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It was Wednesday, the second week in April, and Santa Teresa was making a wanton display of herself. The lush green of winter, with its surfeit of magenta and salmon bougainvillea, had erupted anew in a splashy show of crocuses, hyacinths, and flowering plum trees. The skies were a mild blue, the air balmy and fragrant. Violets dotted the grass. I was tired of spending my days closeted in the hall of records, searching out grant deeds and tax liens for clients who were, doubtless, happily pursuing tennis, golf, and other idle amusements.

I suppose I was suffering from a mutant, possibly incurable form of spring fever, which consisted of feeling bored, restless, and disconnected from humanity at large. My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a private detective in Santa Teresa, California, ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. Id be turning thirty-seven on May 5, which was coming up in four weeks, an event that was probably contributing to my general malaise. I lead a stripped-down existence untroubled by bairn, pets, or living household plants.

On February 15, two months before, Id moved into new offices, having separated myself from my association with the law firm of Kingman and Ives. Lonnie Kingman had purchased a building on lower State Street, and though hed offered to take me with him, I felt it was time to be out on my own.

That was my first mistake.

My second was an unfortunate encounter with two landlords in a deal that went sour and left me out in the cold.

My third office-related error was the one I now faced. In desperation, Id rented space in a nondescript cottage on Caballeria Lane, where a row of identical stucco bungalows were lined up at the curb like the Three Little Pigs. The blockshort, narrow, and lined with carsran between Santa Teresa Street and Arbor, a block north of Via Madrina, in the heart of downtown. While the price was right and the location was excellentin easy walking distance of the courthouse, the police station, and the public librarythe office itself fell woefully short of ideal.

The interior consisted of two rooms. The larger I designated as my office proper; the smaller I was using as a combination library-and-reception area. In addition, there was a galley-style kitchen, where I kept a small refrigerator, my coffee pot, and my Sparkletts water dispenser. There was also a small fusty half-bath with a sorrowful-looking toilet and sink. The whole of it smelled like mildew, and I suspected at night wee creatures scuttled around the baseboards after all the lights were turned off. By way of compensation, the buildings owner had offered unlimited cans of an off-brand paint, and Id spent the better part of a week rolling coats of white latex over the former pulsating pink, a shade reminiscent of internal organs at work. Hed also agreed to have the rugs cleaned, not that anyone could tell. The beige high-low, wall-to-wall nylon carpeting was matted from long wear and seemed to be infused with despair. Id arranged and rearranged my desk, my swivel chair, my file cabinets, sofa, and assorted artificial plants. Nothing dispelled the general air of weariness that infected the place. I had plenty of money in savings (twenty-five thousand bucks if its anybodys business) so, in theory, I could have held out for much classier digs. On the other hand, at three fifty a month, the space was affordable and satisfied one of my basic principles in life, which is: Never, never, never, to live beyond my means. I dont want to be compelled to take on work to meet my overhead. The office is meant to serve me, not the other way around.

Since the bungalows on either side of mine were vacant, I was feeling isolated, which may account for a newfound ambivalence about my single status in a world of married folk. Except for two brief failed marriages, Id been unattached for most of my natural life. This had never bothered me. More often than not, I rejoiced in my freedom, my mobility, and my solitude. Lately, circumstances had conspired to unsettle my habitual content.

Earlier that week, Id encountered my friend Vera with her husband, (Dr.) Neil Hess. I was sneaking in a late-afternoon jog on the bike path at the beach when Id spotted them sauntering along ahead of me. Vera was a former employee of California Fidelity Insurance, for which Id also worked. Shed met Neil, decided he was too short for her, and tried passing him off on me. I knew at a glance they were smitten with each other, and despite protests to the contrary, Id persuaded her that he was her perfect match, which had turned out to be true. The two of them were accompanied that afternoon by their eighteen-month-old son in his stroller and a grinning golden retriever pup, frolicking and prancing, tugging at his leash. Veramassive, lumbering, milky, and serenewas clearly expecting again, apparently in mere days, judging by her swollen state. We paused to chat and I realized that in the three and a half years since Id last seen her, my life hadnt changed a whit. Same apartment, same car, same work, same boyfriend in absentia in a relationship that was going no place. The revelation generated a prolonged pang of regret.

Meanwhile, Henry, my beloved landlord, was off cruising the Caribbean in the company of his siblings and his sister-in-law, Rosie, who owns the tavern half a block from my apartment. Id been bringing in his mail, watering his houseplants once a week and his yard every couple of days. Rosies restaurant would be closed for another five days, so until the three of them returned home, I couldnt even have supper in familiar surroundings. I know all of this sounds ever so faintly like whining, but I feel morally obliged to tell the truth.

That Wednesday morning, Id decided my attitude would greatly improve if I quit feeling sorry for myself and got my office squared away. To that end, Id gone to a thrift store and purchased two additional (used) file cabinets, an upright wooden cupboard with assorted pigeon holes, and a funky painted armoire to house my accumulation of office supplies. I was perched on a low stool surrounded by cartons I hadnt unpacked since Id moved into Lonnies office three and a half years before. This felt a little bit like Christmas in that I was discovering items Id long forgotten I had.

Id just reached the bottom of box number three (of a total of eight) when I heard a knock at the door. I yelled Im here! When I turned, Lieutenant Dolan was standing on the threshold, his hands sunk in the pockets of his tan raincoat.

Hey, what are you doing here? Its been months. I got up and dusted my hand on the seat of my jeans before extending it to him.

His grip was strong and warm, his smile almost sheepish, as pleased to see me as I was to see him. I ran into Lonnie at the courthouse. He said youd rented this place so I thought Id pop in.

Thats great. I appreciate the visit.

I see youre getting settled.

About time. I moved in February fifteenth and havent done a thing.

I hear business is slow.

It isat least the kind of jobs I like.

I watched while Con Dolan made a circuit of the room. He seemed ill at ease and covered his discomfort by wading through a steady stream of small talk. He chatted idly about Lonnie, the weather, and miscellaneous matters while I made what I hoped were the appropriate responses. I couldnt imagine what he wanted, but I assumed hed get down to his purpose in due course. Hed never been the type to drop in unannounced. Id known him for ten years, the greater portion of which hed headed up the homicide unit of the Santa Teresa Police Department. He was currently out on a medical disability, sidelined by a series of heart attacks. Id heard he was eager to return to work fulltime. According to the scuttlebutt, his chances ran somewhere between slim and none.

He paused to check out the inner office, glanced into the half-bath, and then circled back in my direction. Lonnie said you werent crazy about the place and I can see your point. Its grim.

Isnt it? I cant figure it out. I know it needs something, but I cant think what.

You need art.

You think so? I let my gaze trace the bare white walls.

Sure. Get yourself some big travel posters and some double-sided tape. Itd perk the place right up. Failing that, you might at least wipe the dust off the artificial plants.

He was in his early sixties and his cardiac problems had left his complexion looking sour. The usual bags under his eyes had turned a dark smokey shade, making his whole face seem sunken in circulatory gloom. He was apparently marking the time away from the department by shaving every other day, and this wasnt the one. His face had tended to be pouchy in the best of times, but now his mouth was pulled down in a permanent expression of malcontent. Just my kind of guy.

I could tell he was still smoking because his raincoat, when he moved, smelled of nicotine. The last time I remembered seeing him he was in a hospital bed. The visit had been awkward. Up to that point, Id always been intimidated by the man, but then Id never seen him in a cotton hospital nightie with his puckered butt on display through a slit down the back. Id felt friendlier toward him since. I knew he liked me despite the fact his manner in the past had alternated between surly and abrupt.

