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CHAPTER
1

 The woman had haunted eyes.

Pale, drooping at the outer edges, they stared into the unseen camera with an odd combination of defiance and defeat.

She didn’t move. Neither did the camera. The wall behind her was brown-blue, the color of an old bruise. The couch on which she perched was gray. She was a pretty woman, made less so by fear. Her shoulders were bunched high, her neck tendons taut as bridge cables. A black, sleeveless dress showcased soft white arms. Too-blond hair fell limply to her shoulders.

Moments passed. Nothing happened. In another situation I might’ve cracked wise about it being one of Andy Warhol’s old anti-films: interminable, static studies of the Empire State Building, a man sleeping.

When a homicide lieutenant brings you something to watch, you keep your mouth shut.

Milo stood behind me. His black hair and raincoat were rumpled. The coat was cheap, green, wrinkled past the point of salvation. It gave off a not unpleasant vegetative odor. He’d placed a massive breakfast burrito in a take-out box on my desk, hadn’t touched it.

When he drops in, he usually beelines for the fridge, empties a quart of something, raids the shelves for bad carbs. This morning, he’d marched to my office, loaded the DVD with a flourish.

“For your consideration.”

Blanche, my little French bulldog, sat next to me, uncharacteristically serious. She’d tried her usual smile, had figured out something was different when Milo didn’t stoop to pet her.

I rubbed her knobby head. She looked up at me, returned her attention to the monitor.

The woman’s lips moved.

Milo said, “Here we go.”

More silence on the screen.

“So I lied.”

The woman said, “My name is Elise Freeman. I’m a teacher and tutor at Windsor Preparatory Academy in Brentwood.” Her voice was throaty. She knotted her fingers, flopped them onto her lap. “I’m making this recording to document sustained abuse I have received at the hands of faculty members at Windsor Preparatory Academy in Brentwood. Which I will hereon refer to as Prep.”

Deep breath. “For the past two years at Prep, I have been subjected to repeated, unwarranted, aggressive, and distressing sexual harassment from three individuals. Their names are.” Her right hand rose. A finger pointed upward. “Enrico Hauer. H-A-U-E-R.” Two fingers: “James Winterthorn.” More slow, enunciated spelling, then a trio of digits. “Pat Skaggs.”

The hand dropped. “For the past two years Enrico Hauer, James Winterthorn, and Pat Skaggs have made my life a living hell by engaging in brutal, unsolicited, and threatening sexual behavior. I am making this recording so that in the event something violent happens to me, the authorities will know where to look. I do not know what else to do as I feel trapped and frightened and have nowhere to turn. I hope this recording never needs to come to light but if it does, I am glad that I made it.”

Her eyes clenched shut. Her lips moved soundlessly and she slumped. Suddenly her jaw jutted and she was sitting up straight. More defiance than defeat.

Staring hard at the camera. “Thanks for listening.”

The screen went blue. Milo said, “Talk about a D-movie plot device.”

I said, “But you’re here. She was murdered?”

“Maybe. She’s on ice.”

“Backlog at the coroner?”

His laughter was harsh. “Nope, this morning I’m Mr. Literal. Ice of the dry sort. Frozen CO2. She was found in her home, lying in a bathtub full of the stuff.”

I tried to picture the blond woman as a frozen corpse, didn’t like the image that flashed in my head, and reverted to Doctor Helpful. “Someone trying to mess up the time-of-death estimate? Or maybe a psychopath coming up with a new way to showcase his handiwork.”

He winced, as if all contingencies were painful. Removing the disc, he slipped it back into a clear plastic jewel box. Not bothering to glove up; the DVD had already been printed, matched only to Elise Freeman.

I said, “Where are you going with this?”

He rotated his neck. “Got coffee? Maybe some toast?”


CHAPTER
2

 We left my house with black coffee in travel-cups and six slices of lavishly buttered sesame-rye.

When Milo wants to think, phone, text, or sleep he sometimes asks me to do the driving. It’s against LAPD regs but so are lots of things. He makes up for my mileage cost with bar tabs and such.

