copernicus was a mathematician, doctor, economist, and lawyer, and he spoke Polish, German, Greek, Italian, Latin, and Hebrew, and, oh yeah, he figured out that the Earth wasn’t the center of the universe. He realized that the sun didn’t rise and fall because it went around the Earth but because the Earth rotated. Of course, the Church tried to stamp out his discoveries because, well, it didn’t fit with the Bible.
“Then along came Galileo who figured out much of the rest about the solar system, where the planets were, how gravity worked, developed a good telescope, discovered that there were moons orbiting other planets. Of course, the Church tried to stamp out his discoveries, as well. And when Galileo said that Copernicus was correct that the Earth wasn’t the center of everything, they sentenced Galileo to house arrest for the rest of his life.”
“He had to stay in his house forever?”
“Sí.”
“For saying the Earth wasn’t the center of the universe.”
“Sí.”
“Where does magical thinking come in?”
Diamond was still trying to touch Spot’s nose and get him to hold still.
“Magical thinking is like the tendency of children to believe in Santa Claus. There’s a kind of excitement when you believe something with no evidence or causal connection. Like the Church’s ideas about the universe. A modern day version of magical thinking would be like finding significance in the fact that Copernicus died almost the same time Galileo was born. It must be a meaningful sign.”
“Superstitions?”
“Sí. If I get my energy field focused, I can wave my arms and move the clouds. If I knock on wood, I’ll have a good result. Magical thinking is why some people go to a psychic. They think that person can actually talk to the dead. Never mind that the things the so-called psychic says are universal statements that sound good to anyone who’s lost a loved one. Or things that one can readily deduce by speaking with the person who desires magic.”
I saw where he was going. “Like hiring someone to come with a divining rod and where it dips is where I should dig my well.”
Diamond sipped coffee and nodded. “That’s a good example of how magical thinking lends power to simple observation. If the diviner simply said that he’d studied landforms and geography and he used that to predict where water would be, the customer would think it possible but not very exciting. But if the diviner can do the little wrist twist that makes the divining rod flex and introduce some magic into the process, that’s...”
“Good as Santa Claus,” I interrupted. “Or black cats with witch powers.”
“Tell me about this Rossi cat.”
“I think it’s too much of a coincidence that he had a fictitious partner named Dexter, and a real Dexter drowned in Tahoe eight years ago, then Rossi calls me to meet at Northstar, then a real man with the same name turns up dead in the forest a mile away, then Rossi suddenly checks out and disappears. I want to find him and ask him about it.”
“I would, too.”
“His company headquarters is in Geneva, Switzerland. But I’m guessing he didn’t go that far.”
Diamond said, “You think he would use a credit card to check into a different hotel.”
“Makes sense, yeah.”
“Do you have any identifying info beyond his name and company name?” Diamond asked.
“No.”
“May as well see what our boy can do.”
“Any idea what this will cost?”
“I’ve never personally used him. But I heard five hundred is the base to set up the search on credit cards. Every day he gets a lead is two hundred fifty more.”
“What?! I want to purchase some information, not buy your hacker a new computer.”
“This hacker’s in demand. My guy doesn’t know anyone else who can do this for you.”
“You referred to the hacker as a boy,” I said. “Figure of speech?”
“No. He’s male and young. Could be sixteen. Fifteen. Maybe younger. There are probably women in the business. But I’d bet ninety-nine percent of all hackers are male. From what I hear from my guy, this hacker has referred to getting a free ride to hack until he’s eighteen and can be tried as an adult.”
“A kid is consciously working the legal system and considering his ability to be a crook without serious penalty until he turns eighteen? That’s… I don’t know. Terrible.”
Diamond laughed. “Takes serious smarts to break into a company’s computers from the comfort of your bedroom. Makes sense a kid would apply those smarts to the penalty aspects of his hobby.”
I pulled out my credit card and handed it to Diamond. As he wrote down the number, I noticed he was writing it in reverse order and with no spaces between each group of four numbers. Clever security.
“Do these kids make a lot of money?” I asked.
Another laugh. “You just gave me credit card info and verbal authorization for seven hundred fifty dollars. He taps on his computer to set up the  search, then plays a video game waiting to see if the alert goes off. Maybe he does that for ten different guys a day. Maybe he’s got a hundred searches going on. There’s a lot of people around the world who want that service. And distance doesn’t matter.”
“So this kid could be making tens of thousands a day with no serious threat of penalty if he’s caught.”
“The glory of capitalism. What you can earn is only limited by your ambition and skill set.”
“Can’t these hackers find work that is legal?”
“Sure,” Diamond said. “I learned that their main area of legal work is called penetration testing.”
“That sounds…”
“It’s not like what it sounds like. Companies hire hackers to look at their computer security systems. They ask hackers to try to break into the company computers. They pay well. And if the hacker finds something they can exploit to gain access to private information, there are substantial bonuses.”
The whole concept felt bad. “How can I trust this guy you know?” I asked.
“You can’t. But that’s what hackers are all about, right? They can get your credit card number and take your money whether you give it to them and authorize it or not. So we’re completely dependent on their honesty. Getting your permission is just a formality.”
Diamond held his hand up and gently pushed his open palm against Spot’s nose. “Gotta go, Largeness.”
Spot reluctantly pulled back. It was obvious he’d rather ride around with Diamond than hang out with me and lie on his camouflage bed in my office.
Diamond drove off. I suddenly felt poorer. I took Spot and left my office.
I stopped at Street’s. Spot and Blondie ran through the forest. I made small talk with Street and Camille. Street grilled veggies and put them over brown and wild rice flavored with sweet and sour sauce.
My home phone rang that same evening.
“Just got a call from the guy I know,” Diamond said.
“And?”
“Your man checked into the Bellezza dell’Oceano Palazzo hotel in Carmel-by-the-Sea several days ago. Last night, the restaurant next door ran his card.”
“Bellezza dell’Oceano Palazzo sounds Italian to me.”
“Creo que es italiano. I think Rossi’s Italian.”
“Now you speak Italian?”
“Working on it,” Diamond said. “Anyway, you said he was staying at the Lazio Roma Hotel at Northstar. So maybe he’s got an Italian thing going with hotels and restaurants.”
“Sounds like it.”
“I’ve got the address and phone number.”
He read it off, and I wrote it down.
“Thanks,” I said. I was trying to remember what I’d learned when Street and I tracked the Frank Sinatra diamond in Tuscany. “I mean, grazie.”
“Prego.”




THIRTY-SEVEN

I made calls to Sergeant Santiago and Street and explained my plans to be gone for a day or two.
Street sounded stressed, but not because of my absence. Her world had been turned upside down by having an orphan child thrust into her life. She said everything about her work and daily life had been rearranged. But she understood that the needs of a lost child took priority.
Santiago sounded removed as if he didn’t want his life complicated.
“You’re going to Carmel to shake down the Rossi and Dexter guy?” he said.
“That wouldn’t be my description. But I do want some questions answered.”
“Let me know what you find out.”
“Will do.” I hung up.
Now that I knew where Anthony Rossi was staying, I could, in an ideal world, call Anthony Rossi on the phone and, ideally, he would willingly answer my questions. But having him make a sudden exit from the Lazio Roma Hotel right after a man named Charles Dexter was killed by a falling tree suggested he wasn’t eager to talk. There could be a simple explanation for the coincidence of the death of a man whose name was the same as what Rossi used to create his fictitious partner. But I had to assume that Rossi was withholding information. If so, the best way to get answers was to show up unannounced.
What I wanted to know would only take a few minutes to tell, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t get stuck in Carmel overnight. I wanted to have a place to sleep. I got on the computer to find lodging.
Carmel had some of the priciest real estate in the world, and I knew that would translate to hotel prices. But when I checked hotel prices, I was still shocked. I made a reservation at a place far from the ocean. I checked the Google satellite picture for the address. It looked like the hotel backed up to a landfill on one side and a junkyard on the other. There were earth-moving machines just beyond the rear hotel wall. The fine print said the hotel would consider a dog if it were relatively small. I looked at Spot sprawled across his bed. He was quite small relative to an elephant. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to use that as my reasoning. I’d snuck Spot into hotels before. You put the fake ‘Service Dog’ vest on him, scope out the various exits, wait until dark, come in the back way, and move fast.
We left early the next morning. Six hours later, we parked on a residential street just three blocks from the Pacific.
Carmel-by-the-Sea sits right on the ocean and is adjacent to the famous Pebble Beach golf course. But what makes Carmel so attractive is one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. A large, gentle crescent of sand wraps around Carmel Bay, a picture that’s framed by Monterey Cypress trees. The ocean bottom is shaped such that the waves are gentle and water isn’t mixed with sediment. The result is water that is clear and, at times, almost as blue as Tahoe. Add to that the temperate climate of the central California coast, and you have a desireability index at the top of the scale. Not only that, but you can buy an old two-bedroom one-bath cottage on a small lot with no garage for only $4 million. But only, of course, if it doesn’t have an ocean view. If you can see the water, you have to pay real money.
After being stuck in the Jeep for hours, I knew that Spot had to burn off some energy. So we went down to the dog-friendly beach. Spot got excited when he saw the large number of dogs running off-leash and romping in the surf.
I let him go, and he charged around, drawing attention from both people and dogs. Several dogs ran after him, like pilot fish following a big carnivore. After a few practice runs near the water, Spot got brave and screamed along where the water was as much as five or six inches deep. Water splashed up into his face. When the waves rolled in, he demonstrated his mastery of the sudden direction change and zoomed up the sloping sand to get away. On one occasion, he stopped and watched several dogs who actually ran into the water and swam without coaxing from their owners. This was risky, outlandish behavior that Spot didn’t understand. Spot knew how to swim, and he liked leaping into swimming pools, and had even jumped into Tahoe’s icy water on a rare occasion. And he liked putting his head underneath those waters to look around.
But the salty foreign water of the ocean was an alien world best treated with caution and distance. After a minute, Spot ignored the water dogs and continued with his explorations in the safe zone above the waterline.
Far beyond the dogs and surf were the silhouettes of two ships in the distance, one a typical freighter, the other an unusual shape more like an old square rigger. Perhaps it was a re-creation of an old sailing vessel, made to take tourists on historical cruises.
When Spot slowed, I took hold of his collar, and we walked the neighborhood streets.
I watched the street numbers and guided us to the Bellezza dell’oceano Palazzo hotel.
We paused out on the sidewalk. Spot stared at the hotel, his nostrils flexing. Was he smelling Italian food? I sniffed the air. Lasagna?
The hotel grounds were enclosed by a tall fence with a stucco surface painted a terra cotta color. The entrance to the hotel had a double brass gate that stood open. In front of the heavy metal gates were a few weeds and a single yellow daisy that was, improbably, blooming. The plants hadn’t been bent over, which meant the gate hadn’t been closed in a long time. The hotel was smallish but looked grand on what must have been a triple lot. It appeared to be made of stone and had tall windows with arched tops. Around its perimeter was a covered walkway with arched openings. An enclosed patio featured a large fountain that spilled into a blue-water pool a dozen feet across. The fountain pool was ringed with marble sculptures, busts of men who looked famous. High up on the outer walls were more arches and under them smooth sections of walls with fresco paintings of what looked like Roman soldiers and dignitaries from the time of Caesar.
It was one of the grandest buildings in the town, but it still seemed tiny if one had hoped for a bustling lobby and grounds where one wouldn’t be noticed. I had the extra problem of a dog that had some of the size and the dramatic coloration—albeit a different pattern—of a zebra.
No matter how I ran the scenarios, it was obvious that if I walked into the hotel and asked about Anthony Rossi, there was an ample chance that an employee would alert him, and I would be so visible that I’d be easy to evade. Once alerted, Rossi could, if he wanted to avoid me, stay in his room, or sneak out the back way. Or, if he was out and about the town, he could stay out. The best approach would be to wait in a place where I wouldn’t be seen. If I could surprise him, I could talk to him. But the stone wall was eight feet high, and I couldn’t get a glimpse over it unless I found some rise to stand on.
I walked past the hotel, down the block, around the corner. I watched for any view lines to the front of the hotel. I went 90% of the way around the block and saw nothing but houses and fences and trees and hedges. I came to a fender bender accident, where someone had clipped a car and caused minimal damage except for ripping off a side mirror. The mirror had flown off and landed in some leaves under a bush. A bit of exposed chrome caught my eye. A cop was writing up a report.
Spot and I stepped around the commotion and continued on.
There was no easy way to spy on the hotel, no openings in the wall, no boulders or tree trunks or trash dumpsters on which to stand and see over the wall. I stopped before I got back to the entrance gate. I didn’t want Spot to be seen twice. I pondered how to watch for Anthony Rossi.
An idea came to me.
“C’mon, Largeness. Let’s retrace our steps.”
We paused when we got to the site where the vehicles had collided. The cop and the vehicles were both gone. I peered below the bush. The side mirror was still there, hiding beneath the leaves.
I bent over and picked it up.
We walked back along the side of the hotel. Just before we got to the corner and the street with the hotel gate, there was a place where the stone stucco wall jogged. It came out two feet, then continued. The jog produced two right angle corners. A woody vine grew in the jog. When Spot and I stood in that jog, we couldn’t be seen from the hotel entrance.
I reached up and propped the severed mirror on the top of the wall, held tenuously in place by the branches of the vine and supported by the corner of the wall. It took some adjusting. But I was able to angle the mirror in such a way that, standing below, I could look up and get a clear view of the side of the Bellezza dell’oceano Palazzo hotel, its walkway, the arches, and the fountain and sculpted busts. The few people coming and going were small enough in the mirror that I couldn’t really tell what they looked like. But I hoped that Tony Rossi’s flamboyant style would be recognizable.
“Settle in for a warm relaxing evening, Largeness,” I said. “The sights and sounds of the Pacific are near, and the air is filled with the aromas of Italian cooking. All is good, and you and I have both comfort and purpose. What could be better? Oh, I suppose dinner would be nice. But we’ll eat dinner eventually.”
He looked down at the hard sidewalk, the hard wall, a large protruding Oak tree root.
“Okay, skip comfort and focus on purpose.”
I leaned back against the wall and looked up over my shoulder at the mirror. I couldn’t see anything. Maybe if I shifted to the side. That was a little better. I could see water arcing from the fountain. But the few people were very small in the mirror.
Spot looked again at the sidewalk. It was comprised of uneven squares of concrete. Over the decades, the squares had shifted, tipping this way and that, a painful place to lie down.
Spot sidled next to me, sat back on his haunches, and leaned against my leg.
“Any position to take some weight off, eh, boy?”
Spot looked up at me, started panting, then leaned his head against my thigh. His giant tongue immediately made a dark wet spot on my jeans.
I spread my footing to brace against Spot’s lean and pet him. I watched the birds. I watched other dogs on the street.
I noticed movement in my peripheral vision above. I looked up. It was the reflection in the mirror. A car coming out of the hotel’s underground garage. It maneuvered around the fountain and headed toward the gate.
I stopped looking at the mirror, took a few steps to the corner, and turned to look down the street. The car came out the gate, turned away from us, and drove away down the street.
I couldn’t see in the windows of the car. Maybe it contained Rossi. Maybe not. It was a possibility I’d completely overlooked. If Anthony Rossi arrived by any vehicle with smoked windows, I was out of luck.
I walked back to Spot, who was still sitting, looking as if he were about to fall asleep.
“Well, Largeness, there’s a flaw in the master’s plan. Our target can evade observation by the simple trick of dark windows.”
Spot turned to watch a person walking a little fluffy ivory-colored Lhasa Apso dog with an ivory bow that held its hair up out of its face. The dog strutted like it had just won the Westminster championship.
“Here’s another idea,” I said, trying to get Spot’s attention. But Spot only had eyes for the Lhasa Apso.
I was upstaged by a micro bit of colored fluff and bow.
“Let’s give this another thirty minutes. If we haven’t spied our man by then, we’ll call it a night and find some grub.”
Spot was still watching the bow as the dog strutted down the street and around the corner. It was clear that the dog was leading its walker.
A half hour later, I walked Spot to the Jeep, drove to the junkyard motel, and sneaked him in the back. I warmed up a couple of quick-serve dinners in the motel microwave, mixed in some dog food for Spot, and we were asleep 90 minutes later.




THIRTY-EIGHT

The next morning, we grabbed a fast-food taco breakfast and by 7 a.m. we were out below the mirror at the hotel wall. Periodically, people would walk by, some with dogs. Everyone was pleasant. If I’d been alone, there would have been looks of suspicion. Why is a man hanging out in our neighborhood? But Spot gave me a kind of free pass. Everyone wanted to pet him. Dogs wanted to sniff him. One man chatted. Then the man gave Spot another pet, and walked on.
I kept checking the mirror above my head. A little restless, I walked to the corner and looked down the street at the hotel entrance. I pulled out my phone and found Google images for various Anthony Rossis. None of them looked like the guy who’d offered me a job.
The mirror above my head revealed frequent activity. A few people moving, but none that I recognized. A few cars came out of the underground garage. I walked to the corner to see those cars exiting through the gate. In two of them I got a sense of an occupant or two. None seemed familiar.
A Toyota Prius came down the street and turned into the hotel. The mirror showed someone come out of the hotel and get into the back seat. It appeared to be a ride-for-hire, Uber or the like. The Toyota came back out of the hotel gate, turned onto the street, and drove past me. The driver was a skinny young man. The passenger in the back was a fat old man. Not Rossi.
More movement in the mirror. Someone came out from behind the fountain, walked past the sculpted busts, and headed toward the hotel entrance. Walking, no car.
I stepped down to the corner. I recognized the person who emerged through the gate, walking briskly. It was the woman who’d first let me into Rossi’s hotel suite.
“Hello, Ms. Ivanhoe,” I said.
Megan Ivanhoe stopped and looked at me. It was the standard look we’re all familiar with. Recognizing someone but not being able to place who they are. She frowned. It took her a moment. I gave her time.
“Owen McKenna,” she suddenly said, her frown replaced by a smile. She reached out, and we shook hands. “What a surprise! And this beautiful dog! I didn’t know you had a dog.” She leaned forward toward Spot and was about to reach out when she had second thoughts. “Is he… you know, friendly?”
“Friendly enough to go home with you and leave me forever if you ask him. His name’s Spot, and yes, he’d like you to pet him.”
Megan touched the top of his head and gave him the slightest of ear scratching.
It must have itched because Spot suddenly shook his head, a drop or six of saliva shooting off in an arc.
“Oh, he’s so commanding. Tall like you but even more…” Megan stopped, realizing she was about to say something she’d regret. “What a coincidence, you being in Carmel at the same time we are.”
“No coincidence,” I said. “I’m here because of you. I was just coming to see if Mr. Rossi is around.”
“He is. I spoke to him a short while ago. He said he was getting dressed and was going to breakfast.” She paused. “He likes to eat alone when he’s solving business problems. So I’m off for my morning hike. I always hike before breakfast. Would you like to join me? I don’t go that far. Usually eight miles or so.”
Now I knew how a woman in her late 70s stayed so thin.
“A hike like that is probably just what your dog would like.” She again leaned toward Spot, petting him a second time. “Wouldn’t you like that, Spot?”
He wagged.
“Thanks, but I’ll pass. Eight miles before breakfast is too much for us. We have to fuel up, first.”
“Oh, do you want me to call Mr. Rossi and let him know you’re here?”
“No thanks. Now that you’ve told me he likes to eat alone, I don’t want to interrupt. It would just distract him. I’ll stop back later today. I’ve got other things to attend to.”
“You’re sure?” She exuded helpfulness.
“Yes. I don’t want to trouble a businessman while he’s working.”
“Oh. Such respect. How nice of you. Well, I’m off. Good to see you. How long are you here for? Can we meet up later?”
“I’ll connect with Mr. Rossi later. We’ll take it from there.”
“Okay. Later then.” She made a little wave and walked down the sidewalk at a speed that most people would call jogging.
In case she looked back, I turned and made as if I was going the other way. When she was out of sight, Spot and I resumed our surveillance. Vehicles came and went. A few people came and went on foot. One young woman wearing a tight athletic outfit came racing down the street on a bicycle, leaning far over the handlebars on her bike, and she careened in a tight turn through the gate opening. A minute later, she came pedaling back out, exiting almost as fast as she entered.
Like those crazed bicycle couriers in San Francisco.
Soon, I saw more movement at a walking speed.
I recognized the huge, rising, black surf wave of hair.
Rossi came out of the entrance gate, turned away from us, and walked down the street. We followed, staying well back. I didn’t worry that he’d recognize me for the simple reason that he hadn’t met Spot when we visited at the Lazio Roma Hotel. If someone hasn’t seen or heard about Spot, and they see us together, they only focus on the dog. Despite my height, I disappear.
Rossi was wearing all black, looking very stylish. He walked with a kind of strutting confidence that men of means sometimes acquire. It says, you may not know who I am, but I am somebody significant. Befriend me if you want proximity to that importance. Cross me at your peril.
Rossi went down a block, turned left, walked another block, turned right. He continued on for three blocks and stopped at an outdoor cafe that was busy. Spot and I paused behind a tree. We weren’t concealed in any way, but we weren’t in full view, either. Rossi stood near the cafe door among a crowd of people waiting for a table. A woman pushed through the crowd and spoke to him. Ah ha, the benefit of telegraphing significance. She then directed him to the only sidewalk table that wasn’t taken. Ah ha, the benefit of a reservation phoned in earlier. He sat down. Another woman brought him a menu. After a minute, she returned. Rossi pointed to the menu, said something, she took the menu and went inside.
Spot and I waited. I often think that the business of investigation is the business of waiting. Spot and I had waited in a lot of places. We were good at it despite the handicap of Spot’s attention-grabbing size and looks. But this looked to be a short wait.
The waiter came out with a tray. She transferred coffee and two plates to Rossi’s table.
“Okay, Largeness, time to work.”
We walked to the restaurant. Up close, I saw that the restaurant name was Fiori Del Mattino. I didn’t know what it meant, but it looked Italian. Rossi was good at staying on topic with his food and lodging choices.
There were no other chairs at Rossi’s table. I found an unoccupied chair at another table. “May I?” I said to the other diners as I reached for it.
They stared at Spot. Eventually, one of them said, “Sure.”
I carried the chair over to Rossi’s table. I sat down and held Spot’s collar so that he was next to Rossi. Close to Rossi. Too close for Rossi’s comfort.
“Hey, Tony, remember me?”
He was leaning away from Spot, who had his head over the edge of the table. His jowls were right next to Rossi’s cappuccino, but he was looking at the plate of pastries. Scones and croissants dusted with powdered sugar. Miniature two-inch pies with flaky crusts and blueberry filling in the center. Little rolled wafer cookies that kids would pretend to smoke like cigars. The mass of sugar and processed white flour was terribly inviting even as it belied the idea that the Mediterranean diet was healthy. Clearly the reason so many Italians live to 100 had nothing to do with their breakfasts but probably just came from the fact that they walked to and from their grocery stores, getting constant exercise carrying their pastries. And wine.
I reached over, picked up a croissant, took a bite. “Mmmm. A man with my own tastes.” He hadn’t touched his cappuccino. It still had the artful flower pattern made of chocolate powder in milk. I picked it up and sipped.
“What are you doing here?!” Rossi’s voice was a hoarse, whispered shout. His hair shook, the cresting wave threatening to break and crash down on the rocks.
I chewed my croissant, sipped more of his cappuccino.
“I don’t have to put up with this intrusion… this assault. I could sue. I could yell for help. I could call the police!”
“Please do,” I mumbled through my full mouth. “But consider that if you do, I will tell them about Charles Dexter and your claim that he’s fictitious.” I took another bite. “Wow, this is delicious. Here, Spot, try a piece.” I broke off a bit of pastry and fed it to him. He chomped it so fast, a drop of saliva arced into Rossi’s lap. Rossi stared down in horror.
I said, “You will remember that you looked me up before you offered me the job of setting up your fashion security detail. So you know that I was a San Francisco cop for twenty years. Being a former Homicide Inspector gives me some inside knowledge. I know how the system works, and I know how cops think. I will tell them that while you built your business, you claimed to have a partner named Charles Dexter. When I also explain to the cops that eight years ago a man named Charles Dexter drowned while out on Lake Tahoe with his baby daughter, they will pay attention. When I tell them that another Charles Dexter recently died in a Tahoe forest close to where you were staying at the same time, cops from multiple jurisdictions will argue over who gets to hold you for questioning. It won’t be fun. With a few phone calls, I will have a dozen law enforcement agencies looking into the life of Anthony Rossi and his fixation on gun-themed fashion. They will take you apart, and I’m guessing they’ll re-open the life and death of both the Charles Dexter who drowned and the Charles Dexter who died under a falling tree. Currently, they think the man who drowned and the man who died under the falling tree were both victims of accidents. But when they hear about you, they’ll wonder if you killed them both. Two first degree murder raps could get you fifty consecutive years in the state’s vacation getaway hotel. Even if you live to be as old as a real Italian pastry aficionado, you won’t ever watch the sun set into Carmel Bay again.”
I picked up one of the little pie cookies and stuffed the entire thing into my mouth. “Mmm, mmm. You should have some of this before it’s all gone.” I handed one of the cigar cookies to Spot. He chomped once, swallowed, ran his tongue around his jowls. Rossi leaned away even farther as he watched. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or revulsion on his face.
Rossi was without speech. I filled in. “After I left you at the Lazio Roma Hotel and I learned about the dead Dexter in the forest, I went back to talk to you at the hotel. Surprise. You had told me you’d be there for three more days. But it turned out that you suddenly checked out and left no forwarding address.”
I picked up a scone and split it between Spot and me.
“In short, Tony, there are too many questions about you. So you have a decision to make. It won’t be very hard as there are only two choices. The first is to keep your mouth shut and call your lawyer as I bring the law enforcement world down around your head. The second choice is to start talking to me before I spread the word. I’ll need the entire story. Once I’ve heard it, I’ll decide what parts to repeat and to whom I’ll repeat them. To be fair, I’m not primarily interested in disrupting your life, although I won’t mind doing that. Consider it payback for wasting my time trying to get me to be a fashion model with a gunbelt. How shallow do you think people like me are?”
I picked up the last scone and bit off half of it as Spot watched. I chewed, swallowed, gave the other half to Spot, and drank the last of Rossi’s cappuccino.
“If you’re running from something I’m not interested in, then I don’t care about it. It’s possible I won’t even care much about past crimes you’ve been involved in, as long as no one was badly hurt. But I’m connected to someone who is taking care of the granddaughter of the older Charles Dexter. What happened to him and the younger Charles Dexter—the girl’s father—impacts my friend’s life. I know that there’s more to the Dexters than a fictitious character you claim to have made up.”
Rossi began to speak, hesitated, tried again, stopped again.
I waited. There was a ring of dried coffee-flavored chocolate at the bottom of the cappuccino cup. I ran my fingertip around it and licked my finger.
Rossi tried again. His words were very slow. “What if someone like me was involved in a crime that had a good purpose?”
“You mean like stealing bread to give to your starving children?” I felt a little snarky when I said it, but it came out with a sneering, sarcastic edge.
After a long pause, he said, “Kind of.”
“Then start talking. If you satisfy my information needs and don’t make me horrified, maybe I walk away. But frustrate me and withhold what I want to know, your life as you know it is, at the minimum, inconvenienced for a long time, or it’s possibly ruined forever.”
Rossi shut his eyes and leaned so far back in his chair that the big black wave looked like it might break backward, out to sea. He took a deep breath and held it. Calming himself.
He opened his eyes and said, “I need something stronger than cappuccino.” His former Italian accent was gone.
I pointed down the block. “The Bear’s Breath Bar is just down the sidewalk. They might be open at nine in the morning.”
Rossi pushed his chair back and stood up. He wavered, caught his balance, and started away from the table.
“Tony,” I said. I pointed at the table.
“Oh.” He opened his wallet, pulled out two twenties and tossed them down.
“You lead,” I said. I wanted Spot behind him in case the man tried to run.




