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CHAPTER

1

THE GIANT KNEW Richard Nixon.

Towering, yellow-haired, grizzled, a listing mountain in khaki twill, he limped closer, and Milo tightened up. I looked to Frank Dollard for a cue. Dollard appeared untroubled, meaty arms at his sides, mouth serene under the tobaccoed gray mustache. His eyes were slits, but they’d been that way at the main gate.

The giant belched out a bass laugh and brushed greasy hair away from his eyes. His beard was a corn-colored ruin. I could smell him now, vinegarish, hormonally charged. He had to be six-eight, three hundred. The shadow he threw on the dirt was ash-colored, amoebic, broad enough to shade us.

He took another lurching step, and this time Frank Dollard’s right arm shot out.

The huge man didn’t seem to notice, just stood there with Dollard’s limb flung across his waist. Maybe a dozen other men in khaki were out on the yard, most of them standing still, a few others pacing, rocking, faces pressed against the chain link. No groups that I could see; everyone to himself. Above them, the sky was an untrammeled blue, clouds broiled away by a vengeful sun. I was cooking in my suit.

The giant’s face was dry. He sighed, dropped his shoulders, and Dollard lowered his arm. The giant made a finger gun, pointed it at us, and laughed. His eyes were dark brown, pinched at the corners, the whites too sallow for health.

“Secret service.” He thumped his chest. “Victoria’s Secret service in the closet underwear undercover always lookin’ out for the guy good old Nixon RMN Rimmin, always rimmin wanting to be rimmed he liked to talk the walk cuttin outta the White House night house doing the party thing all hours with Kurt Vonnegut J. D. Salinger the Glass family anyone who didn’t mind the politics heat of the kitchen I wrote Cat’s Cradle sold it to Vonnegut for ten bucks Billy Bathgate typed the manuscript one time he walked out the front door got all the way to Las Vegas big hassle with the Hell’s Angels over some dollar slots Vonnegut wanting to change the national debt Rimmin agreed the Angels got pissed we had to pull him out of it me and Kurt Vonnegut Salinger wasn’t there Doctorow was sewing the Cat’s Cradle they were bad cats, woulda assassinated him any day of the week leeway the oswald harvey.”

He bent and lifted his left trouser leg. Below the knee was bone sheathed with glossy white scar tissue, most of the calf meat ripped away. An organic peg leg.

“Got shot protecting old Rimmin,” he said, letting go of the fabric. “He died anyway poor Richard no almanac know what happened rimmed too hard I couldn’t stop it.”

“Chet,” said Dollard, stretching to pat the giant’s shoulder.

The giant shuddered. Little cherries of muscle rolled along Milo’s jawline. His hand was where his gun would have been if he hadn’t checked it at the gate.

Dollard said, “Gonna make it to the TV room today, Chet?”

The giant swayed a bit. “Ahh . . .”

“I think you should make it to the TV room, Chet. There’s gonna be a movie on democracy. We’re gonna sing ‘The StarSpangled Banner,’ could use someone with a good voice.”

“Yeah, Pavarotti,” said the giant, suddenly cheerful. “He and Domingo were at Caesars Palace they didn’t like the way it worked out Rimmin not doing his voice exercises lee lee lee lo lo lo no egg yolk to smooth the trachea it pissed Pavarotti off he didn’t want to run for public office.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Dollard. He winked at Milo and me.

The giant had turned his back on all three of us and was staring down on the bare tan table of the yard. A short, thick, dark-haired man had pulled down his pants and was urinating in the dirt, setting off a tiny dust storm. None of the other men in khaki seemed to notice. The giant’s face had gone stony.

“Wet,” he said.

“Don’t worry about it, Chet,” Dollard said softly. “You know Sharbno and his bladder.”

The giant didn’t answer, but Dollard must have transmitted a message, because two other psych techs came jogging over from a far corner. One black, one white, just as muscular as Dollard but a lot younger, wearing the same uniform of short-sleeved sport shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Photo badges clipped to the collar. The heat and the run had turned the techs’ faces wet. Milo’s sport coat had soaked through at the armpits, but the giant hadn’t let loose a drop of sweat.

His face tightened some more as he watched the urinating man shake himself off, then duck-walk across the yard, pants still puddled around his ankles.

“Wet.”

“We’ll handle it, Chet,” soothed Dollard.

The black tech said, “I’ll go get those trousers up.”

He sauntered toward Sharbno. The white tech stayed with Chet. Dollard gave Chet another pat and we moved on.

Ten yards later, I looked back. Both techs were flanking Chet. The giant’s posture had changed—shoulders higher, head craning as he continued to stare at the space vacated by Sharbno.

Milo said, “Guy that size, how can you control him?”

“We don’t control him,” said Dollard. “Clozapine does. Last month his dosage got upped after he beat the crap out of another patient. Broke about a dozen bones.”

“Maybe he needs even more,” said Milo.

“Why?”

“He doesn’t exactly sound coherent.”

Dollard chuckled. “Coherent.” He glanced at me. “Know what his daily dosage is, Doctor? Fourteen hundred milligrams. Even with his body weight, that’s pretty thorough, wouldn’t you say?”

“Maximum’s usually around nine hundred,” I told Milo. “Lots of people do well on a third of that.”

Dollard said, “He was on eleven migs when he broke the other inmate’s face.” Dollard’s chest puffed a bit. “We exceed maximum recommendations all the time; the psychiatrists tell us it’s no problem.” He shrugged. “Maybe Chet’ll get even more. If he does something else bad.”