The toast was occupying his attention so I offered to take my Seville. He shook his head, scattering crumbs, continued to his latest unmarked, a bronze Chevy Malibu with a phlegmy ignition. Heading north on Beverly Glen, he steered with one hand, stuffed rye bread into his mouth with the other.

The police radio was switched off. The burrito rested in the backseat and filled the car with eau de frijole.

He said, “In answer to your question, too messy.”

“That was low on my list of questions. Where are we going?”

“Where she died, Studio City.”

“Not a West L.A. case but you’re on it.”

“Not an official homicide but I’m on it.”

The difference between an experienced psychologist and a novice is knowing when not to speak.

I sat back and drank coffee.

Milo said, “Maybe there’ll be a microwave and I can heat up the burrito.”

Elise Freeman had resided in a green-sided, tar-roofed bungalow on a spidery, tree-shaded lane east of Laurel Canyon and north of Ventura Boulevard. Close enough to the thoroughfare to hear Valley traffic, but mature vegetation and larger houses blocked any urban visuals.

The little green box sat at the terminus of a long dirt driveway split by a strip of concrete. A gray sedan was parked near the front door. Full-sized car but not big enough to hide the bungalow’s blemishes as we drew close: worn and ragged siding eroded to raw wood in patches, curling shingles, a noticeable listing to the right due to a sinking foundation.

No crime scene tape that I could see, no uniforms on watch.

I said, “When was she found?”

“Last night by her boyfriend. He says he talked to her on the phone three days ago but after that, she stopped returning his calls. A forty-eight-hour time frame fits the coroner’s TOD guesstimate. Probably at the tail end—early morning. Apparently, dry ice doesn’t melt, it sublimates—goes straight into the atmosphere—so there’s no water residue for estimating degradation. In an ice chest, the rate of sublimation is five to ten pounds every twenty-four hours, but it’s faster under normal room temperature.”

“Any empty ice bags left behind?”

“Nope. Exactly.”

Someone had cleaned up.

“The scene’s still intact?”

He scowled. “I never got a chance to see the scene because my involvement began at five thirty a.m. today when Deputy Chief Weinberg woke me from a rare good dream. The DVD, the key to the house, and what’s passing for a file were messengered to my house ten minutes later.”

“High intrigue and an egregious break in procedure,” I said. “Sounds like orders from on high.”

He continued slowly up the drive, checking out the surroundings. Layers of greenery to the left, a two-story Colonial mansion to the right. The big house was wood-sided like the bungalow, but what I could see of it was painted white and adorned with black shutters. It sat on a generous lot partitioned from Freeman’s skimpy ribbon of real estate by a ten-foot stucco fence topped with used brick. Bougainvillea topped areas of brick, amping up the privacy quotient on both sides.

The smaller structure might’ve begun life as an outbuilding of the manse, back when multi-acre estates spread across Valley hillsides. A guesthouse, servant’s quarters, maybe tack storage for one of the cowboy actors wanting proximity to the Burbank film-lots that passed for Wild West badlands.

Milo rolled to a stop inches from the Crown Vic. No one at the wheel, but a man in a cream-colored suit emerged from behind the bungalow.

A hair over Milo’s six three, he was broad, black, bespectacled. The suit was double-breasted and tailored to nearly conceal a gun bulge.

He gave a cursory nod. “Milo.”

“Stan.”

“And this is…”

“Dr. Delaware.”

“Your psychologist.”

“That makes it sound like I’m in therapy, Stan.”

“Therapy’s in fashion now, Milo. The department looks kindly on self-awareness and insight.”

“Must have missed that memo.”

A big hand extended. “Stanley Creighton, Doctor.”

We shook.

Milo said, “What brings you down from Olympus, Stan?”

“More like Bunker Hill,” said Creighton. “I’m here to keep an eye out.”

“New clause in the captain’s job description?”

Creighton said, “One does what one is told.” He turned to me. “Speaking of which, Doctor, I appreciate what you do but you shouldn’t be here.”

“He’s cleared for takeoff, Stan.”

Creighton frowned. Cool morning but the back of his neck was moist ebony. “I must’ve missed that memo.”