THIRTY-NINE

Unlike his earlier proud walk, Anthony Rossi was now walking down the sidewalk like he was drunk. His balance wasn’t good, he listed to the left, and his moves were shaky. Psychological attitude controls physical attitude.
Rossi pushed into the Bear’s Breath Bar. The pub was dark and dank yet had a large, light-filled front window full of hanging plants.
He walked up to the bar.
“Nope,” I said. I pointed toward the back. “That table in the corner.”
Without speaking, Rossi turned and went back to the table. When I was a cop, whether in uniform or, later, in plain clothes, I learned to sit with my back against a wall or in a corner whenever I had reason to be in a bar. But Carmel wasn’t the kind of place where trouble lurks in bars. So, I pointed to the corner chair and positioned Spot and me between Rossi and the escape routes.
Rossi sat. “First, I need to make a call,” he said. He pulled out his phone. I plucked it from his fingers and put it in my pocket.
“You can’t do that!”
“I just did. Tell me what I want, I may give it back. If not, I’ll give it to the FBI to help them with their interrogation.”
Rossi’s eyes were wide, as if he was just starting to grasp the ways his life could change in the next few hours.
A waiter came up. He acted as if everything were normal and there wasn’t a dog larger than him sitting at the table. The waiter looked at Rossi.
“Double Irish coffee,” Rossi said. “Bushmills Single Malt.”
The waiter nodded and turned to me.
“Two Sierra Nevada Pale Ales and a large bowl.”
The waiter was impressively stone-faced. He gazed at Spot for a moment, made another nod, and left.
Rossi fidgeted, using his index fingernail to pick at the cuticle on his thumb. His hair seemed a touch deflated. His eyes were shifty. Trying to figure out the best way to explain reality? Or trying to figure out how to snow me and make an escape?
The waiter brought Rossi’s coffee, two beer bottles, two glasses, and a large metal mixing bowl. He set them down and then paused as if to see what I was going to do. Rossi picked up his coffee and sipped. For the first time I realized that a feature of hot coffee drinks with whiskey in them was that the heat of the coffee slowed the drinking.
The waiter gave up waiting and left.
I drank two swallows from one of the beers, then poured the rest into the bowl and set it on a chair so that Spot wouldn’t have to reach down to the floor.
Spot glanced at the untouched bottle, then looked at the bowl of beer, then looked at me.
“Okay,” I said.
He lowered his head to the bowl and drank the rest of the beer in the time it took me to take two sips from my bottle. Spot was licking the bowl dry. I returned the empty bowl to the table.
Rossi got part of his coffee down.
“I’m waiting,” I said. “If you don’t know where to begin, start with what you know about the younger Dexter’s drowning death.”
He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “The drowning was fake.”
“Dexter didn’t die?”
“Not exactly. The younger Dexter didn’t exist.”




FORTY

Rossi looked very stressed. His forehead had broken out in beads of sweat. His color was a sickly pale pink. He was being forced to tell secrets from the past, secrets that, once revealed, would likely change his world and not for the better.
“The younger Dexter was a fiction like your business partner,” I said.
“Kind of. Dexter invented the drowning fiction. I invented the partner fiction.”
Rossi’s coffee had cooled enough that he drank half of it. He signaled the waiter. The man came over.
“Another double,” Rossi said.
The waiter nodded and carried Spot’s bowl and empty bottle away.
Rossi leaned back and stared at the ceiling. He picked up his remaining coffee and drank it down. The waiter brought him another Irish coffee. He looked as if he would down it all in gulps, but it was too hot. He sipped.
I said, “Multiple eyewitnesses saw a man named Charles Dexter, father of a baby girl named Camille Dexter, carry his daughter above his head as he walked out into the lake in front of the Sunnyside restaurant on Tahoe’s West Shore. He unmoored a Boston Whaler, put his baby in the boat, and then climbed inside himself. He didn’t start the boat’s outboard motor, but instead used the boat’s backup paddle to paddle the boat away from shore and out into the lake.” I paused to make certain that Rossi was following me.
I continued. “Witnesses saw the boat catch the wind and rapidly move toward the center of the lake and eventually disappear. The next morning, the boat was found near the East Shore, twelve miles away. Strapped in the boat was the baby girl, alive. But the father was gone and presumably drowned.”
I looked at Rossi who seemed pained by my words.
“Is this all wrong?” I asked.
“No. It’s mostly right. Except that the man didn’t drown. When the boat came near the East Shore, he tied his baby girl down to keep her safe, then took off his clothes, climbed down into the water, and held his clothes above his head as he swam to shore. He walked and hitchhiked and bought bus tickets with cash and eventually got back to Arizona where he’d been living. He knew, or at least hoped, that someone would find his baby and keep her safe for the time being.”
“You said the younger Dexter didn’t exist. What was the real name of the man who took the Boston Whaler?”
“Charles Dexter. The so-called older Charles Dexter. My original partner.”
“Who wasn’t fictitious as you said. The man who was killed by the falling tree.”
“Right.” Anthony Rossi was breathing hard. He gulped coffee and took another deep breath.
“He was Camille’s grandfather,” I said. “The man she called Grandpa Charlie.”
Rossi was shaking his head. “No, he was her father. He had her when he was fifty-one.”
“An older father. So why did he pass himself off as her grandfather?”
“Because he wanted to create the fiction that he had a son who was the father of Camille. That fictitious son was described as my business partner. When Dexter faked the death of the fictitious son, he stepped in as if he were actually her grandfather. He was an older father who’d been dyeing his hair. So when he got back to Arizona, he cut off the dyed hair and let it grow back gray so he could re-emerge as Camille’s grandfather.”
“There was no younger Charles Dexter?”
“No.”
“What was the point of the charade?”
“It’s a story that began a long time ago.”
“Then let’s go back to the beginning.”




FORTY-ONE

Anthony Rossi ordered a third drink, this one with a single shot of whiskey, instead of a double.
He took a sip and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.
“I grew up in Colorado Springs, Colorado. I went to college and grad school at the University of Colorado in Boulder and studied marketing.”
“Some of the time, you speak with an Italian accent.”
“That’s marketing. Charles grew up in Birmingham, Alabama and went to college at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. Charles was older than me by eight or ten years. I met him during my junior year. Charles came to Boulder to get his Ph.D. in European History, with a focus on the arts. We met in a local bar and became drinking buddies and then, eventually, friends. He always worried that his history degrees would never allow him to earn a good living. But when I suggested he study something more marketable than history, he was taken aback. He said that a true intellectual focuses on important subjects and writes about those subjects. He said that to study the most sale-able deodorant package was a waste of the individual’s resources and ultimately a loss to society.”
“Was that what you were studying? Deodorant packages?”
“I suppose my work wasn’t that far from it. Marketing is how to sell. Charles thought such activity was heresy from the perspective of bettering oneself through learning.”
Rossi sipped coffee, slower now that he was talking and already had a big slug of whiskey in his system.
“When Charles hit a particularly bad spot financially, I told him that I had an idea of how to make money in luxury goods. I said that my idea required two people to launch it and, if he would be my partner, I was certain that we could do very well.”
“Why did you think a history major would be good with luxury goods?”
“Actually, I didn’t think history would be very useful. But Charles was the smartest guy I’d ever met. He had a thousand ideas. Good ideas. It was him, for example, who pointed out that, while Americans generally know nothing about American history, they all know about the Second Amendment. He perceived that America’s single greatest unifying belief is our right to own guns. Charles was the one who saw the potential in marketing a gun-fashion line. And based on our earliest focus groups, he was absolutely dead-on in his perception.”
“Was he into fashion?”
“Not at all. Nor was he into guns. But he could read society. After we started Rossi and Dexter, it was clear that his ideas were golden.”
“When did you start Rossi and Dexter?”
“Two years after I finished grad school. We had no money, so we started very small. We bought product using the private label approach. We’d figure out what market to approach and how we could make a niche business in it. I handled the numbers, Charles developed the marketing, the packaging, the graphic design. Then we purchased product that was already made.”
“I think I’m missing something critical here.”
“Let me give you an example. To sell a perfume or an aftershave isn’t so much what it smells like as it is the image it projects. Charles created that image. Then we went to perfume manufacturers and purchased their excess product. We repackaged it into our bottles with our brand on them. We found retail buyers from the beginning. I liked the process, because I’m business focused. Dexter liked it because he could focus on his other interests, history and music. He could play any instrument, and he wrote songs. He even wrote a jingle that we used for marketing our business at trade shows for retailers. We started with fragrances, then moved into jewelry. I handled the purchases, the contracts, the shipping, the selling. He handled the vision, as he called it. We both knew that the business needed his vision, but we also knew that things functioned better when he stayed out of the day-to-day stuff. He didn’t come into the office except rarely. Even before we started the business, he’d left Boulder and became a road warrior, traveling in his camper pickup. Dexter’s work for Rossi and Dexter was thinking, coming up with ideas, solving problems. He was the conceptualist. I was the facilitator.”
“You were profitable?”
“Within two years after we started, yes. Don’t get me wrong. Profit in the beginning was small. We were like a mom-and-pop convenience store on the corner. As we got more experience, we realized that Rossi and Dexter could go into all types of luxury goods, and we realized we could go worldwide. We started planning for big growth. After ten years, we bought a rundown warehouse facility in Denver. It was big enough that we could move our office and shipping facilities there.”
“You told me your headquarters were in Geneva, Switzerland.”
Rossi looked embarrassed.
“That was marketing as well,” I said.
He nodded. “High society doesn’t want to buy luxury goods from Denver. They want to associate such items with Paris or London or New York. Or Geneva. We do, in fact, have an address drop in Geneva. So it’s not completely fake. Anyway, we started to realize that the business, for all its potential, was in a precarious position. We had thirty-seven employees, and they all worked well with each other and with us. But the business was too dependent on the two of us. So we got key person insurance. That was a source of comfort about whether the business could survive if either of us died.”
“How does key person insurance work?”
“It’s basically just a life insurance policy that insures the life of the key people in the business. If one of the key people dies, the payoff goes to the business, not to another person. That money would allow the remaining partner to hire and purchase the necessary resources to keep the business going.
“Anyway, our first major business problem came ten years after we started, when Dexter’s old girlfriend Callie showed up and upended his life. This was in Aspen, where he’d recently rented a house. She moved from Alabama, where they’d known each other some years before. Dexter was well into his late forties. She was twenty years younger. He let her crash at his place. They rekindled their relationship. She didn’t like Charlie’s focus on his music and the Rossi and Dexter business. He was nothing like the husband she’d hoped for. When she got pregnant, it kind of freaked her out. So she moved back to Alabama. Charlie was upset about that, and he lost a lot of focus that we needed for the business. It was a problem pregnancy. Callie got very sick. Camille was born prematurely. Callie died ten months after Camille was born. Dexter thought Callie’s sickness during pregnancy caused Camille’s deafness. Callie had no family, so Charlie went to Alabama to pick up his baby. He said the girl cried constantly. He took her to multiple doctors, but they didn’t have specific recommendations. She seemed extra stressed during storms, almost like a person with arthritis who has pain when the atmospheric pressure drops. He had no place to live in Alabama, and he’d become frustrated with winters in Colorado. So he moved with her to Arizona. He thought, if the dryness of the southwest could possibly help the kid feel more comfortable, it was worth a try.
“He kept working with our company, trying to come up with ideas, calling me for our once-a-week phone consultation. But he was distracted by his baby’s brain problems. They put her through a dozen tests in Phoenix. The doctors said that the same thing that caused Camille’s deafness was threatening her brain development and cognition. Charlie even took her to the Mayo Clinic, which was up in Minnesota. The consensus of the doctors was that they should go into her brain and try to fix things. I don’t know the details. But the proposal would take multiple surgeries. It was apparently quite risky, and there was no guarantee that she’d get better. But without the surgeries, she would likely die before the age of two.
“The big problem was cost. That was when we found out that the healthcare coverage our company had purchased was of no use. The insurance didn’t cover pre-existing conditions, and the policy fine print said that when a baby was born, its health problems at birth were automatically pre-existing. If the insurance company had been willing to fund the treatment, the medical people would have been willing to pursue it. But despite the generous spirit of many doctors, they, and the hospitals especially, were unwilling to do this for free. Their attitude was that if the insurance company was unwilling to pay for the surgery, Dexter was out of luck. He explored every avenue of funding. University medical schools and such. But even the most promising possibilities dried up when they read the files on the girl and learned that her prognosis was bad, even with the surgery.”
“Dexter didn’t have financial resources?”
“No. The business had been doing very well, and we were finally making good money. But Charles had trouble holding onto his money. He did some gambling. He bought some expensive toys. He never bought a house, preferring to rent so he felt less tied down. But the main problem came when he took all of his savings and invested in a company that was developing flying cars. It was supposed to be a solution to mid-range transit problems. The company went bankrupt, and Charles lost everything. Meanwhile, the surgeries were going to cost more than a million.”
I sipped some beer as I got a sense of where this was going.
Rossi paused. He seemed upset at the memory.
“One day, Dexter surprised me by walking into my office in Denver. He said he’d driven up from Arizona because he had a new idea that was so compelling. He was acting kind of manic, very wired, very tense.”
I waited.
“He said that he had gone through his copies of our paperwork on the key person insurance, and found that the documentation the company had us fill out when we originally signed on was all about the Rossi and Dexter business. Of course, there was personal identification. The insurance company had recorded our addresses and Social Security numbers, and birthdates. But they made a typo on Dexter’s birthday and had mistakenly written the year of his birth as twenty years later than reality.
“So Dexter got the idea of creating a younger version of himself. Twenty years younger. As we talked about it, we began calling him the older Dexter and his fictitious creation the younger Dexter.
“Dexter’s question was this: What if Camille’s father was the younger Dexter, and he, the older Dexter, was Camille’s grandfather.”
To be sure I was clear on his meaning, I said, “In other words, Camille’s father would be the fictitious person.”