We covered more ground, passing more inmates. Untrimmed hair, slack mouths, empty eyes, stained uniforms. None of the iron-pumper bulk you see in prisons. These torsos were soft, warped, deflated. I felt eyes on the back of my head, glanced to the side, and saw a man with haunted-prophet eyes and a chestful of black beard staring at me. Above the facial pelt, his cheeks were sunken and sooty. Our eyes engaged. He came toward me, arms rigid, neck bobbing. He opened his mouth. No teeth.

He didn’t know me but his eyes were rich with hatred.

My hands fisted. I walked faster. Dollard noticed and cocked his head. The bearded man stopped abruptly, stood there in the full sun, planted like a shrub. The red exit sign on the far gate was five hundred feet away. Dollard’s key ring jangled. No other techs in sight. We kept walking. Beautiful sky, but no birds. A machine began grinding something.

I said, “Chet’s ramblings. There seems to be some intelligence there.”

“What, ’cause he talks about books?” said Dollard. “I think before he went nuts he was in college somewhere. I think his family was educated.”

“What got him in here?” said Milo, glancing back.

“Same as all of them.” Dollard scratched his mustache and kept his pace steady. The yard was vast. We were halfway across now, passing more dead eyes, frozen faces, wild looks that set up the small hairs on the back of my neck.

“Don’t wear khaki or brown,” Milo had said. “The inmates wear that, we don’t want you stuck in there—though that would be interesting, wouldn’t it? Shrink trying to convince them he’s not crazy?”

“Same as all of them?” I said.

“Incompetent to stand trial,” said Dollard. “Your basic 1026.”

“How many do you have here?” said Milo.

“Twelve hundred or so. Old Chet’s case is kinda sad. He was living on top of a mountain down near the Mexican border—some kind of hermit deal, sleeping in caves, eating weeds, all that good stuff. Couple of hikers just happened to be unlucky enough to find the wrong cave, wrong time, woke him up. He tore ’em up—really went at ’em with his bare hands. He actually managed to rip both the girl’s arms off and was working on one of her legs when they found him. Some park ranger or sheriff shotgunned Chet’s leg charging in, that’s why it looks like that. He wasn’t resisting arrest, just sitting there next to the body pieces, looking scared someone was gonna hit him. No big challenge getting a 1026 on something like that. He’s been here three years. First six months he did nothing but stay curled up, crying, sucking his thumb. We had to IV-feed him.”

“Now he beats people up,” said Milo. “Progress.”

Dollard flexed his fingers. He was in his late fifties, husky and sunburnt, no visible body fat. The lips beneath the mustache were thin, parched, amused. “What do you want we should do, haul him out and shoot him?”

Milo grunted.

Dollard said, “Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: good riddance to bad rubbish, you’d be happy to be on the firing squad.” He chuckled. “Cop thinking. I worked patrol in Hemet for ten years, woulda said the exact same thing before I came here. Couple of years on the wards and now I know reality: some of them really are sick.” He touched his mustache. “Old Chet’s no Ted Bundy. He couldn’t help himself any more than a baby crapping its diaper. Same with old Sharbno back there, pissing in the dirt.” He tapped his temple. “The wiring’s screwy, some people just turn to garbage. And this place is the Dumpster.”

“Exactly why we’re here,” said Milo.

Dollard raised an eyebrow. “That I don’t know about. Our garbage doesn’t get taken out. I can’t see how we’re gonna be able to help you on Dr. Argent.”

He flexed his fingers again. His nails were yellow horn. “I liked Dr. Argent. Real nice lady. But she met her end out there.” He pointed randomly. “Out in the civilized world.”

“Did you work with her?”

“Not steadily. We talked about cases from time to time, she’d tell me if a patient needed something. But you can tell about people. Nice lady. A little naive, but she was new.”

“Naive in what way?”

“She started this group. Skills for Daily Living. Weekly discussions, supposedly helping some guys cope with the world. As if any of ’em are ever getting out.”

“She ran it by herself.”

“Her and a tech.”

“Who’s the tech?”

“Girl named Heidi Ott.”

“Two women handling a group of killers?”

Dollard smiled. “The state says it’s safe.”

“You think different?”

“I’m not paid to think.”

We neared the chain-link wall. Milo said, “Any idea why someone in the civilized world would kill Dr. Argent? Speaking as an ex-cop.”

Dollard said, “From what you told me—the way you found her in that car trunk, all cleaned up—I’d say some sociopath, right? Someone who knew damn well what he was doing, and enjoyed it. More of a 1368 than a 1026—your basic lowlife criminal trying to fake being crazy ’cause they’re under the mistaken impression it’ll be easier here than in jail. We’ve got two, three hundred of those on the fifth floor, maybe a few more, ’cause of Three Strikes. They come here ranting and drooling, smearing shit on the walls, learn quickly they can’t B.S. the docs here. Less than one percent succeed. The official eval period’s ninety days, but plenty of them ask to leave sooner.”

“Did Dr. Argent work on the fifth floor?”

“Nope. Hers were all 1026’s.”

“Besides total crazies and ninety-day losers, who else do you have here?” said Milo.

“We’ve got a few mentally disordered sex offenders left,” said Dollard. “Pedophiles, that kind of trash. Maybe thirty of ’em. We used to have more but they keep changing the law—stick ’em here, nope, the prison system, oops, back here, unh-uh, prison. Dr. Argent didn’t hang with them, either, least that I noticed.”

“So the way you see it, what happened to her couldn’t relate to her work here.”