“Probably buried under a pile of wisdom from His Munificence.”

Creighton flashed beautiful teeth. “Why don’t you call him that to his face? Doctor, you really need to absent yourself.”

“Stan, he really doesn’t.”

Creighton’s smile degraded to something cold and menacing. “You’re telling me you got papal dispensation for his presence at this specific crime scene?”

“Why would I improvise about that, Stan?”

“Why indeed,” said Creighton. “Except for the fact that rationality doesn’t always figure into human behavior. Which is why my wife, who has an M.D., still smokes a pack and a half a day.”

“Feel free to call the Vatican to verify, Stan.”

Creighton studied me. “Can I assume that Lieutenant Sturgis has informed you of the need for exceptional discretion here, Doctor?”

“Absolutely.”

“Exceptional,” he repeated.

“I love exceptions,” I said.

“Why’s that, Doctor?”

“They’re a lot more interesting than rules.”

Creighton tried to smile again. The result fit him like panty hose on a mastiff. “I respect what you do, Doctor. My wife’s a neurologist, works with psychologists all the time. But now I’m wondering if Lieutenant Sturgis relies on you so not because of your professional skills, maybe it’s more of a personality thing.” Expanding his chest. “As in wiseass loves company.”

Before I could answer he wheeled on Milo. “How much time are you going to need here?”

“Hard to say.”

“I’m after a little more precision.”

“C’mon, Stan—”

“You’ve already seen the crime scene pix, the body’s long gone, the prints and fluid swabs are at the lab, and your vic’s computer was lifted, so what do you expect to accomplish?”

No mention of the DVD.

Milo said, “Hell, Stan, why even bother to work when we can go on detective.com?”

“Yuk yuk yuk, ka-ching, rim shot,” said Creighton. “Bottom line: There’s nothing this place can tell you. Unless you’re one of those paranormals, think you can feel vibrations.”

“You were in my place you wouldn’t do a walk-through?”

“Sure, cover your ass. But walk quickly. I’ve been here since six a.m., which is an hour after Weinberg woke me up and gave me my orders. Morning’s aren’t my fun time. This particular morning, my knee’s being a nasty bitch. So what I’m gonna do right now is go for a nice, loose walk and when I get back, I strongly prefer to see you the hell out of here so I can get the hell out of here and do the job they officially pay me for.”

Favoring me with a contemptuous glance. “Be careful, Doctor.”

We watched him stride off, limping slightly.

I said, “Who’d he play for?”

“U. Nevada, didn’t make the big-time.”

“What do they officially pay him for?”

“He used to work Sex Crimes. Now he pushes paper and attends meetings.”

“And occasionally plays watchman.”

“Funny ’bout that.”

We continued toward the green house.

I said, “If it’s all so hush-hush how’d you get the chief to approve me?”

“I’ll answer that once you’re approved.”

The bungalow’s front porch creaked under our weight. A hummingbird feeder dangling from the overhang was empty and dry. Milo pulled out a tagged key and unlocked the door and we stepped into a small, dim living room. Blank space atop a TV table.

I said, “Her video gear’s at the lab?”

Nod.

“Where was the DVD found?”

“Stuck in the middle of a stack of her favorite movies. Or so the file claims.”

“Creighton didn’t mention it.”

“Like I said, it got messengered.”

“By who?”

“Guy in a suit.”

“And a badge?”

“That, too.”

I said, “Any explanation?”

“A note in the envelope said it was found in a stack of the victim’s DVDs.”

“But not cataloged as evidence.”

“Funny ’bout that.”

“Who took the initial call?”

“Two North Hollywood D’s who have absolutely nothing to say to me.”

“Are you planning to tell me what got the gears grinding?”

“It wasn’t her,” he said. “They couldn’t care less about her. That’s the point, Alex.”

I said, “The suspects are the point. Where they’re employed.”

“You never heard that from me.”

“A school has that much clout?”

“It does when the right people’s kids are enrolled. You ever have patients from Windsor Prep?”

“A few.”

“Any pattern you’d care to share?”

“Affluent, attractive kids. For the most part, bright, but under lots of pressure academically, athletically, and socially. In other words, no different from any other prep school.”