FORTY-TWO

“Right. If that younger fictitious Dexter were my partner instead of the older Dexter I knew, and if that younger Dexter died, the key person insurance payoff would be two million dollars.”
“And that payoff would go to you?”
“Technically, it would go to the business. Of course, there were just two of us as owners. So in effect, I’d be the beneficiary.”
I said, “But with the younger Dexter supposedly dying by drowning, the state of California wouldn’t declare him dead for five years or more.”
“Right. Dexter knew that. So he proposed I front him one million. He would use that money to pay for Camille’s surgery. It would be worth it to me because, one, I would be helping to save Camille, if in fact the surgery saved her. And, two, I would be fronting him one million dollars and receiving two million five years later after the younger Dexter was declared legally dead.”
“What about all the details about this younger Dexter? How would he fabricate all the records and forms of identification? Driver’s license. Address and former addresses. Photo IDs.”
“Dexter said that his fictional son would be relatively easy to create. The fictional younger Dexter would be a bit of a hermit. Dexter used the term ‘off-grid.’ The younger fictional Dexter didn’t drive and never got a driver’s license. He was born out of wedlock and home schooled, and didn’t go to college. In this fictional world, the younger Dexter didn’t even have a birth certificate until he was older.
“It was the younger Dexter who supposedly had the relationship with Callie, so the younger Dexter could logically be Camille’s father. The younger Dexter would be—like the older Dexter—a kind of Luddite, resistant to technology. As Dexter conceived of his creation, the fictional Dexter never used computers or social media, never signed up for grocery store reward programs, didn’t have a regular job, worked odd jobs here and there for cash, never made enough to pay income tax, lived off friends and Callie. He never had a bank account or credit cards. Dexter figured that as he built a picture of his fictional son, he could use some of his old utility bills, which of course had the correct name and didn’t record any other details such as birthdate. Additionally, of course, the fictitious younger Dexter was very bright, described as a polymath, and he supposedly met me at a party in Boulder, Colorado. I was in my early thirties. But unlike the real older Dexter, who was in his early forties, the younger Dexter was in his early twenties. In this fictional world, I was supposedly so impressed by the younger Dexter that I offered him a partner position in the business I was starting.”
“And the story was that the older Dexter had nothing to do with your company.”
“Right. In the new fictitious world, the older Dexter would merely be the father of my partner and the grandfather of Camille.”
“After the younger Dexter supposedly drowned in Tahoe, why did you decide to present the younger Dexter as fictional, as you told me in the beginning? Why not just refer to him as your former partner who drowned.”
“Mostly, it was a marketing concept. I knew that the tragic death of my partner would become known in the business world. But I didn’t want it to become a fixture in the world of the consumer. It would attach a negative concept to a business that I wanted to be nothing but positive. So I thought it would be useful if I started describing him as fictional. Like I told you. My fictional partner runs our European operations.”
“It would also be kind of amusing,” I said, “to pretend that your partner who died was fictitious when, in fact, he was fictitious.”
“There is that,” Rossi said. But he didn’t look amused.
“After your revamped partner, the younger Dexter, died, you’d be without a partner. The company would be all yours. How did that impact the business to lose, as you say, the visionary of Rossi and Dexter?”
“It was a huge impact. But the unfortunate reality was that Camille’s health problems had already taken over Dexter’s world. He’d already lost his focus on the business. So having him leave the business was no loss for me.”
“More like a large financial gain,” I said. “The insurance payout and no more salary to pay him.”
Rossi made a solemn nod.
“Back to the death of Dexter,” I said. “How did this fictitious younger man get himself and his baby to Tahoe if he didn’t drive?”
“The fictitious Dexter knew his father liked to take camping trips to Tahoe in the summer. So he naturally wanted to see what the place was like. When a friend of his in Alabama said he was going to vacation in Tahoe, the younger Dexter asked to ride along with his baby.”
We were both quiet a moment, me sipping my beer, Rossi his coffee.
Rossi said, “Dexter also created some documentation that would make him appear to be Camille’s grandfather. He used a return mail service to mail some cards from Alabama to Arizona. The cards had photos from when he had supposedly visited his son and granddaughter in Alabama.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “The older Dexter took a photo of him and his daughter Camille, then photoshopped in a picture of himself when he was twenty years younger, so it would look like three generations together.”
Rossi nodded vigorously. “That is precisely what he did. As the older Dexter explained how it would work, we realized that creating a phony son was quite easy if you use the same name. Much of the paperwork and photos and memorabilia from your past can be recycled and presented as belonging to your fictional son.”
Rossi sipped his drink. “Charlie explained that it’s a universal principle that once there is a bunch of information about a reasonable concept, people accept the concept almost unconditionally. If they later find out that some of that information doesn’t add up, they look for the simplest way to explain it. They don’t dismiss the basic premise.”
Rossi seemed to think about it. “Don’t get me wrong. There were lots of little glitches that cropped up, things we didn’t anticipate, things that needed explaining. But no one ever seemed to doubt that this new baby in older Dexter’s life was his granddaughter. The story made perfect sense, so the question never arose. No one ever doubted that Dexter’s fictional son existed. He was simply not known before because he was a hermit like his father. There was no need to prove his existence because the story made perfect sense.”
“What about the Rossi and Dexter employees? They would have known about your partner.”
“Yes, but while they knew about him, most of them had never met him. He was the itinerant visionary who lived in different places and communicated with me over the phone. Some of them had talked to him on the phone. He was like an angel investor, someone whose existence comes with the understanding that he is involved at a long distance. Actually, a bunch of the employees had met him at a company Halloween party he came to in Denver, but he wore a Zorro mask.”
“Was that before he wanted to create a fictional son?”
“Much before. The mask was just his quirky style. So any strangeness in the fictional creation was written off as part of the natural strangeness of Dexter.”
“What happened after the baby Camille was found, strapped in the stolen boat?”
“The authorities found a little daypack in the boat. In it was some documentation that added to the story of the missing younger Dexter. There was a note from his supposed father, the older Dexter, who was living in Arizona. The note talked about Tahoe and invited the younger Dexter to bring Camille to the lake sometime. The note explained that he—the older Dexter—could drive his camper up from Arizona and meet them there. It also said that he—again, the older Dexter—enjoyed having them stay with him in Arizona a few months before so that he could get to know his granddaughter Camille.”
Rossi paused, maybe wondering if he was leaving out parts of the story.
He continued, “After the baby was found on the boat, the sheriff’s office contacted the grandfather in Arizona. Now in his new grandfather role, Dexter, shorn of dyed hair and suddenly looking much older, rushed north to Tahoe and picked up his granddaughter, who, of course, was really his daughter. The baby girl recognized her father and was comforted by his presence. But Dexter began presenting himself to everyone, including Camille, as her grandfather. She was so young that she quickly became comfortable with the idea.”
“What about her brain problems?”
“The money I fronted him allowed him to pay for the risky surgery. One of the hospitals in Phoenix that had required payment in advance went ahead and scheduled it. And even the most generous doctors are still happy to be paid for their work. They did three operations over several months. The surgeries were successful, and to my knowledge Camille hasn’t had any more problems.”
I thought about Street’s comment on the scars on Camille’s head. There’d been no paperwork on Camille’s medical records.
“Do you know which hospital Dexter took Camille to in Phoenix?”
Rossi shook his head. “No.”
“What about the names of any doctors she went to?”
“No. Dexter was private in the extreme. He always said his goal was to slip through life without leaving any wake.”
“How did the fictional death of the fictional, younger Dexter impact the Rossi and Dexter business?”
“It didn’t. The real Dexter had been largely absent from the business since he reconnected with Camille’s mother Callie. So very little changed.”
“How has the actual death of the real, older, Dexter impacted your life?”
“The impact of the real Dexter dying was a terrible shock. I never had much contact with him beyond those weekly phone conversations that took place over many years. But he was my mentor of sorts. His visionary scope extended into many aspects of my life. To have him die in a tree-cutting accident was a terrible shock. And very unexpected, too.”
“Why did you suddenly check out of the Lazio Roma Hotel when you’d told me you’d be there for three more days?”
“Because Dexter’s death was so upsetting. I knew I wouldn’t be able to function for a long time.”
“It appears you found out about his death within an hour or so of it happening. How did that happen?”
Rossi looked down and then left and right, as if trying to come up with a reasonable answer. Or maybe he already had a reasonable answer and was considering the ramifications of telling me. “After you left, I got a call from my location scout who’d been looking for Tahoe venues on the North Shore. We’d been considering doing events in Tahoe City and also Incline Village. My scout is one of those guys who always carries a scanner that picks up police communications. He’d heard a report about an accidental death in the forest. They said the victim’s name was Charles Dexter. My scout has been around for several years, and he knew I had a former partner named Dexter. So he mentioned it as a curiosity. After all, in his mind, my partner had drowned and the body was never found. So to have a different Charles Dexter die in the Tahoe woods meant he didn’t think it would actually be a person I knew. But to me, such a death fit with Dexter. He was a do-it-yourself kind of guy. Why hire a tree-cutter to take down a tree? Get a chainsaw and do it yourself.”
I knew that Dexter didn’t cut down the tree, but I didn’t think there was any information to be gained by mentioning it. And if Rossi knew that Dexter was murdered, he would already have a cover story for himself. I considered asking Rossi for the location scout’s name so I could check and see if the explanation was true. But I realized that Rossi might have already prepped the man for inquiries.
I asked, “How did you get to Carmel?”
“My driver was standing by. Easy for him to change plans.”
“What about your assistant. Megan Ivanhoe?”
“I told Megan I was going to take a time out for the next few days, and I wouldn’t need her help. But she loves Carmel, so she paid for her own room in the hotel and joined me. Dinner once or twice. Nothing more. Frankly, I think she doesn’t much like being alone and finds comfort in having a travel companion she can trust.”
“Where do you live? Not your fictional glamour place, but your real place.”
“Denver. I bought a house there when we bought the warehouse office. It’s not glamorous, but it’s centrally located. Easy to get to either coast.”
“How did you meet Megan Ivanhoe?”
“The old fashioned way. I put a help-wanted ad on Craigslist. I needed someone to organize events for us on the West Coast. Her earlier career was event coordination for people in the movie business, orchestrating shooting locations and such. The fashion business shares some DNA with the movie business, so it’s been a good match. She had retired from her main career but wanted to stay active. And, frankly, she needed to escape Orange County and her second husband, who was apparently even more awful than the first.”
“Reno’s almost the opposite of Orange County,” I said. “It would take quite an adjustment to go from the SoCal ocean climate to a high desert that’s hot in the summer and cold in the winter.”
“True. But Reno was also good for her because she’s a monster hiker. They call her the Mount Tallac lady because she holds some kind of record for how fast she goes up that mountain. She does the hike multiple times a week. Three thousand feet up and down. Crazy if you ask me. I once asked her why. She said Tallac is the location of her temple rock. It supposedly projects out at the top of the mountain. She sits there, hanging over the abyss, and meditates. She refers to it as her Tahoe HDS Noon Service, and says that it’s necessary for her spirit. Plus, she thinks it has the world’s greatest view.”
“I’ve been there several times. The view from the Tallac summit is definitely in the running for world’s greatest view.”
“I wouldn’t know. I have no desire to bust my butt climbing a mountain. That’s why they invented aerial gondolas.”
I asked, “What does HDS Noon Service mean?”
Rossi nodded. “I asked her the same thing. Apparently, when she was in grad school, she took a break from UC San Diego and spent a semester at Harvard Divinity School. She wanted to get as far from sociology and the West Coast as she could. HDS has some kind of multi-faith service every Wednesday at noon, and she got into that. Spiritual healing, she called it. She continued the practice on the ocean at San Clemente Beach. After she moved to Reno, she developed a new, personal version of noon service and does her routine at the top of Mount Tallac.”
“How do you know all this stuff? It sounds like you must have done it with her.”
“Me? Weirdo meditation stuff?” He scoffed. “I don’t think so. I only know about it because she talks about it all the time. If she misses a day of Noon Service meditation, she gets quite unsettled. Tempestuous and impulsive. She says she has to have a regular reset. One never knows what that woman might do when she’s unsettled. So everything is on hold until the next time she gets to her temple rock at the top of the mountain.”
“Do you hike?”
“Me?” Rossi sounded affronted.
“Oh, that’s right. Hiking is for poor people who don’t want to be glamorous and hang out at the club.”
Rossi was shaking his head. “Balzac said…”
“I remember,” I interrupted. “‘Of all wounds, those of mockery are incurable.’”
Rossi nodded.
“Tell me about the older Dexter’s friends. People who knew he was Camille’s father.”
“He was a hermit. He didn’t have any friends to speak of. There was a neighbor or two who’d seen him with baby Camille at his place in Arizona. But they didn’t know anything about him beyond he was suddenly taking care of a baby. He’d never explained anything about Camille. Not because he was being intentionally secretive, but just because he was excessively private. So when he hatched his financial plan to get her life-saving surgery, it was easy for him to begin referring to her as his granddaughter.”
“Did the insurance company pay you when Dexter was eventually declared dead?”
“Yes.”
“You were partner in a fraud that netted you and Dexter one million dollars each.”
Rossi shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes. A fraud that saved Camille Dexter’s life.”
“Did you know that financial fraud of that scope can result in penalties of complete restitution, million dollar fines, and as much as thirty years in prison?”
“Yes.”
I didn’t have to ask, but I was curious. “How much of your motivation for committing fraud came from your desire to help Camille versus your desire to get a big payday?”
Rossi shrugged. “I’m not a psychologist, and I’m not good at analyzing my own actions. Probably, most of my motivation was simply agreeing to go along with Dexter’s desires, which, of course, would get me a big chunk of change. One of the justification voices in the back of my brain would say, ‘You’re helping to save a little girl’s life.’ Another would say, ‘None of this would have been an issue if the health insurance company had simply provided care to a baby girl. Care they morally should have paid for.’”
I nodded. The man’s points were understandable.
He asked, “Are you going to turn me in for my fraud that funded Camille Dexter’s surgery?”
His spin was so obvious, but no less effective for the effort.
“Everything about you is questionable. I need to think about it.”
My phone rang. I looked at the readout. Street.
“Hi, hon,” I answered.
“First, I should tell you we’re okay,” Street said.
My heart thumped. “What happened?”
“Someone ran us off the road.”
I felt a sharp pain in my chest as my insides clenched. I stood up and walked away from Rossi.
“Where are you?” I asked.
“We’re on the highway south of Incline. Where the road rises up above the hidden beaches. We were southbound.”
“You said you’re okay.”
“Yes. A truck went to pass us. When it was next to us, it veered toward us. It bumped my car hard, bouncing me off the road. I hit the brakes and swerved off onto the shoulder. Except, where it happened, there is no shoulder. My car went over the edge. I got us stopped before we went down the mountain.”
“You mean, you’re at the top of a dropoff.”
“Right. We could have gone end over end. But we didn’t. The nose of the car is projecting over a cliff. The rear of my car got hung up on a boulder and a broken tree. That saved us.”
“You’re with Camille and Blondie?”
“Yes. Camille is a bit upset, but she’s a tough girl. Blondie is with her. Thank God for Blondie.”
“Are they in the car?” I asked.
“No. Out of the car. We’re on the other shoulder at the opposite side of the road. I called nine one one. They’re sending out the cops and a tow truck.”
“The car is damaged?”
“Yes. Dented badly,” Street said. “I don’t know how much structural damage. But it might slide loose and go down the mountain.”
“You’re saying it’s on the very edge,” I said.
“Right.”
“Like it could fall at any moment.” I couldn’t breathe.
“Right.”
“How are you? Your psyche?” It was an awkward question. but I felt nothing but awkwardness.
“I’m fine.”
“I mean…”
“Really, Owen, I’m tense, but I’m fine.”
“Did you see the truck that veered toward you?”
“Yes. It was a pickup. Dark in color. Black or forest green. Like that.”
“Did you notice the make?”
“I don’t know, Owen! I was driving. It tried to run me off the road. It’s kind of a miracle Camille and I aren’t pancaked at the bottom of the mountain. I didn’t have time to wonder about the make or the license plate number.”
“Sorry. So sorry.”
“I know. You had to ask. But I don’t have an answer.”
“One more question. Do you think the person swerving into you might have been absent minded? Or, do you think it was intentional?”
“I think it was intentional. I could be wrong. But it seemed very much like he was trying to kill us.”
“I’ll call Diamond. If he’s in the area, he’ll be there as soon as possible.”
“Do you think we’re in danger just standing here on the side of the highway?” Street sounded very scared.
“Yes, I think you are in danger. Will the person who ran you off the road come back now that you’re aware of his intention? Maybe not. But if someone approaches you, please keep your distance. Don’t let anyone come near you or Camille. You can hike or slide down the slope if necessary. For now, I’d trust the tow truck driver and the cops and no one else unless you know them.”
“You’re scaring me, Owen.”
“With reason. I’m scared, too. I’m trying to think of how you should get home.”
“I think the tow truck driver can drop us off. Or maybe the police.”
“I don’t know Diamond’s shift schedule, but either he can come and get you, or he can call the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office and get one of them to take you home. I’ll have him check in with you. Call me when the tow truck arrives.”
“Will do.”
“I’ll call you back either way. I’ll be there as soon as I can. But it’s a six-hour drive.” I looked at the time. “It’ll be late afternoon at the earliest. Please be careful.”
“Okay. I love you.”
“You too.”
We hung up.
I went back to the table, grasped Spot’s collar, and looked at Anthony Rossi. “Gotta go. Someone just tried to kill my girlfriend and Camille Dexter.”
“What?! That’s terrible! Why?”
“I don’t know. But it has something to do with Charles Dexter. Maybe you, too, for all I know.”
He looked very alarmed. Was it for himself? Or Street and Camille? “What will you do?” he asked.
“Find the killer and rip his head off.”
For the first time since we met, Rossi looked frightened. Maybe I sounded too rough. I pulled Spot with me as I ran out of the bar.
Our motel was a few blocks away. I got Diamond on the phone as we ran.
“Are you up at the lake?” I said when he answered.
“Just coming over Daggett Pass from the Nevada side. I’ll be down at the lake in ten minutes.”
“It’s not your jurisdiction, but I thought you’d want to know that someone in a pickup just ran Street off the road south of Incline. She said it was above Hidden Beach, which would make it north of Skunk Harbor. She dialed nine one one. The cops and tow truck are on the way. But I’m worried.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m in Carmel, talking to Anthony Rossi about Camille’s background. I’m hoping you can meet Street or get a Washoe County deputy to pick her up.”
“I’m on it. I’ll call her right now.” He hung up.
The traffic back to Tahoe was heavy and slow, but without major stoppages. I checked in with Street multiple times as I drove. The tow truck driver said her VW Beetle was significantly damaged, so he took it to a shop in Incline Village. Diamond called Santiago. He was closer. So he drove Street and Camille to Street’s condo.
It was getting dark when I pulled up to Street’s condo. Diamond’s patrol vehicle was in the lot.
Spot and I ran to her door. Diamond answered our knock and stepped out the door, closing it partially behind him. He was wearing his uniform, and had on his duty belt with all of his gear.
“So nice of you to be here,” I said in a low voice.
“Protect the citizenry,” he said with typical understatement.
I gestured toward the closed door. “How are they doing?”
Diamond took his time answering. “I think well, considering. That kid’s been through hell. The mere fact that the kid isn’t freaking out shows she’s very tough. But I give a lot of credit to Street’s steadying influence. Street’s style of staying calm is good for the kid. Maybe that’s the scientist in her.”
“I don’t think so. I think that’s just her way. You can’t solve complex problems if your emotion is a never-ending high-wire act. That characteristic makes her a good scientist.”
Diamond looked off at the dark forest. “Well, the approach is good for a kid under fire. But I suppose there’s a downside to everything.”
“Some might say Street is a little too cool and removed. Not a lot of touchy-feely in that woman. But she’s perfect for me.”
“She’s kind and affectionate with Camille.”
I nodded. “She’s kind and affectionate with anyone who’s struggling with life.”
I followed Diamond’s gaze at the trees. The woods were filled with dark shadows as night approached.
“You got a professional take on this situation?” I asked.
“Same as my amateur take. Street is not given to histrionics. She says someone tried to run her off the road. She says she believes it was intentional. That means a psycho is out there. Is he after Street? Or Camille? I don’t know. But nothing has changed in her life except for taking care of Camille, right? And you determined that the kid’s grandfather was murdered. So logic says that Camille is the trigger point. She must have seen something that puts her at risk. Maybe the guy who killed Grandpa Charlie thinks the kid saw him.”
“But Charlie dropped Camille off at the hotel and told her he’d come back later. So she couldn’t have witnessed the person who killed him.”
“Conundrums are our business.” Diamond looked at his watch. “You okay with me getting back to work?”
“Yeah. Thanks very much.”
“By the way. That sweet little girl gave me a gift. She gave one to Santiago, too.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of Camille’s custom-painted scarfs. It had a yellow crescent moon against a deep blue sky. There were gray-blue clouds, one of which went partway across the moon. The colors shimmered.
“Very cool,” I said.
“The rewards of carrying on the noble fight against evil.”
Diamond looked down at his duty belt. “It is pretty awesome,” he said. “I don’t want to spoil the kid’s illusion.”
“So you won’t tell her that the most powerful weapon on the belt is the radio?”
“Sí. Gotta keep up the facade.”
Diamond touched his fingers to his forehead in a little salute and left.
Spot and I went inside and spent an hour going over every aspect of the car crash and another two hours trying to be comfort companions, hanging out with Camille and Street, trying to create a sense of normalcy.
In time, I left Spot with them and drove up the mountain to my cabin.