“You got it. Even if one of her guys got out—and they didn’t—none of them could’ve killed her and stashed her in the trunk. None of them could plan that well.”

We were at the gate. Tan men standing still, like oversized chess pieces. The faraway machine continued to grind.

Dollard flicked a hand back at the yard. “I’m not saying these guys are harmless, even with all the dope we pump into them. Get these poor bastards delusional enough, they could do anything. But they don’t kill for fun—from what I’ve seen, they don’t take much pleasure from life, period. If you can even call what they’re doing living.”

He cleared his throat, swallowed the phlegm. “Makes you wonder why God would take the trouble to create such a mess.”


 
CHAPTER

2

TWO CORPSES IN car trunks. Claire Argent was the second.

The first, found eight months earlier, was a twenty-five-year-old would-be actor named Richard Dada, left in the front storage compartment of his own VW Bug in the industrial zone north of Centinela and Pico—a warren of tool-and-die shops, auto detailers, spare-parts dealers. It took three days for Dada’s car to be noticed. A maintenance worker picked up the smell. The crime scene was walking distance from the West L.A. substation, but Milo drove over to the scene.

In life, Dada had been tall, dark, and handsome. The killer stripped off his clothes, bisected him cleanly at the waist with a tooth-edged weapon, dropped each segment in a heavy-duty black plastic lawn bag, fastened the sacks, stashed them in the Volkswagen, drove to the dump spot, most probably late at night, and escaped without notice. Cause of death was loss of blood from a deep, wide throat slash. Lack of gore in the bags and in the car said the butchery had been accomplished somewhere else. The coroner was fairly certain Dada was already dead when cut in half.

“Long legs,” Milo said, the first time he talked to me about the case. “So maybe cutting him solved a storage problem. Or it was part of the thrill.”

“Or both,” I said.

He frowned. “Dada’s eyes were taken out, too, but no other mutilation. Any ideas?”

“The killer drove Dada’s car to the dump spot,” I said, “so he could’ve left on foot and lives close by. Or he took the bus and you could interview drivers, see if any unusual passengers got on that night.”

“I’ve already talked to the bus drivers. No memory of any conspicuously weird passengers. Same for taxi drivers. No late-night pickups in the neighborhood, period.”

“By ‘unusual’ I didn’t mean weird,” I said. “The killer probably isn’t bizarre-looking. I’d guess just the opposite: composed, a good planner, middle-class. Even so, having just dumped the VW, he might’ve been a little worked up. Who rides the bus at that hour? Mostly night-shift busboys and office cleaners, a few derelicts. Someone middle-class might be conspicuous.”

“Makes sense,” he said, “but there was no one who stuck in any of the drivers’ memories.”

“Okay, then. The third possibility: there was another car ready to take the killer away. Extremely careful planning. Or an accomplice.”

Milo rubbed his face, like washing without water. We were at his desk in the Robbery-Homicide room at the West L.A. station, facing the bright orange lockers, drinking coffee. A few other detectives were typing and snacking. I had a child-custody court appearance downtown in two hours, had stopped by for lunch, but Milo had wanted to talk about Dada rather than eat.

“The accomplice bit is interesting,” he said. “So is the local angle—okay, time to do some footwork, see if some joker who learned freelance meat-cutting at San Quentin is out on parole. Get to know more about the poor kid, too—see if he got himself in trouble.”

         

Three months later, Milo’s footwork had unearthed the minutiae of Richard Dada’s life but had gotten him no closer to solving the case.

At the half-year mark, the file got pushed to the back of the drawer.

I knew Milo’s nerves were rubbed raw by that. His specialty was clearing cold cases, not creating them. He had the highest solve rate of any homicide D in West L.A., maybe the entire department for this year. That didn’t make him any more popular; as the only openly gay detective on the force, he’d never be invited to blue-buddy barbecues. But it did provide insurance, and I knew he regarded failure as professionally threatening.

As a personal sin, too; one of the last things he’d said before filing the murder book was “This one deserves more. Some felonious cretin getting bashed with a pool cue is one thing, but this . . . The way the kid was sliced—the spine was sheared straight through, Alex. Coroner says probably a band saw. Someone cut him, neat and clean, the way they section meat.”

“Any other forensic evidence?” I said.

“Nope. No foreign hairs, no fluid exchange. . . . As far as I’ve been able to tell, Dada wasn’t in any kind of trouble, no drug connections, bad friends, criminal history. Just one of those stupid kids who wanted to be rich and famous. Days and weekends he worked at a kiddie gym. Nights he did guess what.”

“Waited tables.”

His index finger scored imaginary chalk marks. “Bar and grill in Toluca Lake. Closest he got to delivering lines was probably ‘What kind of dressing would you like with that?’ ”

We were in a bar, ourselves. A nice one at the rear of the Luxe Hotel on the west end of Beverly Hills. No pool cues, and any felons were wearing Italian suits. Chandeliers dimmed to orange flicker, spongy carpets, club chairs warm as wombs. On our marble-topped drink stand were two leaden tumblers of Chivas Gold and a crystal pitcher of iced spring water. Milo’s cheap panatela asserted itself rudely with the Cohibas and Churchills being sucked in corner booths. A few months later, the city said no smoking in bars, but back then, nicotine fog was an evening ritual.

All the trim notwithstanding, the reason for being there was to ingest alcohol, and Milo was doing a good job of that.

I nursed my first scotch as he finished his third and chased it with a glassful of water. “I got the case because the Lieutenant assumed Dada was gay. The mutilation—when homosexuals freak, they go all the way blah blah blah. But Dada had absolutely no links to the gay community, and his folks say he had three girlfriends back home.”