“This case makes it real different.”

“Because of one student in particular.”

Silence.

“College applications go in soon,” I said. “Here’s a wild guess: The chief has a kid aiming for the Ivy League.”

He shoved a coarse shock of hair off his brow. Fuzzy light advertised every pock and knot on his face. “I never heard that from you.”

“Son or daughter?”

“Son,” he said. “Only child. Another Einstein, according to his mommy, the Virgin Mary.”

“Talk about a mixed metaphor.”

“What the hell, they were both nice Jewish boys.”

“Graduating senior?”

“Graduating with honors and aiming for Yale.”

I said, “It’s the toughest year ever, huge upsurge of applications, lots of honor students are going to be disappointed. A couple of patients I saw as little kids have come back for moral support and they say the most trivial factor can nudge the scales. A big-time scandal would energize the Rejection Gods.”

He bowed. “O Great Swami of the East, your wisdom has pierced the miasma.” He began circling the room. “Ol’ Stanley was wrong. Why I rely upon you has nothing to do with personality.”

Creighton might’ve been off about that but to my eye he was right about the house yielding nothing of value.

The miserly space had already taken on an abandoned feel. The front room, carelessly and cheaply furnished, sported a U-build bookshelf full of high school texts, SAT and ACT practice manuals, a few photography volumes featuring pretty shots of faraway places, paperbacks by Jane Austen, Aphra Behn, and George Eliot.

The plywood-and-Formica kitchenette was a sixties bootleg. Wilting fruit and vegetables moldered in the mini-fridge; a couple of Lean Cuisine boxes sat in the freezer compartment. A kitchen cabinet was crammed full of liquor mini-bottles and some full-sized quarts. Budget gin but Grey Goose vodka, no mixers prettying up intentions.

The sole bedroom was a nine-by-nine cave set up with a twin bed and IKEA trimmings.

Gloomy because a single window looked out to a wall of creeping ivy. Hillside close enough to touch but the frame was painted shut. A cheap fan in the corner pretended to circulate air. No match for faint overtones of decomposition.

Faint because dry ice had slowed down the inevitable. But we all rot, it’s just a matter of time.

I said, “Any maggots?”

“A sprinkle in her nose and ears, mommy flies probably got in under the door. Little bastards were frozen stiff, dumb vermin.”

He searched the room. A limited, drab wardrobe filled a makeshift closet. Oppressively sensible down to white cotton, full-cut underwear.

Crowding the bed was a space-saving, nearly wood desk. Vase of dry flowers on top, next to a pale rectangle where the computer had sat. A photo in a white wood frame showed Elise Freeman and a red-bearded bald man around her age standing near a bank of slot machines in an excruciatingly bright, garish room. Both of them in T-shirts and shorts, glazed around the eyes, beaming. The man held up a sheaf of paper money. Elise Freeman snaked an arm around his waist and flashed a victory sign.

On the bottom frame panel, cursive in red marker read: Sal strikes it big in Reno! Adorning the boast were hand-drawn pink hearts and green daisies.

Milo said, “Nice to be lucky once in a while,” and continued to have his way with drawers and shelves.

The final stop was the bathroom. Modular fiberglass prefab unit; another aftermarket.

The medicine cabinet had been emptied by the crime scene techs. The tub was grubby but unhelpful.

Milo kept staring at it. If he was feeling vibrations, he wasn’t showing it.

Finally, he turned away. “Boyfriend’s a guy not surprisingly named Sal, last name Fidella. He let himself in with his own key. Her car was here, no sign of forced entry or disarray. He found her in the tub immersed in dry ice, naked and blue. Accounting for sublimation, someone bought bags of the stuff, maybe twenty, thirty pounds. Because of no blood, the initial assumption was an O.D. Even though she hadn’t vomited and Fidella claims she didn’t use drugs and there were no pill bottles nearby. Fidella called 911. The tape’s in the file and I’ve listened to it three times. He sounds totally freaked. But I haven’t met him and I know nothing about him except what North Hollywood wrote. Which is no more than his driver’s license says, so I’m reserving judgment.”

