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PROLOGUE




MAY




Cherry Pye despised her name. But she’d come to a sort of détente with the monicker, thanks to her ability to bake the best pies, cakes, and breads in central New Mexico.

The NAH DOS TE Trading Post was known for two things: Cherry’s pies, and the Zuni and Apache necklaces, bracelets, and concho belts kept in a locked glass case, some of them made by her friend and sometime lover, Jeremy Long Ears. Jeremy’s Jewelry was known all the way to New York. His black Apache Tear bracelets, highly-polished stones, were in high demand. He made the beautiful pieces in between working his other passion: real estate deals and cabin rentals in ponderosa country.

She missed him. He’d stayed away longer than she’d expected; his fourteen-year-old son was having problems in school, acting out, the usual thing with kids that age. All those hormones. So his father decided to take him camping.

Truth be told, she didn’t like being at the trading post by herself. The post (which looked like a building block; plastered-over adobe painted dark red) was perched on a lonely two-lane road at the top of the pass. Oh, it was beautiful out here, but she’d seen some rough trade over the years, and she was pushing fifty now. She wasn’t as strong as she used to be. The good news was, she had old Betsy, her double-barreled shotgun—hidden behind the counter.

Right now, it was going on three-thirty. She would close up the trading post at six on the dot. Her eyes kept straying to the clock—a lighted Olympia Beer sign that hummed. On hot days, she often just stared at that sign. A rushing torrent of white water tumbled down between dark green pines. She wished she could be out on that river, fly fishing. She hardly ever got the chance. Since her dad died, all it was these days, was work work work. She wished her father hadn’t left her the trading post, wished she could find a buyer. She had plenty of regrets. Two husbands, both of them losers, both of them managing to put big dents in her bank account. And a lover she was crazy about—except that so many things he did puzzled her. She chalked it up to his being Native American.

The bell above the glass door jangled.

Cherry covered her eyes against the late afternoon sun, which arrowed straight into the trading post at this time of day.

Trouble.

Cherry sure as hell knew trouble when she saw it. This woman wasn’t just flustered, she was distressed.

“Do you have a bathroom in here?” the woman demanded.

“It’s through that door,” Cherry said.

“Is there a back door I could go out, I mean, if I needed to?”

Now that was strange!

The woman, looking back through the glass door in the front, seemed totally discombobulated.

What Cherry had seen first was the way she acted, all flibberty-gibberty scared—but now, even backlit by the sun coming in through the door to the outside, she could see that the woman’s scalp was bleeding.

“Land sakes,” Cherry said, coming out behind the counter. “What happened to you?”

The woman burst into tears. “Help me, you have to help me, lock the door! LOCK THE DOOR!!!”

“What’s going on? Are you all right? You’re bleeding."

“Listen to me!!! Please, he’s—”

The glass door burst open, bell jangling, a dark shape blocking the sunlight—

A man came in. He was short and wiry. She registered all this as the woman pushed her from behind the counter and cowered behind it. Now she was screaming. “He’ll kill me! You’re-a-witness-and he’ll-kill-YOU, too! Call-the-police-call-them-you-have-to-call-NOW—”

The man walked up to the counter, put his hands on the glass jewelry case, and said, “Honey, I’m sorry about what I said to you. Please, come back to the car. You’re not in your right mind. I wish you would take your pills. I’m sorry about this,” he added, holding Cherry’s gaze. “My wife’s been through a lot, and—”

“He’s lying!” the woman shrieked. “He’s not my husband! Where’s the back? Where’s the back? Is there a back door?” She broke for the back of the building.

Cherry found her voice. “My boyfriend’s here, and he’s got a gun! You need to—”

That was when she saw his gun. Trained on her breasts, just above the counter.

Fear quicksilvered through her body. Every nerve ending lit up. She felt disembodied, disconnected, extremities tingling—her thoughts floating away. THINK!!!! Talk him down. “Look, I don’t want to get in the middle of—”

“Wise choice. This is between me and my girlfriend. You have to understand. She does this a lot. She hasn’t been taking her meds lately." He raised his voice. “Isn’t that right, Suzy?”

“Look,” Cherry said again. “I don’t want to get in the middle of a—”

The man broke for the back. She felt his passage—it all happened so fast—but the rage! Like a bull on a rampage. She could feel it, it scorched her nerves! He busted through the swinging doors into the back hallway—so fast.

One word came to her. Hate. The man was filled to the brim with hatred. She heard something fall, she heard a scream. She’d grown up on a farm and knew the sound—that squeal of abject fear and pain, so sharp it rent the air in two.

Screaming, crying, squealing!

Gotta get out of here. Go now!

Now, while this man was getting busy, killing his wife, she had to go-get-out-of-here—beat feet! Beat feet! Reach under and grab her purse, where are those KEYS? Where are the fucking KEYS? Rummaging hard and fast but she couldn’t lay her hands on them and the woman was SHRIEKING!!! And her phone! The mad squeal of an animal being murdered!

She upended her purse and dumped the keys onto the counter along with her pocketbook and everything else. Grab the keys and get OUT!!! She grabbed at the keys but they slipped out of her grasp, hit the floor with a jangle. Meanwhile, she heard the woman screaming, a high-pitched ululating shriek, heard the punches, heard the gut punches as she scrabbled on the floor for her keys.

She had them, even though her fingers weren’t working, even though the nerve endings to her legs were wobbling and strained and rubbery, she had the keys, she had the keys! As she heard the body blows, that shrieking!!!!! A guttural grunt—

Cut short.

Get out! Get to the car, getoutgetoutgetoutgetoutGET OUT NOW!!! Run for the car! Run for the CAR! She scrabbled to her feet, launched by fear, fear like electric wires running through her, and rammed into the glass door, but of course the glass door swung in, she knew that, and she pulled the handle, hands slippery, somehow managed to get out, bumping her hip HARD on the door, and she ran, her legs like spaghetti, limp spaghetti, trying to find the right key—no, she had to hit the alarm remote—

Goddamn keys, which one, which one? Had to get the right one, stick it in the lock—

No. She had a remote! Pushed it—it didn’t seem to work! Pushed again.

Beep-beep.

And she realized it. The screaming had stopped. There was only silence. Almost to the car, all she had to do was—

She heard the door open, the bell ring, and the man, the monster! burst out into the sunlight— a nightmare! It had to be this couldn’t be happening and he was aiming the gun at her, no it can’t be! Open the car-door-open-the-cardooropenthecardoorright—He was aiming he-was-aiming-it-was-the-gun-he was—

Her vision exploded in slow motion, like a car crash—

And burned out.







He looked both ways. The road was empty. Few cars came up here. The drive up, he’d only seen one coming the other way.

Wished it hadn’t happened like this. He knew what went wrong. He’d slowed for the curve, and the ungrateful bitch had opened the door while they were still moving, and threw herself out of the car. A stupid thing to do, and all because of an argument. She’d tried his patience. It was getting to the point where he didn’t love her, he could see that coming down the road, and maybe he should have been more prescient.

But what was done was done.

He’d thought, he’d really thought, that she was the one. But no. All that yammering. Once she got to know him, she just couldn’t stop talking! Pretty soon, everything she did annoyed him.

Not only that, but she was . . . Pedantic.

No wit, no grace, no sense of humor. What did he ever see in her?

What’s done is done.

He had another well-worn solution for ending relationships that went beyond their sell-by date, but things had changed so quickly—it had turned into a clusterfuck. She’d put him in too much jeopardy, jumping out of the car like that—

Acting the way she did. He’d known she was trouble, the minute he met her at Le Bar in Phoenix. He’d known it right off, but he’d ignored the little voice in his head: this one’s not for you.

A red flag.

He looked down at her. “If you’d just waited,” he said.







AUGUST




The sound of a big engine rumbling to life startled Jerry Naughton out of sleep. For a moment, he didn’t remember where he was—and then it came to him. He and his wife Mary were in the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest campground in Lakeside, Arizona, enjoying a weekend getaway.

The neighboring motorhome pulled out, headlight beams scrolling across the inside of their Jayco White Hawk. Jerry raised up on one elbow and peered out the window in time to see the tail lights disappear among the pines. He grabbed his watch: two-twenty a. m.

And that was when he heard the dog barking.

“What’s going on?” Mary said, her voice warm with sleep.

“Our neighbor just left."

“Our neighbor?”

“The motorhome next to us."

“Now?”

“Yeah, now. And he left his dog behind."

“Maybe he’ll come back for him

“It’s two-thirty in the morning."

“Why would he leave now? That barking. We should do something."

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Keep the dog for him. Maybe he forgot."

“Forgot his dog?”

“Or maybe he went to a bar. The bars around here—maybe some stay open late."

“It’s two-thirty in the morning."

“Oh." She added, “If he’s back in the morning then it’ll all be fine."

“Hope so,” he muttered, crawling back into bed. It was cold tonight, and the sheets (new) were crisp and cool, and it was nice to cuddle up with his wife.

She was very likely right that the guy would come back for his dog. Which was probably the last thought he had before he fell asleep.




But the dog was still there the following morning when they went outside to eat their breakfast at the picnic table.

A nice dog. A purebred—Jerry could tell. Husky, probably, with pale blue eyes. Friendly. At least, that’s what Jerry thought, since the dog was wagging his tail. “Maybe the guy wanted to do some night fishing. I’m sure he’ll be back soon."

“I hope so,” his wife said. “I can’t imagine anyone just up and leaving his dog like that."

They unhitched their car and drove into Pinetop for lunch and spent some time at the Paradise Anglers shop, talking to the locals about dry flies and tapered leaders.

Driving back, Jerry was certain the motorhome would be there, or at the very least the dog and the motorhome would be gone, but no such luck.

He noticed that the dog had a bowl of water, but no food. Mary cut up some deli meat for him, and the dog scarfed it up. “We’re going to have to buy some dog food,” she said.

“He’s not our dog."

“He’s got to eat. But it’ll be a moot point. You gotta know the guy is coming back."

“I don’t think so."

“Come on, he could be out fishing for the day."

“You saw him drive out."

“Yes, but he could have—”

 “Did he have the dune buggy with him?” She spread her hands out. “I don’t see it anywhere around here, do you?”

“He wouldn’t just leave his dog. Who would do that?”

“I don’t know. There are all kinds of weird people."

“We don’t know the guy."

“No. We don’t." The way she said it, he knew what she was thinking. She was thinking their neighbor was exactly the kind of guy who would leave his dog.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “There was something about him. You know when you were down at the lake? He called out to me, asked how good the fishing was."

“So?”

“Then he asked me if I would like to come over and have a drink."

“He asked you that?”

“He did."

“Was it . . ."

“Friendly? Oh, yes. He had the tone down, just right. Just neighborly, you know? Not scary at all. That’s what I thought when he called over. I’m surprised he didn’t say ‘howdy, neighbor. ’ But he didn’t fool me."

“Why didn’t you say something?”

She shrugged. “Wasn’t a big deal."

Jerry knew his wife could tell a bullshitter from a mile away. “So he was trying to poach on my south forty, huh?” He meant it to come out humorously, but didn’t quite get there. Because, truth be told, he’d developed a dislike for the guy, way in the back of his mind, without anything to back it up. Well . . . there was the dog. And the idea of the guy trying to get at Mary, even to hint at it. “Sonofabitch."

She nodded.

“Son-of-a-bitch."“You know what?” she said. “I sure miss Rowdy."

“You’re kidding."

“No I’m not."

“Yes you are."

They always did this—it was kind of a game between them. 

“No,” she said, her voice serious. “You know how much I loved Rowdy, but now I think it’s time. We’re not leaving this dog."

“Of course we won’t. We’ll take him to—”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “He’s coming home with us."

And Jerry thought, not for the first time: Thus endeth the Lesson.














PART ONE


























Chapter 1




The two historians, Jesse McLaughlin and Gary Marks, had already given their statements to the Pinal County Sheriff’s Office deputy who took the call.

They remained at the scene, as requested.

The drive from Tucson to Florence took about an hour and a half. It was a crystal-clear October day, sunny and warm. Department of Public Safety Detective Laura Cardinal, bereft of her usual partner (his wife was having a baby) had left the air-inversion haze of Tucson far behind.

Here it was quiet: a cactus forest under a deep blue sky.

The PCSO had asked DPS for assistance on a possible homicide. They were undermanned—the Sheriff’s Office only had two homicide detectives. The senior detective was closing on a second home in the White Mountains.

From the moment she arrived and met the other detective, Brent Walker, Laura’s impression that she was unwanted was confirmed.

This was nothing new. Especially these days, when every municipality and sheriff’s office in the state seemed to be on a hair-trigger, ready to defend their turf from those deemed to be outsiders. While there was always some conflict with independent jurisdictions who didn’t think they needed assistance, it was worse—much worse—now.

A sign of the times.

Seemed like everybody was pissed off and easily riled these days.

Laura had learned early on to walk the tightrope. She wanted to at least start out non-threatening, yet she could leave no doubt that she was in charge and controlled the scene. She said, “Detective Walker, do you know this area well?”

“Not this part. It’s private property."

 “Those the people who found her?” She nodded in the direction of the two middle-aged men talking to one of the sheriff’s deputies at the rear of a newer-model SUV.

“Uh-huh. They’re historians, something about a guy who died around here."

“We’ll start with them, then."

The two men who had discovered the body were standing by their truck, studying an old blueprint spread out on the hood—the most indifferent spectators to a homicide scene Laura had ever encountered. One of them said in an excited voice, “It’s the CAP canal, don’t you get it? That must be the second curve in the road where the car tipped over."

Laura said, “Where Button Salmon’s car crashed?”

“Yeah. See?” He showed her the old blueprint-slash-map. “They drove through two washes, both of them on tight turns—on the old road. But look here. Look how it matches up." He pointed to the blueprint. “It makes sense that when they put in the new road, it would be easiest just to lay it over the old one, because the work was already done for them, see? Except they’d straightened out the kinks. So where the bridge is now, that’s probably where they hit the second curve, the deeper arroyo, and the car tipped over. Of course, now it’s all straightened out and buried under CAP water."

Laura knew the story. John “Button” Salmon, a University of Arizona quarterback, had been traveling back to Tucson from Phoenix—this was back in the 1920s—and the young woman who was driving hit a curve and overturned the car. In those days, the center of gravity in vehicles was much higher—most of the cars on the road were Model T’s or something like it. Salmon was rushed to a hospital, where he lingered for more than a week, but ultimately succumbed. His last words inspired the U of A football team. “Tell them…tell the team to bear down." His words became a legend, and when the new gym was built shortly thereafter, it was named Bear Down Gym in his memory and the motto, Bear Down painted on the roof.

“Although there’s no way to prove this,” the other man, Greg, was saying. “It’s likely that’s where it happened, even though that second wash is now a canal. But it makes sense. Especially when you look at this map."

Historians.

She asked Marks, who seemed to be the dominant one, “Did you go down into the arroyo?”

“We both know better than to do that. Besides, that’s one helluva tricky descent. You could break a leg if you took one misstep. Or land on a cactus."

Laura nodded. “Can you stay here for a while? I’d like to talk to you again."

“No problema,” Marks said.Laura said to Detective Walker, “We’ll start outside and work our way in. You know the drill. We’re looking for anything that doesn’t fit in with the terrain. Bottles, new. Cans, new. Gum wrappers. Anything recent. Broken mesquite branches, too."

“Just so you know, this ain’t my first rodeo."

She gave him her best smile. “Well then, let’s make it to the horn.”




The dirt was hardpan and there were areas of red gravel, packed so tightly it yielded no footprints. Mounds of desert were broken up by steep gullies large and small.

They started in a wide circle and worked their way in concentrically. Because the desert was riddled with deep gullies—some of them very hard to get in and out of—they had to skirt them. All the time, looking for any evidence that might belong to the victim.

But there was nothing. This saguaro forest was pristine, except for the body, curled up inside a tight curve in the arroyo, jammed up under the bank’s overhang and caught in a nest of mesquite branches and junk. Laura wondered when it had last rained. It was fall, now, with clear, picture-perfect days, and in Tucson, there had been no rain in weeks. They’d have to go by the decomposition rate.

She wondered. Could the body have been shoved up in there by her killer? Or was this merely an accident? She could easily have slipped and fallen into the water to be carried downstream.

Laura stood at the edge of the arroyo, looking at the terrain, thinking that it would be easy for a person to lose her balance and end up skating down the gravel to land in the riverbed. In fact it would be hard to get down there any other way, but not impossible.

The body was mummified. She could see the longish hair. The corpse’s top half appeared to be partially encased in a bra.

“When was the last time it rained here?” she asked Walker.

He kept his focus on the corpse. “I dunno,” he said. “A couple of weeks ago? Aren’t we going to go down there?”

“Yeah, we are." But how to get down was going to be a problem. She looked around. They were at the top of a hill.

She walked a little farther along the brow of the hill, and saw a way down. A narrow path, likely pounded out by peccaries.

She led the way, Nikon dangling from the strap around her neck, bumping against her chest as she ended up skating down a loose mosaic of rocks before grabbing a mesquite and puncturing her palm on a mesquite thorn.

Hurt like a sonofabitch.

Walker came down behind her—much more sure-footed—and jumped past her into the riverbed—made it look easy. She tried not to resent him.