I said, So whats up? I cant believe you walked all the way over here to give me decorating tips.

Actually, Im on my way to lunch and thought you might join meif youre free, that is.

I glanced at my watch. It was only 10:25. Sure, I could do that. Let me get my bag and my jacket and Ill meet you out in front.



We took off on foot, walking to the corner, where we turned right and headed north on Santa Teresa Street. I thought wed be going to the Del Mar or the Arcade, two restaurants where guys from the PD gravitated for lunch. Instead, we soldiered on for another three blocks and finally turned into a hole-in-the-wall known as Sneaky Petes, though the name on the entrance sign said something else. The place was largely empty: one couple at a table and a smattering of day drinkers sitting at the far end of the bar. Dolan took a seat at the near end and I settled myself on the stool to his left. The bartender laid her cigarette in an ashtray, reached for a bottle of Old Forrester, and poured him a drink before he opened his mouth. He paused to light a cigarette and then he caught my look. What?

Well, gee, Lieutenant Dolan, I was just wondering if this was part of your cardiac rehabilitation.

He turned to the bartender. She thinks I dont take very good care of myself.

She placed the glass in front of him. Wonder where she got that?

I pegged her in her forties. She had dark hair that she wore pulled away from her face and secured by tortoiseshell combs. I could see a few strands of gray. Not a lot of makeup, but she looked like someone you could trust in a bartenderly sort of way. What can I do for you?

Ill have a Coke.

Dolan cocked his thumb at me. Kinsey Millhone. Shes a PI in town. Were having lunch.

Tannie Ottweiler, she said, introducing herself. Nice to meet you. We shook hands and then she reached down and came up with two sets of cutlery, encased in paper napkins, that she placed in front of us. You sitting here?

Dolan tilted his head. Well take that table by the window.

Ill be there momentarily.

Dolan tucked his cigarette in his mouth, the smoke causing his right eye to squint as he picked up his whiskey and moved away from the bar. I followed, noting that hed chosen a spot as far from the other drinkers as he could get. We sat down and I set my handbag on a nearby chair. Is there a menu?

He shed his raincoat and took a sip of whiskey. The only thing worth ordering is the spicy salami on a kaiser roll with melted pepper jack. Damn thingll knock your socks off. Tannie puts a fried egg on top.

Sounds great.

Tannie appeared with my Coke. There was a brief time-out while Dolan ordered our sandwiches.

As we waited for lunch, I said, So whats going on?

He shifted in his seat, making a careful survey of the premises before his gaze returned to mine. You remember Stacey Oliphant? He retired from the Sheriffs Department maybe eight years back. You must have met him.

Dont think so. I know who he iseverybody talks about Staceybut hed left the department by the time I connected up with Shine and Byrd. Morley Shine had been a private investigator in partnership with another private eye named Benjamin Byrd. Both had been tight with the sheriffs office. Theyd hired me in 1974 and trained me in the business while I acquired the hours I needed to apply for my license. He must be in his eighties.

Dolan shook his head. Hes actually seventy-three. As it turns out, being idle drove him out of his mind. He couldnt handle the stress so he went back to the SO part-time, working cold cases for the criminal investigations division.

Nice.

That part, yes. Whats not nice is hes been diagnosed with cancernon-Hodgkins lymphoma. This is the second time around for him. He was in remission for years, but the symptoms showed up again about seven months ago. By the time he found out, itd progressed to stage fourfive being death, just so you get the drift. His long-term prognosis stinks; twenty percent survival rate if the treatment works, which it might not. He did six rounds of chemo and a passel of experimental drugs. Guys been sick as a dog.

It sounds awful.

It is. He was pulling out of it some and then recently he started feeling punk. They put him back in the hospital a couple of days ago. Blood tests showed severe anemia so they decided to transfuse him. Then they decided while he was in, they might as well run more tests so they can see where he stands. Hes a pessimist, of course, but to my way of thinking, theres always hope.

Im sorry.

Not as sorry as I am. Ive known him close to forty years, longer than I knew my wife. Dolan took a drag of his cigarette, reaching for a tin ashtray on the table next to us. He tapped off a fraction of an inch of ash.

Howd the two of you hook up? I thought he worked north county. You were PD down here.

He was already with the SO when our paths first crossed. This was 1948. I was from a blue-collar background, nothing educated or intellectual. Id come out of the army with an attitude. Cocky and brash. Two years I knocked around, not doing anything much. I finally got a job as a pump jockey at a gas station in Lompoc. Talk about a dead end.

One night a guy came in and pulled a gun on the night manager. I was in the backroom cleaning up at the end of my shift when I figured out what was going on. I grabbed a wrench, ducked out the side door, and came around the front. Guy was so busy watching to make sure my boss didnt call the cops, he never saw me coming. I popped him a good one and knocked him on his ass. Stacey was the deputy who arrested him.

Hes only ten years older than me, but hes the closest thing to a mentor I ever had. Hes the one talked me into law enforcement. I went to college on the G.I. Bill and then hired on with the PD as soon as a job opened up. He even introduced me to Grace, and I married her six months later.

Sounds like he changed the course of your life.

In more ways than one.

Does he have family in the area?

No close relatives. The guy never married. A while back, he was dating someoneif thats what you want to call it at our advanced age. Nice gal, but somehow it didnt work out. Since Grace died, the two of us have spent a fair amount of time together. We go hunting and fishing any chance we get. Now that Im out on medical, weve done a lot of that of late.

Hows he dealing with all of this?

Up and down. Too much time on his hands and not a lot to do except brood. I cant tell you how many times I heard that one: guy retires after thirty years and the next thing you know he gets sick and dies. Stacey doesnt say much about it, but I know how his mind works. Hes depressed as hell.

Is he religious?

Not him. He claims hes an atheist, but well see about that. Me, I always went to church, at least while Gracie was alive. I dont see how you face death without believing in something. Otherwise, it makes no sense.

Dolan glanced up just as Tannie appeared with two large plates loaded with freshly made sandwiches and fries, plus two orders for the other table. Dolan interrupted his story to have a chat with her. I occupied myself with banging on the ketchup bottle until a thick drool of red covered the southeast corner of my fries. I knew he was leading up to something, but he was taking his sweet time. I lifted the top of the kaiser roll and salted everything in sight. Biting in, I could feel the egg yolk oozing into the bun. The combination of spicy salami and snappy pepper-hot jack cheese turned out to be the food equivalent of someone hollering Hot Damn! on the surface of my tongue. I made one of my food moans. Embarrassed, I looked up at them, but neither seemed to notice.

When Tannie finally left, Dolan stubbed out his cigarette and paused for an extended bout of coughing so fierce it made his whole body shake. I pictured his lungs like a set of black cartoon bellows, wheezing away.

He shook his head. Sorry about that. I had a bad cold a month ago and its been hard to shake. He took a swallow of whiskey to soothe his irritated throat. He picked up his sandwich and continued his story between bites, taking up exactly where hed left off. While Staceys been laid up, Ive been doing what I can to get his apartment cleaned. Place is a mess. He should be out of the hospital tomorrow and I didnt want him coming home to the sight of all that crap.

He set his sandwich down to light another cigarette, rolling it over to the corner of his mouth while he pulled out a cylinder of papers hed tucked into his breast coat pocket. Yesterday, I went through a pile of papers on his kitchen table. I was hoping to come across the name of a friend I could contactsomebody to cheer him up. Stace could use a little something to look forward to. Anyway, there was nothing of that nature, but I did find this.