FORTY-THREE

In the morning, I woke up thinking about Charles Dexter’s death. Initially, a tree falling on a person looked like an unusual accident or, possibly, an elaborate suicide. But when the chainsaw found with the body proved to be different from the one that cut the tree, I believed it was murder. Which generated the question, why would someone go to such lengths to kill someone? Why not just shoot him?
The likeliest answer was that bullets are often traceable. A less likely but possibly better answer would be that a killing that looked like an elaborate accident would be harder to trace. Without a suspect who had motive and opportunity, it was very unlikely I could find the person who killed Charles Dexter. Another possible reason for uniqueness in a killing was if the killer had multiple victims on his list.
If someone kills several people by gunshot and kills them all in the same area and possibly all close in time to each other, the similarities of the deaths would make them stand out as the work of the same killer. Which, in turn, would make it much easier to find that killer. Find a connection between the victims, it might point to the murderer.
But if the killer takes care to make the deaths all look different, the deaths wouldn’t look connected, and the killer’s identity would be much less obvious. The point of a murder that looked unique—a murder like that of Charles Dexter—could simply be to distinguish it from other murders.
That logic suggested that I look for other unusual deaths. If I could find other deaths and then could find a connection between the people who were killed, I’d be much more likely to identify the killer.
I already knew about the music teacher who drowned. I thought I should call the other county sheriff’s sergeants I knew and ask them about other recent deaths that might have been accidents or suicides, but which could possibly be murders.
I first spoke to Sergeant Bains at El Dorado County. I explained my speculations about Charles Dexter’s death.
“You’re wondering about who might hire out to do such a thing.”
“Yeah.”
“I think it makes sense that any local hired killer would not be a professional assassin but a home-grown enforcer,” he said. “But maybe you don’t remember that this is Tahoe. Happy, party-time, family playground.”
“Sure. But Dexter was killed. You’d want to find out who did the deed, right?”
“Of course.”
“But you’re not inclined to search out the concept.”
“Put it this way,” Bains said. “The last real bad dude in our area was that guy who kidnapped the Tahoe woman and hauled her into the mountains on horseback. But you caught him. Remember the horses?”
“Of course. I’ll never forget those horses.”
“I think he was an outlier. We had a peaceful time before that guy, and we intend to have a long peaceful time now that he’s gone.”
“Pretend he wasn’t such an outlier. There’s another killer out there. I need to find him. A young girl’s life is at stake. Her grandfather’s murder was made to look like an accident or a suicide. So start with those kinds of deaths.” I was thinking about Street and Camille being run off the road.
“Okay, let me think,” Bains said. “People die all the time, in hospitals or at home in bed. But deaths that look like accidents or suicides that might, in reality, be murder? I don’t usually make a mental catalog of those kinds of deaths. I mean, if a guy falls down the stairs while he’s home alone with his door locked, and he hits his head and dies, it’s just an unfortunate accident, right? But to consider it a murder, one would have to treat the house like a crime scene, look for evidence, dust for fingerprints, of which there are about ten thousand in a typical house, interview all the neighbors, and consider who might have a key and the ability to sneak in unobserved. Then you’d have to look for motive and opportunity. It would be a nightmare. As an ex-cop, you know we just don’t do that when we have no cause to wonder about it.”
“Right. Nevertheless, that’s what I’m looking for. Any thoughts? Unusual deaths that happened in the last few weeks?”
“The only one that comes to mind is that trucker who drove his tractor-trailer rig through the guard rail on one of the switchbacks at Emerald Bay. He went off the edge and down the mountain about five hundred feet until he hit a rock ledge. His trailer was loaded with four of those monster generators that power utilities use. Probably bound for one of the ski resorts. They must have weighed ten thousand pounds each. Of course, the trailer load shot forward when he crashed. It crushed the cab flat with the driver inside.”
“I heard about that. They had to get a Skycrane helicopter in to lift the wreckage off the mountain.”
“Yeah. Big mess. What was that guy’s name? Wayne Treyman. Treyman was unusual because he had a perfect driving record. Not just as a commercial driver, either. I was curious so I went all the way back as far as the DMV had records. Treyman never had so much as a parking ticket. Not even when he was a kid.”
“What was the weather like when he went over the edge?”
“That’s the thing. It was a clear sunny day. The roads were dry. And I remember his wife saying he’d gotten a good night’s sleep the night before. So now you’ve got me wondering if some other driver purposely made him swerve.”
“Do you have contact info for Treyman’s wife?”
“I can look it up. Hold on.”
Bains put me on hold, came back a minute later. “His widow is Suzanne Treyman. Their house is in the town of Rescue, down in the foothills.” Bains gave me the address and phone number.
“Thanks much,” I said. “Any other unusual deaths come to mind?”
“Not off the top of my head. But I’ll let you know if I think of any.”
I next called Diamond and put the question to him.
“Only unusual death we’ve had recently was a guy named Paul Porter, a portrait painter.”
“I didn’t know Carson Valley ha a portrait painter.”
“Yeah. Whole lotta alliteration going on with this guy. It’s even on his business card. Paul Porter Portrait Painter.”
“Was painting portraits his hobby? Or his work?”
“Work, from what we could tell.”
“When did he die?”
“We’re not precisely certain. It was on Wednesday late at night or early Thursday morning of last week. He was alone at his studio, which is in an upstairs loft above a plumbing contractor’s warehouse in Gardnerville. One of the old brick buildings just off the main street.”
“Not far from your house in Minden,” I said.
“Sí. From what we pieced together, Porter was up on the roof of his studio. A place where he often goes to think or talk on the phone. The roof has a three-foot lip that serves as a railing to prevent anyone from falling off. Nevertheless, Porter’s body was found on the pavement below. The parking lot is just two floors below the roof. But two stories is all it takes when the pavement is hard and you hit head first.”
“Did anyone hear the fall?”
“No. Porter fell off the back of the building. The plumbing contractor says he uses the back of his space for storage, so he doesn’t go back there much. It was only when he was taking out the trash that he found Porter’s body.”
“Did the coroner have a time-of-death estimate?”
“Between two a.m. and eight a.m.”
“So it could have been in the middle of the night. That’s suggestive. Anyone could have been there and given him a push at just the right moment. Or should I say the wrong moment.”
“What I thought,” Diamond said. “When I asked the plumber, he said Porter worked weird hours. All night sometimes. Porter’s brother said Porter was stressed about trying to complete a commission. Maybe he invited the customer to come by? Check out the painting and give input. Could be that person joined him on the roof. Could be that person pushed Porter off. Otherwise, it looks very much like a suicide.”
“Do you have the brother’s name?”
“Franklin something. Massie. Or Massina. Like that.”
“Different surnames,” I said.
“Different fathers, maybe?”
“You no doubt asked yourself the standard question about whether Paul Porter was wealthy and the brother would inherit,” I said.
“I think it’s the other way around. The contractor told me that Porter had an old van and wore old clothes, whereas Franklin is some kind of tech CEO. They lived in Franklin’s mansion at Job’s Peak Ranch. The contractor also said that while Paul sold his paintings for a good sum, he only got one or two commissions a year.”
“So we don’t have financial motive.”
“Probably not.”
“You got Franklin’s number?”
“Yeah.” Diamond read it off.
I called Commander Mallory at the South Lake Tahoe PD and asked him.
“Oh, man, McKenna, I’ve got gang kiddies who are ripping through the town and scaring people in two or three neighborhoods. But I don’t think any of them are up to taking on contracts to kill. Maybe I’m naive. But I don’t think so. Any homicides in our little town are generally vehicular. Drunk driving and such. Although we did have a shooting some time back, a drug deal gone bad. But hired killers? Naw.”
“Call me if a relevant idea comes to you?”
“Sure.”
Next, I called Sergeant Lori Lanzen of Washoe County.
“Remember when we spoke about the woman in Incline Village who drowned with rocks in her coat pockets?”
“You’re still wondering about deaths that look like accidents or suicide but could be murder?”
“Yeah. Do you have the victim’s name and contact info for next of kin?”
“Sure. Gimme a sec.”
I waited. She was back in less than a minute.
“Here it is. Maria Robertsen. That’s Robertsen with an E. S-E-N. Next of kin is her brother Diego Robertsen. He lived with her in Reno. Here’s his number.” Lanzen read it off.
I was thinking about the combination of names. Maybe their father was Scandinavian and their mother Mexican or Spanish.
“Thanks very much,” I said. “I’ll let you know if I find anything. One more question. Do you have any close contacts in Nevada County or the Truckee PD? Anyone you can recommend I talk to about the same question?”
“Try Daniel Goldmann. He’s a Truckee PD sergeant. Young but smart. Seems like a good guy.” She gave me his number and told me that his name ended with two Ns.
“Thanks again.” I clicked off.
While Truckee isn’t especially close to Lake Tahoe and isn’t in the Tahoe Basin, Truckee is the economic center of the north part of Tahoe. And Charles Dexter had died a short distance from Truckee. So it made sense to include Truckee in my investigation.
I called Daniel Goldmann, got his voicemail, and left a message.
I was making some notes about the case when he called back. I introduced myself, explaining that I’d gotten his name from Lori Lanzen. Then I asked the same set of questions I’d asked the others.
“Other than Michael Noah May, we’ve had no unusual deaths,” Goldmann said.
“I’m not familiar with Michael May.”
“You aren’t?” Goldmann sounded surprised. “The film composer? They call him Truckee’s Hollywood hotshot. He’s scored a bunch of films, including some A-list pictures. You’re probably familiar with his music even if you don’t know it.”
“How’d he die?”
“Hung himself with one of those spiral-wrapped piano wires, the thick kind of wires they use on the bass notes of a piano.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. Sorry to ask an uncomfortable question, but was the coroner certain it was a suicide?”
“Yes. From what I heard, there were no signs of a struggle, which you would expect if a murderer was trying to hang you with wire. Mostly, the man left a handwritten note. The handwriting matched other samples of the man’s work. He’d apparently been under a lot of stress with his workload, and there was some kind of question about composers going around in the music industry. Not plagiarism, but something in that direction. I don’t think May was ever accused of something fishy, but the subject probably affected him if, for no other reason, it took the fun out of his job.”
“Any idea who I would talk to about Michael May? Next of kin?”
“No idea. Like most Tahoe-area celebrities, May had layers of people between him and the public. His address is largely secret. He flew in and out of the Truckee airport in a private plane and had a driver take him to his house. The only reason people in the area know about May is he liked some of the local stores and coffee shops. And one of the local journalists got him to consent to an interview about balancing life in Beverly Hills with life in Truckee. But I have no idea if he has any family.”
I thanked Sergeant Goldmann for his help.




FORTY-FOUR

I’d made notes as I spoke to the various cops.
My list had the cop names on the left and the victim names to the right.
1. Sergeant Bains of El Dorado County—Suspicious death: Truck driver Wayne Treyman in driving accident, next of kin: wife Suzanne Treyman.
2. Sergeant Diamond Martinez of Douglas County—Suspicious death: Portrait artist Paul Porter in a fall, next of kin: stepbrother Franklin Masse or Massina. I did a little Googling and found out the last name was Massina.
3. Sergeant Lori Lanzen of Washoe County—Suspicious death: Music and swimming teacher Maria Robertsen, a possible suicide by drowning, next of kin: brother Diego Robertsen.
4. Sergeant Daniel Goldmann of Truckee PD—Suspicious death: Film composer Michael May in hanging, next of kin: unknown.
Last was the death that started my inquiries.
5. Sergeant Jack Santiago of Placer County—Suspicious death: Charles Dexter crushed by tree, next of kin: granddaughter/daughter Camille Dexter.
Of the group, only Michael May’s death had been officially ruled a suicide. It was the only one with a suicide note.
I was convinced that Charles Dexter’s death was a murder.
The other three deaths could have been accidents, suicides, or murder. One of them, the music and swim teacher, certainly looked like a suicide. But that didn’t make it so. As I thought about it, I realized how the appearance of suicide could be created. A person could be brought out on the water in a boat. Fill the person’s coat pockets with rocks. Then tie the person’s hands behind their back. Take care to tie the line on the outside of the coat sleeves so that the line wouldn’t abrade the person’s skin. Use a slip knot on the line. Then push the person overboard in ten feet of water. When the person stopped struggling, pull on the slip knot to release the line. When the victim was found, it would look like a Virginia Woolf-type suicide.
Because of all the questions about causes of death, I realized I wouldn’t answer them until I found a motive.
To do that, I would need to interview the next of kin for each death. I started making appointments.
My first interview was with portrait painter Paul Porter’s brother Franklin Massina. I’d looked up Massina and found out that he’d started a social media website for artists, musicians, and writers. It had explosive growth and was bought by one of the video gaming behemoths who thought they could use its data on artists to find workers who could work on its games. They paid Massina $55 million for the business and kept him on as CEO on a five-year contract.
When I got Massina on the phone, he first thought I was a pest or some kind of paparazzi wanting to scoop salacious rumors about two brothers who had glamorous jobs, portrait painting and tech CEO. I assured him I was merely trying to solve the murder of a man on Tahoe’s North Shore and wondered if Porter’s death might have been caused by a well-timed push rather than an accidental fall.
He said there was no doubt in his mind. Porter’s death was no accident.
He agreed to meet me at Paul’s warehouse art studio in Carson Valley. Two hours later, Spot and I waited in the parking area to the rear of the building. Massina pulled up in a red Maserati, a car that had a higher look-at-me quotient than nearly any other vehicle. From outside the windshield, I could see that Massina himself had a bit of attraction quotient. He was a square-jawed, silver-haired man with striking eyes so blue I could see them from outside the car.
Massina and I got out, said our hellos, and shook hands. Out in the open air, I saw that Massina, while wearing faded blue jeans, also wore an expensive silk shirt the color of the sky in the Winslow Homer paintings on Doc Lee’s socks. Massina was in his late 50s and a little pudgy, but he carried it well. I also saw that his very blue eyes were rimmed with red and the bags underneath were dark and puffy. Life had been harsh for Massina these recent days.
Spot had his head out the rear of the Jeep, and Massina stared at him.
“That’s a Harlequin Great Dane,” he said.
I nodded.
“He’s huge.”
Another nod.
“Is he friendly?”
“Yes. Even better, if you give him a Danish, he’ll be your best pal for life.” I meant it merely as friendly hyperbole, but Massina took it as an invitation.
“I have an extra Starbuck’s blueberry scone in the car.” Something in his tone made me think it was a bribe. Like the CEO knew that handing out country club dinner invitations to those workers with special skills would pay benefits to him down the road.
Spot was staring at us. I couldn’t be sure from our distance, but I think his nostrils were flexing.
“Scones are almost as good as Danishes,” I said.
“Should I give it to him?”
“Yes, you probably should.”
Massina went back to his fancy car and retrieved a Starbuck’s bag. He walked over toward Spot and stood about six feet away. “What do I do?”
“Just take it out of the bag and hand it to him. It’s not particularly dangerous. Less than five percent of people feeding him lose a finger.”
Massina glared at me. Maybe he thought I was serious.
He walked closer to Spot. “What do I call him?”
“Spot. Or Hey You. Or Largeness. But he ignores prosaic details like names when he’s being fed a scone.”
Massina pulled the scone out of the bag and held it out. “Okay, Spot, here’s a treat for you.” Massina inched his way closer, being very careful, as if at any moment the dragon would incinerate him with a blast of fire. Massina got the pastry within half a foot of Spot’s nose when Spot made a little move. Massina, startled, jerked his hand back, leaving the scone hovering in the air.
Spot bridged half of the distance by stretching his head forward and the other half with his monstrous tongue, which flicked out not completely unlike that of a frog. His fangs clicked once as he munched the scone out of existence.
“Whoa,” Massina said as he took a fast step backward.
“Friend for life,” I said as Spot ran his tongue on the long trip around his jowls.
“What do we do now?” Massina asked.
“We invite Spot into Paul Porter’s studio and let him look around.”
“Is he trained or something? You know, to sniff out killers?”
“Kind of,” I said.
“Okay,” Massina said. “Come inside.”
I let Spot out of the Jeep and held his collar so he wouldn’t unnerve Massina. Massina led us up the stairs and into the studio, which was dark and dreary. But when Massina turned on the lights, it became bright and not so dreary. Overhead lights illuminated a cavernous space about 30 feet square and with a ceiling 15 feet high.
In one corner was a huge easel. On it was a stretched canvas about five by seven feet. The canvas depicted a dramatic scene of a skier on a steep slope in deep powder. The skier was coming down a snowfield through a cloud of kicked-up snow. Behind the skier was the S-curve track that showed how the skier had navigated the trees and cliffs on the mountain. In the upper distance was clear blue sky. I was aware of the power of art. Paul Porter’s studio was a comfortable temperature, yet I felt the crisp and icy cold air of a mountain thousands of feet above.
Spot was working his way around the studio’s perimeter. He stopped at the coffee counter and sniffed a large glass jar filled with brown cookies that looked like chocolate Trader Joe’s cookies.
I walked over to the skier painting. “This is a commission?” I said.
“Yeah. Norman Townsman, a venture capitalist who helped fund my company. He’s a ski nut. Lives in Redwood City on the peninsula.”
“The San Francisco peninsula,” I said to clarify.
Franklin Massina looked at me as if I were a country hick who didn’t have the most rudimentary understanding of California geography. “Just a few miles from SFO, the airport,” he said in a condescending tone.
“Nice painting,” I said.
“Yes. I think it turned out quite well.”
“Your brother made a living doing this work?”
Massina nodded “Paul gets twenty-five thousand for a portrait this size. Got. I can’t believe he’s gone.” Massina wiped his eyes. “But selling paintings is very hard. He doesn’t sell more than two or three a year.”
Massina looked at the painting and blinked back tears. “He was going to deliver it that day. Townsman has a place in Incline Village. I don’t know what to do. I suppose Townsman will still want it. This is so distressing. And I miss Paul terribly.”
“When Paul died, did you think his death was an accident?”
“No. I mean, I knew it could be an accident. Accidents happen. But Paul was precise and careful in everything he did. Falling off the roof was just too… too unbelievable. Old people fall. Decrepit people fall. Careless people fall. But Paul was vital and athletic and robust. He was only forty-eight. He skied like a champion. He played tennis. He did that running-hiking thing where they run up mountains, going to the summit in two hours when other hikers take all day. No way would he accidentally fall off the roof.”
“Any chance it was suicide?”
“No! Never!”
“Why so adamant?”
“Because… Paul loved life. And he loved making sales. He told me that seeing the joy on the faces of his customers was what fueled his desire to paint. Maybe this seems crass, but Paul lives for the moment when he unveils a portrait and watches the amazement on the customer’s face. But Norman Townsman hasn’t seen this portrait yet. Paul was living for that moment. Now Paul will never see Townsman’s reaction.”
“Did Paul have any enemies?”
“No. Everybody loved Paul. Sure, he was a bit eccentric. That’s the nature of artists. And he didn’t have good social skills. Maybe some people thought he was prickly. But he didn’t have enemies.”
Massina looked at the painting of the skier as if seeing some of Paul in the skier. He turned and looked out the window, which framed a view of the ski runs at Heavenly Ski Resort in the Carson Range to the west. At 10,000 feet, Heavenly rose high above Gardnerville. But I’d skied it enough to know that no place on the mountain was as dramatic as in the painting. Maybe the painting depicted a scene in the Swiss Alps. But probably the grandeur was just artistic license.
“But if Paul didn’t commit suicide… If someone pushed him off the roof, then he must have had an enemy.”
Massina shook his head. “Whoever pushed Paul over the railing must’ve had some other motivation.”
“Could Paul have been involved in a theft? Could he have hidden money in his studio? Maybe he had a partner in crime, and that person came to break in and find it. The partner was surprised by Paul on the roof. So the partner pushed him off?”
“That doesn’t ring true for my sense of Paul. Paul didn’t care about money. I gave him all the money he could ever want. There was no reason for him to steal money.”
I walked over to another corner of the studio where there was a smaller easel. On it was an unfinished painting, a portrait of a woman playing a violin. She was standing in front of a black grand piano. Next to the easel was a table against the wall. Propped up on the table were several photos of the woman from different angles. Two of the photos were closeups of her face. Next to the photos on the table was a violin.
Massina said, “Eleanor Snow, one of the Nevada state legislators. She died of cancer a few years ago. She played violin. Her husband wanted a painting of her.”
“Interesting the way Paul works from photos of a woman but looks at a real violin.”
“He says there are always certain details in a painting that are more important than the rest, details you can’t get from a photo. And that’s his violin. So why not use it?”
“He played violin?”
“Yes. He was very creative. If he hadn’t found a way to make a living as a painter, he probably would have played in an orchestra.”
“How did he get the piano so perfect with no photos?”
“Paul was also an accomplished piano player. That’s my piano. A seven-foot Steinway. The model B. He doesn’t need photos because he knows our Steinway better than his own face.” Massina shook his head. Wiped more tears from his eyes. I was getting the idea that Massina was more weepy than most murder victims’ loved ones. “Unless his death was connected to a robbery, I have no idea why someone would kill him.”
“Have you searched this studio? Was there anything missing?”
“I looked, but didn’t see anything notable. I don’t know his belongings well enough to notice if anything is missing. I only built my house and moved up here from Orange County five years ago. Paul moved in with me a little after that. He’s had this studio for fifteen years. There’s a thousand things here that I don’t know about.”
As Massina spoke, I looked around. There were stacks of paintings leaning against a wall. Hundreds of brushes and palette knives standing upright in jars. A large glass table with dozens of dabs of dried paint on it. Uncountable tubes of paint, squeezed and crimped, all smeared with paint on the outsides and on the caps.
“What about your life?” I asked. “Do you have any enemies?”
“Not that I know of. But I’m a businessman. I have six hundred employees. There are probably lots of people who don’t like me, but they don’t say anything to me because I’m their boss. I just can’t imagine that someone would hate me enough to kill Paul in order to make me miserable.”
“Did Paul ever mention any disagreements with others? Any problems he stressed about? Financial struggles? Threats?”
“No. His biggest issues were about his paintings. Composition. Color relationships. And something he called value, which I don’t understand. The best I can figure is it’s got something to do with how dark a color is.
“How did Paul come to live with you?”
“He’d had a constant struggle finding a decent place to rent at a price he could afford. Paul was always a successful artist, but even a successful artist isn’t generally rolling in money. And his father, my stepfather, Quentin Porter, was unwilling to help. That was after I’d already left the nest. Quentin was well-to-do. Much better off than my father, Jimmy Massina, who was basically a drunk, if truth be told. But when Paul said he wanted to be an artist, Quentin blew a fuse, so to speak. He wanted Paul to be an engineer like him. Go into Quentin’s manufacturing business. And mother had already died shortly after she married Quentin. So Quentin stopped providing any financial support, and Paul was on his own. Bottom line is that, after my company started doing really well in Southern California, I decided to relocate to the mountains. I’d visited Paul here in Carson Valley and fell in love with it. So I built a place here. It was simple common investment sense to include what they call a mother-in-law apartment in my house. So I invited Paul to live in that apartment.”
“Free lodging would be compelling.”
“Oh, I would never let him mooch off me for free. He had to pay rent. But it was below-market rent. It was a very good deal for him. And he got to do outdoor painting right near my swimming pool. I forget what it’s called. French air painting or something. He said he liked to paint mountain rivers. But I kept telling him he could paint the pool. It’s got a backdrop of mountains. Perfect subject matter, if you ask me.”
“How was your relationship?”
“Really good. Sure, we squabbled about inconsequential stuff now and then. He was envious of my success. Started referring to himself as my mother-in-law. But in general, we get along great. Got along.”
Spot was at a window that looked out at the outside stairway. He sniffed the window sill.
“Did Porter use that window much?”
“He often opened it for fresh air.” Massina turned and pointed across the studio. “And that window with the fan in it. With both windows open and the fan going, it made good cross ventilation. Paul paints—painted—with oils, and they make a stink. Or maybe that’s wrong. The solvents he uses to mix the paint are what make a stink. Turpentine and such. Anyway, your dog is smelling the window. Do you think that means something?”
“Probably not.”
“What do you think? Does this meeting and talk give you something to go on?”
“Maybe,” I said, even though it didn’t.
I thanked Franklin Massina and told him I’d be in touch if I had any other questions. I gave him my card in case he thought of anything else.
We walked down the stairs, said goodbye, and left.
Franklin drove out fast, the high-gloss finish of the red Maserati flashing in the sunlight. I was slower. As I turned through the parking lot, I saw movement in my peripheral vision. A man at the back of the building, putting trash in the dumpster.
I drove around in a big arc and parked in the same spot as before. I got out.
“Hi, I’m Owen McKenna. I think we talked on the phone. You must be the plumbing contractor.”
The man nodded. He was a grizzled guy with rough skin that had seen too much sun. What caught my attention was his hands. Fingers and knuckles that were very large, like what you’d see on a much bigger man. I’d seen it before. Some men who do hard physical labor seem to grow their hands. You would never see such hands on a high school or college kid.  And you would never see them on an accountant or a professor. But go into the plumbing business and spend fifty years working with pipe, the hands show it. Same with farming and oil drilling and ranching.
“I was just up in Paul Porter’s studio, looking to figure out what might have happened to him.”
The plumber frowned. “He was pushed off the roof. What’s to figure out?”
“Who pushed him.”
The plumber looked off down the road where there was still a plume of dust left from the Maserati.
“Franklin Massina, if you ask me.”
“What makes you say that?”
The plumber shrugged. His eyes were narrow and squinty. “Could just be that they fought like dogs. Screamed like cats.”
“They didn’t get along?”
“Never. Not once did I ever see them getting along.”
“And you think that means Franklin pushed Porter off the roof,” I said.
“That and the fact that Paul Porter was leaving him, so to speak.”
“What does that mean, ‘so to speak?’”
“Breaking up. Splitting up. Whatever you want to call it. Paul told me the day before he died. He said Franklin was a control freak. Everything had to be his way. He said Franklin was violent. Not stab you or shoot you violent. Push you violent.”
“Porter said that?”
The plumber gave me a solemn nod. “Paul wanted out. He was going to move to Palm Springs. He said there was a good portrait potential there. People with money who are into that kind of thing.”
“Was Franklin just angry about Paul leaving? Or was there something else?”
“He’s angry about a lot. Especially music stuff. Paul would go play his violin with other musicians. Franklin hated that. Like Paul had this other world and didn’t need Franklin for… you know… the good feeling of having a family. One time Franklin came to the studio and Paul was gone. Off playing music. Franklin flipped out. He said he could kill all those musicians for doing this worthless stuff of making music.”
“Why would someone think music was worthless?”
“Franklin thought it was like play time. Franklin was off working hard at his company, making money, and Paul was just playing. In Franklin’s mind, it was just goofing off.”
“Did Porter tell anyone else about his plans to leave?”
“Heck if I know.” The plumber turned as if to go back into the building. He stopped.
“So I’d appreciate it if you don’t tell Franklin I said this. He’d probably push me off the roof, too.”
“Who owns this building?” I asked.
“Take a guess. That was part of Franklin’s control thing. He didn’t even wait until it came up for sale. He contacted the owner and made him an offer the guy couldn’t resist.”
“You think he did it so he’d have more control over his brother’s life?”
“No doubt. Of course, if you ask Franklin, he’d say he was just being helpful. Making it so Paul wouldn’t face rent increases. But it sure looked like control to Paul.”
The man went inside and shut the door.
I got out my phone and dialed Franklin’s number. It went to voicemail. “Hey, Franklin. Owen McKenna here. Thanks for talking to me at Paul’s studio. There’s another question I forgot to ask. Please give me a call when you get a chance.”
I hung up. I didn’t expect to get a callback.
I called Diamond and told him what the plumbing contractor said about Franklin.
“Looks like our best suspect for Porter’s death is right in our own back yard. I’ll see what I can find out.”