Once down, they walked the streambed in both directions, looking for anything that might have belonged to the woman, and photographing whatever they deemed might be important. Laura looked for a purse, or an article of clothing, or a cigarette pack. But the arroyo was clean of debris, except for broken branches and limbs here and there.

At last they reached the victim. The Vicks VapoRub in her nostrils did little to cut the stench.

Laura photographed her from every angle possible. Only then did she start to put the jigsaw pieces together.

First: the woman had been out here for a while. She’d been mummified to some degree.

Second, Laura now saw that the woman’s hair had been dyed dark brown. Around the ears and at the middle part, a thin strip of her hair was white and wispy, where it wasn’t stained by dried mud. But what Laura hadn’t registered before was that the woman was fully-clothed. She had been in the shadow of the overhang, and so the only thing Laura had really seen clearly was the white bra, which was not just looped around her—part of it was wrapped around her neck.

If she’d tumbled down the arroyo during a rainstorm, it was possible that her clothing would have been pulled off, or skewed around her in unusual ways.

Her clothing was pretty much intact—which made Laura think she might have been stashed in that small space, rather than thrown into the wash during a flood. The smell of rotting meat enveloped them. Her Vicks Vaporub fought valiantly, but lost. The clothing had been stained purplish-black to moldy greenish-black, the consistency of leather. Hard to see the color of the long-sleeved blouse, but she thought it was deep purple. She took a stick and scraped away the muck and sand. Yes, purple. It had been wrenched around sideways and lay underneath, revealing the bra. A leather vest hung off one shoulder, snagged by a mesquite branch and hauled around behind her. Her jeans, still tucked into suede knee-high boots now stiff with dirt and stained with fluids—some dry, some wet—had been pulled down over the hips but only by a couple of inches. Laura had seen a lot of women, many of them biker chicks, wearing boots like these. Rust-red cowhide suede, badly stained by body fluids. Decorated with fringe.

No outward sign of sexual assault.

Stage Three decomposition. The face, battered and bruised. Strands of waist-length hair caught in the branches of the mesquite.

Laura donned gloves. “You okay shooting this?” she asked, handing him the camcorder from her pack.

“Sure."

They slogged through the deep sand, Walker recording video while she described the scene and the corpse.

No purse. No I. D. No jewelry. That was too much to hope for. Either those had been taken from her, or they had been lost in the flood.

The woman could have fallen in and been shuttled downstream. She could have been drowned. But if the flash flood had been that violent, why didn’t it tear her clothes from her body?

Her feeling was that the woman had been shoved up into the tiny hollowed-out impression in the arroyo wall—possibly to hide her. Maybe as a cache, for the killer to come back to?

It was one way to go. But only one.

“Record it from every angle you can."

“I am."

“Then let’s move her out of there. Maybe she had a purse."

“Probably got carried away by the flood."

“Yes, that’s one possibility. Do me a favor and film her mouth."

“What about her mouth?” Camera still rolling.

Laura used a rubber-gloved finger to again part the woman’s lips. “No teeth. Her nails are gone, too."

He looked mystified. “Maybe she had dentures? Could have been lost during the flood—maybe we could find them."

“Could be."

But she doubted it.

They took still photos and Laura sketched the scene—“X” marking the spot of the small alcove in the bank, and the width of the arroyo in comparison. Finally, Walker helped her gently pry the woman out of the hollow.

The stench billowed up, enveloping them—ten times worse than it had been.

“Gloves."

Laura and Walker donned gloves.

The body remained in a squashed position, but they managed to turn her on her side in the white sand of the arroyo (good for contrast) and took photos of that.

“What’s that?” Walker said.

He pointed at a dark stain between the shoulder blades. “There’s a hole here."

Laura described it for the video.

“Could be a stab wound. Could be post-mortem, if she was caught on a branch. Hard to tell with the skin the way it is."

Gently, Laura lifted the woman’s head.

“Shit,” Walker said. “Lookie here. She was shot in the back of the skull. Small bore! You know what that means, don’t you?”

Yes, Laura knew.

Whoever this woman would turn out to be, they now knew the manner of her death.

Execution.


























Chapter 2




After the victim was removed and sent to the Pinal County Medical Examiner, Laura and Det. Brent Walker spent the rest of the day photographing the small cave in the arroyo, looking for shell casings, bullets that missed their mark (unlikely), bits of clothing that might have been torn from her body in the swollen creek (even less likely), discarded gum wrappers or cigarettes or anything else they could find, in preparation for the forensics team, which would be coming from Tucson.

But they found nothing. The place was pristine.

If what she believed to be the case—that the woman had died from one shot from a .22 at the base of the skull—it would have been more than sufficient. A bullet from a .22 would ricochet and break up, bouncing around the brainpan in such a way that it would rend it to rags. That was why the .22 was known as the assassin’s weapon.

What did that say about him? (Or her. Statistically, she’d go by the numbers and think of the killer as a male. ) It might be that he had planned to kill her, had studied up on it, or knew that a .22 could do that much damage at pointblank range.

Perhaps he had done it before.

They’d found nothing else that could point to the killer. The ground did not yield footprints. And even if the bad guy hadn’t thrown the woman into the wash, even if he’d made it down into the wash and trudged to the cave, river sand was deep and would not show footprints.

Walker said, “No purse, no I. D. Looks like this is gonna come down to ‘missing persons’ and forensics."

Laura looked at the sky, now a lighter shade of blue. The temperature had dropped precipitously. Sunlight and shadows stretched out in a hotly contested race. A breeze picked up and shuffled everything toward night. It wouldn’t be long before the sun set. “We should wrap this up,” she said.

Walker kicked at the dirt with his boot. “Yeah, there’s nothing out here. Fucker was either very smart . . . or very lucky."

They waited for transport, which didn’t take long, and strung up crime scene tape at the entrance to the dirt track leading in to the area: CRIME SCENE   DO NOT CROSS.

On the way back out to the highway, she saw a 9 On Your Side TV satellite truck from the Tucson network affiliate slowing down on State Route 79 to turn onto the dirt road. She hoped they’d respect the yellow tape, even though she was doubtful that they could do anything to mess up the crime scene. For one thing, they wouldn’t know where to look, and she wasn’t about to tell them. The area was pristine and there were only a few old cans out there, probably from the middle of the previous century, and a few shotgun shells.

The autopsy would not be scheduled yet, but it should be within the week.

After stopping to fill up on a sandwich from a Circle K, Laura drove home. Matt had already fed the livestock (horses, dogs, and cat) and was watching Bosch on Netflix.

She sat down next to him, grabbed some popcorn out of the bowl in his lap and ate some, then leaned over to kiss him. He stopped Harry Bosch mid-investigation.

The kiss became a butter-flavored make-out session, which led them to the bedroom.

As they lay together in the big bed, the cool air billowing the curtains and bringing in the sweet scent of alfalfa flakes, Laura found her mind returning to the woman stashed in the arroyo wall.

Something . . .

Matt rose up on one elbow and said, “I know that look. You’re in Harry Bosch mode."

“I could have seen her before,” Laura said.

“The woman in the wash."

“Yes. Or at least I saw the outfit."

“Outfit?”

“The stuff she was wearing. Gypsy stuff." She described the jewel colors, the blouse, the long sleeves ending in cuffs, the fringed rust-red suede boots, the tight jeans on the remarkably skinny body. “I saw her, or someone like her, but I can’t remember where."

“The same clothes?”

“Not sure if the blouse was the same. But the boots. And the long hair, down to her waist."

“Downtown?”

“Maybe. I don’t know."

“Who sells that stuff?”

“A lot of boutiques on Fourth Avenue." She sat up. “I can have Terry sketch her."

DPS Homicide Detective Terry Doss was called upon from time to time to sketch victims. Using his valuable talent, he could bring even a skeleton to life, approximating lips and eyes and nose, and cheek contours until they had a human face they could display on television or in newspapers and online. DO YOU KNOW THIS WOMAN?


























Chapter 3




Laura awoke to an empty bed. For a moment she wondered if Matt was in the bathroom. Then the realization came.

Matt was assisting firefighters in Colorado.

He would be gone for at least a couple of days. Which meant she’d better get her ass out of bed and feed the horses. Not to mention the dogs and the cat.

She threw on some clothes and headed out to the barn. It was going on six a. m. and the horses were nickering for their flake of hay. The dogs accompanied her, and their barn cat, Luke, came out to greet her.

As Laura put a couple of flakes of hay in the feed bin and ran fresh water in the trough, her thoughts turned toward the woman. No purse, no I. D. All the woman had were the clothes she was wearing when she was—

Executed.

You had to be some kind of cold to shoot a person pointblank like that.

Laura wondered if the woman’s killer lured her out there, if, maybe, her purse was still out there somewhere—if he didn’t keep it as a trophy or dispose of it at another location. She wondered if they had been in a relationship, or if this was a random act. She thought there would be others. Other women, or men, who had been dispatched in the same cold manner.

More likely, it would be women.

Dentures could have been ripped out by the flash flood. She wouldn’t know if that was really what happened until she had a timeline on the woman’s death. But she leaned toward the theory that whoever killed this woman pulled her teeth out. Or removed her dentures. It was possible Forensics would know if the teeth had been wrenched out, or if she’d had dentures pulled out of her mouth by the force of the flood.

That would be something the pathologist could verify. The autopsy was scheduled for later today. Laura needed to know who this woman was. She was definitely a person who loved jewel colors—deep, rich colors. She wore her hair long, parted in the middle, which said something about her—how she identified. She wasn’t manic about her hairstyle. And yet she definitely wanted to make a statement with her clothes. The boots. Fringed suede boots, tall as English riding boots. She loved color, she loved gypsy stuff, she had a certain exotic gypsy flair—which might go with her age. If she came from the Flower Children era, she would feel right at home with long hair parted in the middle and colorful gypsy clothes. Laura guessed she was in her late fifties to late sixties, but that would be something Forensic Facial Reconstruction could decide.

DO YOU KNOW THIS WOMAN?

Laura considered having the sketch done, or possibly a clay outbuild from her skull to approximate the depths of the skin, muscle, and tendons of her face—a sculpture. She’d had less-than-stellar results from both options. It was about fifty-fifty, in her view.

Back to the clothes. People generally fit into groups—identified with other people. They belonged to communities of people who were like them.

She didn’t have the woman’s face, but she did have the outfit: a statement. An ensemble. The blouse, the two-and-a-half inch-long cuffs. The boots. The jeans.

Laura knew where to start: boutiques. Especially boutiques on Fourth Avenue, adjacent to downtown in Tucson.

Yes, maybe a sketch, maybe in color, of the outfit.

And what did her clothing say about her killer?

He didn’t leave her naked. She was dressed when she went into the water. What did that mean? Did it mean it wasn’t sexual? Did it mean that he just killed her for the hell of it, or killed her because he knew her and hated her, or tired of her? It could be any of those things.

If he shot her and dumped her in the water, what did he wish to accomplish? He could have buried her, but he didn’t.

“He didn’t care about her."

She heard herself say it out loud. But that wasn’t quite right, was it?

Maybe she was old news.

Maybe he wanted to get away from what he’d done. Maybe he wanted to get away from her.

Or maybe, just maybe, he panicked.

He left her clothes on.

His statement could have been this: I am not a sexual predator. I’m not that kind of asshole.

Or maybe, he didn’t think about it at all.

Maybe he was done with her, shot her, threw her into the flooded arroyo like so much trash. A gum wrapper, or a cigarette.

There were plenty of that kind out there.

Laura felt the ugliness deep in her gut. It could be the woman meant nothing. Was something to be toyed with, and then disposed of. This woman who had long hair down to her waist, this woman who had picked out those beautiful jewel colors, who loved her suede boots but didn’t give a rat’s ass about the white line on either side of her part—he had denied her her humanity.

On the upside, though, Laura was pretty sure she knew where the woman would have spent at least some of her time.

Fourth Avenue.




She signed in at the Arizona Department of Public Safety, Tucson office, spent some time on the wrap-up of another homicide, then went looking for Terry Doss.

She showed him a photo of the woman, paying particular attention to the clothes she wore.

“Can you draw her?” she asked. “I was thinking you could play up the part in her hair and the clothes. If you can reconstruct her face, that would be good."

He looked skeptical. “I’ll give it a shot."

“Just do the best you can, but pay attention to the part in her hair and the clothes. Do it in color."

Steve nodded.

“She’s a type,” he said. “My wife calls them ‘drum circle ladies.’ ”

“Let’s have some respect for the dead."

“Considering they’re doing the autopsy today, that ship has sailed." He consulted his watch. “Or is about to."

“Busy week."

“Yeah, they’re stacked up like cordwood." Cop humor. “Without her teeth, it’s going to be hard. Hopefully, those colors and the way she was dressed will help."







Laura drove back to Florence to witness the autopsy. There was little to hint at the victim’s identity. One of her bones had been gnawed on, probably by rodents. Some of her bones were abraded, possibly by sand and water, and insects had made inroads into her corpse. What organs might have remained were missing. This pointed to carnivore scavenging. The water, of course, had made it harder to define time of death, so it was left to the rodents, the ants, the bugs to provide the clues.

Laura drove to Fourth Avenue and parked on the street. Armed with the sketch of the victim’s clothing, she started on one end of the arts and crafts district.

The third store she visited sold clothes similar to the clothing on her victim. Laura showed the drawing to the woman at the counter.

“She looks familiar. Her clothes look familiar."

“She was here?”

“I think so."

Anything at all that stood out about her?”

“Just that she looked good."

Laura tried one more time. “What was your impression of her? Besides her clothes?”

“I think…

“What?”

“I’m not sure, but, you know, she kept looking toward the door."

“She did?”

“Yes, like she was waiting for somebody."

“Did she meet someone? Maybe someone who came in to the store?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I was busy with customers."

Laura said. “Is there a store around here that sells clothes like that?”

“You can try Bilbo’s."

“Bilbo’s?”

“Three doors down."

“Thank you." Laura pushed a card across the glass counter. “If you remember anything else—anything at all—please call me."

As Laura pushed open the door, the woman called out, “What happened to her? Was she murdered?”

Laura gave her a brief wave, and walked out onto the street.




Bilbo’s wasn’t much bigger than a walk-in closet, and the incense made her nose tickle. It was dark, too, but the two round racks of clothing were exactly what Laura was looking for. Deep jewel colors, broomstick skirts, crocheted vests and caps, flamboyant blouses.

And boots.

The exact same type of boots. She picked up a pair, went to the cash register, and punched the bell on the counter.

A woman came out of the back. She was thin to the point of anorexia and wore a broomstick skirt, knit top and matching knit cap. Long gray hair, cowboy boots, and a face that hinted that the day hadn’t gone well so far, and she wasn’t expecting it to get any better.

“You need something?” she said as she slipped behind the counter.

Laura introduced herself and held up a boot. “Has anyone bought a pair of boots like this from you, recently?”

“What’s this about?”

Laura gestured to the badge clipped to her belt and introduced herself.

“Oh. I’ll have to check."

“I’d like to know how many boots like this were sold, and when, and any information you can give me regarding the sale—if it was cash, check, or credit card."

“I’ll try and pull it up. But it’s gonna be a minute. The computer is a real spaz today."

Laura held up a colored drawing that approximated the deceased woman’s form, the blouse, the belt, the jeans and the boots. “Do you remember anyone who looks like this?”

The woman stared at the picture. “The boots look like ours, but I could give you three other stores on this block who sold them. Without the box and the receipt, I couldn’t tell you if they came from us. The blouse—we don’t sell those."

Laura nodded.

“But the belt. The beading on it? That looks like something we’d sell, although it would have been a while back. But I know of at least three other stores who sell the same kind."

Laura said, “The woman was probably in her mid-to-late sixties."

“Sorry. There are a lot of women like that who buy clothes here. I’m pretty intuitive. If I’d seen her, even from just your drawing and the outfit, I would have known by now. I’m just not feeling anything."

“Could someone else have been working here?”

“I’ll ask Dina. She should be back from lunch any minute now. So why don’t you take a look around? I bet you’re the kind who would look wonderful in one of those broomstick skirts."

Laura waited, and eventually a smallish young woman, white as a ghost and sporting a long dark ponytail walked up to her. “I’m Dina?” she said. “Junie told me to look at a picture?”

Laura handed her the drawing.

Dina turned and hunched over, staring at the sketch.

Laura waited. And waited.

“I think…”

Finally she turned and motioned toward the boots. “She wasn’t wearing boots. She wore a skirt, and she wanted a blouse to go with it."

“Are you sure?”

“I remember because I loved her hair—a kind of rich brown, and I asked her where she got the color. She gave me the name of her colorist and hair-cutter."

“Do you have it?”

“It’s on my phone—I can pull it up." She swiped her phone and started pecking away. “Hair by Dominic."

“When was this?”

“A couple of months ago, maybe? I don’t know. To be honest, I forgot about it."

Laura handed her a card. “If you remember anything else, call me, okay?”

She nodded. “Okay."




From Fourth Avenue, Laura drove to Hair by Dominic, on Campbell Avenue, not far from The University of Arizona.

Dominic nodded at her description of the woman. “Windsong."

“That was her name? Did you get to know her well?”

“She only came in a couple of times. You’re a detective?” He covered his mouth. “Is this…is she, was she murdered?”

Laura ignored the question. “Anything you remember about her?”

“Just she was good-looking for her age."

“How old do you think she was?”

He shrugged. “Fifty, maybe?”

 “How did she pay you? Credit card? Check?”