He placed the curling sheaf on the table in front of me. I finished my sandwich in one last bite and wiped my hands on a napkin before I reached for the papers. I knew at a glance it was a copy of a Sheriffs Department file. The cover page was marked 187 pc, indicating it was a homicide, with a case number following. The pages were held together with fasteners, sixty-five or seventy sheets in all, with a set of handwritten notes inserted at the back. I returned to the cover page.



Victim: Jane Doe

Found: Sunday, August 3, 1969

Location: Grayson Quarry, Highway 1, Lompoc



Under Investigating Officers, there were four names listed, one of them Stacey Oliphants.

Dolan leaned forward. You can see he was one of the original investigating officers. Stace and me were the ones who found the body. Wed taken a Jeep up there and parked off the side of the road to go deer hunting that day. I guess theres a gate across the road now, but the property was open back then. The minute we got out, we picked up the smell. We both knew what it wassomething dead for days. Didnt take us long to find out exactly what it was. Shed been flung down a short embankment like a sack of trash. This is the case he was working when he got sick. Its always bugged him they never figured out who she was, let alone who killed her.

I felt a dim stirring of memory. I remember this. Wasnt she stabbed and then dumped?

Right.

Seems odd they never managed to identify her.

He thought so, too. Its one of those cases really stuck in his craw. He kept thinking there was something hed overlooked. Hed go back to it when he could, but he never made much progress.

And youre thinking what, to have another go at it?

If I can talk him into it. I think itd make a world of difference in his attitude.

I leafed through the photocopies, watching the progression of dates and events. Looks like just about everything.

Including black-and-white prints of the crime scene photographs. He had another couple of files but this is the one caught my eye. He paused to wipe his mouth and then pushed his plate aside. Itd give him a lift to get back into this and see about developing some information. He can act as lead detective while we do the legwork.

I found myself staring. You and me.

Sure, why not? We can pay for your time. For now, all Im suggesting is the three of us sit down and talk. If he likes the idea, well go ahead. If not, I guess Ill come up with something else.

I tapped the file. Not to state the obvious, but this is eighteen years old.

I know, but aside from Staceys interest, there hasnt been a push on this since 1970 or so. What if we could crack it? Think what thatd do for him. It could make all the difference. It was the first time Id seen any animation in his face.

I pretended to ponder but there wasnt much debate. I was sick of doing paperwork. Enough already with the file searches and the background checks. Stacey still has access to the department?

Sure. A lot of folks out there think the world of him. We can probably get anything we needwithin reason, of course.

Let me take this home and read it.

Dolan sat back, trying not to look too pleased. Ill be over at CCs from six until midnight. Show up by eight and we can swing over to St. Terrys and bring Stacey up to speed.

I found myself smiling in response.
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I spent the early part of the afternoon in my new office digs, hammering away on my portable Smith-Corona. I typed up two overdue reports, did my filing, prepared invoices, and cleaned off my desk. I started in on the bills at 3:00 and by 3:35 I was writing out the final check, which I tore from my checkbook. I tucked it in the return envelope, then licked the flap so carelessly I nearly paper-cut my tongue. That done, I went into the outer office and moved all the unpacked boxes back into the closet. Nothing like a little motivation to get the lead out of your butt.

My supper that night consisted of a peanut-butter-and-pickle sandwich, accompanied by Diet Pepsi over ice. I ate in my minuscule living room, curled up on the sofa tucked into the window bay. In lieu of dinnerware, I used a fold of paper toweling that doubled as a dainty lip wipe when Id finished my meal. With spring on the move, it was not quite dark out. The air was still chilly, especially once the sun went down. Through the partially opened window, I could hear a distant lawn mower and the occasional fragment of conversation as assorted people walked by. I live a block from the beach on a side street that provides overflow parking when Cabana Boulevard gets jammed.

I slid down comfortably on my spine, my sock feet on the coffee table, while I settled in to work. I went through the file quickly at first, just to get the lay of the land. A detective named Brad Crouse was lead investigator on the case. The other investigating officers, aside from Stacey Oliphant, were Detective Keith Baldwin, Sergeant Oscar Wallen, Sergeant Melvin Galloway, and Deputy Joe Mandel. A lot of manpower. Crouse had typed the bulk of the reports, using multiple carbons, which Stacey had apparently then photocopied from the old murder book. Judging from the number of strikeovers, I had to guess Detective Crouse had not been first in his class in secretarial school. I fancied if I put my ear to the page, Id pick up the churlish echoes of his long-ago curses embedded in the lines of print.

Its odd going through an old file, like reading a mystery novel where you spoil the ending for yourself by peeking ahead to the very last page. The final document, a letter from a soils expert in San Pedro, California, was dated September 28, 1971, and indicated that the sample submitted by the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department would be impossible to distinguish from samples taken from similar deposits across the state. Sincerely. So sorry. End of the line for you, bub. I went back to the beginning and started reading again, this time taking notes.

According to the first officer at the scene, the girls body had been rolled over the edge of an embankment, coming to rest about fifteen feet down, some fifty feet from the highway. Con Dolan and Stacey Oliphant had spotted her at approximately 5:00 P.M. on that Sunday1700 hours if youre talking military time, as this report did. She was lying on her left side on a crumpled canvas tarp, her hands bound in front of her with a length of white plastic-coated wire. She was wearing a dark blue Dacron blouse, white cotton pants with a print of dark blue daisies with a dot of red in each center. There was a leather sandal on her right foot; the matching sandal was found in the brush a short distance away. Marks in the dirt suggested shed been dragged across the grass near the road. Even from the top of the slope, Dolan and Oliphant could see numerous stab wounds in her chest. It was also apparent her throat had been slashed.

Oliphant had made immediate CB contact with the Lompoc PD. Because the location was in the county, two on-duty sheriffs deputies were dispatched to the scene. Deputy Joe Mandel and Sergeant Melvin Galloway arrived twenty minutes after the initial call. Photographs were taken of the decedent and of the surrounding area. The body was then removed to a Lompoc mortuary, pending arrival of the coroner. Meanwhile, the deputies searched the vicinity, took soil samples, bagged the tarpaulin along with a nearby broken shrub and two pieces of shrub stem that appeared to be stained with blood.

On Tuesday, August 5, 1969, Mandel and Galloway returned to the crime scene to take measurementsthe distance from the highway to the spot where the body had been found, the width of the blacktop, the location of the stray sandal. Sergeant Galloway took additional photos of the various areas, showing the embankment, damaged shrubs, and drag marks. There were no crime scene sketches, but perhaps theyd become separated from the rest of the file in the intervening years.

I took a minute to sort through the photographs, which were few in number and remarkably uninformative: eight black-and-white prints, including one of the roadway, one of an officer pointing at a broken shrub, one of the embankment where the body was found, and four of the body from a distance of fifteen feet. There were no close-ups of Jane Does face, no views of her wounds or the knotted wire with which her hands had been bound. The tarp was visible beneath her, but it was difficult to judge how much of the body, if any, had been covered. Times have changed. Current practice would have dictated fifty such photographs along with a video and a detailed crime scene sketch. In the same envelope, I found an additional five photographs in faded color showing the girls sandals, pants, shirt, bra, and panties laid out on what looked like a sheet of white paper.