“Any girlfriends out here?”

“None that I’ve found. He lived alone in a little studio place near La Brea and Sunset. Tiny, but he kept it neat.”

“That can be a dicey neighborhood,” I said.

“Yeah, but the building had a key-card parking lot and a security entrance; the landlady lives on the premises and tries to keep a good clientele. She said Dada was a quiet kid, she never saw him entertain visitors. And no signs of a break-in or any burglary. We haven’t recovered his wallet, but no charges have been run up on the one credit card he owned—a Discover with a four-hundred-dollar limit. The apartment was clean of dope. If Dada did use, he or someone cleaned up every speck.”

“The killer?” I said. “That fits with the clean cut and the planning.”

“Possibly, but like I said, Dada lived neat. His rent was seven hundred, he took home twice that a month from both jobs, sent most of his money back home to a savings account.” His big shoulders dropped. “Maybe he just ran into the wrong psychopath.”

“The FBI says eye mutilation implies more than a casual relationship.”

“Sent the FBI the crime-scene data questionnaire, got back double-talk and a recommendation to look for known associates. Problem is, I can’t locate any friends Dada had. He’d only been out in California for nine months. Maybe working two jobs prevented a social life.”

“Or he had a life he hid.”

“What, he was gay? I think I would’ve unearthed that, Alex.”

“Not necessarily gay,” I said. “Any kind of secret life.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Model tenants just don’t walk out on the street and get sawed in half.”

He growled. We drank. The waitresses were all gorgeous blondes wearing white peasant blouses and long skirts. Ours had an accent. Czechoslovakia, she’d told Milo when he asked; then she’d offered to clip his cigar, but he’d already bitten off the tip. It was the middle of the summer, but a gas fire was raging under a limestone mantel. Air-conditioning kept the room icy. A couple of other beauties at the bar had to be hookers. The men with them looked edgy.

“Toluca Lake is a drive from Hollywood,” I said. “It’s also near the Burbank studios. So maybe Dada was trying to make acting connections.”

“That’s what I figured. But if he got a job it wasn’t at a studio. I found a want ad from the Weekly in the pocket of one of his jackets. Tiny print thing, open casting call for some flick called Blood Walk. The date was one month before he was killed. I tried to trace the company that placed the ad. The number was disconnected, but it had belonged at that time to some outfit called Thin Line Productions. That traced to a listing with an answering service, which no longer serviced Thin Line. The address they had was a POB in Venice, long gone, no forwarding. No one in Hollywood’s heard of Thin Line, the script’s never been registered with any of the guilds, no evidence a movie ever got made. I talked to Petra Connor over in Hollywood. She says par for the course, the industry’s full of fly-by-nights, most casting calls go nowhere.”

“Blood Walk,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. But it was a full month before, and I can’t take it any further.”

“What about Richard’s other job? Where’s the kiddie gym?”

“Pico and Doheny.”

“What’d he do there?”

“Played games with toddlers. Irregular work, mostly birthday parties. The gym owner said he was great—patient, clean-cut, polite.” He shot back whiskey. “Goddamn Boy Scout and he gets bisected. There has to be more.”

“Some homicidal toddler who resented waiting in line for the Moon Bounce.”

He laughed, studied the bottom of his glass.

“You said he sent money home,” I said. “Where’s that?”

“Denver. Dad’s a carpenter, Mom teaches school. They came out for a few days after he was killed. Salt of the earth, hurting bad, but no help. Richard played sports, got B’s and C’s, acted in all the school plays. Did two years in junior college, hated it, went to work for his father.”

“So he’s got carpentry skills—maybe he met the killer at some woodworking class.”

“He never went to classes of any type that I can find.”

“A carpenter’s kid and he gets band-sawed,” I said.

He put down his glass, careful to do it silently. His eyes fixed on me. Normally startling green, they were gray-brown in the tobacco light. His heavy face was so pale it looked talced, white as his sideburns. The acne pits that scored his cheeks and chin and brow seemed deeper, crueler.

He pushed black hair off his forehead. “Okay,” he said very softly. “Besides exquisite irony, what does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It just seems too cute.”

He frowned, rolled his forearm along the edge of the table as if rubbing an itch, raised his glass for a refill, thanked the waitress when he got it, sipped his way through half the whiskey, and licked his lips. “Why are we even talking about it? I’m not gonna close this one soon, if ever. I can just feel it.”

I didn’t bother arguing. His hunches are usually sound.

         

Two months later, he caught the Claire Argent homicide and called me right away, sounding furious but sparked by enthusiasm.

“Got a new one, some interesting similarities to Dada. But different, too. Female vic. Thirty-nine-year-old psychologist named Claire Argent—know her, by any chance?”

“No.”

“Home address in the Hollywood Hills, just off Woodrow Wilson Drive, but she was found in West L.A. territory. Stripped naked and stashed in the trunk of her Buick Regal, back of the loading dock behind the Stereos Galore in that big shopping center on La Cienega near Sawyer.”

That side of La Cienega was West L.A.’s eastern border. “Barely in your territory.”

“Yeah, Santa loves me. Here’s what I know so far: the shopping center closes at eleven, but there’s no fence at the dock; anyone can pull in there. Real easy access because an alley runs right behind. West of the alley is a supplementary indoor lot, multiple levels, but it’s closed off at night. After that, it’s all residential. Private homes and apartments. No one heard or saw a thing. Shipping clerk found the car at six A.M., called for a tow, and when the driver winched it up he heard something rolling around inside and had the smarts to worry about it.”