FORTY-FIVE

I called the number Sergeant Bains had given me for the truck driver’s wife. She answered on the second ring.
“Hello?” A tentative female voice. Soft. Afraid. Of what? More terrible news?
“May I please speak to Suzanne Treyman?”
“This is she.”
“My name is Owen McKenna. I’m an investigator in Tahoe. I’m working with local law enforcement. I’m sorry to bring up such an uncomfortable subject, but I’d like to ask you some questions about Wayne’s accident, please.”
“What’s there to ask about?”
“El Dorado County Sergeant Bains told me that your husband had a perfect driving record.”
“He did. He was proud of that.”
“We’re looking for possible reasons why Wayne might have driven through the guard rail at Emerald Bay when the weather was nice and the road was dry.”
“I wish I knew.”
Her speech was so soft, I could barely hear her.
“If you had to speculate,” I said slowly, “can you think of a reason why Wayne might have driven off the road?”
“Yes, I can. Some idiot must have been rubber-necking at the view and drove in front of Wayne. Wayne often took the road around Emerald Bay because it was a short cut on his route. But he would often comment on how many drivers on the road spent more time looking at the lake than at the road. Wayne was always worried he’d hit someone who swerved in front of him. A car is no match for a truck. Wayne knew how big his responsibility was, trying to make sure he never smashed a car with his rig.”
“So you think his accident was just that. An accident.”
“Of course. What else could it be?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “It just seems so unlikely that a professional driver like Wayne, someone with a perfect driving record, would drive off the road on a clear sunny day.”
“I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”
I wasn’t sure how to put it. “I wonder if it’s possible that someone wanted Wayne to have an accident.”
“You’re saying it was murder?”
“I’m not saying that yet. I’m just considering the possibility. I’m sorry to even bring this up in connection to your husband’s accident. But I would be negligent if I didn’t ask if Wayne might have had any enemies who might have wanted to make him drive off the road.”
“What?!” She sounded upset.
I didn’t respond immediately.
She continued. “No. Everybody liked Wayne. Loved Wayne. I can’t imagine someone wanting to cause his accident.”
“One more question, please. And again, I mean no disrespect, and I don’t mean to cause upset. Is there any possibility that Wayne might have wanted to end his own life?”
Her response was immediate, her voice no longer soft. “There is no way in hell Wayne would have committed suicide! No way! You can get that ridiculous notion out of your head right now!”
I gave her a moment to catch her breath.
I asked, “Is there any particular reason why you think that?”
“There certainly is! Wayne thought it was the worst sin when someone who has a family kills himself. To leave me and our little boy alone, helpless…! Wayne would never have done that! Do you understand what I’m saying? It is not possible!”
The last time I’d experienced such a dramatic, angry reaction was when I was digging a hole for a deck post replacement and I stuck my shovel into a nest of yellow jackets. Just like then, I had the impulse to run for cover.
“I’m very sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you pain.”
I heard her breathing.
The tentative voice came back. “Wayne was kind and gentle. A good husband and father. He always said, ‘My priorities are being a dad and hubby. My desires are being a dad, hubby, and musician.’”
“He was a musician? What did he play?”
“Guitar. He wrote songs, played a guitar, did a little recording. He even performed now and then. Music was a huge part of his life.”
“I’d like to give you my number, please. If you think of anything else, you could call me.”
“Okay.”
After we hung up, I thought about it. According to Camille, Charles Dexter played a flute and a ukulele. The portrait artist Paul Porter played violin and piano. Trucker Wayne Treyman wrote songs and played a guitar. Michael May was a film composer. The fifth death, the drowning victim in Incline Village, Maria Robertsen, was a music teacher.
They were all connected to music. Did that mean anything? A huge number of people play music in some way, if only on a hand-me-down spinet piano. It made me curious about the music teacher who drowned. Was teaching music merely a job? Teaching something she knew well? Or was she more involved in music?
I found the contact info I’d gotten from Sergeant Lori Lanzen at the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office.
The victim was Maria Robertsen. She lived with her brother Diego in Reno. I dialed the number, got voicemail. The outgoing message was a male voice and said, “Thanks for calling. I’m out of the country, visiting family in Spain. If you have a pressing matter, please send me an email.”
As he gave the email address, I grabbed a pen and wrote it down.
I sent an email.
‘Dear Mr. Robertsen,
I’m an investigator in Tahoe, writing about a sad subject. I was very sorry to hear about the recent death of your sister Maria. The sheriff’s office seems to think Maria’s death was a suicide. I have some questions about that. Could you please contact me? Thanks much, Owen McKenna.’
I hit ‘send.’
I tried to remember the time zone difference. Spain is about nine hours ahead of Tahoe. Which meant it was the middle of the night in Spain. Maybe there was a faster way to get the info I wanted.
I remembered that Maria lived in Reno, but died in Incline Village. Which probably meant she taught in Incline Village.
It took four calls to track down a fellow teacher who worked closely with her. The woman was an art teacher named Maryanne Smith. I explained who I was and why I was calling.
“My first question is whether you think it makes sense for the sheriff’s office to consider Maria Robertsen’s death as a suicide.”
“No,” Maryanne said. “Maria would never do that. She lived for her students. She wouldn’t abandon them.”
“Understood,” I said. “My second question is about Maria’s music. Was her interest in music strictly as a music teacher? Or was she an active musician outside of school.”
“I’m not sure how to answer that. Maryanne had one of those keyboards, a synthesizer that can sound like lots of kinds of instruments. But she didn’t use it to perform. She used it to write choral pieces. Her dream was to create a body of choral work and then start a jazz choral group.”
“Did she get together with other musicians?”
“Not that I know of. That was her future plan. But she wasn’t there yet.”
I thanked Maryanne and hung up.
Now I had five deaths, and all the victims seemed to be somewhat serious musicians. I finally had a common link between my victims. But I was no closer to knowing why any of them would have been murdered or committed suicide.




FORTY-SIX

I looked up the young Tahoe musician I’d met a few weeks earlier on a case where a killer had a fixation on Shakespeare. The musician lived on the West Shore near a rich family, whose boy Joshua Kraytower had been kidnapped.
I was about to call when my phone rang.
“Owen McKenna.”
“Lori Lanzen calling.”
“Yes, sergeant.”
“Just a quick call to let you know that Marko Yurchenko made bail.”
“You’re kidding. It was a large sum.”
“Right. He must have more money than we imagined.”
“He’s on parole. I didn’t know he was allowed to make bail.”
I heard Sergeant Lanzen sigh over the phone. “He claimed he needed to be able to go to work to support his family.”
“What family?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe his brother.”
It was a hard concept to swallow. “I’m immediately worried about Street Casey and Camille Dexter.”
“Already called Street,” Lanzen said. “Standard courtesy.”
“Thanks for letting me know.”
I said goodbye, hung up, and called Street.
“Lanzen got hold of you,” I said.
“Yes. I’m scared.”
“Me too. You’re not asking for advice, but I’ll give it anyway. Don’t take your eyes off of Camille. If she goes outside, you go outside with her and Blondie. Don’t drive anywhere.”
“My car’s at the shop, and the rental I ordered hasn’t been delivered yet. Have you learned anything?”
“Yes, I’m making some progress.” I didn’t want to tell her that my progress was all dark, that I believed all the deaths I’d been wondering about were murders. “I’ll come by before dark and leave Spot with you.”
“That would be a comfort.”
“Hang in there. I love you.”
“Love you too.”
After I hung up, I took a deep breath and wondered if I was missing something important. If so, I didn’t know what it was.
I went back to my earlier thought and dialed Sky Kool.
“Sky Kool,” he answered. There was a loud strumming guitar in the background. I remembered that Sky played a Fender Stratocaster. He probably had his phone connected to ear buds so he could play while talking.
“Hey, Sky, Owen McKenna calling. I hope I’m not interrupting a musical inspiration.”
“Mr. McKenna! A dude from the past!”
It was a bit of hyperbole considering I’d just met him weeks before.
“I’m just working on a new progression,” he said. “Wanna hear?”
“Sure,” I said.
“Okay. Imagine an introspective ballad where the verse is all soft minor chords. Shades of Zeppelin on Stairway to Heaven, know what I mean?”
He played some chords.
“Got it,” I said.
“Then look out what’s coming! The verse resolves to a driving chorus with major power chords. Tonic and dominant.” He played loud, pulsing chords that sounded like something from a heavy metal band. “Now we go to the bridge, and here’s where it gets interesting. Eight bars of shifting ninths.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Take a major seventh and add the ninth above it. Like the supertonic only an octave above.”
“Ah,” I said even though I had only the vaguest idea of what he meant. “Is this for your solo gig you were working on? Or is it for your band, Sky Kool and the Palpable Hits?”
“I don’t want to embarrass Shakespeare’s Hamlet, so I’m thinking jus’ me ’n my guitar.”
“Let me know when you’ve got something scheduled. I’ll be there. In the meantime I’ve got a question.”
He didn’t answer, just played jazzy chords. Maybe they were ninths.
“Have you heard of a musician named Charles Dexter? Older guy. Plays a ukelele and a flute.”
“No.”
“What about Paul Porter?”
No response.
“Wayne Treyman? Maria Robertsen? Michael May?”
“Oh man, everybody knows Michael May, the composer. I heard he was, like, a standin for John Williams when Spielberg needed some small transition work and Williams was booked. But then he died. What a tragedy.”
“Yes, it was.”
I heard more strumming.
I took a different approach. “Is there any kind of a database for local musicians? Maybe a social media site that Reno and Tahoe venue owners would consult if they wanted to book entertainment?”
“Just the same old stuff. YouTube, TikTok, Facebook.”
“Any other places I should try?”
“Not really. The only other way we shop gigs is to go to the bars, hang out, talk up our chops. Oh wait, there was that meet-up in Incline Village.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“They had a name for it. Let me think. Fabulous Beats.”
“What is Fabulous Beats?”
“It was a music conference. It was held at that big hotel in Incline. Musicians from all over Northern California and Northern Nevada looking to make connections. I couldn’t go because I had my weekend gig on the South Shore. But I heard it was good. Panels with agents. Courses on songwriting. How to work the business of earning a living with music. How to create your own indy label. Stuff like that. The more people you meet in the music world, the more opportunities you discover, right? ’Course, those of us who are already gigging don’t need that stuff so much, right?”
“Right. You think some of these names I mentioned might have been there?”
Sky Kool seemed to strum louder. “Maybe. I heard it was a big crowd.” Sky’s voice seemed more distant, and his guitar seemed louder.
“Okay, I’ll check it out,” I said. “Thanks, Sky. And good luck with those ninths.”
I clicked off and looked up the Fabulous Beats Conference.
The website looked compelling and thorough, but there was no list of attendees. However, there was a list of talks, showing the title of the talk and the name of the speaker. I scrolled down. Nothing stood out. There was another list of panels. Agents, music publishers, social media marketing, gig promotion. There were panels devoted to music genres. Rap, classical, jazz, and rock. There were panels on craft as well, songwriting, music arranging, film composition, music ethics.
I clicked on the first one. The names of the panelists were listed. All strangers to me. Same for panelists on the music publisher panel. I went down the list of panels, wondering if any of the panels might have presenters who would know local musicians like Charles Dexter.
I didn’t find anything until I got to the panel on Music Ethics.
There was a description of the panel:
Is there right and wrong in the world of music? Our panelists are all working musicians, and they will discuss the ethical conundrums that confront every musician.
The panel will consider such questions as:
When is it okay to mimic the musical style of another musician?
When does sampling or an homage to another musician’s composition become plagiarism?
Is it ever okay to approach the agent or manager of your friend’s band?
Our panelists will explore these and dozens of other questions facing every musician.
Come prepared for entertainment along with information.
The writing was effective enticement, but nowhere on the website was there any information about the individual panelists.
I went back to the search page and added Charles Dexter’s name to the search on the Fabulous Beats Conference.
Up came a list of several videos. One was the panel on Music Ethics. The video opened with a list of credits. There were five names.
Maria Robertsen
Paul Porter
Wayne Treyman
Charles Dexter
Camille Dexter
What?! Camille Dexter? This was a conference for musicians. Camille was a child. A deaf child. I figured it must be that Dexter had registered her for the conference in order to get a name tag and pass so that she could attend with him and not have to wait in the camper.
Or at a hotel.
All the panelists were recently deceased except for Camille.
I watched the whole 45-minute video.
The panelists all sat at a long table.
Charles Dexter sat on the left. After Dexter, moving from left to right, was a woman who identified herself as Maria Robertsen. Next came Wayne Treyman, then Paul Porter. The last person, who was on the far right, was the moderator who asked questions and kept the conversation lively.
The content of the panel was what one might expect. Differing opinions and anecdotes, but with each panelist reiterating the same message about how we all know what is right and what is wrong and that we all need to act on that knowledge. Two of the panelists, Charles Dexter and Maria Robertsen, made the point that whenever one is in doubt, one should always decide to avoid doing something similar to the work of another musician and focus on creating work that is completely their own.
Near the end of the event, an audience member shouted out, “You mean we shouldn’t do like the film composer Michael Noah May and hire someone to write work and then claim it as our own?!”
At that, all the panelists except Charles Dexter burst into laughter. It sounded like many in the audience did, as well.
Some panelists muttered something under their breath. One said, “Composers should do like novelists who hire another writer. They put the other writer’s name on the book next to their own name.”
Another said, “Not Michael May. He wants everyone to think he’s a genius, like he’s the next John Williams. So he buys the music and the copyrights and makes you sign a contract that takes your child if you ever tell anyone. If you create work for him, you get a lousy check and no one will ever know you created anything. Then he puts his name on your work and sells it to Hollywood.” Because of the angle of the camera, I couldn’t tell who made the statement.
It was a striking comment, not so much for its information as for its animosity. The hostility was electric.
I looked at the date the video was posted. About a week before Michael Noah May died by suicide.
I got Diamond on the phone.
“Remember when you told me your conceptual idea of how a dark website might post jobs for hitmen?”
“Sí”
“I just discovered that Camille Dexter was on the same list as the other victims.” I told him about the video where multiple people mocked composer Michael May.
“So Michael May was humiliated and he killed himself,” Diamond said. “Now all the people listed on that video are dead except Camille Dexter.”
“Right. She wasn’t even in the video. But somehow her name got listed.”
“Meaning that whoever hired the killers, also put her name on the list.”
“That’s my worry, yes,” I said.
“We have to get Camille’s name off that list.”
“Right. I’m thinking of that guy you know who knows another guy.”
It took a moment for Diamond to continue. “A hacker who can maybe find the dark website, get into it, and remove Camille’s name from the job list. Or maybe find out who owns the site. Then we could pressure that person. Problem is, the site owner could well be in Asia or Africa or South America.”
I said, “Better if a hacker can just take her name off. Get into the computer code or whatever it takes.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Diamond said. Then he added, “I imagine it’s gonna take another chunk of change.”
“You’ve already got my credit card number.”
We clicked off.




FORTY-SEVEN

I now had motive. It was an indication that none of the deaths I’d been investigating was suicide. They all were likely murders. All I needed to find the killer was someone who was terribly aggrieved at Michael Noah May’s death.
The tone of the comment about May was mocking, and the laughter was humiliating. I thought again of Anthony Rossi of the Rossi and Dexter luxury goods brand and his comment about the French author Balzac.
‘Of all wounds, those of mockery are incurable.’
I got out my laptop and looked up Michael Noah May. I came to an article about him.
Michael Noah May, 41 years old, considered something of a wunderkind in the movie business. He’d scored multiple films beginning when he was 27. He attracted the attention of two A-list directors. When he was just 34, one of his scores was nominated for a Golden Globe Award. Shortly after that, a tabloid known for tawdry exposés accused him of hiring ghost composers and contractually requiring secrecy about their relationship. He supposedly purchased the copyrights to the compositions they produced, and then he presented the work as his own.
I knew not to trust tabloids. However, I’d also learned that there was often a germ of truth in some of their stories.
I called Sky Kool once again. This time he wasn’t playing his guitar. I heard road noises in the background. Maybe he was driving.
“Owen McKenna with a different question.”
“At your service, sir,” Sky said with dramatic emphasis as if imitating a scene in a movie.
“I’d like to learn more about the film composer Michael May. Can you point me in a direction?”
“I dunno, man,” Sky said. He paused. More road noises. “Sorry. There’s a traffic tie-up at Emerald Bay. So many tourists, it’s like summer. What were you asking? Oh yeah, the film dude. I don’t know anything about the Hollywood scene. But being that he lived in Tahoe, I’d call that Tahoe agent. What’s his name? Tal Bernstein. He’s got a thing about Tahoe. He even approached me, once. Said I had the moves. He told me to get in touch as soon as I graduated to mid-size venues.”
“What constitutes a mid-size venue?”
“That’s what I asked him,” Sky said. “He said it was when I moved out of dive bars and into hotel showrooms. Two hundred people. If you can entertain a bigger audience, it demonstrates you’ve got a viable act.”
“You said his name was Tal?”
“Yeah. Short for Talford or something. Hold on.”
I was glad Sky had the sense to stop talking when the road required it.
“Yeah,” Sky came back. “Kind of a cool name, Tal.”
A notable remark coming from a guy named Sky Kool.
I said, “You think Tal Bernstein would know about Michael May?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Tell him I gave you his name. On second thought, don’t. He won’t remember me, and if he does, it’ll just make him think I’m a name dropper.”
“Thanks, Sky.”
“Later.” He clicked off.
I looked up the agent named Talford Bernstein. His website extolled the various film and music and theater projects he’d shepherded into production. Unfortunately, there was no direct contact info for him. But there was an agent listed.
Agents had agents?
The second agent’s name was Theresa Estebanow. I looked her up and found a phone number. How refreshing. You could actually call someone.
She answered, “Terry speaking.”
“Hi, Terry. My name is Owen McKenna. I’m an investigator in Tahoe and I understand you work with the agent Talford Bernstein.”
“I’m a sub-agent. Tal is in Tahoe. I’m in Los Angeles. I’m his eyes and ears on the ground in Hollywood.”
“I’m looking into Michael Noah May’s death. I’m hoping you can direct me to Talford Bernstein.”
“So you can bother him about Michael?”
“I don’t want to bother. I just have some questions he can probably answer.”
“What’s to answer? May killed himself. It was a terrible tragedy. Very, very unfortunate. He was an important man in the movie world.”
If she wasn’t going to volunteer Tal’s contact info, maybe I could ask her my questions.
“I’d like to ask if you know of May’s motivations in taking his own life.”
“I do know. He was driven out of life by jackals who couldn’t stand his success. They tormented him and humiliated him. Well, I hope they’re happy now. People like them disgust me. And they enraged half the people in the music business.”
“Was the focus on him only because he hired ghostwriters to compose music for him?” I thought she’d dodge the question. But she answered without hesitation.
“Not directly. Hiring ghost artists is common in most creative fields. Although I have trouble with calling them ghost artists. A few select people in any business have the charisma and connections to bring material to an audience, whether that audience is film goers or movie directors. Those people often hire creative help. If you’re in the oil business or the political business or the computer business, the creative people who are brought in from the outside are called consultants. If you’re a musician and you hire other artists to help produce your recording, they’re called studio musicians. But in the writing and composing business, the creatives are called ghostwriters.”
“So you don’t feel there was anything unethical in how Michael May produced music for film?”
“Oh, come down off your high horse, McKenna! Michael May did nothing unethical. He wrote a lot of great music himself. He established his career and made a name for himself with his own compositions. When he got too busy to fulfill the requests for his services, he hired other composers to write based on his outlines and sketches. The other composers had no trouble with it. They were pleased for the business and very pleased by what he paid. They always knew what they were getting into from the beginning. They eagerly worked for him because he gave them a chance to find their composing legs when they might never have gotten a chance. Michael May also acted as mentor, helping them to shape their work. There was no discord among the people Michael hired. The only people who complained were other envious wannabe composers who Michael didn’t hire. It’s the same with painters and novelists and choreographers.”
I thought of some of the books I’d recently read. “But novelists who write books for hire get their name on the cover. They don’t work in obscurity. They get credit for what they do.”
“Mr. McKenna!” Theresa Estebanow sounded exasperated. “I can’t believe you are so naive. And not only that, you dare to express opinions about something you obviously know nothing about!” She took a deep breath that was audible over the phone. “There are many writers who work as co-authors for very little money. Their pay is getting their name on the cover. And there are a ton of traditional ghostwriters who don’t get their names on the cover. They work without credit but for more money. Sometimes they’re developing their skills. But many times they’re simply introverts and they don’t want attention. And they want the larger paycheck! You don’t learn about them because that’s part of the business arrangement, an arrangement they choose to accept.”
“You make it sound like this is common,” I said as I was beginning to regret my comments.
“It’s very common! Let me ask you something. Are you familiar with Mozart’s Requiem Mass in D Minor?”
“The choral work? Yes, of course,” I said. “One of the most beautiful pieces of music ever written.”
“Most beautiful and most famous, too. You should know that Mozart did it as a ghost composer for a Count named Franz von Walseg! Mozart’s authorship was supposed to stay secret. Mozart was broke. Count Franz von Walseg was a musician and composer. He had enough money that he could hire compositions written, and he would pay extra to own the copyright so he could do with the pieces what he wanted. Maybe even change them to fit his desires. As was the custom then, and still is now, he would put on performances using a range of musicians including himself. He presented the performances as his own work. The performances included pieces he’d written himself along with pieces he’d purchased. Mozart was very happy to keep his authorship secret in return for a large paycheck.”
“I didn’t know that. I’m sorry for my presumption.”
She continued. “The only reason we now know that Mozart wrote the Requiem is that he died when he was partway through it. So his widow, knowing that Mozart had only received a down payment, hired another composer to finish the Requiem so she could get paid by the count. No doubt, the second composer’s contributions were supposed to remain confidential, as well. But the word eventually got out. Who knows what other work Mozart created as a ghostwriter? If someone as great as Mozart willingly wrote to order, how could you, two hundred-some years later, judge people in the same business? It could be that there is a future Mozart who developed his abilities working for Michael Noah May.”
“Again, I’m sorry, I misjudged.”
“Yes, you did. As did the malcontents who tormented Michael to death. But they’re the ones who were sorry in the end.”
“What do you mean by that?” I asked.
She didn’t answer immediately. “Karma. People get what’s coming to them.”
That was an answer to think about.
“How would karma work in this case?”
“I don’t know. But I just read an article about the dark web and how karmic some of those sites are.”
Another answer to raise eyebrows. “What do you know about the dark web?”
“Just that it… I don’t know. I really know nothing about the dark web.”
Theresa Estebanow was making me think I needed to go to L.A. and look into her life.
“I have another question,” I said, “if you can spare another moment.”
I heard her make a heavy sigh over the phone. She didn’t speak.
I said, “You maybe know about the ethics panel at the Fabulous Beats Conference. Some of the panel members made disparaging comments about Michael May. All four of those panelists have subsequently died in what looks like suicides.”
Theresa Estabanow spoke slowly. “The way Michael May died.”
“Right. But I have reason to believe that the deaths were murders staged to look like suicide. It makes me wonder if someone close to May is killing the people who humiliated May.”
“Punishment for their sins?” she said.
“Something like that, yes. My question is, who was close to Michael May?”
“No one that I know of. He didn’t form close bonds.”
“He didn’t have a spouse?”
“No. In the same way that he made no secret of his one-night stands, he also made it clear that they were one-nighters. He invited his lovers into his bed, not into his life.”
“Did he have any family? Parents? Siblings? Inlaws?”
“Just one sister. Isabel. She and her husband live in San Diego with their three kids. They’ve had nothing to do with Michael. I never met them. But Michael tried to connect to them. He later explained to me that they detested his lifestyle. They said he was a heathen and they would never allow him to come near their children. My guess is that their beef was May’s promiscuity. But I’m pretty sure they detested him being gay, too. As if being gay was infectious. Or perhaps they worried that one or more of their kids was gay, and they didn’t want Michael around because he might make their kid feel better. So their kids have grown up knowing they had an award-winning, film-composer uncle, who also happened to be wealthy, and they never even got to meet him. Or maybe they still don’t know anything about him. Michael said that Isabel told him she wouldn’t allow her children to even see the movies he scored.”
As she spoke, I was thinking that Theresa Estebanow said that Michael didn’t form close bonds. Yet she seemed to know a great deal about his life.
“Does his sister and her family know he killed himself?”
“Who knows? If they did, that would probably be another affront. Most religions think it’s a sin, right? Killing oneself?”
“I don’t know. Is there anyone you can think of who would be outraged that his humiliation drove him to suicide?”
“Not that I know of.” It was a moment before she continued. “Of course, I only dealt with him in terms of handling contracts. I didn’t interact with others in his sphere. What I know of him is what he told me. He was a bit moody. When his mood was extra stormy, he’d rant. On the phone or in person when he was in L.A.”
“Did he spend most of his time in L.A.?”
“He split his time between L.A. and Tahoe. That’s why I’ve made so many trips to Tahoe.”
“I didn’t realize you come to Tahoe often.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say often. But every time I get my credit card bill, it seems there’s another trip to Tahoe on it.”
“Have you been here recently?”
“Sure. I was…” she abruptly stopped talking as if realizing she was saying too much. After a pause, she said, “I’ve got another call coming in that I have to take.” She hung up on me.