The autopsy had been performed on August 4, 1969, at 10:30 A.M. I squinted, inferred, surmised, and otherwise faked my way through the report, deciphering enough of the technical talk to figure out what was being said. Because her body was in a state of advanced decomposition, the measurements were estimates. The girls height was calculated at 63 to 65 inches, her weight at 120 to 125 pounds. Her eyes were blue, her hair dyed a reddish blond that showed dark roots. In the left earlobe she wore a thin gold-wire circle with a horseshoe configuration. In her right earlobe she wore a similar gold-wire loop with a bent clip in its lower end. Her facial characteristics were indistinguishable due to skin slippage, gas crepitation, and decomposition. Examination of the body showed eight deep stab wounds in the middle of the back below the shoulder blade area: two stab wounds at the base of the neck on either side; five stab wounds between her breasts; and a large stab wound under the left breast, which had penetrated the heart. There was considerable maggot activity. Because of decomposition, the pathologist was unable to ascertain the presence of any scars or identifying marks. There were no skeletal fractures or deformities, no visible injuries to the external genitalia. Her fallopian tubes and ovaries were unremarkable and her uterine cavity was empty. Cause of death was listed as multiple stab wounds of the neck, chest, heart, and lungs.

At the conclusion of his exam, the pathologist removed Jane Does fingers, the nails of which she had painted with silver polish. These were tagged by an officer and turned over for shipping to the FBI Identification Division in Washington, D.C. Films taken of her upper and lower jaws showed multiple metallic restorations. She also suffered from what is commonly referred to as buckteeth, with one crooked eyetooth on the left side. A dentist, consulted later, suggested that the extensive dental work had probably been done in the two years before her deaththat being 1967 through 1968. He judged her to be in her late teens to early twenties. A forensic odontist, examining the maxilla and mandible at a later date, narrowed the girls age to fifteen years, plus or minus thirty-six months, noting that she probably died before she reached the legal age of eighteen.

On Wednesday, August 6, Sergeant Galloway submitted the following clothing and evidence to the deputy in charge of the property room:



1. One navy blue, full-length, puffed-sleeve blouse of Dacron-voile materialmake unknownbloodstained.

2. One pair home-sewn female white pants with blue flowers with red centerssize unknown.

3. One pair bikini panties, pinksize medium, Penneys label.

4. One black bra, size 38A, Lady Suzanne label.

5. One pair female brown leather sandalsbuckle type, with four brass links on leather straps. Size 7. With gold letters MADE IN ITALY on inner sole.

6. One soiled canvas tarpaulin with blood and miscellaneous stains.



The dead girls earrings, a clipping of her hair, and the plastic-coated wire taken from her wrists were also booked into evidence.

The Sheriffs Department must have sent the essential information about the deceased to other law enforcement agencies, because a series of follow-up reports over the next several weeks covered all manner of missing persons believed to match the description of Jane Doe. Three stolen automobiles were recovered in the area, one containing assorted articles of womens clothing in the rear seat. This turned out to be unrelated, according to handwritten notes entered at a later date. The second vehicle, a 1966 red Mustang convertible with Arizona plates, reported stolen from an auto upholstery shop in Quorum, California, was subsequently returned to its rightful owner. The third stolen vehicle, a red 1967 Chevrolet, was tied to a homicide in Venice, California. The driver was subsequently arrested and later convicted of that crime.

A vagrant was picked up for questioning but released. There was also a report of a twenty-five-year-old employee whod absconded with $46.35 in currency and change stolen from a service station owner outside the town of Seagate. The caretaker at a nearby state beach park was contacted and questioned about any persons he might have seen in the area. He reported nothing unusual. In three separate incidents, hitchhikers were picked up for questioning, but none of them were held. This was the summer of 1969 and there was a steady stream of hippies migrating north along this route. Hippies were generally regarded with suspicion, assumed to be high on drugs, which was probably the case.

At 10:30 A.M. on August 6, 1969, Detective Crouse interviewed a clerk named Roxanne Faught, who worked at a minimart on Highway 101. Shed contacted the Sheriffs Department after reading about the murder in the papers and reported that on Friday, August 1, shed seen a young girl who matched the description of Jane Doe. Miss Faught stated that the girl had helped herself to coffee and a doughnut, which she was unable to pay for. Faught paid for them herself, which is why the incident stuck in her mind. Earlier shed noticed this same girl hitchhiking north, however she was gone when Faught left work at 3:00 P.M. The girl in the minimart carried no luggage and had no wallet or purse. Several other people contacted the department with leads, but none of these panned out.

As the days went on, calls came in reporting vehicles of various makes, models, and descriptions that had been seen near the quarry both before and after the body was discovered. As with any investigation, delving into the one crime seemed to bring a number of peripheral crimes into focus: loitering, trespassing, public drunkenness, petty theftall of which turned out to be immaterial to the case. It was clear that many local citizens were busy remembering odd and freakish incidents that had occurred in the weeks prior to the homicide. For all anyone knew, one of these reports might hold a vital clue about the girl whod been murdered or the person, or persons, whod killed her.

Every phone call, every out-of-state inquiry, and every rumor was dutifully tracked down. At the end of each report, there was a list appended, giving the names, addresses, and phone numbers of those whod been interviewed. The managers of the JCPenney stores in Lompoc and Santa Teresa were contacted with regard to the article of clothing that bore the Penneys label, but it was learned that the item was available at any store in the chain. In the end, the girl remained unidentified, and as autumn rolled into winter, new leads diminished. The stained canvas tarp bore no identifying labels. The plastic-coated wire was submitted to the crime lab for analysis. The lab determined that wiring of that nature would most probably be utilized in low-voltage-amperage conditions where little or no tension would be exerted on its length and where maximum protection from abrasion and moisture was required, perhaps an auto light system, or small low-voltage lighting equipment. By December of 1970, the intervals between reports had lengthened and new information had dwindled.

Stacey had worked the case at various times during the following years. Hed consolidated the list of witnesses, and it looked as though hed arranged them in order of their importance, at least from his perspective. Many had been eliminated because the information theyd provided was too vague or their suggestions too far-fetched. In some cases, it was clear from later file entries that their questions and concerns were not relevant to the investigation. Hed followed up on every call in which a missing girl had been reported. In one instance, dental records were not a match for Jane Does. In another, the police advised the Sheriffs Department that the girl in question was a chronic runaway and had returned home within days. In a third case, the mother of the subject called and informed investigating officers her daughter was alive and well. Stacey had even tried using telephone numbers listed in the reports in hopes of contacting persons whose information seemed pertinent, but many numbers were out of service or had been reassigned to other parties. Having reached the last of the reports, I went through again, consigning the pertinent dates to a stack of blank index cards, converting the facts from their narrative form to disconnected bits of information that Id analyze later.

When I finally closed the file and looked at my watch, it was only 7:15still early enough to catch up with Dolan at CCs. I pulled on my shoes, grabbed my jacket and shoulder bag, and headed out to my car.