“Was she cut in half?” I said.

“No, left in one piece, but wrapped in two garbage bags, just like Dada. Her throat was slashed, too, and her eyes were mangled.”

“Mangled how?”

“Chopped into hamburger.”

“But not removed.”

“No,” he said irritably. “If my storage theory about Richard is correct, it would explain why she wasn’t cut in half. Dr. Argent was five-five, folded easily into the Buick. And guess where she worked, Alex: Starkweather Hospital.”

“Really,” I said.

“Ghoul Central. Ever been there?”

“No,” I said. “No reason. None of my patients ever killed anyone.”


 
CHAPTER

3

IN THE SPRING of 1981, Emil Rudolph Starkweather died in his bed in Azusa at the age of seventy-six, unmarried, leaving no heirs, having dedicated fifty years to public service, ten as a Water and Power engineer, forty as a state senator.

Tightfisted in every other regard, Starkweather campaigned relentlessly for mental-health funding and pushed through construction of scores of community treatment centers throughout the state. Some said living with and caring for a psychotic sister had made him a one-issue humanist. The sister died five months before Starkweather’s massive nocturnal coronary. Soon after her burial, Starkweather’s health seemed to rot away.

Not long after his funeral, state auditors discovered that the veteran senator had systematically embezzled four decades of campaign funds for personal use. Some of the money had been spent on the sister’s twenty-four-hour nursing care and medical bills, but most went into real estate: Starkweather had amassed an empire of over eleven thousand California acres, primarily vacant lots in run-down neighborhoods that he never developed.

No racehorses, no Swiss accounts, no secret mistresses. No apparent profit motive of any kind. People started questioning Emil Starkweather’s mental health.

The rumors intensified when the will was made public. Starkweather had bequeathed everything to the State of California, with one proviso: at least one hundred acres of “his” land was to be used for construction of a “major mental hygiene facility that takes into account the latest research and progress in psychiatry and allied disciplines.”

Legal experts opined that the document was probably worthless, but the knots Starkweather had tied might take years to unravel in court. Yet, in one sense, the timing was perfect for the newly elected governor. No admirer of Starkweather—whom he’d long considered an annoying, eccentric old fart—he’d campaigned as a crime-crusher, condemning revolving-door justice that spat dangerous maniacs back onto the street. Frenzied consultations with legislative bosses produced a plan that cut through the morass, and aides were dispatched from Sacramento to search for worthless publicly owned real estate. The perfect solution emerged quickly: a long-unused parcel of county land well east of the L.A. city line, once a gas company fuel station, then a garbage dump, now a toxic swamp. Poisoned soil, pollutants seeping past bedrock. Only eighty-nine acres, but who was counting?

Through a combination of executive order and rammed-through legislation, Starkweather’s purloined plots reverted to the state, and construction of a “major mental hygiene facility” for criminals judged incompetent to stand trial was authorized. Secure housing for spree murderers, blood drinkers, cannibals, sodomizers, child-rapers, chanting zombies. Anyone too crazy and too dangerous for San Quentin or Folsom or Pelican Bay.

It was an odd time to build a new hospital. State asylums for the retarded and the harmlessly psychotic were being closed down in rapid succession, courtesy of an odd, coldhearted alliance between right-wing misers who didn’t want to spend the money and left-wing ignoramuses who believed psychotics were political prisoners and deserved to be liberated. A few years later, a “homeless problem” would appear, shocking the deacons of thrift and the social engineers, but at the time, dismantling an entire inpatient system seemed a clever thing to do.

Still, the governor’s storage bin for maniacs went up in two years.

He stuck the old fart’s name on it.

         

Starkweather State Hospital for the Criminally Insane was one main building—a five-story cement-block and gray stucco 
tower hemmed by twenty-foot-high electrified barbed-wire chain link, streaked with mineral deposits and etched by pollutive grime. Punitively ugly.

We’d gotten off the 10 Freeway, sped past Boyle Heights and several miles of industrial park, traversed a series of dormant oil wells frozen like giant mantis specimens, greasy-gray slaughterhouses and packing plants, abandoned freight yards, several more empty miles that stank of stillborn enterprise.

“Here we go,” said Milo, pointing to a narrow tongue of asphalt labeled Starkweather Drive. Another sign said STATE FACILITY AHEAD.

The road drew the unmarked into a gray-green fringe of eucalyptus maybe seventy trees deep that blessed us with mentholated shade before we reemerged into the August sun and a white glare so piercing it rendered my sunglasses useless.

Up ahead was the high fencing. Electric cables thick and black as water snakes. A collection of English and Spanish warning signs in approved state colors presaged a glassed-in booth and a steel gate arm. The guard was a chunky young man of indeterminate mood who slid open a window, listened to Milo’s explanation, took his time coming out. He examined our I.D. with what seemed like pain, took all the papers back to his glass closet, returned, asked how many firearms or knives we were carrying, and confiscated Milo’s service revolver and my Swiss Army knife.

Several minutes later, the gate opened very slowly and Milo drove through. He’d been unusually quiet during the trip. Now he looked uneasy.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “You’re not wearing khaki, they’ll let you out. If you don’t say too much.”

He snorted. What he was wearing was an old maroon hopsack blazer, gray wide-wale cords, gray shirt, wrinkled black poly tie, scuffed beige desert boots with soles the color of pencil erasers. He needed a haircut. Black cowlicks danced atop his big head. The contrast with the now-white sideburns was too strong. Yesterday, he’d made some comment about being Mr. Skunk.