FORTY-EIGHT

An hour later, I pulled into the lot at Street’s condo. Before I came to a stop and parked, I saw Street and Camille at the edge of the lot farthest from the road. Camille was riding her skateboard in figure eights, and Blondie was trotting next to her. Camille pointed to the pavement here and there as if telling Blondie where to go. Blondie looked up at her and seemed to divine just what it was Camille wanted her to do. It was a bucolic picture, a child and dog playing some kind of game of make believe.
Street was watching in a manner that seemed both protective and amused. She was witnessing something very foreign to her, and to me as well. The condo lot was more crowded than normal. I found a parking place some distance from Street’s door. I got out, opened Spot’s door, and waved to Street. Spot and I walked past a long row of parked cars. As we came toward Street and Camille, a dark blue mid-90s pickup drove out of the forest at the edge of the parking lot. It headed at a good speed toward Camille.
I started running. “Camille!” I shouted instinctively, a futile effort with a girl who was deaf. Spot ran next to me, unsure about my sudden movement. Was this a new kind of fun? Or trouble?
The pickup slowed as it got near Camille. I tried to increase my speed, but I was too far away. The pickup was still rolling as a man jumped out of the passenger door. Camille saw him coming. She stepped off her skateboard and ran for the protective cover of the forest. Street ran behind her. They were too far away for me to clearly see, but I could tell the man was big and athletic. I tried to run faster, but I didn’t have a chance. The man scooped up Camille with one arm. Street grabbed him, but he threw her off, and she sprawled into the woods. The pickup was still rolling fast. The man ran alongside of it and, still holding Camille, jumped into the back of the pickup bed. The truck sped up and headed out of the parking lot.
I thought of sending Spot after them, but there was nothing that he could do with a pickup.
The sudden emotional upset felt like my brain exploded. I couldn’t think. Should I reverse course and run back toward my Jeep? That would take much too long. They would be out to the highway and gone before I could get close.
Street had gotten back on her feet. She looked like a ghost of fear.
I saw Camille’s skateboard in the dirt at the side of the parking lot.
Was it possible I could use that to chase the men?
I picked it up and kept running as I considered the possible scenarios. I came out of the parking lot and onto the road, which was quite sloped as it led down to the highway. The truck was below me. Before the road came to the highway, it got progressively steeper. There was a double switchback to force drivers to slow down before they came to a stop at the highway.
What if I used Camille’s skateboard to ride after them? Could I possibly reach them when they slowed at the switchbacks? It was doubtful. I didn’t have the skills.
I again considered heading back to my Jeep, but it was too far.
I’d have to try.
When I got to the road, I dropped her board to the asphalt, stepped on it with my left foot, and pushed off with my right. I kicked hard over and over to get an immediate burst of speed. The grade of the road was steep enough to make the board accelerate at a serious rate. I lifted my kicking foot to the board and watched the road for obstructions, potholes, and pine cones.
I was soon going fast enough that the wheels were humming a medium tone, almost musical in its timbre. The note quickly rose to a high pitch.
The board started wobbling.
I tried to remember what Camille had said. She liked to go fast, but did she have advice? I’d asked her, but I couldn’t remember what she told me.
Then I recalled that she said you have to bend your knees. Like skiing. You can’t stand up stiff. I remembered her posture, squatting down, left hand out in front, right hand back and to the side.
I lowered down, hands out, as the board continued to accelerate. I had no protective gear, but maybe that would help me balance.
The truck was far ahead of me, down the road, going fast. It seemed that I was soon going as fast as the truck. Possibly even faster.
I tried to concentrate on my posture and technique, but all I could think of was Camille’s terror at being kidnapped.
I felt powerless as I chased them. I was on a skateboard with tiny wheels, powered only by gravity, wobbling and shaking violently, aware that at any moment I might fly off the road, head first into the forest. I was chasing a large pickup that could navigate on roads or off roads with ease. A single pebble in the wrong spot could stop me in an instant, while the pickup could power over small boulders. I felt like a tiny bird chasing a big hawk that has grabbed its chick and is flying away to devour it in privacy. I was hopelessly out-gunned.
What other choice did I have? The small bird still fights back at the big raptor, hoping to startle it into dropping the chick.
The truck’s brake lights went on for a moment. The switchback was 100 yards ahead. I had no idea if the men saw me behind them. But they would try to negotiate the switchbacks as fast as possible either way. I remembered the other thing Camille had told me.
To slow down, I had to balance on my left foot and drag the right foot. That seemed impossible. No way could I do it going this fast and not fall.
Nevertheless, I lowered my stance even more. I hoped to make myself more streamlined so I would go faster. The board’s wobble increased as if to buck me off. I hoped that bending my knees more made my legs better shock absorbers. There was a slight turn coming up. I tried to lean into it. I lost my balance for a moment, then regained it. I must have been going over 30 miles per hour, maybe 40 mph, as I shot around the gentle curve. If I fell, I could hit a tree and die. But much more importantly, Camille would likely die if I couldn’t catch her kidnappers. She was obviously on the dark-web list to be killed. I had no doubt that the reason they grabbed her was to drop her off a cliff or into the lake with a weight tied to her feet.
My outrage consumed me. It was worse than when Marko at Hot Harleys had tormented her.
My knees were bent enough that my legs were turning to rubber. My thighs burned.
The truck’s brake lights came on again as it approached the first switchback. The truck was going very fast. The rear tires locked up for a moment and kicked up smoke and dust as the truck tried to slow. The truck’s rear end skidded a bit to the right. The brake lights went off, then came on again.
I didn’t think I could keep my balance when it came time to drag my right foot. No point in wondering if I’d survive. I had to try.
Now that the truck had slowed, I was going much faster than it was. The truck went around the first switchback. I shot up closer to its rear. I was focused on the road and its curves and angles, but I got a vague sense of the man and Camille in the truck’s bed. A hulking man and a tiny child. They were sitting with their backs to the cab. The man had his arm around Camille. He was banging on the truck cab, shouting. No doubt telling the driver to go faster.
Time for me to slow. I shifted my stance a bit. I wobbled violently. Almost fell off. Lifted my right foot and lowered it to the pavement. As my sole touched the asphalt, the board swerved dramatically. It caused me to put more pressure onto the road.
My foot caught on some irregularity on the road. I was nearly catapulted into the woods. The board swerved the other way. I lifted my braking foot off the ground for a moment, trying to catch my balance. I lowered it again.
I sensed I was getting near the truck’s rear, but I dared not glance up at Camille and her captor.
In my peripheral vision, I saw a black-and-white blur. Spot was running off to my side.
Focus, Owen. Ignore the girl, ignore your dog.
The truck came out of the first switchback turn and accelerated.
I still had to slow further. But I couldn’t go into the turn with just one foot on the board. I raised my rear foot to the board and began a hard lean to try to make the turn. I was going too fast. Way too fast. If I could crash into the rear of the truck, I could possibly leap into the truck bed.
But the truck swerved.
I missed the rear and shot up next to the driver’s side of the truck.
And lost my balance. My arms waved at thin air. My feet lost their position on the board. I panicked. From my position, I couldn’t reach the side of the truck bed. But I saw that the truck had metal running boards under the doors. Handy for getting into a high truck. Or for leaping onto the truck while it’s driving at substantial speed.
I leaped as my skateboard shot off into the forest.
My left foot landed on the driver’s side running board. My left arm wrapped around the side mirror. Both my right arm and right leg flailed off in space. I swung from the side mirror, arcing around until my back struck the pickup’s front fender. I bounced back around, facing the driver’s window. I saw the dark image of the driver. Hard to see any details through the glass beyond a man’s bulk and general demeanor.
The pickup seemed to skid and jerk as if to throw me off. But I got my right hand over the side of the bed. The driver must have realized I was not going away easily.
He rolled down the window.
Perfect.
It was Marko, a look of rage on his face. His left hand was on the steering wheel. He reached over with his right hand to punch out at me. I leaned back, and he missed me. He swerved left and right, trying to shake me off as he continued to throw punches.
One of his blows hit my chest. The next came at my jaw. I tried to duck to the side, but his fist glanced off my jawline. It was a severe shock, and for a moment my head lolled.
I had to do something or accept defeat. I was about to let go of the mirror and grab his left arm. But Marko swerved again. The truck started bouncing. Marko had driven off the pavement just before the second switchback turn. The engine raced as he floored the accelerator. The jerking was intense. The truck bounced up into the air, then slammed down to the ground. It was all I could do to hang on. I turned to look where he was going.
He was aiming for a tree. He must have realized that he could dislodge me by sideswiping a tree. That would scrape me off the truck.
The forest was dense. It wouldn’t be easy to get a pickup through the trees and then back to the highway. But there was a path of sorts.
Not just any path. The pickup was headed for a narrow opening between two trees. They were close enough together that the truck would barely fit through them. It would likely scrape against both trees if it could even make it through the space. I would be a casualty of that collision.
The only way to save myself was to leap off the truck before it hit. With luck, I’d roll on the forest duff and survive. But the truck would escape.
Marko was still throwing punches.
I let go with my right hand and tried to punch him. I merely struck the steering wheel, making my fingers instantly numb.
Marko swerved again. A dramatic sideways jerk meant that my left hand had to hold my entire weight to prevent me from being thrown into the forest.
My hand almost came off the mirror.
I glanced at the approaching trees. I only had a second before I had to leap.
I tried something different. I let go of the mirror, reached in, and grabbed his left arm with both hands. I did a little jump with my feet, made a kind of abdominal crunch, and got my knees up against the outside of the door.
Using my knees for leverage, I jerked on Marko’s left arm as hard as I could, pulling up and out.
My sudden tug pulled his hand from the steering wheel and lifted his arm up at an angle. I got enough effort into it that his arm pulled his entire body up. His head and upper body came partway out of the window.
We were at the trees.
I leaped out and back as the truck raced forward, the vehicle aimed precisely between the trees.
But Marko’s body was in the way, protruding from the truck window.
I hit the ground on my butt and back and rolled backwards and to my left in a somersault.




FORTY-NINE

When I came to a stop and pushed up to a standing position, my back aching and my arms feeling like I’d dislocated joints, I saw that the truck had jerked to a sudden stop. Marko’s body had prevented the pickup from going between the trees. The collision had cut his body in two.
I put my hands on the truck and, leaning against it for support, worked my way around to the back of the truck.
Marko’s brother Fedor was still sitting there. The sudden stop had dazed him, his head wavering as if he were severely disoriented. I could see that the pickup’s rear window had starred from where Fedor’s head had struck it. But his body had possibly cushioned the blow for Camille when the pickup came to a crashing stop.
As I worked my way over to the far side toward where Fedor sat, he suddenly got to his feet and jumped out of the pickup, with Camille once again under his arm. Fedor moved with amazing athleticism, running at speed with the girl as if he were a running back carrying a football.
I ran after him. I’d never been a particularly fast runner, and my body felt like I’d been beat up. But I focused on my foot placement and speed. Fedor had run some distance one way. But a grouping of trees made him veer off in a slightly different direction, which gave me a shorter path to intercept him. Despite my disorientation from my dive into the forest I increased my speed until I was sprinting. My joints ached, but I had the advantage of not carrying any load. Fedor carried Camille under his right arm. So I came up on him from his left rear.
There was no easy way to separate the two. My only advantage was that I could see him better than he could see me.
As I got closer, I heard him huffing and puffing. His footfalls were careless, landing on small sticks that broke with loud snaps. Add to that Camille’s cries. It all gave me some cover.
At the last moment, I put on a burst of speed and struck the back of his left shoulder with my right shoulder. My arm was bent, muscles bunched, and the resulting blow spun him around clockwise. I was able to grab Camille as he went down. The impact must have felt very violent to Camille. But she immediately realized it was me grabbing her, and she held onto me as I sprinted away. I tried to put distance between us and Fedor in case he was about to pull a gun on us. Spot had run next to me, and he was now at my side.
The combination must have intimidated Fedor, who didn’t have the chutzpah of his brother Marko. As I glanced behind me, I saw him get up and run farther into the forest.
Even though Camille could see the man running away, she clung to me harder than ever, her face buried against my shirt. She seemed to cry, but no sounds came.
Spot ran ahead. Blondie joined us. I saw Street running toward us through the trees.
Street ran up, gasping for breath.
“Camille’s okay,” I said, knowing that would be her first question. I handed Camille to Street. Street hugged the girl like she was hugging her own child.
“One man’s down on the driver’s side of the pickup,” I said. “I’ll have Spot go get the other.” I was careful that Camille couldn’t see my lips. “It would be best if you took Camille back up to your condo so that she doesn’t see what happened to the driver.” I jerked my head toward the remains of Marko, hoping that Street couldn’t see any details of him from her position.
Street nodded.
“Take Blondie with you,” I said. “I don’t want her distracting Spot.”
Street set Camille down on the ground, pulled a leash out of her pocket, and clipped it on Blondie’s collar. Street turned, took Camille’s hand and ran with her and Blondie back toward her condo.
I ran back to the truck. I pulled open the passenger door.
“Spot,” I said. “C’mere.” I patted my thigh.
He came over. I pointed to the passenger side of the seat. “Sniff this.” I tugged on his collar so that he got his nose on the seat. “Do you have the scent?” I put my hands on him and gave his shoulders a shake, the signal that I was about to send him on a search. Because he anticipated what was coming, he focused on what I was doing. He didn’t even look over at the lower half of Marko’s body, which was still in the truck.
“Do you have the scent?” I repeated. “Sniff this again.” I pushed his nose toward the seat.
Spot made a pretend effort to smell the seat again. But I could tell he was distracted by what he knew I was about to ask.
“Spot, sit.” I pointed at the ground.
Spot wasn’t looking at me. He was looking off at the forest.
“Sit.” I said again and pushed his rear down.
I squatted next to him, put my hands on his head, and turned it so he was pointing toward the direction that Fedor had run.
“Spot, find the suspect.” I gave him another shake. “FIND THE SUSPECT AND TAKE HIM DOWN.”
I put my elbow next to his ear and lowered my hand in a fast motion so that my outstretched fingers pointed toward the receding figure of Fedor. Then I gave Spot a pat on his rear.
He took off running.
I walked after them. No need to rush, I told myself. I was gasping for air. The fact that Fedor ran suggested he didn’t have a weapon. No unarmed man of any size has a chance against a 170-pound dog with fangs the size of a mountain lion’s and some police dog training in pursuit of suspects.
Spot disappeared into the trees. For a moment I saw another flash of his white fur. It didn’t reappear.
A half minute later, I heard a man cry out.
I kept walking.
Two minutes later, I came upon Spot and Fedor. Fedor was face down in the dirt. Spot was lying next to him, his jaws locked onto Fedor’s shoulder. Spot’s gum line was at Fedor’s skin, meaning his teeth were fully embedded in Fedor’s flesh. Fedor was whimpering.
While Spot held Fedor, I patted him down. I found nothing but miscellaneous pocket items and a phone. I turned the phone on, turned down the volume, and dialed 911. I put the phone in my pocket. Fedor, his face in the dirt, didn’t know what I’d done.
I pulled out my wallet and opened the flap where some people probably keep an extra $100 bill but where I keep a large zip tie for emergencies. I used it to cuff Fedor’s wrists behind his back.
“Okay, Spot, you can let go.” I touched Spot’s jaws.
Spot didn’t budge. In the past, I’d noticed that Spot sometimes takes a disliking to certain prisoners. Was it the way they smelled? Or was it simply that some men are so disgustingly mean and stupid, dogs instinctively don’t like them?
“C’mon, Spot. Let go of the dirtball.” I rubbed his jowls, and he released the man.
“Good boy. That was fun, huh?” I said for Fedor’s benefit. “You’ll get your treat later. Unless, of course, this man irritates me and I let you chew on him some more.”
I reached for Fedor’s hair. “Okay, Fedor, stand up.”
The man groaned. “Your dog attacked me. My shoulder is ruined. I’m going to need surgery. I’m going to sue you for having a dangerous dog.”
In a situation like this, I try to let everything roll off me. But his comment gave me some rage.
“Yeah, it’s just not fair, is it? A dog who’s dangerous when you kidnap a girl and terrorize her. How’s a guy like you supposed to have fun? You are an astonishing piece of crap. Stand up.” I pulled back on his hair.
“Ouch, that hurts.”
“Get up before I have my dog eviscerate you. Stand up!” I used my other hand to grab his zip-tied wrists, which put painful stress on his shoulder joints.
“Spot, watch him.” I made a show of pointing at the man.
Fedor slowly stood. He turned to face me.
“Don’t try to do like your brother and kick me. It won’t go well.” It was a legitimate warning, even if it was partially bait.
Fedor did a fast front snap with his right foot, a move that showed martial arts training. Because I was expecting it, I stepped back easily. He was aiming for my knee. If he’d connected, he would have crippled me. Before Fedor regained his footing, Spot leaped and grabbed the man’s calf.
Fedor screamed. He tried to shake Spot off, which just made Spot bite down harder. I heard a snap. Probably Fedor’s fibula. The man screamed again. Fedor collapsed to the ground a second time.
I said, “You have a death wish? You want to die by dog mauling?”
The man looked crazed, his eyes wild.
“Okay Spot, let’s release him one more time.” I touched Spot’s jaw. Spot let go. I pulled Fedor up by his hair.
“Who hired you to kidnap the girl?” I said.
“Go to hell.”
I stepped in close, held my fist at my chest, and swung my elbow. It hit his cheekbone. A bone in his face broke with a loud crack. His head snapped back then lolled. He wavered, about to fall over.
“Who hired you?” I said a second time.
“Marko’s gonna kill you. You’re a dead man.”
“Not much chance of that. Didn’t you see the collision? He got between the truck and the tree and was cut in half.”
“Yeah, right. You’re a dead man before Marko even gets out of the hospital. I ain’t telling you nothin’.”
“Okay, walk.”
“I can’t. I’ve been attacked and wounded.”
I grabbed the hair on the side of his head and pulled him forward.
Fedor cried like a baby. I knew it was a ruse. So I stayed out of his kicking range.
I directed him toward the pickup crash site.
He walked in front of me, slowly, limping on the leg where Spot had just broken the outer, non-weight-bearing bone.
After many yards, we were going around a group of trees when Fedor did a tuck-and-twist type move to get behind me so he could stomp me. But I was ready for that. I jumped sideways, grabbed him by his cuffed wrists, put one of my hands on the back of his head, and ran him face first into a tree. I put most of my push onto his head, intending the impact to be substantial. I didn’t want him to die, but I didn’t much care either way. Fedor once again collapsed to the ground, bawling. Blood was running from a gash on his cheek, and his eye immediately began to swell up. A small twig had stabbed into the flesh beneath his eyeball and broken off. It pointed out and wavered. Because his hands were cuffed behind his back, he tried to lower his face and rub his cheek on his shoulder, but it was ineffective. The twig stayed stuck in the flesh beneath his eye. It wobbled as he looked this way and that. It must have skewered the muscles that turn the eye.
“It’s tempting to leave you here in the forest. Mountain lions think people taste bad, but if they’re hungry enough, they’ll give you a go. And there are lots of small animals like skunks that scavenge wounded creatures who can’t defend themselves. Do you know what they do? They come at you from your back side and eat their way up your intestinal tract. It’s a very unpleasant way to die. And bear are fond of all carrion, which you’ll probably be by midnight.”
The man was still writhing on the ground.
“I’ll try one more time, Fedor. If you try to attack me, that will be your end. Up you go.”
I pulled hard and got him to his feet once again. This time he made no attempt to attack me as he limped through the forest.
We came to the passenger side of the pickup.
“Where’s Marko?” Fedor raised his voice. “Marko? Where are you? Come on out and get me away from this psycho guy.”
I said, “Marko’s on the driver’s side of the truck.”
Fedor limped around the back end of the truck. When he saw what happened to his brother, he started sobbing. He staggered back around the pickup, went into the forest several yards and collapsed, sliding down against a tree, leaning over against another.
“Bad idea to kidnap little girls,” I said.
I saw Spot over near Marko, his nose stretched out, sniffing in a tentative way. Very likely, Marko had developed the smell of death. Spot lowered his head, turned, and walked away through the trees. He stopped twenty yards away, turned, and looked toward me. All of his exuberance was gone.
When people are alive, dogs will judge them pro or con. But when people die, it bothers them. People rule the world of dogs, and it upsets their sense of order when people die.
It wasn’t only because we were in Diamond’s jurisdiction that I called him. He was Street’s and my closest friend. And he’d quickly become the other adult that Camille was most comfortable around.
When Diamond answered, I explained what had happened. He said he was on the East Shore near Hidden Woods and would be here shortly.
Making certain I could see Fedor’s position, I walked over to Spot, and rubbed his neck. “Sometimes our days are no fun, huh, boy? Sometimes people suck. But when the worst of them die, it’s not always a bad thing.”
Spot didn’t look up at me, didn’t respond at all. He just hung his head. He didn’t want to sit or lie down.
I walked over to where Fedor lay on the forest floor, moaning and groaning.
“Who hired you to kidnap the girl?”
“I don’t know.”
I stepped on the shoulder that Spot had chewed on.
He screamed. “I don’t know! Marko arranged it. One of those anomous hires.”
“You mean anonymous?”
“Marko called it a dark web job. You don’t know who is hiring. Just a big payoff once we show proof she’s dead.”
“How much was the payoff to be?”
He didn’t answer, a ridiculous approach considering he’d just admitted to taking on a contract to murder a kid. I stepped on his shoulder again.
Another scream. “Twenty thousand.”
“How would the payoff work?”
“Like the others. A cash drop. Marko sends the proof, he tells us where to find the cash.”
“What did he want for proof?”
“We take a pic of the girl out on the boat with weights attached. We take another pic of her as we drop her overboard.”
“Whose boat?”
“I dunno. A guy Marko knows.”
“Why does the guy hiring you want all these people dead?”
“I dunno. Nobody knows the other people involved.”
“Is this the guy who buys the catalytic converters?”
“No. That’s a different thing.”
“A side business for Marko?”
“Yeah.”
“Is the Hot Harleys another side business?”
“No. We jus’ trick up bikes for fun. And it’s a good…I can’t remember what Marko calls it. A thing that people notice instead of noticing other stuff you do.”
“A cover.”
“Yeah. Tricking up bikes doesn’t really bring in bread. But it makes cover. I guess.”
“How did you find the other people you were hired to kill?”
“Same thing. Marko arranged it. He knows all kinds of stuff. Now he’s dead, and it’s your fault.”
It was another statement that fired up my rage at what these men had done. “Let’s clarify that. Marko drove the pickup. You grabbed the innocent girl off her skateboard. So whose fault is it that Marko died?”
“I dunno what you mean. Yer confusing me.”
“Simple question.” I leaned my foot onto his shoulder where Spot had bitten him. “Whose fault is it that Marko died and you got hurt kidnapping a girl?” I pressed down on his shoulder.
Fedor screamed. “It’s our fault!”