The Caliente Cafor CCs, as its knownis a neighborhood bar that offers an extensive menu of American dishes with Spanish surnames. The food was probably the managements attempt to keep the patrons sufficiently sober to drive home without incurring any DUIs. The surrounding property had undergone a transformation since my last visit two years before. The restaurant is housed in an abandoned service station. The gasoline pumps and below-ground storage tanks had been removed at the time of the conversion, but the contaminated soil had simply been blacktopped over and the resulting quarter acre of tarmac was used to provide patron parking. As time went on, the neighbors had begun to complain about the virulent seepage coming up from the grounda chemical molasses fierce enough to darken the soles of your shoes. In the thick of summer heat, the asphalt became viscous and smelled like oolong teawhich is to say, smoldering tires. In winter, the surface seized up, buckling and cracking to reveal a mealy substance so caustic it generated nosebleeds. Stray cats were subject to wracking coughs on contact. Wandering dogs would suddenly stagger in circles as though in the grip of neurological dismay. Naturally, the owner of the property wasnt interested in paying the hundreds of thousands of dollars required to excavate this hellishly befouled soil, but the EPA had finally stepped in, and now the parking lot had been uprooted in an effort to remove all the contaminated dirt. In the process, numerous Chumash Indian artifacts had been uncovered, and the site was suddenly embroiled in a dispute among several parties: the tribe, the landowner, the city, and the archaeologists. So complex was this litigation that it was impossible to tell who was siding with whom.

It was a testimony to loyal patrons that for months theyd continued to tromp across this malodorous earth, endured delays and inconveniences, suffered picketers, public warnings, posted notices, fumes, muddy shoes, and the occasional pratfall just to get to their daily drinks. The parking lot was now fenced off and the path to the front door consisted of a narrow walkway of two-by-four planks laid out end to end. Approaching the establishment, I felt like a gymnast teetering on the balance beam before an ill-timed dismount.

The red neon sign that hung above the entrance still hissed and sizzled like a backyard bug light, and the air wafting out smelled of cigarette smoke and corn tortillas fried in last weeks lard. A shrieking duet of blender motors was accompanied by castanets of clattering ice cubes being whirled together with tequila and Margarita mix. The Caliente Caf opens at 6:00 every morning and doesnt shut down until 2:00 A.M. Its further virtue is that its located just outside the city limits and thus provides an ever-present refuge for off-duty police officers who need to unwind at the end of a hard dayor after lunch, or after breakfast.

As I crossed the threshold, I confess I was hoping to run into a Santa Teresa vice cop named Cheney Phillips. Our long acquaintance had never progressed as far as romancehe had a girlfriend, for one thingbut one could always hope. Rumor had it the two of them had split up, so I figured it wouldnt hurt to put in an appearance.

Part of what sparked my interest was the fact I hadnt heard from Robert Dietz in months. Hes a semiretired private eye who worked as my bodyguard in 1983 when a cut-rate hit man was hired to rub me out. Our connection since then has been intense and sporadic, with long, inexplicable intervals between visits. Only two weeks before, Id called him in Carson City, Nevada, and left a message on his machine. So far, he hadnt bothered to call me back, which meant he was either out of the country or had moved on to someone new. Though I was crazy about Dietz, Id never thought of him as my beau, my steady, my significant other, or my main squeeze (whatever the hell that is). Oh sure, Dietz and I had fooled around some over the past four years, but there was no commitment between us and no promises on either part. Naturally, I was irked at his neglect, even though I was equally at fault.

I caught sight of Dolan at the bar. He was wearing a worn brown leather bomber jacket. I paused for a moment to scope out the crowd and saw his gaze slide in my direction. Dolans been a cop for too many years not to keep an eye on his surroundings, perpetually scanning faces in hopes of a match for one of the mug shots that had once crossed his desk. Off duty or on, no cop can resist the notion of a wholly unexpected felony arrest.

He raised a hand in greeting and I steered a course toward him, threading my way among parties waiting for tables. The stools on either side of him were occupied, but he gave the guys a look and one of them stood up to make room for me. I placed my shoulder bag at my feet and perched on the stool next to his. The ashtray in front of him was thick with butts, and it didnt take any of my highly developed detecting skills to note the number of cigarettes hed smoked, including the one he was in the process of lighting from the still lit. He was drinking Old Forrester and he smelled like a Christmas fruitcake, minus the dried Maraschino cherries. He was also snacking on a plate of poppers: batter-fried jalapeo peppers filled with molten cheese. I thought Id avoid pointing out the continuing error of his ways. Theres nothing more obnoxious than someone calling attention to our obvious failings.

I said, I thought I might run into Cheney Phillips. Have you seen him?

I think hes in Vegas on his honeymoon.

His honeymoon? I thought the two of them broke up.

This is someone new, a gal he met in here five or six weeks ago.

Youre kidding.

Afraid not. Anyway, forget him. Hes not your type anyway.

I dont have a type. Of course, I dont have a boyfriend either, but thats beside the point.

Have a popper.

Thanks. I took one and bit into it, experiencing the spurt of melted cheese before the heat of the jalapeo set my tongue aflame. The jukebox came to life, and I peered over my shoulder as the strains of a country-western melody line-danced its way across the room. The Wurlitzer was ancient, a chunky, round-bodied contraption with a revolving rainbow of hues, bubbles licking up along its seams.

I turned my attention back to Dolan, trying to figure out how much hed had to drink. He wasnt slurring his words, but I suspected he was so conditioned by his own alcoholic intake that hed show no signs of drunkenness even if he fell off his stool. I wasnt sure if hed been drinking continuously since lunchtime or had gone home for a nap between cocktails. A glance at the clock showed it was only 7:35, but he might have been sitting there since 4:00 P.M. I didnt look forward to working with the man if he was going to be pie-eyed from day to day. His constant smoking didnt appeal to me, either, but there was nothing I could do about it so the less said the better. Hows Stacey doing? Have you talked to him yet?

I called him at six and said wed stop by to see him. Guys sick of being poked and prodded, really wants out of there. I guess theyll release him tomorrow once the test results are back.

Did you tell him your idea?

Briefly. I said wed fill him in when we got there. Whatd you think about the case?

I really love all that stuff. I usually dont have the chance to see police reports up close.

Procedure hasnt changed that much the past twenty years. Were better at it nowmore thorough and systematic, plus we got new technology on our side.

The bartender ambled our way. What can I get for you?

Im fine, I said.

Dolan lifted his whiskey glass, signaling for a refill.

Arent we on our way to see Stacey?

Right now?

Well, theres no point in getting into this if hes not going to agree.

I could see Dolan debate his desire for the next drink versus his concern for his friend. He pushed his glass back, reached for his wallet, and pulled out a handful of bills, which he tossed on the bar. Catch you later.

I grabbed my bag and followed him as he headed for the door.

Well take my car, he said.

What if you want to stay longer than I do? Then Im stuck. Lets take both cars and Ill follow. That way, I can peel off any time it suits.

We wrangled a bit more but he finally agreed. I was parked half a block down, but he dutifully waited, pulling out just ahead of me as I came up on his left. His driving was surprisingly sedate as we cruised out the 101 in our minimotorcade. I knew if he got stopped and breathalyzed, hed easily blow over the legal limit. I kept an eye out for cops, half-forgetting that Dolan was a cop himself.

Once close to St. Terrys, we found street parking within two cars of each other on the same block of Castle. It was now fully dark and the hospital was lit up like a lavish resort. We went in through the rear entrance and took the elevator to 6 Central, the oncology floor. The lights had been dimmed, and the wide, carpeted corridor muffled our footsteps. Three spare IV poles and two blood pressure monitors were clustered against the wall, along with a linen cart, a multitiered meal cart filled with trays from the dinner served earlier. I caught sight of a few visitors, but there was none of the lively interplay between patients and family members. Getting well takes work and no one wants to waste energy on superficial conversation. Passing the nurses station, Dolan gave a nod to the clerk at the desk.

Stacey was in a private room, looking out on a darkened residential street. He seemed to be sleeping, his hospital bed elevated at a forty-five-degree angle. Poking out from under his red-knit watch cap were wisps of ginger-colored hair. Two get-well cards were propped upright along the wide windowsill, but there was nothing else of a personal nature. The television screen was blank. On his rolling bed table, there were a pile of magazines and a paper cup filled with melting ice.