The road tilted upward before flattening. We came to an outdoor parking lot, nearly full. Then more chain link, broad stretches of earth, yellow-tinged and sulfurous. Behind the fence stood a solid-looking man in a plaid sport shirt and jeans. The sound of the unmarked made him turn and study us.

Milo said, “Our welcoming party,” and began searching for a spot. “Why the hell would anyone want to work here?”

“Are you asking in general or about Dr. Argent?”

“Both. But yeah, her. What would make her choose this?”

It was the day after he’d called me, and I hadn’t yet seen the Argent file. “There’s something for everyone,” I said. “Also, managed care’s tightened things up. Could be she had no choice.”

“She had plenty of choice. She quit a research position at County General, neuro-something.”

“Maybe she was doing research here, too.”

“Maybe,” he said, “but her job title was Psychologist II, pure civil service, and the director—some guy named Swig—didn’t mention research. Why would she quit County for this?”

“You’re sure she wasn’t fired?”

“Her ex-boss at County told me she quit. Dr. Theobold.”

“Myron Theobold.”

“Him you know?”

“Met him a few times at faculty meetings. What else did he say?”

“Not much. Like he didn’t know her well. Or maybe he was holding back. Maybe you should talk to him.”

“Sure.”

He spotted an opening, swung in sharply, hit the brakes hard. Yanking off his seat belt, he looked through the windshield. The man in the plaid shirt had unlocked the second fence and come closer. He waved. Milo returned the gesture. Fifties, gray hair and mustache.

Milo pulled his jacket from the backseat and pocketed his keys. Gazed beyond the man in the plaid shirt at the chain-link desert. “She spent eight hours a day here. With deranged, murderous assholes. And now she’s dead—wouldn’t you call this place a detective’s happy hunting ground?”


 
CHAPTER

4

DOLLARD UNLOCKED THE rear gate and took us out of the yard and across a short cement path. The gray building appeared like a storm cloud—immense, flat-roofed, slab-faced. No steps, no ramp, just brown metal doors set into the block at ground level. Small sharp-edged letters said STARKWEATHER: MAIN BLDG. Rows of tiny windows checked the cement. No bars across the panes. The glass looked unusually dull, filmed over. Not glass. Plastic. Thick, shatterproof, wind-whipped nearly opaque. Perhaps clouded minds gained nothing from a clear view.

The doors were unlocked. Dollard shoved the right one open. The reception area was cool, small, ripe with a broiled-meat smell. Pink-beige walls and black linoleum blanched under blue-white fluorescence. Overhead air-conditioning ducts emitted a sound that could have been whispering.

A heavyset, bespectacled woman in her thirties sat behind two old wooden desks arranged in an L, talking on the phone. She wore a sleeveless yellow knit top and a picture badge like Dollard’s. Two desk plaques: RULE ONE: I’M ALWAYS RIGHT. RULE TWO: REFER TO RULE ONE. And L. SCHMITZ. Between them was a stack of brochures.

Her phone had a dozen lines. Four lights blinked. On the wall behind the desk hung a color photo of Emil Starkweather flashing a campaign smile full of bridgework. Above that, a banner solicited employee contributions for Toys for Tots and the United Way. To the left, a small, sagging shelf of athletic trophies and group photos trumpeted the triumphs of “The Hurlers: Starkweather Hosp. Staff Bowling Team.” First prize for seven years out of ten. Off to the right stretched a long, bright hallway punctuated by bulletin boards and more brown doors.

Dollard stepped up to the desk. L. Schmitz talked a bit more, finally got off. “Morning, Frank.”

“Morning, Lindeen. These gentlemen are Mr. Swig’s ten o’clock.”

“He’s still on a call, should be right with you. Coffee?”

“No, thanks,” said Dollard, checking his watch.

“Should be soon, Frank.”

Milo picked up two brochures and gave one to me. Lindeen watched him, then got back on the phone and did a lot of “uh-huh”ing. The next time she put down the receiver, she said, “You’re the police about Dr. Argent, right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Milo, hovering by the desk. “Did you know her?”

“Just hello and good-bye. Terrible thing.” She returned to the phone.

Milo stuck around for a few more minutes. Lindeen looked up once to smile at him but didn’t interrupt her conversation. He gave me a pamphlet. We both read.

Brief history of Starkweather State Hospital, then a bold-type “Statement of Purpose.” Lots of photos: more shots of Emil the Embezzler; the governor breaking ground with a gold-tipped shovel, flanked by nameless dignitaries. Construction chronology from excavation to completion. Cranes, earth movers, hard-hatted worker ants. Finally a long view of the building set against a gorgeous sky that looked as false as Starkweather’s chompers. The block walls were already stained. The hospital had looked weary on its birthdate.

The mission statement was written by William T. Swig, MPH, Director, and it stressed humane treatment of inmates while safeguarding the public. Lots of talk about goals, directives, objectives, interfaces. Who taught bureaucrats how to write?

I folded the brochure and slipped it in my pocket just as Lindeen said, “Okey-doke, he’s free.”

We followed Dollard down the hall. A few of the brown doors bore name signs in slide-out slots; most were blank. The bulletin boards were layered with state paper: notices, legislation, regulation. No other people walked the corridor. I realized the place was silent except for the sibilance from the ducts above us.

Swig’s door was no different from the rest, his sign no more permanent. Dollard knocked once and opened without waiting for a reply. Outer office. Another receptionist, older and heavier than Lindeen—“Go right in, Frank.” Three vases of huge yellow roses, obviously homegrown, sat on her desk. Her PC monitor featured a Mona Lisa screen saver. Smiling, frowning, smiling, frowning . . .