FIFTY

Through the trees, I saw two Douglas County Sheriff’s vehicles turn off the highway and come up the road. They stopped. Four officers got out. Three deputies and Diamond.
“Sergeant,” I said in greeting.
Diamond nodded at me.
Diamond walked over to where the pickup was wedged between the two trees. He looked at the mashed pieces of Marko Yurchenko.
“Did you ID this guy?”
“I’ve never looked at his photo ID, no. But I know him as Marko Yurchenko, owner of Markos Hot Harleys in Reno, purchaser and reseller of large quantities of catalytic converters, a person who accepts hit jobs from an anonymous dark web broker. He’s also the brother of Fedor Yurchenko, who is lying in the dirt over there.” I pointed. “Marko drove the pickup, Fedor jumped out and grabbed Camille Dexter as she played on her skateboard near Street’s condo. They sped away. Marko crashed the pickup, and Fedor took Camille and ran into the forest. I ran after them and retrieved Camille. I carried her to safety and handed her off to Street. Then I sent Spot after Fedor.”
“And he succeeded in capturing Fedor,” Diamond said. It wasn’t a question. “Spot always gets his man,” Diamond added.
Diamond walked over and looked down at Fedor, who was lying face up in the dirt, his arms behind his back. “Fedor Yurchenko,” Diamond said. “For starters, you are under arrest for kidnapping Camille Dexter. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you.”
Fedor yelled. “This man tortured me with his dog! He hurt me over and over!” Fedor cried. “He made me tell him about the people we killed. But it was all Marko’s fault. Marko made me help. Now he’s dead. I should go free! I’m going to get one of those injury lawyers. We’re going to sue that dog and you cops and the girl. If she hadn’t been left outside to play in the parking lot, none of this woulda happened!”
Diamond looked at me. “Einstein, here, makes a compelling case, don’t he?” Diamond gestured toward his deputies. “Jason, put Einstein in the patrol car. I think it best not to attempt to remove the stick in his eye. Matt and Sherry, you search the crime scene. Bag anything and everything.”
Diamond pulled his phone out of his pocket, tapped on the screen. A recording started playing. It was Fedor from a minute before, confessing to kidnapping and murder. Diamond turned off his phone and put it back in his pocket. “Just wanted to know I captured that.”
Diamond turned to me. “In addition to your call to me, dispatch got a breather nine one one from a cell belonging to Marko Yurchenko. Location tracking showed it came from this area.”
I pulled Fedor’s phone out of my pocket and handed it to Diamond. “I made the call with this phone. I took it off our boy when I patted him down. I was too busy to chat up dispatch. But it seemed appropriate to get this phone in the dispatch log book. I took a similar phone off Marko when I was at his motorcycle shop last week. My prints are all over the phone. Sorry about that.”
“You don’t use latex gloves when you’re chasing dirtballs? Probably Marko bought a family plan, got two phones, and gave one to Einstein.”
My turn to nod.
As Deputy Jason got Fedor to his feet and walked him off to the patrol car, Diamond walked over to take a closer look at Marko’s remains.
“Can you reconstruct for me the events that led up to this?” he asked. “I’ll record your thoughts as a help to me until I get your official statement.” He pulled out his phone and tapped a few times.
“I can reconstruct to a point,” I said. I explained what had happened and how I used Camille’s skateboard to chase the men.
“How is it that Marko was halfway out the window when he hit the tree?”
“It’s kind of a blur,” I said truthfully.
“I don’t imagine you could pull him out the window that far, could you? You’re strong, but it looks like this beefcake was heavy and you were hanging from a mirror.” Diamond gave me a steady look.
I made a single nod. “I’m pretty strong, but it would be really hard to pull a big guy like Marko out of a truck window.” A true statement.
“Your focus was on saving the kidnapped girl.”
“Right.”
More sirens rose in the distance. A rescue unit and a fire truck turned off the highway. Red lights flashed through the forest. Men were getting out just as Diamond finished talking with his deputies.
He turned to the EMTs who, despite their training and hardened experience, looked taken aback at the mass of bloody flesh that used to be Marko Yurchenko.
I waited while they discussed protocol.
Eventually, Diamond separated himself and came over to me. We walked away from the group.
I said, “Fedor told me they were to be paid twenty thousand dollars to get rid of the girl.”
“Were those his words? Get rid of the girl?”
“Yeah.”
“He say who paid them?”
“He didn’t know. A dark web site where the job was posted.”
“Speaking of which, I got a message an hour ago from...” He paused as if searching for the words.
“The guy who knows a guy.”
“Yeah. The hacker thinks he got Camille’s name pulled off the job order.”
“Good to know,” I said.
Diamond looked well up the road where I’d jumped from Camille’s skateboard onto the truck. I could just make out the skateboard lying in the dirt.
“How’d you ride so fast that you caught up with the truck?” Diamond asked.
“I just did what Camille told me. Bend my knees, let my legs be shock absorbers, and hold my arms out for balance.” I mimicked the position for Diamond, crouched down low, my left hand straight out in front of me, my right hand behind. “And she told me that my regular stance meant I would use my right foot to drag for braking. So I had to balance on my left foot at high speed. I was quite impressive,” I said.
Diamond made a solemn nod. “You think the girl would be okay with me talking to her about this incident?”
“Yeah.”
Diamond turned to the other officials. “I’m going to talk to the victim. She’s up at one of those condos. If you have a question, my phone and radio are both on.”
There were some nods. We walked up to the parking lot. I picked up Camille’s skateboard when we came to it.
I called Street’s number as we hiked. “Diamond and I are walking up to your door. Do you think that’ll be okay?”
“Yes. Thanks for the notice. I’ll tell Camille so she’s not overly stressed.”
“How’s she holding up?”
“Tears. Frequent hugs for Blondie. More tears. I’m sitting with her on the couch. She can’t easily see my lips, for whatever that’s worth. Being kidnapped must be one of the most stressful things that can happen to a child.”
“No doubt.”
“My God, Owen, I feel so sorry for Camille. I’ve been a terrible babysitter to have let this happen to her. I’ll never forgive myself.”
“Not your fault, sweetheart. No one can know about an unexpected assault.”
“Even so, it takes my breath away.”
“Cut yourself some slack. You’re doing a good job at taking care of her.”
“Tell me this,” Street said. “The person you wanted me to keep Camille from seeing…”
“The driver is dead. He’s the man who taunted Camille at the cafe near his Hot Harleys shop. The truck smashed him against a tree. It was messy. I didn’t want Camille to see that.”
“I think it will help her to know that one of the men is dead. Especially that man. Do you think it would be a mistake for me to tell her? Would it put a macabre flavor on the day?”
“The day can’t get any worse. So no. I don’t think it would be bad for her to know. It would probably help. If nothing else, it might help prevent her from having bad dreams about him.”
“Maybe Diamond can tell her when you get here. Like when Sergeant Santiago told her about Grandpa Charlie. Getting news from a cop in uniform makes it seem more official.”
“Will do,” I said.
“What is the status of the other man? Please tell me you caught him.”
“Spot did, yes. The man is locked in the back of the cop car. We’ve got good evidence against him. Diamond has a recorded confession of murder and kidnapping. I think this man will be put away for a very long time.”
“Good.”
“We’re almost at your door,” I said.
“I’ll come open it.”




FIFTY-ONE

Diamond and Spot and I walked into Street’s condo. I kissed Street’s forehead. Diamond and Street briefly hugged. “Tough day,” he said.
Street nodded. Her eyes were wet. She glanced over at Camille.
Camille sat on the couch. She leaned forward and had her arms around Blondie, who sat on the floor next to Camille’s legs. Spot trotted over next to them, eager to get away from the carnage out on the mountain road.
“Okay if I talk to her?” Diamond said, his voice soft.
“Yes. I think it would be good,” Street said.
Diamond made a little nod and walked over to Camille. Street and I stayed standing by her door, giving Diamond and Camille some space and privacy.
Diamond sat on the floor in front of Camille, his legs crossed. He leaned forward. Pet Blondie. Then he touched Camille’s hand.
“You were strong,” he said.
She did the sign with her finger next to her head as she shook her head and frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“You have to face her more directly,” I said from across the room, “so she can read your lips.”
Diamond lifted his head. “You were brave and strong,” he said again.
She watched him but didn’t react.
“The bad guy grabbed you, but you didn’t let him rattle you.”
I didn’t think she understood Diamond’s slang of ‘rattle you,’ but I think she got the general idea.
“I want you to know that the bad guy who drove the pickup died in the collision.”
Camille seemed to consider the news.
“He was the guy who was mean to you at the cafe where you and Owen ate.”
Camille’s face darkened at the memory. I didn’t know how eight-year-old kids process and understand death. But it seemed to me that, after a moment, Camille’s face relaxed at the news that the man was dead.
Diamond continued, as he pointed at me, “McKenna said he caught up to you by using your longboard.”
Camille frowned as if wondering where he was going.
“But…” Diamond leaned in close to her as if to confide a deep secret, “I know that guy.” Diamond glanced toward me, obvious enough that she would notice. “He’s major clumsy. I knew he wasn’t good enough on a skateboard to catch up to you without some kind of special technique. So I asked him what his secret was. Know what he told me?”
Diamond let the question hang in the air.
After a moment, Camille shook her head. “What did he tell you?”
“He said he just followed your instructions. He said you told him to bend his knees and use his legs like shock absorbers. And he also said you told him to hold his arms out and squat down and balance on his left foot so he could use his right foot as a brake.” Diamond was giving her a big grin.
She smiled back. A tepid smile, but a smile nonetheless.
“So it turns out,” Diamond said, “that McKenna’s secret technique was just doing what you said.” He gave her another big grin, his wide, white teeth very bright in the brown face.
“I didn’t tell him much,” Camille said. She bent her knees and drew her stockinged feet up onto the couch cushion.
“Maybe,” Diamond said. “But what you told him made it so he could catch you and the bad guy holding you.” Diamond touched his fingertips to Camille’s feet and gave them a gentle rub. “And you want to know what else happened after Street took you back here to her condo?”
Camille glanced at Street, then said, “What?”
“The other bad guy, the guy who grabbed you, ran off into the woods. You know how McKenna caught him?”
Camille shook her head. “How?”
Diamond made a big show of looking at Spot. He put his hand on Spot’s neck. “McKenna sent His Largeness after the bad guy.”
Camille’s eyes widened.
Diamond patted Spot, who was standing over Blondie, his head nearly reaching to Camille. Camille looked at Spot.
Diamond said, “Spot ran after the bad guy, and he leaped up and grabbed the bad guy’s shoulder and made him fall to the ground.” Diamond reached up and locked his left hand on his own right shoulder.
Camille looked transfixed. She stared at Spot.
“Both the bad guys are gone,” Diamond said. “One died, and the other was taken away by the police. So you are now safe. You can sleep without any bad dreams.” He continued to stroke the tops of Camille’s feet.
Diamond said, “When you think about this day, you should remember three things.”
Camille frowned.
“One,” Diamond said, “the bad guy who was so mean to you is gone. It was him being mean that killed him.”
Camille made a little nod.
“Two, Spot caught the other bad guy.”
Camille didn’t respond, but she was paying attention.
“Three, McKenna remembered what you taught him. He used that knowledge to ride your skateboard and chase the truck. He was able to save you because of your skills.”
Camille made a slow nod.
“So the day went very bad but turned out very good.”
Camille seemed to think about it.
“One more thing,” Diamond said. “I like you, and I’m hoping you’ll be my friend for a very long time. And I want you to teach me how to ride my skateboard really fast.”
Camille made just a hint of a smile and nodded.




FIFTY-TWO

The next morning, I was drinking coffee when I had an idea about Grandpa Charlie’s computer password. I’d been thinking about Camille’s love of painting scarves with moons on them. Then I remembered that she thought that the moon looked better in Tahoe than anywhere else. I pulled out Grandpa Charlie’s computer and opened the lid. At the password screen, I typed in TAHOE MOON.
The screen dissolved and the home screen was visible. Am I brilliant? Or just lucky? A question I didn’t want to think about for very long.
Dexter’s computer appeared to have a standard operating system. I’m not good at computers, but it only took me about fifteen minutes to find Grandpa Charlie’s work files. They were in a kind of music composing software. I clicked on some of them. Up came music scores he’d written, complex collections of notes. Because I don’t read music, they meant nothing to me. But there was a ‘play’ button. I clicked it.
Music started playing, beautiful symphonic music, probably created on a synthesizer of some kind. Maybe the synthesizer was yet another kind of software in the computer. The music began with an attractive theme played by violins. They were joined by cellos and string basses. Then the piece transitioned to another theme, flutes and oboes and clarinets. The two themes came together in a kind of duet. I didn’t know the terms. It wasn’t harmony but maybe some kind of counterpoint. A third theme grew in the background utilizing French horns and other brass. After a few minutes, the piece expanded as if with a full orchestra. The three themes were like a complex dance. They lifted and became interwoven, and I found myself getting goosebumps. The music swelled in a grand climax and ended with a soft reprise of the original theme.
Even a layperson like me could hear that it was a masterful composition by an accomplished composer.
I listened to another piece. It had an entirely different sound, but it too drove a powerful emotional response. I’d never thought much about classical composition. But I was amazed and delighted to discover that Grandpa Charlie had this kind of skill and talent.
There were other files with dates and notes. I looked in a few and came to understand what Charles Dexter had done. His notes made it clear.
Dexter had written a couple dozen works under contract to Michael Noah May.
Dexter was a ghost artist.
The dates showed that Dexter had been doing it for almost ten years, going back to the time when May’s career first took off.
Another file had financial documents that showed the fees earned by each composition. I did a little mental arithmetic. It appeared that Dexter had earned hundreds of thousands of dollars from his ghost work.
I went back to Dexter’s folder and file list. There was another folder that was labeled Bank Accounts. I clicked on it. It turned out that Dexter wasn’t “under-banked” at all. He had plenty of familiarity with banks. The accounts were all long-term deposits. The owner was listed as Charles Dexter. His sole beneficiary, should he die, was listed as Camille Dexter. In the fine print were stipulations that if Dexter died prematurely, the Bank would administer the accounts until Camille turned 21, at which time she would get what remained.
The total of the accounts was $1,223,000.
Camille Dexter was wealthy.
My first thought was that Dexter might have been able to afford to pay for Camille’s surgery without resorting to insurance fraud. But the surgery happened near the beginning of his ghostwriting, so he didn’t have the money in the beginning.
Perhaps because of the circumstances, I was now thinking about the possibility that anyone could suddenly die. Even me. So I made some cryptic notes about Dexter’s computer password, something Street would figure out, and I left them in a place where Street would find them should I get run over by the proverbial bus.
When I next saw Street and Camille, I didn’t mention that I’d gotten into Dexter’s computer. We were all still in the throes of trying to cope with the attempt on Camille’s life. Until we figured out who had hired the killers, I didn’t want to introduce more questions and confusion into Camille’s life.
Although I had no experience with sudden windfalls, I was certain that, despite the comforts it could provide, just the knowledge of a big chunk of money was disruptive.
I decided that I would spill the news to both Camille and Street when we could better find joy in the news. Perhaps it would be some distance in the future, after Camille had found a new life. It was one of those upside/downside equations. The money would be there regardless of when Camille found out, so there wasn’t a great upside to telling her anytime soon. But the downside of telling her—or anyone, for that matter—was that it would create emotional upheaval in a time that was already overflowing with upheaval.
Sit on it, McKenna, and deal with it down the road.




FIFTY-THREE

I still didn’t know the identity of the person who hired the murderer.
It seemed that the answer would be someone connected to Michael May. The murders seemed to revolve around the wounds of mockery, as the novelist Balzac described it.
That an overworked composer would commit suicide because he was publicly humiliated for hiring other composers was a terrible tragedy. As I had recently learned from talking to the Hollywood agent Theresa Estebanow, hiring other artists was a long tradition. Estebanow explained that when Mozart was in his 30s, he wrote some of his greatest music for a rich count to present as his own.
I did a little reading on the subject.
I found out that before Sinclair Lewis won the Nobel prize for literature, he wrote stories for Jack London to present as his own. I learned that most of the famous lines attributed to presidents and their speeches were written by unknown speechwriters. Thousands of books have been written by ghostwriters who received money but not credit for their efforts.
Having long been interested in art, I knew that many famous sculptors hired lesser-known artists to carve the works that eventually were put on display with the famous artist’s name on them. A single sculptor simply cannot create more than a few major, spectacular works in a lifetime. It takes a large crew to produce a huge body of work such as the hundreds of marble sculptures all across Rome and the rest of Europe that have Bernini and Michelangelo, and other notable names on them. Even modern pop artists like Andy Warhol and Jeff Koons used dozen of employees to help produce work that eventually hangs in museums all over the world. And it all goes out with only the famous name on it.
The famous artist may conceive of, guide, and edit the work of all the artists working in his or her studio. The famous artist may dictate how the work is to be done. But it still takes a small army to do the work. And, as the Hollywood agent explained, ghosts-for-hire are glad to be paid for work they love to do, and they probably find it much preferable to working an ordinary job to pay the rent.
Despite the long tradition of ghosting, some people—like me until recently—still live under the illusion that anything of value can only be created by the person who puts his or her name on it. The people who think that have never stood in the Vatican, looked at the massive number of sculptures attributed to Bernini, and asked themselves if a single man could do all of them in a lifetime or even dozens of lifetimes.
Like me, those same art aficionados often have a pejorative attitude about contemporary artists who are involved in the process of art created for hire. Presenting work as your own when someone else creates it is looked down on, and they mock the people involved.
After the musician Sky Kool directed me to the music conference, I’d found the video that showed that, except for Charles Dexter, the other panel participants laughed at Michael Noah May for hiring ghostwriters. Except for Camille, all the people listed in the credits were now dead at the hands of Marko and Fedor Yurchenko, men who were hired by someone anonymous.
I thought that the anonymous person must be connected to Michael May. It would likely be someone who was enraged by May’s suicide. But how to find that person?
One possible suspect was the agent Theresa Estebanow. She made it clear that she was angered at Michael May’s death. She even shouted over the phone when she spoke of her contempt for the people who had mocked May.
But more than Theresa Estebanow, the case seemed to revolve around Tony Rossi.
Rossi was the person who first mentioned the ‘wounds of mockery.’
Rossi was intimately connected to Charles Dexter, the man who helped build Rossi and Dexter and who also spent years working as a ghost composer for Michael May. Rossi and Dexter worked together to perpetrate a major fraud. Regardless of the reasons why it happened, it showed that Rossi was not overly concerned with obeying the law. And unlike Dexter, Rossi was the one who personally pocketed money from that fraud.
Fraud doesn’t point to murder. But I’d learned that many if not most murderers have a history of illegal activity.
Rossi had also said he was a fiction writer. Had Rossi also worked as a ghostwriter? He knew about Balzac and his awareness of mockery.
Did Rossi personally know Michael May? Or maybe he just knew of him. Either way, in a kind of psychological transference, Rossi might have had a strong hatred for those who mocked May.
It was time to speak to Rossi once again.
I didn’t know if he was still in Northern California or back in Denver. I pulled out my notebook and realized that my only contact for him was the Rossi and Dexter phone number and email. A major oversight on my part. Something common in my life.
I called the number. A pleasant young man told me that Rossi was away traveling. When I asked where, the man didn’t know. When I asked for Rossi’s phone number, the man said he could forward a message. I told him no thanks.
I last spoke to Rossi in Carmel. I called the hotel where Rossi stayed and was told he’d checked out some time ago.
I got up to pour another cup of coffee. The pot was baked dry. How many cups had I drunk? Maybe I should make another pot. Maybe I should just inject caffeine.
I remembered the woman who worked for Rossi. Megan Ivanhoe. She could tell me where to find Rossi. But I didn’t have her personal number, either. Great work, McKenna.
I Googled Megan Ivanhoe. There were surprisingly few hits. I scrolled through a few pages, but nothing seemed useful.
I remembered that her work nickname was Megan Friday. I tried searching on that. I got many more responses. I scrolled down, taking notes on any possibilities. Websites offered to sell me personal information. Other websites directed me to professional-services sites like LinkedIn. There was a software company that sold a food-delivery app called Megan Friday. There was a site that looked like a pimping service where I could find girls named for every day of the week and every month of the year. That site wasn’t going to connect me to Megan Ivanhoe.
I went back to the previous search on Megan Ivanhoe.
Several pages down the search pages came a blog site. The snippet of clickable heading said, ‘my best friend from Kindergarten, Megan…”
I’d learned nothing useful so far, and couldn’t imagine learning anything useful from a Kindergarten memory. But I clicked on it. It was one of those personal travel blogs written by a woman named Sandy Way. I could see no writing about anyone named Megan.
The blog seemed to be a scrapbook of Sandy Way’s life. Recent events mixed with old memories. Current interests contrasted with past hobbies.
I used the control/find feature and typed in ‘Megan.’ Far down the blog came a black-and-white photo of two young grinning girls, five or six years old.
The caption under the picture said, ‘Our last day of Kindergarten, a waaaaay long time ago. This was Megan M. Ivanhoe in happier times. Talk about that line from the Music Man. The Sadder But Wiser Girl’s The Girl For Me. She was the girl we all envied. Beautiful, vivacious, talented. But life was a struggle. Megan eventually managed to dump both of her loser husbands and move to Reno to start over. But then dear sweet Michael, love of her life, recently left this world for a better place…’
Now I had a different suspect. A much more compelling suspect.
I remembered that Anthony Rossi said that Megan moved to Reno from Orange County, partly to escape her second husband.
I called Sergeant Lori Lanzen and explained what I’d learned. “It could be that the person who ordered the murders lives in your jurisdiction.”
“And you want me to do a DMV check on Megan M. Ivanhoe.”
“Right,” I said. “I’m especially wondering what the middle initial M stands for.”
“Call you back?”
“Please.”
Five minutes later, the phone rang. I answered.
“The M is for May. Could be Megan Ivanhoe’s middle name. Or her maiden name. Or her first husband’s name.”
“That’s it,” I said.
“What does it mean?” Lanzen asked.
“I think Megan Ivanhoe was Michael May’s mother.”
“The composer who killed himself.”
“Yeah. He was publicly mocked for having some of his music ghostwritten. The people who were killed were all on the panel who mocked him.”
Lanzen paused. “You think she ordered the killings?”
I paused to confront the magnitude of such an accusation. “It’s hard to imagine. She’s a smart, thoughtful woman who seems quite normal. But that would be my guess. I have an idea that her son was the most important thing in her life. When he died, she might have gone crazy.”
“Do you know where she lives?” Lanzen asked. “Oh, wait. I have the DMV record right here. A P.O. box in Reno. I’ll dig further. Do you have a way to prove she ordered the killings?”
“No. But now that we know, she might confess if you bring her in for questioning.”
“I’ll do that,” Lanzen said. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”
We said goodbye and hung up.
I stood up from my computer and began pacing, careful not to step on Spot, whose tail stuck out into my pacing path. I talked to myself as I walked, something Spot was used to.
“It looks like Megan Ivanhoe was formerly Megan May, possible mother of Michael May, suicide victim. One indication that she could be our killer is her proximity to her employer’s former partner Charles Dexter. Another indication could be that Anthony Rossi described her as tempestuous and impulsive. Would those qualities lead to major anger when her son killed himself? She used to live in SoCal, not far from where Michael lived part of the year. Megan moved to Reno, just down the canyon from Truckee, the place where Michael lived the rest of the year. Megan is also familiar with classical music, which I noticed at my first meeting with Anthony Rossi in the Lazio Roma Hotel. She was playing a recording of Samual Barber’s Adagio for Strings and knew about his body of work. While very popular among classical music lovers, Barber is not a household name in the public. But the mother of composer Michael Noah May would likely know all about Barber.
I had a hunch of where I might find Megan May. I looked at the clock. It was early evening.
I called Street and asked if I could join her and Camille for dinner.
“Throw in a bottle of  wine, bring our hero Spot, and you’re on,” she said.
We had a good time, but I was distracted. When Camille said grace, thanking the Earth mother, my mind was on a different mother, the person who may have been responsible for destroying Camille’s world.
I remembered that Tony Rossi said Megan Ivanhoe regularly meditated at noon on the top of Mt. Tallac.