Dolan paused in the doorway. Staceys eyes came open. He waved and then pushed himself up on the bed. I see you made it, he said, and then to me, You must be Kinsey. Nice to meet you. I leaned forward and shook his hand. His grip was strong and hot, almost as though he were metabolizing at twice the normal rate.

While Dolan went about the business of rounding up chairs from opposite corners of the room, I said, I believe you knew the guys who trained meMorley Shine and Ben Byrd.

I knew them well. Both good men. I was sorry to hear about Morleys murder. That was a hell of a thing. Have a seat.

Thanks.

Dolan offered me one chair and settled in the other. While the two of them chatted, I studied Stacey. He had small mild blue eyes, pale brows, and a long deeply creased face. His color was good, though it looked as though he hadnt shaved for days. He seemed to be in good spirits and he spoke with all the vigor of an active man.

After some preliminary conversation, Dolan brought the subject around to the Jane Doe investigation. I gave Kinsey the file to read. We thought we should talk about where we go from here. The doc still talking about letting you out tomorrow?

Looks that way.

The two of them chatted about the case while I kept my mouth shut. I dont know why Id expected Stacey to resist Dolans proposition, but he didnt seem at all opposed to our resurrecting the case. He said to Dolan, Speaking of which, Frankie Miracle got out. His parole officer, Dench Smallwood, called me and said Frankie found a place in town. By now, he probably has legitimate employment.

Thatd be a first.

I said, How does Frankie Miracle fit in? I remember his name from the file.

Dolan said, He got picked up in Lompoc August 1, two days before Jane Does body was found. We always figured he was good for it, though he denied it.

Stacey spoke up. He killed his girlfriend in Venice July 29 during a meth binge. He stabbed the woman umpteen times, then he helped himself to her car and all her credit cards and started driving north. She was found a couple days later when neighbors complained about the smell.

Dumb-ass signed her name to the charge slips every time he stopped for gas, Dolan said. Youd think someone would notice a Cathy Lee Pearse with no boobs, a mustache, and a two-day growth of beard. He shifted in his chair and then rose to his feet. You two go on and get acquainted. Time for me to step outside and grab a smoke.

Once Dolan left, I said, You have a theory why Jane Doe was never identified?

No. We expected a quick match, someone whod recognize her from the description in the papers. All I can think is she wasnt reported missing. Or maybe the missing-persons report got buried in the paperwork on some cops desk. Theres probably an explanation, but who knows what it is? By now, its unlikely well ever find out who killed her, but theres a possibility we can get her IDd and returned to her folks.

What are the chances?

Not as bad as you might think. Once enough time passes, people are more willing to speak up. We might tweak someones conscience and get a lead that way. He hesitated, taking a moment to smooth the edges of his sheet. You know, Cons wife, Gracie, died a while back.

He mentioned that.

It hit him hard at the time, but he seemed to be pulling out of it. But ever since he got sidelined with this heart condition, the guys been in a funk. As long as Gracie was alive, she seemed to keep him in check, but now his smoking and booze consumption are out of control. Ive been trying to find a way to get him back on track, so the minute this came up, I jumped on it.

Youre talking about Jane Doe?

Right. I was happy you agreed to help. Itll give him a lift. He needs to work.

I smiled with caution, listening for any hint of irony in his tone. Apparently, he didnt realize Dolan had voiced the very same concerns about him.

When Dolan returned, he stood looking expectantly from me to Stacey. So whats the game plan? You two have it all worked out?

We were just talking about that. Kinsey wants to see the crime scene before we do anything else.

I said, Right.

Dolan said, Great. Ill set that up for tomorrow.
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Dolan picked me up at my place at 10:00 in his 1979 Chevrolet, Stacey in the backseat. He did an expert parallel parking job and got out of the car. He wore a dark blue sweatshirt and a pair of worn blue jeans. The exterior of the Chevy was a mess. By day, I could see that the once-dark brown paint had oxidized, taking on the milky patina of an old Hersheys bar. The back bumper was askew, the left rear fender was crumpled, and a long indentation on the passenger side rendered the door close to inoperable. I managed to open it by means of a wrenching maneuver that made the metal shriek in protest. Once seated, I hauled, trying to get it shut again. Dolan circled the car, shoved the door shut, and secured the lock by bumping it with his hip.

I said, Thanks. Already, I was worried about his prowess at the wheel.

He leaned in the open window and held his hand out to Stacey. Give me your gun and Ill lock em in the trunk.

Stacey winced audibly as he torqued to one side, slipping his gun from his holster and passing it to Dolan. Dolan went around to the rear and tucked the guns in the trunk before he got in on his side.

The cars upholstery was a dingy beige fabric that made it difficult to slide across the seat. I remained where I was as though glued in place. I turned so I could look at Stacey, who was sitting in the backseat with a bed pillow wedged behind him. His red knit watch cap was pulled down almost to his brows. Threw my back out, he said by way of explanation. I was moving boxes last week. I guess I should have done like Mother taught me and lifted with my knees.

Dolans hiking boots were muddy, and waffle-shaped droppings littered the floor mat on his side. He adjusted the rearview mirror to talk to Staceys reflection. You should have left those for me. I told you Id take care of em.

Quit acting like a mother hen. Im not helpless. Its a muscle pull, thats all; my sciatica acting up. Even healthy people get hurt, you know. Its no big deal.

In the harsh light of day, I could see that, despite the transfusion, his skin had gray undertones, and the smudges beneath his pale brows made his eyes appear to recede. He was dressed for the outdoors, wearing brown cords, hiking boots, a red-plaid wool shirt, and a fishermans vest.

You want to sit up here?

Im better off where I am. Im never quite sure when Im going to need to lie down.

Well, just let me know if you want to switch places.

I tugged at my seat belt, which was hung up somewhere. I spent an inordinate amount of time trying to get the mechanism to release a sufficient length of belt so I could clip it into place. Meanwhile, Dolan put the car in gear. The engine coughed and died twice, but finally sputtered back to life, and we were under way. The interior smelled of nicotine and dog. I didnt picture Dolan as the doggy type, but I didnt want to ask. The floorboards were strewn with gas receipts, discarded cigarette packs, and assorted cellophane bags that had once contained potato chips, cheese-and-cracker sandwiches, and other heart-healthy snacks.

We gassed up at a service station adjacent to the freeway and then he eased the car out into the traffic, heading north on the 101. As soon as we were settled at a steady speed, Dolan punched in the car lighter and reached for the pack of Camels he had resting on the dash.

Stacey said, Hey! Have mercy. Youve got a cancer patient back here.

Dolan again angled the rearview mirror so he could see Staceys face. That doesnt seem to stop you from smoking that pipe of yours.

The pipes purely recreational. At the rate you smoke, youll be dead before me.

Dolan said, Nuts, but left the pack where it was.

Stacey tapped me on the shoulder. See that? The guy looks after me. Youd never guess that about him.

Dolans smile barely registered, but it softened his face.

After the town of Colgate, the railroad tracks and the highway ran parallel to the ocean. To the north, the Santa Ynez Mountains loomed dark and gray, dense with low-growing vegetation. There were scarcely any trees, and the contours of the foothills were a rolling green. Much of the topography was defined by massive landslides, sandstone and shale debris extending for miles. Dolan and Stacey conducted a conversation that consisted of fishing and hunting storiesendless accounts of all the creatures theyd shot, hooked, trapped, and snagged; gutted, skinned, and toted home. This, with men, passes for a load of fun.