“Where does he live?”

“Not far from here, Sherman Oaks.”

“A couple but they live apart.”

“Sometimes that works better.”

“Sometimes it means domestic drama.”

“You’ll have a chance to meet the guy. Any other insights?”

“On the DVD she doesn’t come across theatrical. Just the opposite: When she had good reason to dramatize, she played herself down.”

“Depressed. You’re thinking suicide?”

“Was she on top of the ice or submerged?”

“Partially submerged.”

“That would’ve meant severe cold-pressor pain within seconds. Skin burns, as well.”

“She was burned, all right.”

“Most suicides avoid pain,” I said. “And displaying yourself that way is flamboyant and exhibitionistic, nothing like the woman on that disc.”

“Maybe she was trying to draw attention to those three teachers.”

“In that case, she would’ve left a note and made sure the DVD was out in the open, not in the middle of a stack. Better yet, she’d have mailed it. There’s also the matter of no empty ice bags.”

“Those could be out in the trash, soon as we’re out of here, I’ll check.” He took another look at the bathtub. Sagged. “Yeah, it’s murder. You know it, I know it, His Grace knows it.”

“But he’d love it if you could say otherwise.”

“No signature on the note that came with the disc, but I know his handwriting. Even when he prints.”

“Thought he had integrity.”

“Everything’s relative.”

I said, “Who sells frozen CO2 around here?”

“Let’s find out.”


CHAPTER
3

 Two plastic garbage cans at the rear of the house were empty. Milo phoned the sanitation department, found out pickup wasn’t for three days. Ten minutes of bureaucratic-maze-running got him talking to a lab supervisor downtown. Yes, all trash and other items from the crime scene had been taken for analysis; not a clue on when that would start, the case had been marked non-emergency.

When Milo asked if empty dry ice bags and Elise Freeman’s computer were part of the haul, he got put on hold. The answer, several minutes later, raised lumps on his jaw.

He clicked off, strode toward the unmarked. “No access to that information at this time.”

We got in just as Captain Stan Creighton returned, necktie loose, jacket flapping, talking on a cell phone.

As we drove away, he was still on the phone. Talking faster.

♦

A trio of ice-rental outfits were situated within five miles of the murder scene. At the closest two, no one had purchased any frozen CO2 for weeks. Both clerks said, “We do that mostly in the summer.”

At Gary’s Ice House and Party Rentals on Fulton and Saticoy, in Van Nuys, a muscular, puffy-faced kid with three eyebrow rings and a barbed-wire biceps tattoo studied Milo’s card and said, “Yeah, dude bought a whole bunch.” Staring closer. “Homicide? He’s like a killer?”

“When did this happen?”

“I’d have to say Monday.”

“What time of day?”

“I’d have to say seven.”

“Morning or evening?”

“Evening, I close at eight.”

“You sell a lot of dry ice?”

“Tailgate parties, long trips, not that much. Most places don’t sell nuggets, just block. I asked Dude which one he wanted, he’s like dry ice, thirty pound, in this Spanish accent. I gave him nuggets because we don’t sell so many of those, why not get rid of ’em.”

Out came Milo’s pad. “Latino guy.”

“Yeah.”

“How old?”

“I dunno, thirty, forty? Looked like one of them dudes waits for day jobs outside the paint store over there.” Pointing west.

“How’d he pay?”

“Three tens.”

“How much dry ice did that buy him?”

“Thirty pounds of nuggets. They come in special bags, slows down the sublimation a little. That means the stuff turns to gas. Even with bags and an ice chest, you’re gonna lose ten percent a day.”

“This guy have an ice chest?”

“Not that I saw, he just carried the bags away.”

“What was his demeanor?”

“His what?”

“His mood. Was he nervous, friendly?”

“I’d have to say kinda confused. And in a hurry.”

“Confused how?”

“Didn’t know squat about what he was buying,” said the kid. “Took nuggets when most people like blocks and we even trim to size.”

“How many bags of nuggets are we talking about?”

“Three ten-pounders. Dude really killed someone with D.I.? What, like froze someone to death? Or burned ’em? You gotta be careful with it, it touches you, it burns bad.”