Dollard pushed through to the inner sanctum. Swig was on his feet with his hand out as we entered.

He was younger than I’d expected, maybe thirty-five, sparely built, with a soft, round baby face under a bald dome and several ominous moles on his cheeks and chin. What little hair he did have was blond and cottony. He wore a short-sleeved blue shirt, plaid tie, navy slacks, moccasin loafers.

“Bill Swig.” Introductions all around. Swig’s hand was cool and small-boned. His desk was a bit larger than his secretary’s, but not by much. No joke plaques here, just a pen-and-pencil set, books and folders, several standing picture frames, their felt backs to us. A photo on the right-hand wall showed Swig in a dark suit with a curly-haired, pointy-chinned woman and two pretty girls around four and six, both Asian. A few books and lots of rubber-banded paper in a single case. Swig’s plastic window offered an oily view of the yard.

Dollard said, “Anything else?”

Swig said, “No thanks, Frank,” and Dollard hurried out.

“Please, sit. Sorry to keep you waiting. Tragedy, Dr. Argent. I’m still shocked.”

“I guess you’d be a hard one to shock, sir,” said Milo.

Swig looked confused.

“Working here,” said Milo. “The things you see.”

“Oh. No, not really, Detective Sturgis. This is generally a peaceful place. Probably safer than the streets of L.A. Especially since the air-conditioning’s fixed. No, I’m as shockable as anyone.”

“The air-conditioning?”

“We had a problem,” said Swig. “The condensers went out a few years ago. Before I arrived.” He raised his hands, palms up. “My predecessor couldn’t get them fixed. As you might imagine, the comfort of our patients isn’t a high priority in Sacramento. Staff attrition’s what finally did it. People started quitting. I filed a report, we finally got a new system. Today’s a perfect example—can you imagine it without A.C.?”

“How did the inmates handle it?”

Swig sat back. “It was a bit of a . . . challenge. So . . . how can I help you?”

“Any ideas about Dr. Argent’s murder?”

Swig shook his head. “I can understand your thinking it might be work-related, but I term that impossible. Because of one simple fact: Dr. Argent’s patients are here, and she was murdered out there.” He pointed at the window. “Add to that the fact that her tenure was totally trouble-free, and there’s nothing to work with, is there?”

“Model employee?”

“I was very impressed with her. Calm, level, thoughtful. Everyone liked her. Including the patients.”

“That makes the patients sound rational,” said Milo.

“Pardon?”

“The patients liked her, so they wouldn’t hurt her. I thought the men here didn’t operate out of any logical motive pattern. So what’s to say one of them didn’t hear a voice telling him to cut Dr. Argent’s throat?”

No mention of the eyes. He was keeping that confidential.

Swig tightened his lips. “Yes. Well, they are psychotic, but most of them are very well maintained. But what’s the difference? The main point is, they don’t leave here.”

Milo took out his pad and scrawled for a while. That almost always gets a reaction. Swig raised his eyebrows. They were pale blond, nearly invisible, and the movement created two crescent-shaped wrinkles above his clear blue eyes.

Milo’s pen stopped moving. He said, “No one ever gets out?”

Swig shifted in his chair. “I won’t tell you never. But very, very rarely.”

“How rare?”

“Only two percent even attempt to obtain release, and most of those never make it past our review committee. Of those who are reviewed, perhaps five percent succeed in obtaining conditional release. That means placement in well-supervised board and care, regular outpatient treatment, and random urinalysis to monitor medication compliance. Additionally, they must continue to show absolutely no symptoms of dangerous decompensation. Any minor infraction lands them back here. Of those who do leave, the revocation rate is still eighty percent. Since I’ve been here, never has a released patient committed a violent felony. So, for all practical purposes, it’s a non-issue.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Five years.”

“Before that?”

“Before that, there were a few problems.”

“So,” said Milo, scanning his notes. “With so few men released, it should be easy enough to track those who’ve gotten out.”

Swig clapped his hands together very softly. “Yes, but that would require a court order. Even our men have rights—for example, we can’t monitor their mail without clear evidence of infraction.”

“You can dose them, but no snooping?”

“The difference is that dosing them is for their own good.” Swig wheeled his chair forward. “Look, I’m not trying to make your job difficult, Detective, but I really don’t get this line of questioning. I can understand your initial assumption: Dr. Argent worked with dangerous individuals, and now she’s been murdered. On the face of it, that’s logical. But as I said, it’s probably safer at Starkweather than on your beat.”

“So you’re telling me I need to file papers to find out who’s been released.”

“I’m afraid so. Believe me, if there was some obvious risk, don’t you think I’d let you know? If only for our sake. We can’t afford errors.”

“Okay,” said Milo with an ease that made me glance at him. “Let’s move on. What can you tell me about Dr. Argent’s personality?”

“I didn’t know her well,” said Swig, “but she was competent, quiet, businesslike. No conflicts with staff or patients.” He picked up a folder and scanned the contents. “Here’s something I can give you. Her personnel file.”

“Thank you, sir.” Milo took it and handed it to me and resumed jotting notes. Inside were Claire Argent’s job application, an abbreviated résumé, and a headshot photo. The resumé was five pages thick. Several published studies. Neuropsychology. Reaction time in alcoholics. Solid journals. A clinical appointment as a lecturer. Why had she quit to come here?