We sped past the state beach park, where camping sites consisted of adjacent oblongs of asphalt that looked suspiciously like parking spaces. Id seen campers and RVs lined up like piano keys while the occupants set out aluminum picnic tables and chairs, stoking up their portable barbecues in areas much smaller than the yards they had at home. The children would gorge on hot dogs and potato chips, frolic in the ocean, and then bed down in the car, hair sticky, their bodies infused with residual salt like little cod fillets. For Dolan and Stacey, the sight of the line of campers triggered a recollection of another unsolved homicidetwo teens shot to death on an isolated stretch of beach. After that, they spent time pointing out the various locations where past homicide victims had been dumped. Santa Teresa County had provided a number of such spots.

A few miles beyond Gull Cove, Dolan took the turnoff and headed west on California 1. I found myself lulled by the passing countryside. Here the hills were undulating, dotted with shaggy masses of the dark green oaks that marched across the land. The skies were pale blue with only the faintest marbling of clouds. The air smelled of the hot, sun-dried pastures sprinkled with buttercups, where occasional cattle grazed.

The two-lane road wound west and north. From time to time, the route cut through irregular, high-arching rock beds. On one of these stretches, thirty-two years before, a mammoth boulder tumbled down the slope, shattering the windshield of my parents car as we passed. I was sitting in the rear, playing with my paper doll, scowling because Id just bent her left cardboard leg at the ankle. I felt a flash of uncontrollable five-year-old rage because her foot looked all crookedy and limp. I was just setting up a howl when one of my parents made a startled exclamation. Perhaps the falling rock was briefly visible on descent, bouncing in a jaunty shower of smaller rocks and dirt. There was no time to react. The force of the boulder smashed through the windshield, crushing my fathers head and chest, killing him instantly. The vehicle veered right, careening out of control, and crashed against the rocky hill face.

The impact flung me forward, wedging me against the drivers seat. From this confining cage of crumpled metal, I kept my mother company in the last, long moments of her life. I understand now how it must have felt from her perspective. Her injuries were such that there was no way she could move without excruciating pain. She could hear me whimper, but she had no way to know how badly I was hurt. She could see her husband was dead and knew she was not far behind. She wept, keening with regret. After a while, she was quiet, and I remember thinking that was good, not knowing shed left her body and floated off somewhere.

Dolan swerved to avoid a ground squirrel that had skittered across the pavement in front of us. Instinctively, I put a hand out to brace myself and then I focused on the road again, disconnecting my emotions with all the skill of a vivisectionist. Its a trick of mine that probably dates back to those early years. I tuned into the conversation, which I realized belatedly had been directed at me.

Dolan was saying, You with us?

Sure. Sorry. I think I missed that.

I said, this guy, Frankie Miracle, we talked about last night? He got picked up on a routine traffic stop outside Lompoc. The schmuck had a busted taillight, and when the officers ran the plate, the vehicle came up stolen and wanted by the Los Angeles County Sheriffs Department. Galloway reads him his rights and throws him in the hoosegow. Meanwhile, the cars towed to the impound lot. When Galloway sits down to write his report, he reads the APB, indicating the registered owners the victim of a homicide. He goes back over to the jail and tells Frankie hes under arrest for murder and reads him his rights again. Two days after that, Stacey and I go deer hunting and come across the girl.

Yeah, if it wasnt for the taillight, Frankie couldve been in Oregon and we might notve tied him to the situation here.

What about the weapon? I dont remember any mention of it.

We never found the knife, but judging from the wounds, the coroner said the blade had to be at least five inches long. Rumor has it, Frankie carried something similar, though he didnt have it on him when we picked him up.

Stacey said, He probably tossed it or buried it. Country up there is rugged. Search and Rescue came through and did a grid search but never turned up anything. He leaned forward and tapped Con on the shoulder, pointing to a side road going off on our right a hundred yards ahead. Thats it. Just beyond this bridge coming up.

You think? I remember it was farther down, along a stretch of white three-board fence.

Oh. Maybe so. You could be right about that.

Dolan had slowed from forty miles an hour to a cautious fifteen. The two peered over at a two-lane gravel road that cut back at an angle and disappeared from view. It must not have looked familiar because Stacey said, Nuh-uhn. Try around the next bend. We could have passed it already. He turned and stared out the rear window.

In the end, Dolan made a U-turn and we circled back, making a second slow pass until they settled on the place. Dolan pulled onto a secondary lane, gravel over cracked asphalt, that followed the contours of a low-lying hill. Directly ahead of us, I could see where the road split to form a Y. A locked gate barred access to the property with its No Trespassing signs. On the near side of the gate and to the right, a Jeep was parked.

Wheres Grayson Quarry? I asked, referring to the crime scene as designated on the official police reports.

Around the bend to the right about a quarter of a mile, Dolan said. As he edged over on the berm and set the handbrake, an elderly gentleman in jeans, cowboy boots, and a leather hat emerged from the Jeep. He was small and wide, with a full-sized Santa belly pushing at the buttons of his western-style shirt. He approached our car, walking with a decided limp. Dolan cut the engine and got out on his side.

Stacey murmured, Thats Arne Johanson, the ranch foreman. I called and he agreed to meet us to unlock the gate.

By the time Stacey eased out of the backseat, Id emerged from the passenger side and shoved the car door with one hip. Now that Dolan was in the open air, he lit a cigarette.

Stacey moved toward the old man and shook his hand. I noticed he was making an effort to appear energetic. Mr. Johanson. This is nice of you. Im Stacey Oliphant with the County Sheriffs Department. You probably dont remember, but we met in August of 69 back when the body was found. This is Lieutenant Con Dolan from Santa Teresa PD. Hes the fellow who was with me. Two of us were up here to hunt when we came across the girl.

I thought you looked familiar. Good seeing you.

Thanks. We appreciate your help.

The old mans gaze drifted in my direction. He seemed puzzled at the sight of me. Like to see some ID if its all the same to you. This was directed at the guys though his eyes remained on me.

Stacey moved his jacket aside to expose the badge attached to his belt. His badge specified that he was retired, but Johanson didnt seem to notice and Stacey didnt feel compelled to call it to his attention. Dolan rolled his cigarette to one corner of his mouth and took out a leather bifold wallet with his badge, which he held up. While Johanson leaned forward and studied it, Dolan took out a business card and handed it to him. Johanson tucked the card in his shirt pocket and glanced at me slyly.

Shes with us, Dolan said.

I was perfectly willing to show him a copy of my license, but I liked Dolans protectiveness and thought Id leave well enough alone. This time, when the old mans eyes returned to mine, I looked away. I pegged him as a throwback, some old reprobate who believed women belonged in the kitchen, not out in the real world going toe to toe with men. He had to be in his eighties. His eyes were small, a watery blue. His face was sun-toughened, deeply creased, and bristling with whiskers that showed white against his leathery skin. He shifted his attention to Dolans cigarette. Id watch that if I was you. Its fire country up here.

Ill be careful.

Johanson took out a set of keys and the four of us walked over to the metal rail gate with its ancient padlock. His stride had a rocking motion that suggested an old injury. Maybe in his youth hed worked the rodeo circuit. He selected a key, turned it in the padlock, and popped it off the hasp. He pushed the sagging gate aside, forcing it back to a point where it was anchored in the grass. The four of us passed through, Dolan and Stacey leading while I tagged behind them and Johanson brought up the rear.