FIFTY-FOUR

Spot and I left early the next morning. We drove to the Tallac trailhead closest to Camp Richardson on the northwest corner of Fallen Leaf Lake. Because it was October and past the busiest tourist season, there were only five cars in the parking area, a couple of older pickups, a Ford Explorer, and two Subarus. I wished I’d remembered to ask Sergeant Lanzen what the Nevada DMV showed for the make of Megan Ivanhoe’s vehicle. But I realized that if Megan’s car wasn’t there, I would have still gone on the hike in case she got a ride from someone else.
I let Spot out, grabbed my pack, locked the Jeep, and left.
The Mt. Tallac hike burns some energy, not so much because the round trip is over ten miles but because the climb is over 3000 feet. A serious hiker like Megan Ivanhoe would think it no big deal. A tourist from the Bay Area typically thinks the hardest part is the lack of oxygen at high altitude. The summit is only a little over 9700 feet, but for those who live near sea level, the heart and lungs get a workout.
Lucky for Spot and me, we live at high elevation and both get a fair amount of exercise. We’d done the hike several times.
I strapped Spot’s pack on his back. It contained a gallon of water, a collapsible drinking bowl, and a couple quarts of high energy dog food. My pack carried the human equivalent.
Spot trotted off to the trail as if he remembered it well. I had his leash in my pocket, as they are required. But until I saw someone, I wasn’t concerned about it.
At the trailhead sign is the permit box. You are allowed to go into Desolation Wilderness without an advance reservation as long as you aren’t camping overnight. I filled out the form, put ‘Mt. Tallac Summit’ as my destination, and slipped it into the box.
Mostly, the Forest Service uses visitor information to keep track of trail usage and adjust their resources accordingly. But if someone is reported lost, they check the permits to see where someone entered the wilderness and where they planned to exit. Search and rescue is much more successful when the searchers know where to look.
The early morning air was a chilly 30 degrees, and there was frost on the trail. But it was of no consequence. There was no significant wind, and the sun was bright. Antidotes to cold weather. Best of all, from what I’d seen as I approached through South Lake Tahoe, there was only a little bit of snow and only above about 9000 feet. Snow of the right consistency is a pleasure to hike on, especially if you strap on microspikes. But a crunchy, broken, frozen snow/ice mix can be very frustrating if you don’t have skis, snowshoes, gaiters, and other back-country gear. I was glad for minimal snow.
The first few miles are a gentle climb up to Cathedral Lake. We got there in an hour. The water was placid with just a small ring of ice at the shore.
Not far beyond the lake, the trail pops out of the forest and into full sunlight. The path starts zigzagging up the steep slope of a cirque, a natural conical amphitheater. If there were a stage at the bottom, the actors’ voices would easily carry to the upper slopes. The trail got steep, and Spot stopped trotting off to investigate smells. He started panting in the sun even though the air was still at the freezing point.
Air temperature generally drops 3 or 4 degrees for every thousand feet you go up. The summit of Mt. Tallac would usually have temps that are 10 or more degrees cooler than the mountain’s base. But the natural rise of temperature during the day usually more than counteracts that. Unless there is a wind, the summit can be substantially warmer at mid-day than the base of the mountain in the morning. The intense sun adds to the warmth.
When we completed the switchbacks that led to the crest of the cirque, we turned onto the ridge that made a steady climb up toward the summit. Periodically, I used my binoculars to scan the ridge and summit above me.
After most of an hour hiking up the ridge, the scrubby trees diminished to sporadic groups, and the trail became rougher and the rocks sharper. The little bit of snow had blown off the ridge and melted off the trail. It was definitely not dog paw-friendly. I got out Spot’s booties and had him lift each leg in turn while I tied them on.
It was a little before noon as we approached within a quarter mile of the summit. I saw a figure through my binoculars. In another hundred yards, the figure took on the shape of a thin woman sitting on a rock that was just down from the summit. The woman had peach-colored hair under a blue knit cap. She was facing toward the northeast and the amazing view of the giant blue lake stretched out below. I was approaching from behind her. But something caused her to turn and look down the ridge. She saw me coming and got to her feet.
Tony Rossi had said she called her meditation spot her ‘Temple Rock.’ It didn’t look to me like any temple. But its position made it seem as if the sky was a temple. The rock and the column that supported it projected out from the mountain. From my perspective on the ridge below, it appeared that her temple rock was surrounded on three sides by nothing but air. I couldn’t see how far below there was solid ground, but it was certainly hundreds of vertical feet of cliff down to the top of the snow cross that tourists photograph from town.
I continued up toward her. A golden eagle swooped by me and glided off over the abyss. It made a sharp call. A warning? A cry for help?
When we were fifty feet from Megan May Ivanhoe, I put my hand on Spot’s collar and we stopped.
Megan spoke in a stressed voice. “I know why you’re here. And yes, I have remorse. More remorse than you could ever know. Michael was everything to me. And his compositions were a precious gift to humanity.” She took a moment to breathe. Or think. “When I saw that video of those people who laughed at him, mocked him, my heart screamed for his pain. Hurt as if someone had plunged a knife into me. When he killed himself, my heart exploded with anger and frustration. With rage. Michael’s crime was giving other composers work. Doing what composers have always done. Keeping the movie producers and the audiences happy. The producers won’t even let a composer give credit to a ghost composer. They know the audience only wants the big name.”
She turned away from me and looked off at the view of mountains and lake. Then she turned back toward me. Her eyes were intense. I couldn’t clearly grasp the level of emotion in them. A mix of agony and great reckoning.
She said, “I’ve always been too quick to react, too easy to anger. There are no words for how terrible my response was. In my rage, I copied the names from that video. I went to a dark web site where you post your request and pay a fee with bitcoin crypto currency. They handle the cash drop. It’s all untraceable. I pasted the names and wrote that I wanted them killed in ways that looked like suicide. It was unthinkable. Unforgiveable. A terrible, terrible brutal thing. I wish I could find some kind of punishment for myself that would fit my crime. But I can’t.”
Megan Ivanhoe was crying, sobbing hard, her body wracked with spasms.
After a few minutes, she grew more calm.
“I didn’t even realize that one of the names on the list was that poor girl Camille Dexter. She wasn’t even in the video. So I didn’t make the connection that her name being listed was a mistake of some kind. She was completely innocent. After I’d clicked the payment button, I came to my senses. I wrote multiple messages to the site calling off the job. But those crazy dark web people were almost as wicked as me. They continued, knowing that they already had my money, knowing the killers would kill and spread the word that you can make money by going to that site and taking those horrible jobs.”
She paused. Took a deep breath. “So I can’t fix it. I can’t make it go away.”
I called out. “You can make it better. You can find ways to help Camille.”
“I’ve tried. I’ve put all my assets in an anonymous trust and willed that trust to Camille Dexter. She gets it when she turns twenty-one. It includes the money I inherited from Michael. The total is not quite ten million. But it’s a pathetic effort that could never be any kind of restitution or compensation for what I’ve done.”
“That’s something. Camille will someday benefit from understanding how the mockery of your son, the ignorance of others, drove you to a crazed decision. If you explained to her…”
Megan interrupted, “I could never explain it to her!” Pause. “I can’t even explain it to myself.”
She took another deep breath. “My lawyer’s name is Robert G. Sanderman. He has my will and instructions about what to do.”
Megan gave me a piercing look of sadness and regret.
She said, “Someday, when Camille is much older, please tell her how very, very sorry I am.”
Megan turned and stepped off into the air.




EPILOGUE

Street called me at my office.
“Did you know that Camille’s birthday is tomorrow?”
“No, I had no idea. How did you find out?”
“I had to coax it out of her.”
“Some kids don’t want to be the center of attention. Are we going to do something?”
“I’d like to have a small party. It would be nice if you brought the dessert she likes.”
“Chocolate ice cream and vanilla wafers.”
“You remember. Nice.”
The gathering was at Sand Harbor, the spectacular park just south of Incline Village. The spit of land that projects out into Lake Tahoe has amazing beaches, clear turquoise water, and a natural amphitheater where they perform Shakespeare plays with the lake as a backdrop.
We bypassed the large crescent of sand that faces south and gathered at one of the north beaches, a more intimate cove peppered with immense boulders that rise from the water.
We looked like a gathering that any crook would want to avoid when both Diamond Martinez and Jack Santiago showed up wearing their official sergeant dress uniforms. They both brought gifts. Santiago had a decorative bag with streamer ribbons attached. Diamond had wrapped what looked like a book with brown kraft paper and then drawn a picture on it with a ball point pen. His picture was a stick-figure girl racing on a skateboard. Coming out from behind the girl were parallel lines that did a good job of indicating speed.
Santiago was wearing the moon scarf Camille had painted and then given him. He’d wrapped it like a kerchief around his neck. He pointed at mine, which was also around my neck.
We all ate cake and ice cream, and then Camille opened her presents.
Santiago’s bag contained a little Grrrl Speed skateboard model, two inches long, suitable for putting on a shelf or hanging on a chain. Diamond’s present was a short novel about a girl who rides a skateboard.
“Look at the back cover,” Diamond said.
Camille didn’t immediately understand that Diamond was talking to her. She held up her index figure and shook her head, the ‘I don’t understand’ sign. Diamond repeated himself.
She turned the book over. The back cover image was the same as the front, and oriented as if it were the front. So the two covers were the same, except one was in English and the other was in Spanish. The two stories each came to their ends in the middle of the book.
Camille opened the first few pages, turned the book over, and again opened it. She immediately understood what it was about.
“Want to make sure you polish up your Español,” Diamond said.
My present was the note paper that was in with Charlie’s computer and the other items I’d found hidden under the camper cabinet. The paper had the “Hey There, Moon” lyrics written in Charlie’s hand. I’d already given Camille everything of interest I’d found in the camper, but I had Street sneak the lyrics out of the stash, and I had it framed.
Camille seemed touched.
The last present was wrapped in magenta paper. Street handed the box to Camille.
Camille took off the wrapping paper very slowly, careful not to tear it, no doubt planning to save it.
“Happy birthday, Camille.”
Camille opened up the box and pulled out a large set of artist paints and brushes and other items that I didn’t recognize, but that were apparently used for painting on fabric.
Street said, “You all know that Camille paints scarves with the moon images.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” Diamond said. He grinned and pulled his out of his pocket. “Coolest moon ever,” he said. He tied it around his neck.
Camille looked both embarrassed and delighted.
Street said. “Camille used my phone to take photos of her scarves. I showed her how to use my computer to upload them to one of the art vendors. She is calling the business Camille’s Tahoe Moon.”
Street put her hand on Camille’s shoulder.
“Camille did all the computer work herself. She priced them at twenty dollars each. And guess what happened?” Street turned to Camille. “Tell them what happened.”
“One of them sold this morning. It’s like a birthday present! Twenty dollars! That’s a lot of money!”
Her enthusiasm was infectious. I made a little salute-wave. “Congrats, Camille. That’s a big-time achievement. You are now a professional artist.”
Camille seemed pleased and a little bit shocked that relative strangers would give her gifts. I got the sense that she was starting to suffer a little less pain.
We had a good time, and Diamond and Santiago exuded more kid-focused charm than any kid could hope for.
The next morning, Street called me. “I’m hoping you can come over sometime.”
“When?”
“Soon, if possible.”
“Everything okay with Camille?”
“Yes. This is more about me.”
Spot and I stopped by Street’s condo half an hour later. Camille was on the couch playing a kind of boxing feint with Blondie, who sat in front of her. Camille would quickly reach out to touch Blondie’s cheek and then try to pull back her hand. But Blondie was very fast. She could always grab and gently mouth Camille’s hand before Camille could pull it back.
Spot walked over and lay on the floor next to Blondie. His head, when lying down, was nearly as high as Blondie’s when she was sitting up. Like Blondie, he faced Camille. He was probably puzzled when Blondie didn’t want to run in the forest. But he realized that this was the source of entertainment in the room. Camille was more reluctant to jab and feint at Spot, intimidated, no doubt, by the size of his cavernous mouth and huge teeth.
Street and I stood in her kitchen, leaning against the back side of the counter so that we faced away from Camille and the dogs. She wouldn’t be able to see our lips as we talked.
“You seem stressed,” I said.
“I am. I was up half the night.”
“A problem with Camille?”
“Not with Camille. About her. Before bed, we watched a movie. It was one of the new ones with subtitles for deaf people and people learning English. One of the characters was a young boy about Camille’s age. He’d been in the foster system for some time and was having to move to a new foster family. He was very worried about it.” Street glanced over at Camille, who was still occupied with the dogs.
Street continued, “After the movie, Camille turned to me and said, ‘Is that what I’ll have to do? Go live with strangers?’”
Street paused, emotion thickening her voice.
“I assured her that foster families were carefully chosen for each foster child. But Camille started crying. She said she was afraid. She said she wanted to stay with Blondie. Then she added, ‘You, too.’ Meaning me.”
Street stared at me. Her face was lined with worry.
“I’ve thought about every possible scenario,” she said. “All night long. By morning, I’d decided. I want to adopt Camille.”
Street’s eyes searched my face.
I said, “I’ve been expecting this decision for some time.”
“You have? Really?”
“Really. You and Camille are good complements. You give each other what the other needs.”
“What do you think that is?” Street’s forehead was knit with concern.
“Purpose. Comfort. Interest. Passion. Love.”
“Love?”
I made a single nod.
Street said, “I’ve only known her for a little more than two weeks. And I’ve asked myself if I actually love her or if I’m merely very sympathetic and empathetic. I certainly care about her a great deal. I so badly want her to have a good life. But it’s not like the way I love you.”
“Love comes in lots of flavors. Caring a great deal and having empathy and wanting so badly for someone to have a good life is a powerful kind of love. You have her interests in your heart. What better can come of love?”
We were silent a while. I glanced behind us at Camille who was still feint boxing with Blondie. Now she’d added Spot into her mix of jabs and feints.
“It would mean big changes to your world, too,” Street said. “You’d become a sort of stepdad to her. If you were willing.”
“Of course I’m willing. It’s no secret that I’ve never wanted kids, and I never saw myself as dad material. But it’s also obvious to me, and no doubt to you as well, that I care a great deal for Camille. I think she’s a delightful kid. And, as I’ve considered whether and when you would come to this decision, I’ve always known it would involve me in a significant way. From the first time I had the thought, it felt right. Camille and I get along well. Diamond also gets along well with her. He respects her, makes her laugh, and she likes that. Even Santiago is now a significant person in Camille’s world. I don’t pretend there won’t be struggles. But life isn’t supposed to be perfectly smooth.”
I again turned to look and see that Camille wasn’t wondering about us.
I said, “Maybe I should point out the obvious, that I’m not offering to adopt her. I don’t think I’m steady enough to be a primary caregiver. And my job is too fraught with danger to have her relying on me. But you adopting her? Yes, I’m all in. I’ll be involved. I’ll help however I can.”
Street leaned over, raised up on tiptoes, and kissed me. “When do you think I should tell her what I’m thinking?”
“No better time than right now,” I said.
Street, the very competent, professional scientist, was suddenly shaky, like an amateur actor suffering stage fright when she realizes that rehearsals are over and there’s an actual audience in the theater, waiting for the curtain to go up. She closed her eyes, took several deep breaths, then turned and walked around the counter and over to Camille. She sat next to Camille on the couch. Camille was still focused on the dogs. She was grinning. Her hands were shiny wet with dog saliva.
Street touched Camille’s leg to get her attention.
“Camille, I’d like to talk to you about something important.” Street signed sporadically as she spoke.
Camille’s grin vanished. She looked scared.
“Remember the movie last night?” Street said.
Camille made the tiniest of nods. Her fear seemed to increase.
“You said you didn’t want to have to live with strangers.”
Another nod. Camille’s eyes were wet, as if anticipating disastrous news.
Street spoke carefully, choosing her words with care. “You and I have only lived together for a little over two weeks. But I really like you, and I think we get along well. So…” Street took another deep breath. She reached for Camille’s hand and held it with both of hers. “I’d like to ask your permission to adopt you.”
Camille didn’t move, didn’t twitch. She gradually made a face that was part frown and part shock.
“That means you’d become my daughter in most ways. Or maybe you’d call it stepdaughter. Blondie would be your dog. The guest bedroom would become your room. We would be a family.”
Camille’s eyes suddenly widened as if the full meaning came to her in an instant. She threw herself over onto Street’s lap, her face against Street’s thigh, and grabbed onto Street. She started crying as she kept her face against Street’s leg.
After a long couple of minutes, Camille pushed herself to a sitting position. Her eyes were red. Her face was wet with tear streaks. She wiped her face with her hands. Mixed in with the look and feel of stress and worry were hints of happiness, a sense of anticipation. She looked up at Street.
“There is one more thing you should know,” Street said. She glanced over toward me. I’d been standing some distance away to give them space.
“If you move in with me permanently, that means you’ll be seeing Spot and Owen a lot.”
Camille grinned, jumped to her feet, and ran toward me. She leaped from some distance. I scooped her out of the air and held her. Her face was turned sideways against my chest. Her arms couldn’t reach around me, but she grabbed the fabric of my shirt and pulled as if to tear the fabric.
I turned some slow, weaving circles, then lowered Camille to the floor.
She took my hands and began leading me in the West Coast Swing Dance. Two steps backward, two steps forward, a half rotation, then another. Then she let go of one of my hands and did a pass under our free arms.
Street came, took Camille’s empty hand and my other hand and joined us. We were a three-person circle, stepping forward and backward and rotating in an improvised way as we danced. Camille started doing her dancer’s shoulder rotation and making a sideways shake with her head, looking very hip. Blondie trotted under our arms and stood at the center of our circle, turning and wagging and bouncing on her front paws. Spot was too tall to duck under our arms. He stood behind Camille, his head over her shoulder, a head that was twice the size of hers. She let go of my hand and wrapped her arm up and around Spot’s neck and guided him as we turned circles.
Camille started singing in time with our dancing.
“Hey there, Moon
Pretty Moon
Sing a tune
Make me swoon”
Street and I joined her on the second verse.
“Hey there, Moon
Joyful spoon
Love you, Moon
Come back soon”
We continued with the song as we danced. Camille looked up at Street and me, a grin like ten moons put together. Camille’s wasn’t the carefree, silly, let’s have fun kind of happiness that you sometimes see on the faces of playful kids who’ve never known serious pain. Instead, it was a deep-appreciation happiness that comes when a child experiences the darkness of catastrophic loss and slowly learns that there are other joys to be had, other places to find light.
The child who’d lost the only family and home she’d ever known had found another.
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