“Let me . . . Oh—it was cash. Yeah, both times."

“Did you notice what kind of car she drove?”

“Nope."

“What did you talk about?”

“Her boyfriend. How she’d finally found . . . what is this? Was she . . . did her boyfriend off her?”

Laura ignored that. “Did you meet him? Did he come in with her?”

“No. What happened? Something bad?”

“I’m still trying to establish if this has anything to do with what I’m investigating."

“So she’s not dead, then? Jesus, you scared me!”

Laura let him assume that was the case. “Did she give you any indication where she lived?”

“I have no idea. We talked a lot, but it was just small talk. Like her grown daughter who lives in Oregon. Stuff like that."

“You don’t by any chance know where her daughter lives? The town?”

He shook his head.

“The guy she was seeing—can you remember her saying anything about him?”

“Oh, my God. She’s dead, isn’t she? What happened? Was it a homicide?”

Again, Laura ignored the question. “Did her boyfriend ever come with her? Waited for her to get her hair done?”

He stared past her, trying to remember. “I don’t think so. I would’ve remembered."

“So you say she talked about him. Can you remember anything specifically?”

“She said they were going to California. She was excited about that."

“You know where?”

He shook his head. “She just wanted to look good."

“Did she mention him by name?”

“I think his name was ‘Roy’ or ‘Ray’. Maybe Ron. Something like that."

“What was her name?”

“Carla." He found her on his phone, showed it to her. “Yeah, here she is. Carla Borel."

Laura entered the number into her phone.

“She’s really dead? Wow, I never knew anyone who wasn’t old that died before."

You’re lucky, Laura thought, but didn’t say. “Thanks for your help." She handed him her card. “There might be some follow-up. If you think of anything—anything at all that struck you as odd, maybe a friend of hers or something she said, give me a call. Or if she was worried about something. Please call me."

Outside, it was full-on sun. She felt it burning her face. She walked to the car.

Carla Borel. The dead woman had a name.

She could feel it—half back-flip, half tingle in her gut.

She hadn’t made much progress until now. But hopefully, that would change.




Laura and her partner, Dennis Lang, drove to Carla Borel’s townhome in midtown. They had to get a key from the office. The place smelled stale. Fortunately, there were no pets—dead or alive. The neighbors on one side were at work, and the townhome next-door was empty. They’d have to come back later.

First thing they noticed was that there was no car in the carport. They had not recovered a car from the crime scene, either; it was possible the killer drove it away from the scene and, if he were wise, disposed of it. Or, he could have left the keys in the car, so it could be stolen. They did have the make and model and license plate. The car was an SUV, a three-year-old Nissan, with an Arizona license plate.

The killer might have taken it, but this was a long time ago. She’d already put out an APB on the vehicle, but nothing had come back. It had not been ditched yet.

They photographed every room. The place was unusual for what they didn’t find. No laptop, no purse, no mess. The assumption could be made that she had her phone with her the day she died, which meant it might have been washed away in the arroyo. Still, she made a note to go back and look for it again. They searched for a physical address book, but didn’t find one. They sketched and photographed each room from all angles.

The place was as neat, clean, and coordinated as a high-end hotel room. A few framed paintings of the desert were scattered around the house, and photos of what had to be family.

Laura went back to the desk. The desk faced a picture window to the outside. She had to look hard, but it appeared to her that dead center on the desk, close to the front, was a slightly-less-dusty space that indicated a laptop.

They looked all over for it, but if there had been a laptop, it was long gone.

Laura’s phone chimed just as they headed out the door. She stopped and swiped the phone. A number came up for a fraction of a second, against a silhouette of a witch on a broomstick. She had barely an instant to register the image, and then the call was dropped. She scrambled to find “Recent Calls” but nothing new was listed. 

Which was strange in itself.

But she’d seen the image. It was an “eight." A big black 8.

Laura felt as if someone had dropped a good-sized stone down her throat and into her gut. She stood blinking in the hot sun, feeling the heat pounding on the back of her neck and in her head—her head ached, and it seemed as if every hair on her body was standing up.

“What was that?” Dennis asked, looking over her shoulder at the phone, which was now blank. Laura’s other hand rested on the grip of her SIG Sauer 9 millimeter. She had no memory of that happening—it was pure instinct.

Might as well go all the way. She removed her weapon from the holster and kept it at her side.

Wordlessly, she showed Dennis the phone. “This came up on my phone just now."

“Just now?”

“Yes, just now. On my phone."

“I don’t see anything."

Laura looked again. The image was gone. “The number 8 came up. And a witch—it just came up on the phone and now it’s gone."

“Let me look." He tapped and scrolled. “I don’t see anything."

He was right—it was as if the image never appeared in the first place. It had happened so fast—a blur, the “8,” the witch turning her green face toward Laura—her laugh soundless—before turning back into the wind. “It was a video,” she said. “From The Wizard of Oz."

“Forensics will know where it came from."

“Probably." But she was shaken. How did it appear on her phone? Whoever did this had her number. And now that it was gone, could it be recovered? Was it a practical joke (could have been) or was it something from the bad guy? She’d put away plenty of them, and had been threatened more than once. “Yeah,” she said. “It had to be from the movie."

They strung crime scene tape across the door and also across the entrance to the courtyard.

 “Car’s probably junked by now,” Dennis said.

 Laura nodded. They already knew about the car. If the killer was brazen enough or stupid enough to drive that car, he might be caught.

But Laura was beginning to think he was very smart.

Smart enough to know who she was, smart enough to reach her by phone—

And send her a message.







Driving back, they were both quiet with their own thoughts. Laura wondered how the Witch Sender (that was what she’d decided to call him—or her) had found her phone number. Was it someone she knew? Was it a practical joke from someone in her squad? Did it have anything to do with one of her cases?

“Eight,” she said at last. “Why eight?”

“Why the Wicked Witch of the West?” Dennis said.

“Maybe it was Number Eight."

“What? As in victim? The eighth victim? You think this is the work of a serial killer?”

“I don’t know. What do you think?”

“It could be. If he sent the picture to taunt you."

“What about your phone?”

He checked. “Nope. Looks like the guy’s a sexist pig."

Laura nodded. She had a strong feeling it was the guy. She thought about the way someone could have accessed her phone. She remembered, from another case, that someone had accessed a victim’s cellphone by sending ads. The ads had been targeted for the person—stuff that could be informed by the victim’s Facebook tastes or other sites. The ads could reside in the phone, untouched, until someone decided to click on it and dispose of it.

She had received ads. Ads for ski vacations and ads for online and department stores—Wayfair, etcetera. She could have received a fake ad—a GIF aping an ad from a brick and mortar store that was a well-known, branded, shopping venue. Or it could be a political ad or post—depending on the victim’s political bent. Laura knew this but on occasion she’d keep an ad, or forget to delete it, and yes, there were times when she threw caution to the wind and opened one. She always deleted them, though. The ad could have a hidden agenda of taking over her phone, enough so that someone could post the Wicked Witch GIF. They would have found a way in with an ad representing a legitimate store, and once in, it would be Katie Bar the Door.

“Forensics,” she said aloud.

“Yeah,” Dennis said. See if they can find the source."

She knew the trick. Mostly, she had been very careful, deleting ads as they came in, and unsubscribing. But still, the Wicked Witch’s green face haunted her. She was a target. Why? Was it because of Carla Borel? And if it was Carla’s killer, how would he know who she was? Could it be someone she knew—maybe it was just a practical joke—but it felt like she was being harassed by someone connected to Carla Borel, or one of her other cases. “You think this has to do with the Borel Case?” she said.

Dennis shrugged.

The Wicked Witch. Laura wondered how and why anyone would commandeer her phone for this. She’d recently finished up on a case of a woman who ran her husband down in his garage. The woman was no looker—she had long black hair and a nose like a Lemur. “Remember the Gloria Dally case?”

“She’s still in jail, last I heard. You think she or someone she knows sent this to you?”

“Her husband was pretty damn mad."

“Funny how couples will try to kill each other right before they gang up on the cops."

Laura nodded. Domestic arguments were unpredictable. A husband and wife trying to kill one another would gang up together on the cops trying to break them up. In a situation where a cop faced an armed perpetrator, there had to be a decision between overwhelming force and trying to talk someone down. You can go A to Z in the force continuum in a matter of seconds. A cop’s life depended on that split-second decision, and once the decision to shoot was made, it was shoot to kill. Too many cops had died due to one second’s worth of hesitation, or an attempt to wound the perpetrator. Always shoot a subject “center mass,” so there would be no doubt as to the outcome. The tactic might seem unnecessary overkill, but it was amazing how quickly a man with a knife could get to someone within twenty-one feet.

Or a woman—like Gloria Dally.

And now they would talk to her again.

But Laura didn’t think this had anything to do with Gloria Dally.




As they drove back, Laura, who was driving, said, “Facebook."

Dennis clicked through to Facebook and found her. “What d’ya know. There she is. Carla Borel." He turned the phone toward Laura. “Another great photo of her. What a shame—she was a real looker!”

Laura pulled over to the side of the road. “We’ll have to contact Facebook—see if Forensics can analyze this, but first…” She worked her phone, scrolling down Borel’s Facebook page. Mostly, it was politics. Borel had been on the liberal side. She also loved to pose for the camera. Laura had seen pictures of Borel in her home; she already knew what a beautiful woman she was.

Laura said, “I’m putting in a friend request."

“She’s not gonna answer. You know that, don’t you?”

“Maybe a relative will. Her page is still up.

“So whoever killed her could have been somebody who bought her work?”

“Maybe,” Laura said. “Or a rival?”

“Professional jealousy?”

“Could be. She was also single. Maybe she got to know some guy on Facebook. A local connection—or even someone from out of town."

“LinkedIn!” Dennis said. He started working his phone. “Nope, she’s not on LinkedIn."

“What about a professional page on FB."

He typed in her name and up she came. “Hey, these are good! I’d love to buy that one for Marie." He showed Laura a photo of an oil painting of the desert. Clearly, the woman had been a talented artist.

“So all those paintings were her work. She painted them." She felt embarrassed that neither of them had made the connection.

“If I could paint like that, I would put my name in ten-foot-high lights."

“But it wasn’t her job, was it? I’m getting the impression she was retired. Let’s go check out the art studios in town—someone might know her."

There were three commercial art studios in Tucson, all clustered around Fourth Avenue and Sixth. Nobody knew her, or at least nobody admitted to knowing her—or her art.

“What next?” Dennis said as they walked back to their car.

“Western art galleries? We could call them."

They divided up the number of galleries, split up, and contacted the galleries. Laura sent at least a dozen of them photos from her phone. No one knew her name, no one recognized the artist. Laura was good at listening—and over the years she had developed a canny sense when someone was lying. She could be wrong, but everyone she talked to was accommodating and respectful. Not one gallery owner had given her any reason to doubt his or her word.

Could it be that Carla Borel was just a weekend painter? A tremendously talented artist who kept her own paintings and didn’t want to sell them commercially?

One of the things she’d photographed in the house was a studio portrait of Borel. The woman was beautiful, especially in that one photo—and she had an unusual trait. One of her eyes was green, and the other, brown. Laura had looked it up. There was a word for it: heterochromia. She’d encountered this only one time before, in the eyes of a psychopath who had nearly killed her.

She kept Borel’s portrait on her phone. She would look at it often in the months to come, as leads petered out and other cases took over.














PART TWO


























Chapter 4




Doris Acosta met Jeffrey Thomas at a swap meet in Flagstaff, her hometown. She was not in the market for a boyfriend at the time. At sixty-five-years-old, she knew her own mind. She’d had a wonderful husband for forty-one years, and now he was gone. As far as a love of her life was concerned, Frank was it. She saw Jeffrey as a friend—with benefits. The kind of friend she could go places with, a friend she could confide in. They were so much alike. They had exactly the same passions—flea markets and swap meets and used bookstores where they could roam the shelves for hours, and then go someplace nice for lunch or just ice cream. Doris’s daughter Lilac was in the Army—a sergeant, posted overseas. She was enough family for Doris.

But Doris did like his company—he was a semi-retired professor who could match his wit with hers, somebody who might just give her a little tingle now and then to remind her that she was still a woman—and a good-looking woman at that.

He was gracious, and just a wee bit old-fashioned. He always walked around to open the car door for her, always stood back for her to go through doorways before him. (At first, it was a little awkward, because he was shorter than she was—kind of embarrassing, and she’d tell him she did not like to be treated like a new-laid egg—but he’d persisted, and after a while she came to expect it). He would surprise her with gifts. Little things, mostly. Sometimes they were off the mark, like a china shepherdess, which she kept in a cupboard but would put on display when he came over to the house. And honestly, he was just being thoughtful. He knew she loved flea markets and swap meets, and never complained, no matter how hard the sun beat down or how many hours they spent there.

He hailed from Wisconsin. Small world: she was from Wisconsin, too. So many Wisconsinites in Arizona!

And, it was an adventure. He was always surprising her. Roses for no reason. Picking her up and telling her he had a treat for her—he would take her to a play or a new bar. Once, he even blindfolded her. When they got to their destination, he whipped off the blindfold and voila! They were at an ice-skating rink, which brought back memories of Wisconsin’s frozen-over ponds.

So, on the day he called her over to his house, she was surprised—and thrilled—with his newest find. Backed into the driveway was a beautiful camper. A motorhome.

Okay, it was an older one—used—but she could live with that.

Just the week before, they’d been wandering around a travel trailer and motorhome show. They’d sat on the cushions at the dinette table and fantasized about just taking off and exploring the West. Both of them footloose and fancy-free.

That was the amazing thing about “Boo” (Her pet name for him). He made you feel like you could do anything. And frankly, she found that liberating. Doris had lived a relatively comfortable life—she was on Social Security and Medicare, and Greg had left her with a pretty nice nest egg, which she’d handled wisely.

Jeffrey was a little bit younger than she was, in his fifties.

They married in a garden ceremony at Jeffrey’s friend’s house. Jeffrey’s friend was a man of the cloth, something ecumenical—she wasn’t a religious person, so it didn’t really matter—and it was a beautiful day in the garden, just a small group, her best friend Myrna from work standing up for her as bridesmaid. The nice thing about Jeffrey, he’d done all the paperwork (he thought of everything), so all she had to do was sign the marriage certificate. He had a friend who was a notary—one of his students at the university. No muss, no fuss. Jeffrey understood her—that she was the kind who liked things to go simply and smoothly.

After the ceremony they would head off on their honeymoon. The motorhome was second-hand, but good as new. And so she would lock up her house (she and Jeffrey would live there—he said he’d already put his house on the market and sold it pretty quickly) and they would hit the road for the summer.

Her other best friend Louise flew in from California for the wedding. Unfortunately, they’d had a spat the day before, and this wore on her even as she started her new adventure. Louise, who always spoke her mind (even if nobody wanted to hear it), cast a real pall on Doris’s wedding day, telling her that Jeffrey “turned her off." When Doris asked why, Louise said that he was too young—at least ten years her junior—and “unctuous”—which was insulting. He wasn’t unctuous at all, merely kind and thoughtful. Louise had just come out of a bad marriage. It was obvious she distrusted men—and who could blame her? Yes, she was right that Jeffrey was eight years younger than Doris, but she knew her own mind and Jeff wasn’t unctuous at all. Not really.

But a while later, Doris did bring this up with Jeffrey, remembering how quickly the wedding had happened and wondering if his friend was a reverend at all. He was evasive, and it wasn’t the first time. He gave her the impression he was hiding something. This time, she decided to tell him that—and very quickly after, it devolved into their first and last argument. She demanded that he turn the motorhome around and they go back home.

He argued with her, pleaded with her, but she insisted.

She grabbed her stuff—it took seven trips into the motorhome—and she put her clothes and dishes and camping chairs and everything else back into the house. She told him to never darken her doorway again, and he drove away in the motorhome.

She cried.

The next few days she did some thinking, and realized that maybe her friend had a point. In fact, there was something not quite right about the whole thing—how a usually level-headed woman like herself could fall for a man in the course of two and a half months. How did that happen? Her friends had warned her to take more time. Most of them, she now realized, didn’t like him, but she’d ignored everything and just went full-speed-ahead, as she always did.

If Doris couldn’t get an annulment, she’d have to get a divorce lawyer. She’d also made a will with Jeffrey, as he did with her, and she was worried that he might have found a way to get hold of her house.

He was on the road and she had no idea where he was. She lived on a fixed income and her little adventure had cost her.

BUT—he didn’t get her house. With the help of her friends, she was able to get legal and financial help, and on that score, after many sleepless nights, after jumping through several legal hoops, she was all right. Fortunately for her, he failed to appear—which turned the trick.

She thought she’d never see him again. He’d managed to get quite a bit of money out of her—she’d never get her share of the used motorhome back—but at heart Doris was a pragmatist and considered herself lucky. Very lucky.

And two years later, when she picked up the newspaper one morning and saw the police sketch—

She knew just how lucky she’d been.




Laura’s parents, both of them schoolteachers, had subscribed to The Arizona Daily Star.

Laura kept it up, since reading, or at least flipping through the paper while she had her morning coffee had been a lifelong habit.

She turned over the front page and saw the headline: Women Missing After Meeting Suspect. The story reported on three older women who had gone missing—two from Colorado and one from Arizona.