“How else could you hurt someone with it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is there anything besides freezing or burning that makes it dangerous?”

“Well,” said the kid, “I use it to kill ants. You get something in a closed-off space, you put a piece of D.I. in and they get so cold their bodies stop working and also they breathe in the sublimation and die. It’s carbon dioxide, that’s the global warming gas.”

“Plants breathe carbon dioxide,” said Milo.

“They do? Well, ants ain’t plants.” Laughter. “My sister had an ant problem in her basement and I stuck in a piece of D.I. block, taped off everywhere, couple days later millions of dead ants all over, she had to vacuum them, it was gross. So what did the dude do?”

“We’re not sure. Do you still have the bills he paid you with?”

“Nope. Armored car came yesterday, collected everything from the register and the safe.”

“Can you describe this guy a little more?”

“Mexican, like I said. Like thirty, forty. Little guy.”

“Facial hair?”

“Like a beard? Nope, clean.”

“What makes you think he was one of the day laborers?”

“He was wearing those white painter’s pants.” Nodding in appreciation of his own insight. The eyebrow rings jangled.

“Remember his shirt?”

“Um, let’s see… T-shirt, like too big for him… um—oh, yeah, white, from a college, UC something… had a weird-looking animal on it, like a big rat with a long tongue.”

“Oversized,” said Milo. “Like a gangbanger might wear?”

“Dude was no gangbanger. No tats, no attitude, just a confused little dude in painter’s pants. I figured he wanted the D.I. for a job. Killing ants or something.”

“Wearing a college shirt but not a college guy.”

The kid laughed. “Dude’s waiting for day labor he probably didn’t even get a GED.”

As we left, I said, “The UC Irvine mascot is an anteater.”

“And here I was thinking skunks were finally getting some respect.”

We walked the two blocks to the paint store. Lots of boarded-up businesses punctuated the journey, with others on the brink. Five day laborers idled by the curb, looking bored and defeated. When times are bad, the trickle-down switches to misery.

All five men wore baggy white painter’s pants, two had on white tees. One shirt was printed with the Disneyland logo, the other was paint-specked but blank. The first man who spotted us tried to walk away. Milo bellowed: “Stop.”

When that didn’t work: “Policia, no La Migra.”

He talked to each worker, using LAPD Spanish and a relatively soft, detached approach. No one admitted to buying dry ice. Most of the men claimed not to know what it was.

One guy’s eyes moved a lot and Milo asked for his I.D. first. Close to fifty, tall, thin, balding, droopy mustache. A California driver’s license was handed over with shaking hands. Milo’s request for backup paper brought a shrug. Handing the man his business card, he said, “Amigo, you help me, I help you.”

Downcast eyes.

“Anything you wanna tell me now about a guy wears a UC Irvine shirt?”

“No, boss.”

Milo pointed to the card. “See that? Lieutenant. That means big boss—gran patrón. Muy importante.”

“Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“You gran patrón.”

Elise Freeman’s DMV picture elicited a blank stare. Same for the other men. Milo handed out five cards, told the men cooperating would bring good luck. Five blank faces stared back.

Heading back to the car, Milo re-read the jumpy guy’s stats. “Hector Ruiz, lives in Beverly Hills north of the boulevard where the estates are. Some forger’s got a sense of humor.”

“Maybe he was a live-in employee.”

“Oh, sure, they dress him in livery and call him Jeeves. So… you see any obvious reason for a day laborer to need thirty pounds of ice? And the quantity’s damn close to the techies’ estimate.”

“Unless Anteater picked his shirt with significance, my bet’s on a paid buy to muddy the trail.”

“Or nervous little dude’s our killer.” Laughing. “Like I believe that.”

His cell played Beethoven’s “Für Elise.” Dark joke? No sense asking.

A twenty-second conversation ensued. Milo’s part consisted of several “yessirs.” Each one lowered his posture.

He pocketed the phone. “Summoned to the mount, A-sap.”

“Have fun.”

“We, not me.”

“I’m invited?”

“You’re demanded.”
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