The picture revealed a pretty, slightly broad face brightened by a shy half-smile. Thick, dark hair, shoulder-length, flipped at the edges, feathery bangs, white hairband, baby blue crewneck top. Clear skin, very little makeup, big dark eyes. The first adjective that came to my mind was “wholesome.” Maybe a little too ingenue for someone her age, though she looked closer to thirty than the thirty-nine established by her birthdate.

No date on the photo, so maybe it had been snapped years earlier. She’d gotten her Ph.D. ten years ago. Graduation shot? I continued to study her face. The eyes were lustrous, warm—her best feature.

Now mangled. Someone’s trophy?

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you much,” said Swig. “We’ve got a staff of over a hundred, including more than twenty psychologists and psychiatrists.”

“The others are psych techs like Mr. Dollard?”

“Techs, nonpsychiatric physicians, nurses, pharmacists, secretaries, cooks, plumbers, electricians, custodians.”

“And you don’t know if any of them had some kind of relationship with Dr. Argent away from work?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Did she work with any staff members consistently?”

“I’d have to check on that.”

“Please do.”

“Certainly. It will take a few days.”

Milo took the file from me, opened it, flipped pages. “I appreciate your letting us have this, Mr. Swig. When I saw her she looked quite different.”

As if warding off the comment, Swig turned to me. “You’re a psychologist, Dr. Delaware? Forensic?”

“Clinical. I do occasional consulting.”

“Have you worked much with dangerous psychotics?”

“I rotated through Atascadero as an intern, but that’s about it.”

“Atascadero must have been pretty tough back then.”

“Tough enough,” I said.

“Yes,” he said. “Before us, they were the toughest place. Now they’re handling mostly MDSO’s—sex offenders.” His tone was dismissive.

“You have some of them, too, right?” said Milo.

“A few,” said Swig. “Incorrigibles who happened to come up for sentencing when the law-of-the-week said hospitalization. Nowadays, they go to jail. We haven’t accepted any in years.”

That made the hospital sound like a college. I said, “Are the sex offenders housed with the regular population or up on the top floor with the 1368’s?”

Swig touched one of his moles. “Regular population. The 1368’s are a completely different situation. They’re boarders, not residents. The court orders us to screen them. We keep them totally isolated on the fifth floor.”

“Bad influences on the 1026’s?” said Milo.

Swig laughed. “I don’t think the 1026’s can be influenced too easily. No, it’s all the traffic and the escape risk. They come in and out on sheriff’s buses—what they really want isn’t treatment, it’s out.” He sat back, touched some of the moles on his face. Fingering them carefully, like a blind man reading braille. “We’re talking about malingering criminals who think they can drool and avoid San Quentin. We evaluate them, ship them back.”

His voice had climbed and his skin had pinkened.

“Sounds like a hassle,” I said.

“It’s a distraction from our main goal.”

Milo said, “Managing the 1026’s.”

“Treating insane murderers and keeping them invisible. From the public. Every one of our men has committed the proverbial ‘senseless crime.’ On the outside, you hear nonsense like ‘Anyone who kills has to be crazy.’ Doctor, you of course know that’s garbage. Most murderers are perfectly sane. Our men are the exception. They terrify the public—the apparent randomness of their crimes. They have motives, but not the kind the public can relate to. I’m sure you understand, Dr. Delaware.”

“Voices in the head,” I said.

“Exactly. It’s like sausage making. The less the public knows about what we do, the better off we and the public are. That’s why I hope Claire’s murder doesn’t put us in the spotlight.”

“No reason for that,” said Milo. “The sooner I clear the case, the faster I’m out of your life.”

Swig nodded and worried another mole. “Is there anything else?”

“What, specifically, did Dr. Argent do here?”

“What any psychologist would do. Behavior modification plans for individual patients, some counseling, some group work—truthfully, I don’t know the details.”

“I heard she ran a group called Skills for Daily Living.”

“Yes,” said Swig. “She asked permission to start that a few months ago.”

“Why, if the men don’t get out?”

“Starkweather’s also an environment. It needs to be dealt with.”

“How many men were in the group?”

“I have no idea. The clinical decisions were hers.”

“I’d like to meet with them.”

“Why?”

“In case they know something.”

“They don’t,” said Swig. “How could they—no, I’m afraid I can’t let you do that. Too disruptive. I’m not sure any of them even realize what happened to her.”

“Are you going to tell them?”

“That would be a clinical decision.”

“Made by who?”

“The clinician in charge—probably one of our senior psychiatrists. Now, if that’s all—”

“One more thing,” said Milo. “Dr. Argent had a good position at County Hospital. Any idea why she switched jobs?”

Swig allowed himself a small smile. “What you’re really asking is why would she leave the glorious world of academic medicine for our little snakepit. During her job interview she told me she wanted a change of pace. I didn’t discuss it further. I was happy to have someone with her qualifications come aboard.”

“Did she say anything else during the interview that would help me?”

Swig’s mouth puckered tight. He picked up a pencil and tapped the desktop. “She was very quiet—not shy. More like self-possessed. But pleasant—very pleasant. It’s a terrible thing that happened to her.”

He stood. We did, too. Milo thanked him.

“I wish I could do more, Detective.”

“Actually,” said Milo, “we wouldn’t mind taking a look around—just to get a feel for the place. I promise not to disrupt anyone clinically, but maybe I could chat with some of the staff Dr. Argent worked with?”

The white eyebrows climbed again. “Sure, why not.” Swig opened the door to the front room. His secretary was arranging roses.

“Letty,” he said, “please call Phil Hatterson down. Detective Sturgis and Dr. Delaware are going to get a little tour.”
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