Laura didn’t see any obvious connection between Carla Borel and these “lost women,” but she did wonder if there might be more than one predator working the area. The common thread here was “women." Had the same predator in New Mexico come to Arizona and somehow enticed Borel out into the desert to be killed?

That seemed implausible on its face. The women who disappeared in New Mexico were poor immigrants who worked the fields. They could have been rounded up by the police or fled to avoid them, or gone back to Mexico after the crops were picked. Carla Borel was nothing like them. She was older, fairly well-off, and held B. A. and M. A. degrees in art and design. All this Laura had learned from Carla’s friends—three of whom had been in a book club with Carla. Laura interviewed each of them separately, and all three said the same thing: that Carla Borel “had a good head on her shoulders,” was practical as hell, and suffered no fools.

And all three of Carla’s friends said in interviews that they’d planned on meeting Carla at an eatery a week or two ago, but she never showed up and didn’t answer her phone. Her Facebook page had nothing new on it—which was also unusual for her.

The last woman Laura interviewed, Jenny Ossoff, said she’d called a couple of times but only got voicemail. She’d added, when Carla was interested in a guy, everything else went out the window. They figured she was just spending time with her new boyfriend.

And it was Jenny who put it all together and asked the obvious question. Was she the woman they found out in the desert?”

Laura had to tell her it was. “We want to catch whoever did this, and you can help. I’d like you to write down when you last saw her, what she said, if she was seeing anyone—everything you can think of. Can you do that?”

Jenny said, “I’m a writer. That’s what I do." Her voice was like steel.

Good. Jenny now had something to do.

“And let me know the names of every man she was seeing—whatever you remember. Make a list of everything and everyone you can think of. What she said about the man she was seeing, anything and everything that comes to mind. What he looked like, what kind of car he drove—”

Jenny shook her head. “She didn’t say much. She wanted to surprise us. She planned a party for when they got back from their trip to announce their engagement."

“Did she give you his name?”

“Jeffrey."

“No last name?”

“No. It was so sudden. One minute she was trying to get over her ex, and the next, it was all about this new guy. She said he was wonderful and a great lover, and so considerate. He’d open doors for her, and he’d pull out her chair when they went out to eat. She said they were going to travel the West together."

“They were?”

“That was what she said. It would be an adventure."

“When were they going on this trip?”

“I don’t know!”

“Did she mention where they were going?”

She started crying. “I don’t know. Something about traveling the West in a motorhome. She might’ve said, but I don’t remember. God, I wish I could remember! She’s—I mean was—my best friend."

“A motorhome. Did she say what kind?”

“She sent me a picture on my phone, way back. Not sure if it’s still on here."

She went to Gallery on her phone and scrolled through. “I’m pretty sure I kept it, but . . . Wait. Here it is." Jenny handed her phone to Laura.

A man and a woman—Carla Borel—posed in front of a motorhome. It was a sunny day. The man wore sunglasses, and stood in the shade of the motorhome’s awning, his arm around Borel’s shoulders. You could barely see him. Borel, though, was in full sunlight. She wore a long knit sweater, the kind that molded to her figure and fell down to the knees, the kind that looked great with high boots and leggings. Stylish and beautiful. 

It was almost impossible to make out the man’s features, but he did have a big grin on his face. He had a dark handlebar mustache to go with the dark hair. The mustache and the hair peeking out under the cap might have been dyed, although she wasn’t sure about that. His ball cap had an initial on it, possibly a football or baseball team. “Could you send this to my phone?” She gave Jenny her number.

Jenny complied.

Laura looked hard at the photo. The initial on the cap was the letter B, in scrolled cursive. She’d have to figure out what that meant. The motorhome—if it was a motorhome—seemed to be half-motorhome and half-camper. A brown stripe ran along the left-hand side, just past the open door. A smallish gold-colored chevron-shaped sticker was on the opposite side of the open door. She might be able to find out what make the motorhome was, just by blowing up the photo—that would be helpful. The interior was dark-paneled, except for a narrow oblong of sunlight on oak veneer, and a small sink. Pale yellow curtains framed the window, and she could just see the edge of a cupboard. The man was skinny and wore baggy blue jeans. So thin. A beanpole. Illness, maybe? Or he was just naturally skinny? He looked to be in his mid-fifties. He had one arm around Carla, and the other hand held a cigarette down and away from his body. The way he stood, the way he held the cigarette, the clothes he wore, suggested he was working class. He wore a long-sleeved snap-buttoned cowboy shirt with brown and yellow stripes.

She wondered if someone took the picture of them, or if they’d done it themselves. If there was another person, it would likely be someone in a campground where they had been staying. There was no background, since the motorhome covered the whole space. It could have been here in town, or it could have been taken on the road somewhere. “Did she say where they were?”

“I think it was in California somewhere, a national park?”

It took her some time—looking at various makes of models of campers and motorhomes and trailers on the Internet, but eventually, she believed she had found it: a 1998 Shasta Cheyenne. One of the salient features on the Shasta Cheyenne was a swoop of a bird, in a V shape, toward the back of the vehicle. She wasn’t sure, but she thought that a brown stripe coming from the left-hand side of the picture aligned with the bird motif on the photo she had of the Cheyenne. She would be able to blow both pictures up for comparison, but she was fairly sure she’d found the make and model.

There were probably hundreds of them still on the road. Or backed into yards, or in junkyards, falling apart. 

Laura looked again at Carla’s face. She was a beautiful woman. But there was something about her expression. Not sad, not scared, not angry. Laura squinted hard at the picture, trying to divine what had touched her about Carla.

Worried?

Troubled?

Or was it desperation, which she masked behind the smile?

Her smile seemed pasted on. Laura made the picture of her face larger. Was it . . . recognition? Someone behind the camera?

The only word that came to mind was: “hope." Laura tried to puzzle it out. Why was Carla hoping? Was she looking for a way out? Did she see the photographer as a savior? It was so hard to tell what was going on. But all Laura could feel, in the soup in her gut, was that Carla wanted something— desperately. Maybe it was just to stay alive. Maybe she hoped to get away. Laura thought, looking at Carla, that the woman had an inkling of what was in store for her.

If escape was Carla Borel’s hope, it had been dashed.

“Why didn’t you leave?” Laura said aloud. But of course there was no answer. Or there were several answers. Women stayed for all sorts of reasons. One of them, Laura knew, was a case of women not trusting their own instincts.

Any way you looked at it, this beautiful and talented woman had been left in the desert to rot like so much refuse.

“He won’t get away with it,” Laura said to Jenny. She looked at Carla Borel again. “I promise you that."




Laura would put out a BOLO for a 1998 Shasta Cheyenne—once she was absolutely sure of the make, model, and the year it was manufactured.

Of course, the camper would very likely be long gone. Predators were peripatetic. They kept moving. A professional predator would ditch a camper like that in a place where it would not be found. 

Still, Laura visited five different camper sales lots, sellers of new and older models, but as she’d expected, there were no Shasta Cheyennes of that particular vintage.

But now they had something. They had a photo of the camper, the man, and Carla Borel. They would put together a poster with the photo of the camper, Borel, and the man with her.

Next stop after that: The Arizona Daily Star.

The photo ran in the paper. Unfortunately, the photo had required a blow-up and crop to produce any detail, and with the contrasty light and shadows, the man’s face looked more like a Rorschach test. They got very few calls—and none of them panned out. Still, it was all they had, and so Laura decided to go ahead and put the photo out to the public again. It ran in the Star for three days, with the caption: “Do you know this man?”

One of the local network TV affiliates ran a brief story and included the photo.

There were plenty of calls but most of them were from people who had seen a guy in line at the grocery store who looked like the picture or thought they’d seen a picture of him before.




Leads diminished, then dwindled down to nothing. There were other cases that took Laura’s attention—plenty of them. But Laura made inquiries where and when she could, and followed every lead as they came up, sparse though they were. She knew that if a homicide was not solved within a short window of time, it was almost impossible to close the case satisfactorily—unless . . .

If her luck was good. She was hoping for a wild card.


























Chapter 5




In April of the following year, she got a break in the case. She asked the Arizona Daily Star to put up the photo of Carla Borel again—a total longshot. She expected nothing.

But luck was with her. A friend of hers, who watched an episode of a show called True Crimes which profiled the disappearances of two older women, emailed her. Both women had been romanced by a man approximately their age, and had left with him on “an adventure." They’d gone with him in a camper to travel the West.

Laura managed to get a copy of the episode. Actors played the roles of the women and the man.

And there was an artist sketch, a clay model made of the victim’s face. From numerous clues from the remains, they were able to determine that she was in her mid-to-late fifties.

It appeared that someone was killing middle-aged women, and he was very good at it.

Laura reached out to the Sheriff’s Office in Fresno County, California. Detective Mark Wallen, who had worked the Marcy Sabato case, returned her call.

Wallen sounded wary at first, but warmed up quickly. He told her that Sabato had been missing since May of 2016. From an interview of Sabato’s daughter, they learned that her mother had met a man and fell in love—something that, apparently, happened often.

Laura asked him to send an interview transcript.

“We’ll expedite it, Wallen said. “We want this guy, too. Sabato’s daughter never met the man, but she produced a photograph of the two of them and their camper."

Laura asked if they had the photo in evidence, and if she could get a copy. He said “Hold on."




He emailed it to her in attachment.

Laura opened it.

“You think it’s your guy?” Wallen said.

Laura couldn’t believe her good luck. “It’s him. Ninety percent sure."

The photo was eerily similar to the one she’d already seen. The woman was shorter, chunkier, and sported cropped grey hair. Laura gave the detective the make, model, and year of the Shasta, and asked him if those were the same statistics on his end. “In the photo we have, there’s a swoosh coming from the left,” Laura said. “But the door is the same, and the yellow curtains over the sink are the same."

“Excellent. Send me your photo, okay?”

“Give me your email address,” Laura said.

After ending the call, Laura stared at the photo. It was so similar to the one she had. She wondered if he had photos taken of every victim he was with. A conceit? The same motorhome, a different woman, another campground. Serial killers generally kept something of the victim—a souvenir. She wondered if the killer put all the photos together in a photo album. Possibly. If he’d killed more than one victim, he might be a serial killer. What Laura called a “collector." He would have photos to commemorate each of his conquests.

She wondered how he targeted the women who interested him. Certainly, he had already targeted her. The Wicked Witch GIF on her phone—she knew it was him.

She wondered if he would try to reach her again, just to frustrate her. And . . .

How did he know she was working the case?

If he was indeed a serial killer, he would be peripatetic, moving constantly, expanding his range.

He could be anywhere.

Laura had done her best to open a window into this guy’s soul, and he’d flown right in. He was aware of her, and she was aware of him. Two could play that game.

She wondered if he would come back at her. She thought that he would. Why else would he reach out to her?

Cocky.

He thought he was in control, and at this juncture, maybe he was. But if she played it right, maybe she could start a conversation. Maybe he would come back to bait her, to tease her, to match his wits with hers.

That would be a mistake.

Suddenly, she felt as if there was a hot stone in her belly. She’d had it many times—had learned to trust her gut, or at least consult it. There were times when her gut was right on, and she’d acted quickly to save herself. Other times, her gut warned her of nothing—virtually nothing. But she always listened to the feeling, that hard, bearing-down feeling. 

She knew the guy was crafty. He’d made an art of this. His own performance art.

A good percentage of killers wanted recognition. They didn’t want to be caught—they thought they were too smart for that—but they wanted to put their stamp on what they’d done. Of course, the really smart ones knew it was a bad idea—that they could be caught out.

This guy was proud of his handiwork, and wanted the credit. Why else take pictures of himself and his victim? He was almost asking for an arrest.

And she’d be happy to give it to him. 

The question that had not been answered: how did he know who had been assigned to the case? Most likely, he’d been monitoring the area—maybe even that day, waiting to see who turned up.

Could he have watching them the day they worked the crime scene?

Laura knew she was getting ahead of herself—wandering into speculation. It was a stretch to think he nailed the right day to be there when investigators showed up at the crime scene. She sensed that he’d moved on. He had a motorhome, which meant he liked to travel.

Serial killers were peripatetic. And the smart ones kept moving.

She sat there for a few minutes, staring out the window. Then she pulled a small, spiral-bound notebook.

Over the years, Laura had learned to take notes quickly—in cursive penmanship her grandmother taught her. She’d liked writing that way, and did so in school, instead of writing in block letters. The way the pen moved, it seemed to mirror the pace of her thoughts, moving forward, without breaking. She didn’t know if science had been done on this, but her grandmother’s gift of cursive writing helped her to connect in some way to a deeper consciousness, allowing her to remember things she might have forgotten. Maybe it was the way the words moved forward, connected to one another. Maybe it was the act of using a pen. When she had real thinking to do on something that puzzled her, she would often take out a ruled pad and write out her thoughts in cursive. And so she wrote:




Three females,

Middle-aged women

Motorhome. Link?




“Middle-aged women." Carla Borel definitely was middle-aged, and single. And the photos she’d seen of the guy and the camper seemed to fit into the puzzle just the way she’d hoped for.

Why middle-aged women?

Why did he pick them? Were they easy prey? Laura knew a lot of older women, and most of them were savvy. But then again, there were women who might fall for this lothario, fall for the prospect of being footloose and fancy-free, going off for an adventure in a motorhome with a man they were attracted to.

He’d have to groom them. Clearly, he would have to put in some time to get his victim to go with him. He might try with some, and fail with others—which would provide another shot at finding him, or at least finding out who he was.

And the question was: How many women did this guy lure into his web?

Laura pulled up the photos of the camper and the two women.

There had to be others.

She started online, looking for stories of middle-aged and elderly women who had disappeared. She found one, in addition to her own count. The missing woman was Marjorie Reeves Gaynes, a resident of Colorado Springs. Marjorie Gaynes told her grown son that she had met a man, they had fallen for each other hard, and they’d decided to travel the West together. The son was used to his mother “falling in love,” and thought nothing of it—

Until he received a call from the San Juan County Sheriff’s Office in northern New Mexico.

Laura called them and asked to speak to the detective who worked the Marjorie Gaynes case.

He called her back within minutes. “This is Detective Ray Espinosa. How can I help you?”

Laura ran it down for him, her case of the woman killed and dumped in the Arizona desert. She told him she’d read the account of the particularly gruesome double murder at the NAH DOS TE Trading Post. 

He described the scene, which was bloody and had to be terrifying. Two women dead, one of whom worked at the trading post. “You think there might be a connection?”

“Might be,” Laura said. “Both the women who were killed at the Trading Post, how old were they?”

“The proprietor was forty-nine, and the other one—the primary victim—was sixty. From what evidence we have, one of the women might have been fleeing an assault. It’s our theory that she went into the Trading Post through the back door. There was blood on the screen door handle. As I understand it, one of the women was trying to get away."

“She ran into the Trading Post. Killed instantly, and the other woman, Miss . . . Pye,” he said, “she was also shot. She was killed in the parking lot."

“No one saw it?”

“Not that we know of. You gotta understand how remote that place is."

“Any leads?”

“Just the names of victims and their ages. Manner of death, which I believe made the news."

“No vehicle?”

“As I said, the place is pretty remote. No one else was there at the time—at least no one who stuck around." He cleared his throat. “There were only three people there that we know of: the two victims, and the killer. We assume the perpetrator’s male. We took tire track molds, but, number one, the ground was so hard in that parking lot, they were pretty much worthless, and number two, there were a lot of tire tracks. But it rained a couple of days before and that’s what made the parking lot hard as concrete."

Laura asked for a description of the two women’s injuries, and took down the information. “Can you send me the info on this and photographs of the crime scene?”

“Will do."

They exchanged information.

After the call, she compared the double homicide at the trading post to the woman found dumped in the desert. The only thing they seemed to have in common was the fact they were middle-aged.

And the man.

She knew what he looked like. She knew what the camper looked like.

Laura put out a BOLO with the photo of the man and his camper in five states: Arizona, Nevada, Utah, California, and New Mexico. In addition, she contacted the newspapers in six cities in Arizona and asked them to run the photo.

And two days later, she received a phone call from a woman in Flagstaff, a Doris Acosta. Acosta described her relationship with the man she knew as Jeffrey Thomas.

Laura asked her if the man had a motorhome.

“How did you know that?”

“It fits with the description of the man we’re looking for." She asked for Doris’s email address and sent the photo of the motorhome to her inbox. “Have you seen this man?”

“Yes—yes it is, I mean, that’s him. I don’t know who the woman is, though. Probably his next conquest."

Next, Laura asked about what she knew of “Jeffery,” how and where she’d met him, what his temperament was like, down to his mannerisms and their obvious breakup. She had to type quickly.

Jeffrey was “courtly,” thoughtful, and fun to be around. After a while, though, he changed. He seemed to lose enthusiasm. “It was almost as if he didn’t see me. Like I didn’t matter—nothing I said mattered."

“Was this a change in his demeanor?”

“No. He was always like that, but I thought maybe he was just preoccupied about things."

“What things?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. And he just kept saying that he loved me, that we were meant to be together.

“Was that true during the whole relationship?”

A pause. “Yes. He tuned me out, but you know, men do that. But he made it up by being such a gentleman. Opening doors for me, buying me dinner, flowers, all of that. But I was beginning to wonder if he liked me at all. Even after he insisted we get married and vagabond around the West, as he called it."

These conflicting signals bothered Laura. Why the rush? Why were there times he tuned her out, and yet he clearly wanted to tie the knot? He pushed her to set a date, although at times, he was moody and preoccupied. She began to have second thoughts. “It was strange. Like, sometimes, he didn’t actually see me."

Laura was confused. “What do you mean, he didn’t see you?”

“It wasn’t that he couldn’t see me physically, but sometimes it was like I just wasn’t there. Like there wasn’t a “me” there. It was crazy-making. One minute he didn’t seem to acknowledge me at all, and the next, he was declaring his undying love. He kept telling me how much he loved me, that he wanted to get married, but then he just kind of . . . went blank."

“Blank."

“Like he was just done talking to me. Like he was in another world, and it certainly wasn’t mine. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I’m so glad I didn’t go with him. Even if he wasn’t . . . what you said—dangerous—there was enough about him that bothered me, and the longer I knew him, the more I felt it. Most of the time it was like I wasn’t with him at all."

 “When you told him you wouldn’t go through with the wedding, how did he respond?”

“He tried to get me to change my mind. Tried hard, argued, pleaded with me. And then it was like a switch flipped and he was gone."

Laura asked Doris if she could write down everything she knew about “Jeffery,” no detail too small or insignificant.

“I’ll be happy to."




Later that day, Laura got the email from Doris. Doris described their relationship. At first, Jeffery was a real gentleman, old-fashioned and chivalrous. He opened doors for her, which kind of embarrassed her, but she got used to it. He took her out dancing at the clubs, out to dinner, to movies, on picnics. He wooed her. And for a while, she thought he was more in love with her than she was with him. He complimented her and brought her flowers every time he took her out somewhere.

She liked him well enough, but after a while, all the flowers and cards and tiny gifts began to run together, and it felt like overkill. He kept pressing her, made her feel guilty.

And then Laura saw something that made her blood run cold. Doris wrote: “I don’t think he likes animals."

“Can we talk on the phone?”

“Sure. I’m assuming you have my number. Call me."

When Doris answered, she said, “I have two cats and a dog. He insisted I lock up Mikey—he’s my dog—when he came over. He said he was bitten by a dog when he was a kid. I understood that. He didn’t go near the cats, but one time I noticed him looking at Tank, and the look on his face . . . I think that might have been the moment I realized that this relationship was going nowhere. When it came right down to it, I’d take my animals over a guy like him any day."

“Can you describe him?”

“Oh, I can do better than that. There’s a photo of him on my phone. It’s not very good, because I kind of had to sneak a picture of him. He told me he didn’t like to be photographed—he said he didn’t like the way he looked. Something about his teeth. But I took a couple of photos with my phone, when he wasn’t looking. At the time, I wanted to share him on Facebook, since he’s pretty good-looking."

“Did he know about that?”

“He saw it on Facebook and he insisted I take it down. It was our first argument—our first and last. He was so mad, it scared me. That’s when I started to think this wasn’t going to work out. It was the beginning of the end."

“Did you remove the photo from Facebook?”

“I did, but as you can see, I didn’t take it off my phone. I told him I did, though."

“He believed you?”

“I don’t know. Once I told him I wasn’t going to marry him, he took off and never looked back."

“Can you email me the photo?”

“Give me your email address and I will. I only have the one photo.

“Did anything else bother you about him?”

“At my age, it’s hard to find a perfect man. He had a bit of a temper, but he always apologized and made it up to me—the man gave me flowers for every occasion, which I thought at the time was quite romantic. But he couldn’t keep it up. At some point it turned into a cycle: he’d cut me down, he could really do contempt—and I finally realized—right before the wedding—that I just couldn’t marry him."

“Because of the way he acted?”

“I just didn’t know him well enough. And I didn’t like the drama."

Laura asked her to describe the drama.

“Oh, it was everything! No thing too small to drive me crazy. At first, he was wonderful, but now I think it was just an act. Everything was, I don’t know, difficult. He just made it that way.

“Can you give me an example?”

“Oh, there are so many things. He lied a lot. Took me a while to figure that out. But he was one helluva convincing liar. Lie, lie, lie—about everything, big or small. It took me a while to catch on to what he was doing. I guess I wanted it to work out. I just couldn’t take the chaos. When I told him I’d had enough, he pursued me. Flowers, candy, promises of going vagabonding . . . but by then I was done."

“So, he lied a lot?”

“Oh, GOD, yes! He just made stuff up. “I mean, these were barefaced lies. So obvious. It was like there were no rules. I even wonder if he knew he was lying, there was so much of it. And then there was all the negativity—which I never saw before we became an item. Then he just let loose. He had grievances with everybody. Even the anchors on the TV news. He said . . . he said, that he wanted to hurt certain folks."

“When was this?”

“There was a late night talk show host on TV, and it bothered him. He said, “If I could get my hands on that guy, I’d throttle him."

“Throttle him?”

“Yes."

“Did he ever threaten to throttle you?”

 “You know? He did. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back."

“Could you describe it for me?”

 “We had an argument in my kitchen—it just kind of got out of control and the next thing I knew he had his hands around my neck."

“What happened then?”

“I told him to stop it. Right then and there. And he did. I think even he was even surprised that he’d done it. He apologized."

Laura didn’t tell her that the greatest indicator of a person prone to homicide was the act of putting hands around another person’s neck in anger. “Did he hurt you?”

“No. It was pretend. He just wanted to run roughshod over me, and that was what he did. But that really was the straw that broke the camel’s back."




As Laura looked at the best photo she’d seen of the man, there was no doubt it was the same guy. The guy she thought of as “the ladies man." She realized that was her name for him.

Now she had four photos. Bad and blurry as they were, she had enough images to try a facial recognition tool. A company called Facix used biometrics to measure the planes and features of a face, and compared that face to similar headshots in the database, using “nodal points” like the distance between the eyes, width of the nose, depth of the eye sockets, the shape of the cheekbones, and the length of the jaw line.

It was not a perfect system, though. Laura was aware that many mistakes had been made using this software. She used it as an additional tool, but took it with a large grain of salt. She decided to give it a shot. 

And so she brought up the photo of the guy, and enlarged it—she could send it out to several jurisdictions. Sure, it was blurry, but she thought there was enough here to give it a shot. The camper was another way they could look for him—although he might have ditched it by now. She accessed the National Crime Information Center database, or NCIC, called the lifeline of law enforcement.

If luck was with her, she’d find a name to go with the photo.

And there he was. Marcus Antonio—which sounded like an alias. Still, she made note of it, and copied the page. 

First thing, she sent three separate photos, grainy as they were, to jurisdictions in Arizona, California, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming.

Hopefully, she would hear from one.

Later that day, she did hear. A U. S. Forest Service ranger named Frank Barr, based in Lakeside, recognized both the composite, and the camper.

	“You saw him?”

“Briefly. When I was driving by to check on the campground."

“Can you describe him?”

“He was thin—bordering on skinny. Tanned complexion, like he’d been out in the sun—looked kind of cured, like ham. Wore a gimme cap but it was so grimy I couldn’t read the lettering. That’s about it."

“So his camper was parked in one of the campsites?”

“Yup."

“Can you describe the camper?”

He did.

Her heart did a somersault. What he described was virtually identical to the photos she had. “Did you see anyone else?”

He thought for a minute. “I heard someone running water in the trailer, like washing dishes."

“You didn’t see who it was?”

“Nope." He added, “I guess it was his wife."

“Did you see her before?”

“No."

“Anything else you can think of?”

“Well, they had a dog."

“What kind of dog?”

“Some kind of Husky mix. Malamute, maybe? A real nice-looking dog."

“Did you talk to either of them?”

“No. I just checked to see he had a hangtag permit on his rearview, and he did."

“Anything else you can remember?”

“The dog—he was staked out on a long chain. You know, like they do."

“Do you know when they left?”

“We have that information. Let me look it up."

Laura waited.

“They left that day. I can’t tell you when exactly they went, though, but I’d say before noon. If they don’t pay for another day, people have to be out by eleven."

“Did you by any chance get the information on the rearview hangtag?”

“I saw that they had one."

Laura observed his lack of comfort as he answered.

“Were you supposed to check it?”

“Well, yeah . . ." He drifted off. But I got a call right then—someone trashing one of the campsites."

“Is there anything else you can think of?”

“Well, there was something I noticed—in fact, it was pretty unusual. When I made my rounds the next morning, the camper was gone, but the dog was still there."

“Do you have the information on them?”

“Just what was on their hangtag."

Laura could tell he was embarrassed. She needed to change the subject. “I have a couple of photos here I’m going to send you. They’re kind of blurry, but I’d like you to look at them. What’s your email?”

He gave her his address. She sent a composite of five photos (three of them cops about the same age as the offender), and the photo of the man with the camper—just his face. The other photos featured a similar haircut and color. “Let me know if any of these looks familiar."

“Sure."

She waited.

“Yeah. That’s him. Number Three."

“You’re sure?”

“Oh, yeah."

She asked him a few more questions. Had he seen the woman? No. Had he heard any arguments? No.

“Anything else you can think of?”

“I think they might have been camping with friends."

“Why is that?”

“Because after they left, the people in the campsite next to them had the dog with them."

“Didn’t that strike you as odd?”

“Well, come to think of it, I guess it is a little weird. Maybe they gave them the dog."

“Do you have the addresses for the people in the campsites? Do you hold on to that kind of information?”

“We do." He rattled off the names and home addresses for the two campsites.

One was an Arizona address: Tubac. Jerry and Mary Naughton.

Laura said, “Can you hold on for a minute?”

“Sure."

She looked up the other address: Columbine Road, outside Chugwater, Wyoming. She looked for the address, but there was no Columbine Road. There was no Columbine Place, no Columbine Lane, no Columbine Trail. She wrote it down just in case. Even if the guy didn’t live anywhere near Chugwater, it was possible he had visited there or had friends in the area. She checked NCIC. No one named Winslow popped up. But that didn’t mean he didn’t have ties there. The guy very likely had just picked up a name and used it. There was a Winslow, in Arizona, which he might have driven through—he could have adopted the name of the town.

Another dead end.

Still, Laura thought that the pieces she had were beginning to come together. She was getting closer.

“Can you tell me anything more about the people in the other campsite?” she asked.

Jerry and Mary Naughton, yeah, they stayed one more day.

“And they had the dog after the other people left?”

“Sure did.

“Is there a phone number?”

“Sorry, no."

That was okay. Laura could find it.

Besides, it was better for her if the visit was a surprise.


























Chapter 6




Darnell had it all planned: a small celebration at home, the menu of chicken piccata and a brilliantly good pinot noir from his wine cellar, ice cream, so that he and his Best Student could celebrate his freedom—freedom from that boring, ignorant, stultifying woman. Though physically attractive, she had proved to have the brains of goat and the manners of a cowhand.

Now she was gone, and he should be happy. He’d texted his Best Student that a small celebration was in order, seven o’clock on the dot, but it was an hour later and his Best Student had not replied. As he waited, and the chicken piccata got cold, he went from feeling let down, to angry.

He could feel the anger if he pressed his thumb just below the sternum. It was the spot where often he felt deepening sadness, but this was different. He couldn’t help but believe he’d been stood up.

His heart was eminently reliable. There was always a reason for melancholy, and this put him on alert for trouble. In that way, he was just like good old Mom. He eyed the clock every few minutes, listened for the sound of car tires on the gravel driveway, but there was nothing. He texted his student again, but there was no reply. He had been repelled by people many times, but this really and truly hurt. He’d prepared a wonderful dinner.

Perhaps he’d been too eager to share his dinner and home with his student.

Of course, he’d shared everything else.

He knew he’d been set up for a fall in life. At least when it came to relationships. His mother told him he was special from Day One, and that was good, because his dad had shown little interest in him. In fact, his dad was stern and angry most of the time. Darnell could close his eyes and see that glowering face, the face that meant trouble. His dad’s favorite line was “buck up and be a man!” His favorite thing to do was “tar the hell out of you." Darnell’s mother tried to comfort him, telling him he just needed to be stronger, that he just felt too much. Yes, he sure as hell DID.

But she “understood” him, unlike his Dad. She called him her “sensitive boy."

Darnell was one of four boys—talk about a tough situation! Every one of her boys succeeded in life. His brother Dennis was a captain in the USAF. His brother Dan had a small but thriving furniture business. His brother Dell was a successful musician. Darnell, himself, was not as spectacular (although he knew things about himself that almost no one else did—and most of those who knew, were deceased). He had a Ph. D. in Economics, and was an adjunct professor in good standing at Arizona State University in Tempe. Of course few people these days valued education, and without tenure he was paid shit. But he was proud to be a professor—and a mentor.

Normally, he would have looked forward to the summer off. He never taught classes in the summer. That was his time, to devote himself to the Quest. But . . .

He was worried. There were plenty of reasons to be worried. For one thing, there was his Best Student. He had to admit the whole thing was getting a little out of hand.

Recently, his Best Student had been agitating for more and more adventures. He was obsessed! He always wanted more more more!

To keep this going, undetected, took incredible restraint. You had to be like a general, mapping out a strategy.

Once again, Darnell vacuumed the floor of his bachelor pad, making sure the place was spic and span. Frankly, he didn’t even want to know why he invited Jacky for dinner. His “best student” was such a slovenly pig!Jacky knocked back beer after beer, and left them on his marble-topped table, which was a 19th century wonder—a beautiful piece. And yet Darnell didn’t really want to get into an argument with him—

His Best Student had a bit of a rage problem.

That was the difference between them. As much as Darnell appreciated Jacky, some of the things Jacky did made him recoil. Darnell really should have Thought Things Through, regarding his Best Student’s—face it—disgusting and reprehensible acts.

Darnell himself knew how to keep a cool head. He was a connoisseur, A connoisseur of women. He loved women! He loved their company. He was much more at home with women than with men, to be honest. All he yearned for was ADVENTURE. He wanted to find the right woman for him, the right woman to live happily ever after with. Why he had such trouble finding the right one . . . well, that was the true Mystery of Life.

But the problem with women was this: once they got used to you, once they got their hooks into you, you could not leave them. Women believed in “happily ever after”—as did he, but they just wouldn’t take no for an answer. How many times did he tell them it was over? How many scenes would he have to go through before he found the right fucking ONE?

He honestly didn’t like to think of hurting anyone. It turned his stomach. Ever since he was five years old and his dad took him fishing, he’d felt that way. His dad hit the trout on the head, bludgeoned it. One moment the fish was beautiful and breathing, and the next, it was smashed!

So yes, he felt guilty.

If only women weren’t so pushy. So needy. So obsessed. Really, they were . . . dim! And that’s when he had to call in the pinch hitter (okay, it was a gruesome pun, but it did make him titter).

All he really wanted was the Right Woman. He’d tried with many to no avail before he came up with the idea of Vagabonding. That was a great way to get to know a person. You could see all her virtues, have a little sex along the way, and, the plan was to end the relationship if she didn’t qualify. Drop her off at her house and say goodbye-and-nice-meeting-you.

But of course, in real life, it wasn’t that easy. Once you convinced a woman that you were meant to be together, once you showered her with love and gifts—

You couldn’t take it back. They would fucking hound you to the Gates of Hell.

One day, though, he’d find the right woman. One day, he would have no need for his Best Student—except for their teacher-pupil relationship, of course.

Frankly, the guy was brilliant, truly brilliant. But when it came to the fair sex, he was . . . Reprehensible. Useful, yes, but not the kind of person you wanted to be friends with. They’d fallen into a reciprocal partnership after dealing with a particularly bad situation. The woman in question just would not take no for an answer. She became obsessed with him. That was when his student led him to the Come to Jesus moment.

That moment of weakness, of desperation, was when it all started to go south—and now he was helpless to stop it. To be frank, he was a little afraid of his Best Student. And the worst thing? His Best Student knew everything. He knew where the bodies were buried, because he buried them.

It shouldn’t be like this. He needed to get rid of Jacky. But would his Best Student defy him? Jacky was like a box of TNT. So far, he’d been handled well, but he had no idea when the guy could blow. Despite his native preternatural intelligence, he was a brute. Darnell knew he’d have a talk with him, see if they could work this out. He knew it was dangerous. He knew that Jacky liked their arrangement—

In fact, he gloried in it.

Darnell vowed to find a way to keep these women from harm. He’d seriously have to man up and have a Come to Jesus moment with Jacky. But the problem was, his Best Student was part of the package. If Jacky didn’t agree, if he kept up his psychopathic ways, well, really, what could he do about it?

He could be exposed himself!

He had to keep some sort of separation between the two of them. And yes, protect himself. His hands were clean.

As long as he remained very, very, careful.

And really, if he just found the Right One, if he just found her, they could go vagabonding together and he would never need his Best Student again.

In fact, he would start over, right now. He thought he might find the Right One soon, and then he would give his Best Student the heave-ho . . .

Still, they both had something to lose. You could say it was a Mexican Standoff.

Surely the cops, scattered over the landscape as they were, had begun to notice what was going on.

Maybe they should cool it for a while. Stay under the radar. Wait it out. Especially in light of what just happened.

It reminded him of one of his favorite old movies, Double Indemnity, starring Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck. When he was a kid, his mother would let him stay up late to watch the old classics. The scene was toward the end, where the two co-conspirators—the man and the woman—murdered the husband so they could be together. But after the deed was done, they realized that they were stuck with each other. They were on a trolley they couldn’t get off—until they reached the end of the line. And the end of the line was . . . the Death House.

He tried not to think about that. And really, he never killed anyone. But of course he would be implicated, if it ever came to that. He would be an accessory. Or worse. Jacky would turn on him in a heartbeat. No honor among thieves.

A gelid chill gripped his belly. Part of it was fear, but part of it was excitement.

He would make sure he would remain unscathed. And he would make sure, too, that if it came right down to it, his Best Student would take the fall.

He could tell a different story. That he went camping with his student—they were great friends. He would say that he didn’t know what his Best Student was doing. His student had a terrible secret. But he had no idea…

That would work. Who would they believe? A scary psychopath like his student? Or a professor of eighteen years, with nary a blemish on his record: one fender-bender when he was sixteen, thirty-nine years ago.

He decided to calm himself, and read the newspaper he’d picked up this morning at his favorite coffee place.

And it was at this precise moment, when he saw the photo in The Arizona Republic, his phone chimed.

It was his Best Student.

“Did you see it? You stupid stupid FUCK!!! How did they catch on to us? They know who you are! They probably know about me, too!”

“Calm down,” he said—but his own heart was racing. “I got rid of the camper a week ago."

“You sold it? What, are you fuckin’ NUTS?”

“No, I called in a favor with a friend of mine. He runs a junkyard, and I told him to crush it flat."

“Did he?”

“How do I know? I paid him extra to do it as soon as he could get to it."

“Oh, SHIT!!!!!” There was a pause. “What about that bitch, what’s her name? We have to get rid of her!”

He steeled his voice. “Don’t worry about her."

“Where is she? In a landfill somewhere? What did you do with her?”

“She’s in a safe place."

“What do you mean, a safe place? Did you bury her?”

“Not yet."

“Why the fuck not? What the fuck are you waiting for?”

He knew he had to tell him. He cleared his throat. She got away—”

“You . . . What?”

“But she’s hurt. She’s not going to get far."

“Did she have a cell phone?”

“I confiscated it. Don’t worry. It was in the desert, far from any town, or even the highway. In this heat, without water, she won’t live long."

“You’d better hope you’re right."


























Chapter 7




Jan Woodhouse was a survivor—she’d literally had survival training, participating in adventure camps where she had to run, hike, rappel from tall cliffs, participate in endurance runs, and even swing from vines. Her body was hard, almost carved, like a strong piece of driftwood. She was wiry and very strong. Not bad for fifty-seven.

But something wasn’t right. Whatever she’d eaten last, had done a real number on her brain. Maybe it was the falafel that laid her low.

Worse, she was out in the middle of the desert, without any water and without any shade, and nausea so bad it gave her a pounding headache.

How did she end up out here?

The last thing she remembered was getting sleepy, probably from drinking too much red wine, drifting off, and waking up with a headache to end all headaches. And that was saying something, because she was prone to bad ones.

First thing: where was she?

She sat up, and immediately got dizzy. And on the heels of that, she had to vomit—not once, not twice, but five times stuff came up. She thought she was done, but then the queasiness came on again. She stuck her finger down her throat and up came another steaming mass of barf and undigested chunks. Once she started, she couldn’t stop; she threw up over and over again. It made her dizzy, and her head felt like it would explode. She thought the vomiting went hand and hand with panic. She had to stifle her panic, had to think.

The taste in her mouth . . . Like alkali. Like medicine. And she was sore—very sore—down there.

She didn’t remember having sex with the guy, but she must have. And not gentle sex, either.

Glad she didn’t remember it. The guy had turned out to be a real creep, and the other guy—

For the first time, she thought it was a mercy that she’d been unconscious.

When she got out of here, she’d be able to describe the camper and the two men. She’d even heard one of her captors say the name of the other guy—the creepy guy. The cruel one. Jacky.

Jacky was the one who threatened to cut off her hand, if she didn’t “play along” with their game.

So how did she end up out here? Dumped, sore, and dirty?

The question was followed immediately by the realization that she was out in the middle of nowhere, in eighty-to-ninety-degree temperatures, without any water, and no habitation in sight, and headache that felt like a jackhammer.

They dumped her out here! Raped her, and dumped her. She could barely remember being raped, which was a mercy.

She sat up, felt dizzy, and threw up again.

The pain—

Her broken elbow. With her good hand, she cradled it to her body, but the pain had taken on a life of its own.

If she got out of here, she would find the fucker. She would find who romanced her like there was no tomorrow—

And then drugged her and gave her over to his sick buddy.

The psychopath!

They’d drugged her—she knew it!

She had to ignore the headache, the aches and pains in her body, the cuts, the fear. The fear that they would kill her.

Apparently, they’d planned to kill her by leaving her out in the desert in hundred degree temperatures.

“We’ll see about that,” she muttered. “You should’ve shot me."

First thing, how to survive? Fortunately, she’d taken a survival course, so she knew what to do and how to do it—although implementing under these conditions would be rough. Her head ached, and the dizziness bothered her. First off, she had to be careful about water. Bad water could kill her. Whatever drug he’d gave her, she had to overcome it.

First thing was stay in the shade, the cooler and darker, the better.

Thirst was at the top of mind. It made her mouth dry and worse, made her anxious. She could not stop thinking about how thirsty she was. She knew not to drink any water—all there was around here was a standing pool with floating algae and mosquito larvae swimming around. Smaller than a bathtub and clogged with dirt and debris.

Thank God she’d taken a course on survival.

Stay in the shade, keep your mouth shut, and try to keep cool. She still had her watch, although of course he’d taken her phone. Not that the phone would do her any good out here.

Glanced at her wrist watch. It was three-thirty now.

She leaned against a tall boulder, grateful for the shade. Time to calm down, take a breath, cool off, and THINK. She’d have to find a way to get noticed out here. There were plenty of limbs from a mesquite tree, but mesquite trees were prickly and she punctured herself twice. Still, in the cool of the evening, she managed to break off a limb large enough for her to draw in the sand.

She dug deep, and made the letters big—out in the open, away from the large rocks and the hill.

Done, she looked at her handiwork:

HELP ME!!!!

She sat in the shade, trying to decide whether or not to try and walk out of here when evening came, or to stay put. Right now, in this heat, she would stay put. She’d have to conserve her resources.

But her mind kept running around and around, like a squirrel on a wheel. Which way would lead to a road, or an encampment, or a town? She’d been blindfolded and tied up throughout the drive. She’d been terrified that they would kill her and leave her out here.

Surprised that they just left her, although they had confiscated her phone. They could have killed her outright, but she guessed they didn’t want it to look like foul play. Dead was dead, and if she died of sunstroke or thirst or hunger out here, there would be nothing to point to her captors.

She’d been fooled completely by the professor. He’d courted her for weeks before suggesting they go on a camping trip. And that night they drove to a house in the desert, when he told her he wanted her to meet his best friend, his student . . .

She didn’t want to think beyond that.

“Calm down,” she said aloud. She needed to figure out where she was. She would also need to find a way to keep warm when the sun went down. Oh, and find a source of potable water—

It did not look good.

She was in a world full of hurt.

Evening closed in and she nodded off. Woke once or twice to darkness and went back to sleep.

She awoke to an annoying droning sound.

A dune buggy.

It was morning, late morning—she’d fallen asleep somewhere between two a. m. and three.

And it was cold. 

She pulled off her shirt, got out into the sunlight, and waved and yelled. Her yell, though, came out in a croak.

The dune buggy changed course, came closer, whining like a mosquito.

She’d never liked the sound of those things, but today, right now, it was the most beautiful sound in the world.

And then it occurred to her.

 What if they had a dune buggy? What if they were playing with her, like a cat with a mouse?

She shaded her eyes and squinted against the early sun. A man driving. But she couldn’t tell if it was her captor. Just one person. He wore a brown cap and a drab greenish shirt, cargo shorts, and sunglasses.

It could be one of them. The tall tanned one, the one who raped her, the one who stuck a gun muzzle into her ear and told her to keep quiet, that she was now their sex slave.

Her body ached—every nook, every cranny, and fear climbed into her throat.

She was scared, but she wanted it to be over. She was tired.

Decide. Hide, or wave him down?

If they left her out here, she thought they would have left her out here for good. Sure, they might come back to see if she was dead, but she imagined they’d wait a few days.

But what did she know? She was dumb enough to fall for his lies to begin with.

The dune buggy came closer. This was her chance, her one chance. She had no water, she was burned to a crisp, she’d been dumped out here . . .

She walked out from under the shadow of the rocks and waved her good arm. The dune buggy swerved toward her.

And she saw the face of her grinning torturer. The Student—

The lack of food and water, the heat, the cold, the hope, the plan—all of it— got to her at once.

She stood there, frozen, unable to run, unable to even see the face of her torturer. Hoping it wasn’t, but sure that it was.

She wondered: why would they leave her out here, and then come back?

Maybe, they’d wanted to give her hope. Just so they could dash it again. 

Jan knew she’d been spotted. Of course they would know where she was! They put her here! The dune buggy kept coming. She could see him, the cap, the mirror aviator shades, heard the loud insect whine.

The cap—

Brown. The driver’s shirt and shorts were pale green. Could it be a ranger? Or another employee?

Should she wait until he got closer?

But she couldn’t wait. She had no food or water, and the temperature would likely rise again into the nineties.

Heart hammering in her chest and throat, in her ears, she stepped out into the sunshine and waved her arms. She yelled “Help!” but it came out in a squeaky croak.

The dune buggy kept coming.

And it was then she realized that she was ready for it to be over. Dying, no matter how she died, would be better than dying of thirst.

The dune buggy was coming fast. She stood her ground. She gave herself some hope.

And then she realized it was him. Not Alan—if that was his name—but Derek. The one who had tortured her without leaving a mark.

Too late! She shrank against the rock, but she knew it did no good. She’d been spotted.

The dune buggy slid to a stop.

She sat down in the shade and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to engage. All the hope went out of her, and she accepted what would happen.

She knew she would die.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

She opened her eyes.

It was a ranger. A ranger with a bottle of water. “Are you hurt?”

“No."

“We’ll get you out of here, all right? Can you walk?”

“I think so." It came out in a croak. She added, “I tried to hide."

“Hide?” The ranger stared at her. “You’re okay, we’ve got you. Drink slowly—not too much. We’ll get you out of here."

Did he say that, or did she want him to say that? She looked up at the face looming above her. He stared at her face, shook his head. “You’re lucky I found you."

The face.

It was him! The student. The one who raped her, the one who strangled her but let her live, for “next time."

Was this Next Time?

Her throat hollowed out, her chest hollowed out—she couldn’t catch a breath. His face, his evil evil face!

Her brain scrambled for hope, but found none. Panic engulfed her. She did the only thing that could protect her from herself: she emptied her thoughts and gave up.




The ride back was surreal. She rode in the dune buggy beside her captor. As time went by, she realized that maybe she was wrong. It wasn’t Darnell, and it wasn’t the younger guy, the guy who’d hurt her so badly. Were there three of them? Her mind wasn’t working very well—it was always a step behind. She wondered if she had suffered a serious trauma. Or maybe it was her thirst—even though she now held a bottle of water. Everything was surreal; fuzzy. She looked at the guy again. He’d been trying to make small talk with her, but she’d tuned him out to protect herself. Now he was saying that they were meeting someone who would take her to a hospital to have her “checked out."

Hope!

Did he mean it? Or was he lying to calm her down? The jigsaw puzzle pieces were clicking in, and now she realized she’d never met him before. The patch on his sleeve looked real. Her memory . . . stuff was missing. She’d been so traumatized she wasn’t sure what had happened. She knew she’d been dumped out here, but now she was getting a ride out and a bottle of water besides. She cradled her elbow and every bump shot a jolt of pain up her arm.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Bill Gage, BLM. Who are you?”

“Jan. Are you . . . where are you taking me?”

He glanced at her. “We need to get you checked out."

Her mind was slow. She knew it was because she was still terrified, and traumatized. But now she knew that this was another guy, not the bad guy—the torturer—and she was safe.

Safe.

Just in case, though, she kept this thought to herself.

Bill Gage and another ranger bundled her into an SUV after getting her arm into a sling. She found herself drifting off to sleep. She was tired and traumatized. She slept a long time.

She awoke to the sound of a buzzsaw.

Jan screamed.

Something had brushed against her chest. Opened her eyes—she was in a bed. A hospital bed.

A nurse came in. Blue scrubs, blonde hair. “What’s going on? I heard you all the way down the hall."

“Where am I?”

“Banner UMC Hospital in Tucson."

“What…”

“You were suffering from heat exhaustion, you became severely dehydrated, and you sustained a minor fracture in your elbow, but you’re doing better now.

“The man who brought me in…” She trailed off. Her thoughts all clashing together.

“The ranger? He was worried about you. You’re so lucky, the heat out in the desert can be dangerous this time of year. You were this close to being in real trouble. Do you have anyone you want to let know where you are?”

“No." Thinking of that monster she’d so stupidly fallen for. Then she realized that her daughter might not know where she was. “My daughter lives in California, can you call her? He took my cellphone."

“You can use the phone there next to your bed. Just dial nine to get an outside line."

“Thanks."

After she called her daughter—both of them crying with relief—she got another visitor.

Her rescuer, Bill Gage, and two other people. The woman introduced herself as Laura Cardinal, and her partner was Dennis Lang.

“You have a nice name,” Jan mumbled to Laura. “Like the bird."




Laura knew that she had a small window here. Jan Woodhouse had been through a terrible trauma, and it was quite possible that she would forget some of what had happened to her. So Laura started easy. “Do you know how you ended up in the desert?”

“He took me there."

“Do you know his name?”

“Darnell. His name is Darnell."

“Can you tell me about him?”

“He and I . . . he was my fiance."

“So you were going to get married?”

She closed her eyes. “I thought so. Dummy me!”

“How long were you together?”

“I think it was four months."

“So you say he took you out to the desert and left you?”

“He must have. I was a little . . . we’d had a lot to drink. I felt pretty sick, and the last thing I remember was the night before. I remember him holding my head while I threw up."

“Can you remember anything at all after that? Something he might have said?”

“I don’t know. I was pretty wrecked. I think I just probably passed out."

“And you woke up in the desert?”

“Yeah. God, my head aches!”

“Can you tell me more about your relationship?”

“Well, he put something in my tea and dumped me in the desert. What does that tell you? I guess he was getting tired of me. That’s just the feeling I got. And then he said he wanted to marry me, and I thought I was wrong about that."

“Was this usual—the ups and downs? Was this how your relationship went?”

“You know, I was always wondering what he was going to do. He’d surprise me with things, little things. I thought he was very thoughtful. But other times he was—honestly, I felt like he didn’t like me. That was toward the end. Whenever we went into town—wherever we were camping, I noticed he’d look at other women. I though, you know, all men are pigs, but you know, it did hurt me."

“How’d you meet him?”

“At a bar. Yeah, I know. I fell for it, hook-line-and-sinker."

“Anything else you can tell me about him?”

 “At the beginning, he was thoughtful, he’d open doors for me—the perfect gentleman. He seemed to be genuinely in love with me. “Now why did I think that? The bloom was off the rose two months in. I wanted it to work out, I loved the idea of vagabonding, so when he said ‘let’s go,’ I was all for it."

Vagabonding.

“Did your relationship improve?”

“For a little while. Then it went south. To be honest, I was about to break up with him, right before he drugged my drink and I found myself out in the middle of the desert."

Laura showed her six sketches of men’s faces.

“That’s him." She pointed to the fourth photo. “It looks like he’s in the camper, near the sink."

“Are you sure? Forget about where he is. Is this the man?”

“Yes."

“And his name is Darnell? Do you have a last name?”

“Hatch. Darnell Hatch."

“Anything else you can remember? The campgrounds you went to, anyone who knew him?”

“Oh, I can tell you who knew him. He was a professor at ASU, and one time his student drove up to meet us, since he lived nearby. We were out on the road for two months, and I was getting a little tired of cooking on that little stove, so when his student met us at a steakhouse, I looked forward to it. But they . . . they talked over me like I wasn’t there. We got into a fight over that."

“Do you know the student’s name?

“Jacky."

“You disliked him right away?”

“Yes. You know, how people do. You meet someone and there’s just something about them you don’t like."

“Can you describe him?”

 “He was kind of short, maybe five-six or seven. And . . . he was . . . Creepy. He had . . . weird teeth."

“Weird teeth?”

“Mean teeth. Like a shark’s. Some kind of overbite or something. He was always looking at me the time we went out to dinner. Like I was on the menu."

“Was he the guy who hurt you?”

“I’m pretty sure. But I was drugged—with what I don’t know. I was so messed up I had no idea, except for the pain. The pain—”

“What?”

“It was excruciating."

Laura asked her to sketch a picture of the other guy. The guy reminded Laura of Beavis of Beavis and Butthead fame.

Mean Teeth.

Laura cleared her throat. “Does that look right to you?”

Jan nodded.

Laura asked where they went on their travels, if she’d had any interaction with other women. How did Jan characterize their relationship at first? She liked him because he was “courtly." As a child, Jan had gone on camping trips with her parents. She remembered all the wonderful adventures they’d had. “I wasn’t that attracted to him,” Jan said, “but I loved the idea of vagabonding. Taking to the open road. And don’t think I had sex with him. Because I didn’t. He courted me, but I thought of us more as friends. Platonic." She thought about it. “But maybe he had sex with me. While I was out cold."

She added, “He seemed so nice—we just hit it off. I mean, he was a professor! He was reasonably attractive, he seemed to like the outdoors, he was . . . quaint—like you’d imagine a gentleman would be. He said he adored me, but that had a short shelf life, on both sides of the equation. I thought it would be a great adventure, a great platonic adventure, and if it happened, if we did have sex, I thought it would be something that happened over time."

“Did you have any misgivings?”

“Not a one. I thought he was one of the nicest men I’d ever met in my life. And smart, too. But then he introduced me to his student."

“Anything you can tell me about him would be helpful—the student."

Jan looked pale. “Well, when I met him, he seemed like a regular student, but I didn’t like him right off the bat. He gave me the heebie-jeebies--I didn’t like being around him. When he visited us, he kept looking at me. Like I was under a microscope. Like . . . it was . . . Clinical. But I had no idea what he was planning."

“Planning?”

“Like I was prey. Like he was waiting for his chance."

“His chance."

“As I said, like I was the prey."

“Did he talk to you much?”

“Just . . . stupid stuff. He loved to talk about hunting when he was a kid. Only I don’t think it’s hunting, when it’s his neighbors’ cats and dogs, do you? He never came out and said it like that, but he implied it."

Laura nodded. Torturing or killing animals was an indicator of psychopathy.

“Anything else?”

“When we visited him at his house, that one time, he came on to me when Darnell was in the other room, he told me he wished I’d ‘go away. ’ I asked him why, and he said I was ‘getting in the way. ’ And he called me a split-tail pussy."

Laura said, “Ugly."

“Oh, you’d better believe it! A friend of mine did some research. She thinks he’s an ‘Incel. ’ ”

Laura absorbed this. Incels were men and boys who despised women; in fact, they disliked, resented, and ridiculed them. Many of them exhibited outright hostility. One theory was that these men had struck out sexually with women, and blamed all women for the sins of a few. In their resentment, they resolved never to be embarrassed by getting turned down again.

Jan said, “I was getting fed up. No one should be treated like that. Darnell got mad at me the one day we went to his student’s house, and he grabbed me so hard, I thought he would dislocate my shoulder. That was when he threatened me. He said, he said, ‘I’m so mad I could kill you with my bare hands!’ ”

“How did you respond?”

“How do you think? It scared me. Terrified me. I refused to talk to him. By that time, we were on the doorstep."

“The student’s house?”

“Yes. Jacky’s place."

“Do you know where the house is?”

“I can’t remember exactly. Somewhere in Tempe."

“Can you remember the name of the street?”

“No . . . I didn’t even look at the street sign. I . . . I wasn’t thinking about that. He just said he wanted to introduce me to his best student, and I thought that was kind of cool. But then . . ."

“Then what?”

“The last thing I remember before . . . before they . . . they started . . . was having a glass of wine."

Laura sensed her embarrassment. She let Jan take her time.

Jan said, “Jacky . . . he raped me . . . with other things than just his penis. I knew what was going on, but I couldn’t move. At some point I . . . passed out." She added quickly, “When I woke up, I was in a toolshed. Locked inside. It was hot, stifling! I could barely breathe. It smelled of something—like liniment, or something.

“I panicked. I’m claustrophobic. It was the worst. I screamed so loud they pulled me out, wrapped me in a blanket, and threw me into a vehicle—and drove me out to the desert—they just wanted to get rid of me."

“Did they say anything at all?”

“No. All I remember was them stopping the car, opening the door, and shoving me out."

“You were still in the blanket?”

“Yes, it was pulled together with duct tape. They dumped me like I was so much trash. I wondered why they didn’t kill me."

Laura wondered about that, too. “I’d like you to meet with a sketch artist and see if you can give them an idea what Jacky looked like." Laura already knew what this man she now thought of as “the ladies man” looked like—his face, all fuzzy shadows and planes. Now she could get something on this “Jacky."

Jan said, “I didn’t see a lot of him, but what I saw scared me. He had strange eyes."

“Strange eyes?”

“One of them was just a little off kilter. The left one, I think. Kind of like an odd-kilter headlight."

Laura felt an adrenaline rush. If they ever got near the guy, she’d have something specific to look for.

But the question that still bothered her was this: why did they throw Jan out without killing her? Just to make her suffer? Why not kill her, just to make sure?

It told her something about them. As Jan said, they liked the idea of stranding her out there, liked the idea of her being left out in the middle of the desert, alone, without water, in hundred-degree temperatures. They didn’t kill her when they were done with her. They wanted her to suffer.

These were bad guys. Really bad guys.




In case the desert area was the killers’ favorite dumping spot, they got directions and coordinates from Bill Gage, drove out to the area Jan had described, and set up hidden cameras on the dirt road in the desert. The cameras would be triggered by movement. The road was monitored, but after a few days, a check of the cameras only showed images of a herd of javelina and one lone bobcat traversing the darkness. No vehicles. No people.

So much for returning to the scene of the crime. They used her, they raped her, and they left her out there to die.

Skewed headlight.

That was all she had. That, and the blurry photo of the camper, and whatever else she could learn from Jan.




A few days later, Laura interviewed Jan again. This time, Jan had recovered sufficiently from her ordeal to go into more detail. She seemed to trust Laura more, so she could tell the truly terrible parts of her story. It was Jacky who hurt her. He put his hands around her neck a number of times, and each time she thought she would die. She gave up fearing death, after the fifth or sixth time—about the same time he lost interest in choking her.

“What was your first impression of his student?”

The minute she met the student, Jan said, she had a bad feeling. But she didn’t heed the warning. They hung out on the student’s sway-backed couch and snacked on chips and dip, while the student—she thought he was in his early twenties—asked her questions. Lots of questions. Where did she live? Did she have family? Brothers or sisters? Was she ever married? Where did she work? Was she retired? Did she have a lot of friends? “He just kept peppering me with questions!One after the other. It got uncomfortable. I felt that he was interrogating me. “And, I didn’t like the way he looked me up and down —it was like… he scrutinized me."

“Then what happened?”

“We stayed and watched a football game, had beer, chips and dip. Basically they ignored me. It was so weird. I didn’t like him . . . Jacky. I hardly knew him, but I didn’t like him. Just being in his presence made me nervous. He looked at me just like he was looking at a bug. His eyes. I felt like I was . . . Naked. We left after drinks and chips. I kind of thought I wouldn’t see him again. But I was wrong about that."

“So you saw him again."

“Yes. Same deal, we went over to his rat’s nest of an apartment a week or two later. It smelled, like old sweat. I remember that. He made me a margarita. The next thing I remember I was on a bed, and that creep was on top of me—he was naked but I was clothed—and he was . . . humping me."

She paused. “I hate thinking about it, but I know I have to say it. I’m trying to remember—I was out of it, but I knew what he was doing, but I felt unable to stop him. I think—yes, he was giggling. I started to panic—and that was when he put his hands around my throat. And his face was right in my face and he started yelling at me, screaming at me. He slapped me in the face—hard—and pulled my hair. Then . . ."

“What?”

He must have had an orgasm. He rolled off me but he held on to my hair and pulled hard. He told me to stay where I was, or something bad would happen. And he reached over to the bed table and grabbed a big knife—like a hunting knife. And I knew right then I was going to die. He was going to stab me to death. He held the tip of that sharp knife to my chin, he was giggling—crazy. And I closed my eyes—I didn’t want to see the knife coming. I knew I was going to die. I tried to accept it. To prepare for it—”

“And then what?”

“He punched me in the head and I passed out. The last thing I heard was Darnell’s voice, saying: ‘We have to go now.’ ”




Jan had told a horrific story. What happened to her body, her person. The student, who raped her repeatedly, using several objects. How he slapped her in the face, over and over again. How he put her in “stress positions,” and warned her not to move or he would slit her throat. He showed her the knife, a big one.

“Was Darnell in the room with you as well?”

“Yes. He pulled up a chair in the bedroom so he could watch."

“He just watched?”

“Yes."

“He was enjoying it?”

“Yes—he was . . . I sensed he got off on it."

“Got off on it?”

“Literally."

“But he never touched you."

“No. He just watched."

“Then what happened?”

“I passed out, but I wasn’t out for long. I woke up in the dark. That was when his student punched me, and knocked me right out. When I came to, they dumped me out in the desert."


























Chapter 8




Laura had a lot. Jan had told her everything she could remember—and it was recorded. Unfortunately, Jan didn’t know have a fix on the house location. Tempe was a city in and of itself in the Phoenix metropolitan area.

Again, Laura wondered why they didn’t kill her before they disposed of her. To continue the victim’s nightmare? It seemed like a reckless thing to do. Someone could have found her—and someone did.

She wondered. Did they want someone to come across her brutalized and dead body? The most likely outcome in this heat was that Jan Woodhouse would die from heatstroke or thirst, or both.

In another circumstance, with different people, leaving someone out to die might be because they did not want to do the dirty work themselves. But she knew with these two men that was not the case. They hurt her, then dumped her out there, possibly to continue her nightmare. What did it say about them? The younger man—the student—had no qualms about torture. And the older man . . . Laura’s theory was that he tired of the women he romanced, and got rid of them the easy way, and pleased his student at the same time. His psychopathic student. The student was the cruel one.

Laura asked Jan again if she remembered where the house was located. Could she remember a shopping center, or a park, or a school, or a business nearby?

“I don’t . . . Wait. A car dealership. It was on the corner a couple of blocks from the house. I remember, because we turned there at the light."

“I have to ask again. Do you remember the name of the street the student lived on?”

“Mullberry? Mayberry? Something like that."

Laura went to a Tempe interactive map online with her laptop and searched for Mullberry. Nothing came up. She tried Mayberry. Nada. Gilbert but no Tempe. “Was there a grocery store or a complex of stores—“

“A strip mall."

“A strip mall?”

“Yes. It was an old place—you know, from the sixties or seventies. I remember, yes, there was a bookstore on the end."

“Was there a sign?”

“Yes, but I can’t . . . don’t remember what it said. ‘Something’ Plaza."

“Anything else you can remember?”

“Just the sign. It was like an oval, only clunkier."

“Clunkier?”

“It was kind of octagonal? And… the sign was pale yellow with blue lettering." 

“What else was in the strip mall?”

“I don’t know. Maybe . . . yes, a laundromat. I remember a sign, it was a funny name. Double Bubble.

“And you say the house was on a street near the strip mall?”

“Yes. I think it was on a street that met the main drag. A right turn off the street into a neighborhood."

Laura pulled up the map of Tempe again, looking at the street view and then the aerial view. Entered “Double Bubble” and zeroed in on the area. She saw the laundromat and strip mall, and the street and stop sign. There was a row of houses that looked as if they had been built in the 1960s, and a small park across the street. “Does this look familiar? The park?”

“Yes."

“And one of those houses, that’s where you were? Can you pick out which house?”

“There was a big tree in the yard next door."

Laura zoomed in. “A pine? An Aleppo pine?”

“Yes."

Laura found the address: 4029 Terrace Drive. “Which house? The one on the right or the one on the left?”

“The one on the left. I think . . ."

“Four-oh-thirty-one?”

“The one with the paved walkway and gravel, right?”

“Yes. It was night, but I parked by the curb and walked up the walk. It was supposed to be a party, but there was only the one car in the carport. I thought I was early."

“Then what happened?”

“He opened the door and said something to the effect that I was the first one there."

“And?”

“I sat down. I had a glass of wine. There were bowls of chips and dip on the coffee table."

Jan was recalling more details now. She described sitting there—it was just the three of them. She said it was awkward. The younger guy—the student—was staring at her, scrutinizing her. He called her “Stacy." She reminded him that her name was Jan. “He kept calling me Stacy, even after I corrected him."

“Do you know why he called you that? ‘Stacy’?”

“No. I’m trying to remember, he said I was ‘like all of them, just another “Stacy."

Laura wondered if “Stacy” was his ex-girlfriend. Jan said she felt insulted, but it also made her a little nervous. She ignored the feeling. No one else knocked on the door. There was no music. Just the chips and the dip and the beer. She tried to make small talk, but that fizzled out. The young guy’s disdain seemed to turn to dislike. She got the feeling he resented her presence.

She drank some of the beer, and that was when she became sleepy. “A little bit sleepy. Maybe it was the beer, but I didn’t think so. But I felt pretty drunk. Kind of . . . out of it. And then . . . I think . . . the young guy stood up and said something like, she’s out of it."

“And then what?”

“I woke up hurting—down there…and Jacky was on top of me raping me. I was too out of it to struggle, it felt like a dream, but I remember him putting his hands around my neck and trying to choke me, and that was when I asked him not to grab my neck that way, that it was freaking me out."

“Did he stop?”

“Yes."

“And then what?”

“He punched me in the face. And that’s the last I remember until we got to the desert."

“What happened when you came to?”

I don’t recall them dumping me out. I was in the desert, and it hurt. I threw up a few times. I thought I should call the police, but I didn’t have my phone and that was when I realized I needed to get to some shade."

“What happened to your car?”

“It was in Tempe. Someone with the police called and told me the car had been impounded—it was parked in front of someone’s house."

Laura took Jan’s hands in her own and leveled her gaze on her. “You did good. You showed great personal strength. You did everything you needed to do to survive. You are a strong person, and I’m so glad you kept your head and registered what you saw. I’d like you to sit down with a sketch artist."

Laura had taken notes, but she wanted to go some place quiet to think about it. She drove around the block, parked in the small parking lot of the park, and walked over to a bench. There, she wrote her summary. She now had an important brick in the wall, thanks to an Internet search. The term “Stacy."

Not the name, the term.

The young guy—Jan’s rapist—called her “Stacy” for a reason. It wasn’t a woman’s name. It was something else entirely, and it gave Laura a sinking feeling in her gut. She remembered a recent incident where a man drove his truck onto a running path in New York, mowing down joggers, runners and hikers, killing a number of people. The man who committed the crime was an “Incel."

Which led her to a theory.

This man—“the ladies man”—had a sidekick, and now she guessed that the sidekick might possibly be an Incel. She thought that he might be the guy who killed the women, after the Ladies Man tired of them. That was her theory for now. 

Laura had run into a few out-and-proud Incels in her time, and they were toxic. Her partner called them snowflakes dipped in battery acid.

This was what she knew about Incels: they desired, resented, and despised women. Incels blamed women for not being attracted to them. They resented women who would not sleep with them. Their toxic behavior often spilled over into hatred and bile. They held the self-righteous and juvenile belief that women should love them, sleep with them, and adore them—even though there was very little to adore, since they resented the very women they were hoping to attract. When their perceived “rights” were denied to them, this led them to feel that they were being duped and ignored.

It was a fraternity of grievance.

The Incels had their own language—a language of simmering anger. People in heterosexual relationships were called “Chads” and “Stacies." Chads and Stacies were ordinary men and women who had lovers or spouses or even friends of the opposite sex. The Incels were angry that they had been denied all the joys of a sexual relationship. They believed that they were denied the right to have sex with a woman, they were denied romantic relationships. This, despite the fact that they despised those very women they were enamored with. Laura’s term for them was “sour grapes."

Some acted out, accordingly.

Laura had worked on a homicide with an Incel police officer. He was generally discourteous to everyone, but he resented her in particular. In fact, his resentment was off the charts. At first she thought he just didn’t like to be working under a female, but it was more than that. She overheard him on a call with someone describing her, and it was ugly. She remembered one remark: “a split-tailed pussy who thinks her shit doesn’t stink—she thinks she’s too good for me."

While Laura had a feeling the younger man was an Incel, she couldn’t jump to conclusions without testing the theory. For all she knew, the bad guy could have a completely different motivation.

Motivation rarely mattered to an investigation (the reason many investigators leaped to conclusions, sometimes wrongly), but sometimes, it did matter.

She knew a guy on the force, Gerry Phillips, who worked in the Internet crime division. He knew all the tricks, how to draw out people like her guy. She would outsource this part of the investigation to him.




Now that she had an address, Laura drove to Tempe to find the Terrace Drive house. She parked just up the street, got out and walked over to the small lake in the park. She followed the path around the edge of the water as dusk dropped down around her. There were a lot of kids and their parents in the park, and a few runners. She walked down to the other side of the lake and sat on a bench, watching the ducks trying to determine if she was going to feed them. It was almost full dark now. There were a few other people there, some jogging along the running path around the park. As dusk fell, she saw the lights come on in the house opposite.

An hour and a half later, a young man left the house and got into his car. She’d already noted the license plate and a description of the car—a white 1996 Mazda RX7 parked behind the SUV in the carport. Laura would have the RX7’s owner’s address in minutes.

Once his car turned the corner and was gone, she looked him up.

Jack Edward Neave. Beyond that, his information was thin. No wants, no warrants. She made note of his address, which was also in Tempe. She checked for a Twitter account, then Instagram. Nothing there.

She wondered if he had an alias. If so, he might use that name for a Facebook page. But how would she find him? She decided to do the easiest thing, go to the ASU online phonebook, and enter Jack Edward Neave in the search field. And there he was: a sophomore and English major. Confirmed. She searched for him on Facebook and found his page

She scrolled down through his Facebook feed. At first glance, there wasn’t much there—a few juvenile poses—some indicating that he might be naked. Nothing, though, that would get him kicked off Facebook. She made a mental note of his desire to show his body. He also loved his car—there were a number of photos of the RX7. His Facebook page gave very little information on him, and listed just six friends.

She went to his friends. Four of them seemed to be your average young men. One of them held up a lunker bass from a fishing trip. Another had his arm around his girlfriend.

Six friends.

She thought about “friending” one of them to get info on the guy, but decided against it.

Scrolled down some more.

And there he was with the professor, the professor’s arm laid across his back, smiling at the camera . . .

In the desert.

But it was what they were doing that got to her.

“Great adventures in the wild. We even found and skinned a beaver,” the post said. 

Jack was holding up what looked to Laura like a scalp.

It was full dark now. She was nowhere near the park overhead lights. Which was good, because she was afraid that her dinner might come up.


























Chapter 9




It was now time to go wide with the story—an exclusive interview with The Arizona Republic: “Have you seen this man?” complete with a photo of the camper, and what little could be seen of the woman.

Within the hour, a man named Jerry Naughton called in to the tip line. He told her that he believed the man they were looking for had been at the campsite next to theirs at the beginning of the summer. He described how the people in the campsite had taken off in the middle of the night, leaving their dog chained to a stake. Jerry and his wife were at the campsite for two more days, but the guy never came back, and by that time his wife said they were “damn well keeping him." Laura smiled at this—Jerry’s wife was a woman after her own heart.

Laura asked him to describe the man. He’d only seen him once. He described him as was “short, skinny, and wiry." He wore large rectangular sunglasses way out of fashion—“old man’s sunglasses,” he said. “Maybe he had eye damage." Laura signaled to Dennis to pull up the photo she had of the man and his camper.

She said, “I’m going to send you an image, and you tell me if you recognize it."

It took Naughton no time at all. “That’s him. What really bothers us is how he and his wife took off in the middle of the night, and left their dog chained up—just left him. So we took him—he’s our dog now."

Laura, an animal lover herself, smiled. “Finders Keepers, that’s what we in the police biz like to say. You said he was chained up, so he must have had a collar. Did he have tags?”

“No, just the collar and the choke chain."

She asked him if they knew where the man and woman were going, and he told her there was only one way out of the campground. She asked if there had been anything else unusual.

“I just remembered this, but late in the afternoon before they left—going on evening, we ran into him and his wife, they were on the road. Said they were walking up to Eagle Rock to see the sunset. This was about, oh, a mile away to the trailhead, and farther than that to get to the rock."

Laura made note of that. “And you left two days later? That’s when you took the dog, right?”

“Right, we stayed for a couple of days. We were planning to stay, but we also waited to see if they would come back for the dog—you know, in case they forgot. By late afternoon, someone else pulled in, and by that time, my wife made it clear that we had a dog."

Laura smiled. Yes, there were good people in the world. Sometimes, she had to remember that. “How’s that working out for you?”

“Pretty good. In fact, if they came back looking for him, we’d tell them to go pound sand."

He gave her a description of the man and the woman—his wife chimed in and corrected him on some of the little things she’d noticed—and by the time she ended the call, Laura knew a lot more.

She knew what the woman looked like. Early sixties, short, carrying a little extra weight, and “she’d dyed her hair—she had a brown-grey stripe in her part."

Naughton asked why they were looking for the man.

“He’s a person of interest,” Laura said.

“In other words, he murdered someone. I thought as much,” said Jerry’s wife. “And frankly, I don’t want to know about it. But you can see the evil in the man, that’s for sure. Any person who would leave a dog tied up without water or food is a son-of-a-bitch in my book!”

That was when it hit Laura. “Does the dog have a microchip?”

“I don’t know."

“Could you take him to a vet and see? Or an animal shelter? They check for microchips there." She knew it was a longshot, but perhaps the woman—likely the dog’s owner—might have microchipped him.

“We can do that."

Laura sensed the worry in the woman’s voice.

“Look,” Laura said. “The dog is yours, now. He was abandoned by a man who doesn’t want him back. It could be useful if we knew the name of the woman who owned the dog."

“But the woman might . . ." she trailed off. Laura knew that she had realized something, something she didn’t want to put into words. “All right. I think her name was Marsha. I heard him call her that."

“Marsha. Can you describe her?”

“I think she was in her late fifties? Early sixties? She was kind of on the skinny side. She had a blonde pageboy cut, with bangs."

“Anything else?”

“She wore some nice jewelry—turquoise and silver. I remember that."

Laura said, “That will be helpful. And don’t worry. I’m very sure there’s no one who will want to claim your dog." She didn’t add that she thought the woman who owned the dog was now deceased. “He’s all yours now. But do me a favor and let me know if he has a microchip—it might be a great help to find the woman. You can call me any time."

“You don’t think he hurt her, do you?”

“I don’t know."

Half-lie, half-truth.




Three weeks later, hikers in the White Mountains found a motorhome at the bottom of a landslide area, not twenty miles from the campground. Someone had tried to burn the vehicle, but the front portion remained intact. Laura contacted the police there, and they sent her photos of the burned camper.

It had been there for some time.

Funny how things happened in close sequence—Laura had experienced this phenomenon several times. Often, out of the blue, she’d been dealt good hands—and these were some lucky cards.

Laura already knew these two instances were related. The microchip in the dog came back to a woman named Cynthia Jeffrey. A simple scroll through her Facebook page revealed Cynthia with her dog.

Laura hoped that Cynthia Jeffrey was still alive, but she didn’t think so. Why else would the dog remain behind? The man likely didn’t want the animal, so he just left him there to starve or die of thirst: typical psychopathic behavior.

Psychopaths didn’t feel a connection to others. They had zero empathy. They cared only for themselves. Because of the way they were, they had no sense of shame, no love or concern for another human being. An abandoned dog was just that: an abandoned dog. To the psychopath the dog was no different from a plank of wood. If the dog served its purpose—if it was a good watchdog, if it could attract women—then it was worth something. This dog was just something the bad guy could use, no different from a person he could use. He very likely used the dog as a prop—a man with a dog was someone most people felt they could trust.

Ladies Man couldn’t care less what happened to the dog when he was done with him, so he just left him. Dogs were objects to be used. People were objects to be used. It was as simple as that.

The bigger question, though, was this: Why did he burn the camper?

Laura thought she knew. Her target sensed that someone was coming for him.

He was right about that.




It took Laura and Dennis forty minutes to get down to the site where the Shasta had come to rest. She scrambled down into the ravine, slipping and skating on the loose rocks, grabbing on to pine saplings. Dennis took another route, scooting down on his ass—he had bum knees. When they got down to the ledge where the camper had come to rest, Laura was happy to see that at least part of it was intact. The fire had been relatively ineffective.

She thought it was a desperate move on the professor’s part. There was plenty of evidence left behind in the charred, twisted metal wreckage. Laura unscrolled the yellow crime scene tape, covering a larger area than the place where the trailer resided. She took photos of tire prints, which showed the trajectory of the fall.

Although the wreckage was partially burned, most of the galley at the front was intact.

“What a half-assed job,” Dennis observed as he pulled on his gloves.

They spent an hour photographing the camper in situ and marking the trail the camper took as it slid down and off the precipice. It was precarious work. The camper was lodged against a big rock, the front end poking out over a ravine—it looked and felt unstable. Laura knew it would be difficult to bring the camper up, but it was late in afternoon and she wanted to see what was inside. Since she was lighter than Dennis, she hiked down and stepped inside. The camper rocked just a little bit, enough to give her pause. She would photograph the interior and dust the light above the stove for fingerprints—and then get out. It was hard to ignore her fear as the camper tipped slightly—she pictured the whole thing sliding down into the ravine with her in it. She reached into an open cupboard and dusted every surface she could reach, and bagged up cheap plastic cups and plates. As she started to strip a sheet off the bunk, she heard a grinding sound, and felt the camper floor sink downward. She stripped one sheet off the bunk, balled it up and threw it onto the rock, videotaped with her camera before she got the hell out. Laura’s heart took another hitch as the camper tottered just as she headed for the open door—

Got out just as one of the wheels slipped on the rock.

Fear seized her.

The camper teetered on the edge but did not go over.




Two hours later, around four in the afternoon, a tow truck showed up—they would try to pull the camper up and out.

The tow truck driver knew what he was doing. She would never forget the skidding shrieking sound of metal as the twisted part of the wreckage was pulled up, snapping saplings and grinding over rocks, squealing like a trapped animal. The camper slid upward, banging and shrieking and crumpling as small pieces slivered off and fell like confetti into the ravine.

Laura looked down. It was a long, long way to the bottom. The sight made her stomach flip.

But they had the camper now—they had the evidence inside it. There would be plenty of DNA. The license plate was missing and no registration or insurance paperwork was to be found. They would do a search using the VIN and see what that pulled up.




From the cheap seats, this would look like a slam-dunk, an airtight case—thanks to the photos she already had. But Laura had been around long enough to know that some cases just broke down, for whatever reason. Reluctant witnesses, people who lied for various reasons, and evidence that might appear to show the opposite of the evidence she collected. Many things could go wrong, all the way to trial. Lots of little foul-ups—depending on the presiding judge. You had to be careful. Meticulous. There should be integrity in the pieces she gathered—everything needed to hold together, if she wanted to tell a story. She knew it should be a slam-dunk case. But then, Laura had had slam-dunk cases before that turned out to be anything but.

And the bad guy himself could take off for parts unknown. That had happened before. It was almost as if they could read the cops’ minds—a sixth sense that they were closing in.

Nothing she could do about it—except to have everything ready, and a warrant for his arrest, and the arrest of his sidekick.

She wondered how many different women had slept and cooked in that camper. How many women who left their DNA inside? Women who had disappeared and were never seen again by their friends and family? Identifying the victims would take painstaking work—weeks, months—if she could find their families. It was entirely possible that some of Ladies’ Man’s victims might never be found.

Laura suspected that soon, there would be enough evidence now to arrest him now and hold him for trial, but there was still work to do.




Once the trailer was secured onto the flatbed, they searched the immediate area around the spot where the camper had gone off the embankment, but found nothing except shoe prints, a man’s size twelve, which they photographed. There were no smaller footprints that might have belonged to a woman.

Laura was pretty sure that the woman, wherever she was now, was dead. Perhaps she had been thrown down into the canyon, or dumped somewhere else. They would know for certain when Forensics got the camper. One thing she knew: there was no sign of a struggle, no obvious blood spatters. She used a crime scope light to look for blood—but there was none. Whatever happened to his victims, they were not savaged in the camper.

They worked their way down to the water where the camper had come to rest, looking for a body, or clothing snagged on a submerged log, or anything that might belong to a woman. They found nothing except a cheap, Melmac dinner plate. Laura bagged and labeled it; a possible source for prints, if needed.

Dusk settled over the gorge.

They headed back before darkness surrounded them.




Later that day, they knew the name of the original owner of the camper. It belonged to a woman named Dorothy McKann. Dorothy McKann was a resident of Colorado who died in a hiking accident in New Mexico three and a half years ago.

“Jesus!” Dennis muttered over Laura’s shoulder. “When it comes to old women, this guy’s a one-man wrecking crew."

“Middle-aged."

“Okay, middle-aged."

“And don’t you forget it."

“What’s with the blowback? You’re not middle-aged."

“Not yet, but I will be—if I’m lucky."

They had enough evidence, they had the witness. It was time to make the arrests.




Two days later, with a warrant and a plan put together with DPS SWAT, Laura and Dennis pulled up a couple of blocks from the house. They got out and carefully approached—saw that both cars were in the driveway; the RX7 behind the Lexus.

Laura called in SWAT.

They were there within minutes—the SWAT van and a black SRT vehicle transporting the Special Weapons and Tactics team. They looked scary for a reason. To psych out the bad guys. If they were looking out the window, she imagined it would chill them to their bones. It looked like the military had come to this quiet street. SWAT always projected overwhelming force. She’d already gone over the floor plan and surrounding houses with them, and they knew there was a kitchen door to the back yard and several windows. The yard was surrounded by a high fence.

The SWAT Team was now pouring out of the SRT vehicle and they took positions—some of then running down the side street to the alley and back yard. They ran single-file, like a snake. The rest were at the front door with a battering ram.

Laura and Dennis followed them into the alley, guns ready, if anyone came their way. She and Dennis would stay back—they did not want to get in the way. But both of them had their weapons at the ready.

In the yard now. She heard it—

She felt the air split near her ear and heard the shot—so loud.

“Get down!” she shouted to Dennis.

But Dennis just stepped back, confused. She turned and met his eyes. He looked down, his hand fluttering near his thigh. He looked back at her. Then he sank down, huddled, trying to protect himself—even though it was too late. He put one hand down and started to rise.

STAY DOWN!!!” Laura yelled. Laura radioed for an ambulance. She pulled Dennis behind the alley wall and stayed with him. “Stay down!” she said. He nodded. “Officer down!” she shouted. “Officer DOWN! We need a paramedic!”

A volley of gunfire came from the rear of the house. She called again for paramedics. Her legs scissoring, aware that at any moment she might be hit, she half-shoved, half-pulled Dennis behind the wall, propping him up against it. Blood everywhere.

“Where are you hit?”

“My thigh."

“PRESS HARD WITH BOTH HANDS. Press hard on the wound!” She sank down behind the wall, heart beating hard, trying not to be stunned by this, taking deep breaths. She heard SWAT ramming the kitchen door, SWAT shouting as they poured into the kitchen.




She could practically see it: SWAT bursting through the door and pouring single-file into the house. She knew they were now in the “AOR,” an acronym for “Area of the Room,” all of them filing behind the point man in front. The point man would have already dropped to one knee to cover the rest of them. SWAT was overwhelming. With violent and shocking precision, moving with amazing force, shouting, and very likely terrifying the bad guys within. And here she was, outside with Dennis, talking to him and trying to keep him with her.

“Police! Drop your weapons or WE WILL SHOOT. Drop your weapon. Hands up!!. Do it NOW!! Hands up and away from your body!! DO IT NOW!! If you want to see another day, drop your weapons now! Do it NOW!”

More shots. Someone shooting out a window. Bullets smacking the wall near her—ricocheting. Laura held her fire—she knew SWAT would do its job and Dennis needed her attention now.

Dennis moaned. He was losing blood.

“My leg. I think it’s just a flesh wound." That was Dennis, always joking. But his face was tight, eyes screwed up in his head, and he began to slip in and out of consciousness.

It wasn’t a flesh wound. It was in the thigh, and she feared that it might have nicked the femoral artery.

She radioed the worst distress signal in her life as a cop—999— Officer down. The barrage of gunfire continued, two weapons, one with real firepower. She tore off her jacket and wrapped it tightly around his thigh, her hand pushed hard above the wound, keeping the pressure on. Hoping backup and medical help was on the way. Laura tried to comfort Dennis and prayed for backup.

She radioed again. The response took forever—forever and a day. She gave them the location, described the scene and the number of shooters. Dennis’s breathing became shallow. She kept talking to him, still hearing the exchange of fire—two things at once—listening for sirens, hoping for sirens. Hurry! From inside the house she heard yelling. Boots on the ground. In the dusk, Dennis’s face was white. He was lying against the wall, propped up. He looked lost. “I think this might be—“

More patrol cars pulled up. Just as she heard the siren, closer. She hoped it was the ambulance.

She radioed again, “Officer down! Officer DOWN!! Over here by the garage, left side! We need a paramedic NOW!”

She saw them coming. She jumped up and waved her arm. Over here!” she yelled. “Officer down!”

More patrol cars pulled up, blocking the street.

EMS! Where was EMS?

Two paramedics ran toward her position in a protective envelope of three patrol officers. Then they were here, taking charge. Laura knew SWAT had done a quick clear. It was likely over. Paramedics worked on Dennis, one of them applying direct pressure through multiple layers of gauze. The other started CPR. Laura stayed out of the way, but she spoke to him, she told him he would be all right, to hang in there. She didn’t know if that was a lie. She couldn’t tell if Dennis was conscious or not as he stared into space. Then his eyes fluttered and he looked at her, confused, trying to talk.

Laura saw the paramedic take a quick pulse on Dennis and heard him report his vital signs. And, “We’ve got to move!”

And then Dennis’s eyes changed again.

“No, Dennis, keep still, you’re going to be all right, just keep looking at me, look at me, you’re going to be all right."

 But by then his eyes were fixed on nothing.

She heard boots scuffling, felt the air move as another paramedic squatted down beside Dennis, started to “bag” him with a resuscitation bag over his nose and mouth, the paramedic squeezing the bag and vital oxygen into Dennis. And the other paramedic doing chest compressions. She saw Dennis move and draw a big breath. One of the paramedics held up a gloved hand in the victory sign.

They had him stabilized. She realized that the gunfire had stopped. Two more paramedics ran a gurney toward them from the ambulance parked sixty feet away. They shifted Dennis onto the gurney and moved him to the ambulance. They loaded him in the back of the ambulance.

She heard the crackle of a radio: “We have the house. All clear. One dead, one in custody." She saw two SWAT officers escorting Darnell Hatch, the Ladies Man, out of the house and into a nearby patrol car.

Laura wished she could ride in the ambulance with Dennis, but she knew she had to remain at the scene.

Somebody—one of the paramedics who’d stayed behind—clapped her on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry. He’s lost some blood, but I’ve seen a lot and I think he’ll make it. Uh, let’s have you step over here and sit down so we can get you checked out.”

And then Dennis was gone, gone in the ambulance—and she sat there as everything moved around her.
















_________________
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