It was two cops who found her, coming here to hunt, he said, having either missed or forgotten the reference Staceyd made to their prior meeting.

Dolan grunted a response, which didnt seem to discourage the old mans garrulousness. We got wild boar on the property. Owner lets hunters come in now and then to cull the herd. Boars is aggressive. Ive had em turn and charge right at me, gash a hole in my leg. Mean sons a bitches, I can tell you that. Peckers like razor blades is what I heard. Mating season, the female sets up a squeal brings the hair right up on the back of your neck.

Actually, Lieutenant Dolan and I were the ones who found the body. Wed come up to hunt.

You two. Is that right? Well, Ill be. I couldve swore I knowed you from someplace.

Were all a bit older.

I can testify to that. Im eighty-seven year old myself, born January 1, nineteen double ought. Broke a hip here a while back when my horse fell on me. It hadnt healed too good. Nowadays, they can take out the old joint and put another in its place. This gimpyness dont straighten out, I might get me a brand new one. Say, whats this all about now, anyway? Im not entirely clear.

Stacey said, Sheriffs Department is going over some old files, taking another look. Were reworking this case in hopes of resolving it.

And you come up here why?

We wanted to see the crime scene so the reports would make more sense. Those old crime scene photographs dont tell how the areas laid out, relative distances, things of that sort. This again from Stacey. So far I hadnt said a word.

Johansons eyes strayed to my face with the same thinly veiled curiosity. I can understand that. I brung my son down here when they was hauling her body out of the ravine. He was fourteen and thought it was just fine and dandy hitchin rides every time he had to go someplace. I wanted him to see where he could end up.

You have a son that young? I said, trying not to sound too surprised.

The old man grinned, showing blackened and crooked teeth. Got two, he said. I been married five time, but I never had kids until this last go-round. Youngest boys thirty-two yesterday. I got him workin on the ranch. Other boys a bum. I guess I have to think of it a fifty percent success instead of fifty percent failed.

Dolan dropped his cigarette to the ground and crushed the ember thoroughly with his heel. You think thats what happened to her? Someone offered her a ride and ended up stabbing her to death?

Thatd be my guess. You know they never did figure out who she was. Pitiful, you ask me. All these years, her mom and dad never knowed what happened to her. Probly still think shes comin home and there she was laid out with her throat cut ear to ear.

Stacey said, Identifying the girl is part of what we hope to accomplish.

Dolan was already firing up his second cigarette. We appreciate your time, Mr. Johanson. Im sure youre busy and we dont want to keep you. Thanks for meeting us.

Happy to oblige. You neednt bother about me. Ill just tag along til youre done and lock the gate again.

We wont be long. Well be happy to lock the gate after us when we leave.

I dont mind the wait.

Stacey and Dolan exchanged a glance, but neither said another word as they trudged the remaining distance to the edge of the ravine.

Johanson trailed along after us. Wadnt any gate here back then. I figure the feller must have cruised all up and down, looking for a place to dump her, and chosen this. He must not have knowed about the quarry. Lot of traffic on this road any time of day; fellers heading to the mine. Bad weathers different. Operation closes down if things get too bad.

Im surprised she wasnt found by one of the Grayson employees, Stacey remarked.

Because she smelt?

Thats right.

Mightve been for all I know. Lot of them boys are Mexican. Called em wetbacks in those days. Made a point not to bring attention to theirself, especially where the laws concerned. Probably thought it was a dog if they caught wind of her at all. Im sure the last thing occurred to them was some young girl been kilt.

Dolans response was noncommittal, perhaps in hopes of squelching further conversation. Ignoring Johanson, he scrambled a few steps down the embankment. The ground seemed soft, though the surface was powdery with dust. He anchored himself with his right foot on the downside of the slope and stood with his hands in his jeans pockets studying the undergrowth. She was right about here. A lot more brush in the area back then.

We cut that back on account of the fire department, Johanson said. They come out usually twicet a year. Owner wont clear brush without a threat. Too cheap.

With the fire danger up here, you cant ignore the brush, Stacey said, ever so polite.

No, sir. Thats what I say. Youll find a few more trees. Back when that girl was throwed down there, that un and this one wasnt here. Both black acacias. Grow like weeds. Id cut em down myself, but owner wont hear of it. Now, oaks I dont touch. Couldnt pay me to fell one unless its eat out by rot.

Dolan and I were both ignoring the man. I watched Dolan as he scrambled back out of the ravine and stood scanning the portion of Highway 1 that was visible from where we stood. My guess is he backed in and opened the trunk of the car. He probably used the painters tarp to drag the body the short distance from there to here. The tarp was heavily soiled on one side and you could see a path through the underbrush where itd been flattened by the weight.

Kids used to pull in here for petting parties, Johanson said. Monday mornings, groundd be littered with rubbers, limp as snake skins. Thats why we put in the gate, to keep cars out.

I looked at Stacey. Was she wrapped in the tarp?

Partially. We believe he killed her somewhere else. There were blood stains in the grass, but nothing to suggest the volume youdve seen if she bled out. He probably used the tarp to keep the stains off the interior of the trunk.

Dolan said, If wed had some of this new high-tech equipment back then, I bet wed have found plenty. Hair, fiber, maybe even prints. Nothing neat about this killing. He just happened to get lucky. Nobody saw the murder and nobody spotted him when he toppled her down the slope.

Johanson perked up. Neighbor down the roadthis is C. K. VogelI dont know if you remember this, but C. K. seen a light-colored VW van on the particular morning of July 28 up along that road over there. Painted all over with peace symbols and psychedelic hippie signs. Said it was still there eleven oclock that night. Curtains on the winders. Dim light inside. It was gone the next morning, but he said it struck him as odd. I believe he phoned it in to the Sheriffs Department after the girl was found.

Dolans skepticism was unmistakable, though he tried to be civilnot an easy task for him. Probably unrelated, but well look into it.

Said he seen a convertible as well. Killer couldve drove that. Red, as I recollect, with an out-of-state license plate. If I was you, Id make sure to have a talk with him.

I said, Thanks for the information. Ill make a note.

Johanson looked at me with interest. Suddenly, he seemed to get it: I was a police secretary, accompanying the good detectives to spare them the tedium of all the clerical work.

The breeze shifted slightly, blowing Dolans smoke in my face. I moved upwind.

Something I forgot to mention about Miracle, Stacey said. When we went back to the impound lot and searched Frankies car, we found soil samples in the floor mats that matched the soil from the embankment. Unfortunately, the experts said it was impossible to distinguish this sample from samples in other quarries throughout the state. West Coast has the most extensive marine deposits in the world.

I saw that report. Too bad, I said. Whatd Frankie say when you questioned him?

He gave us some long garbled tale of where hed been. Claimed hed been hiking in the area, but it was nothing we could confirm.

Dolan said, He was higher than a kite the day they picked him up. Grass or coke. Arrest sheet doesnt say. Hes a meth freak is what I heard.

Everyone under thirty was higher than a kite back then, I said.

Mr. Johanson cleared his throat, having been excluded from the conversation too long to suit him. Beings as youre here, you might want to see the rest of the property. This is the last ranch of its size. Wont be long before they tear down the old house. Probably build subdivisions as far as the eye can see.

My impulse was to decline, but Dolan seemed to spark to the idea. Im in no hurry. Fine with me, he said. He gave Stacey a look. Stacey shrugged his assent and then checked for my response.

I said, Sure. I dont mind. Are we finished here?

For now. We can always come back.

Johanson turned toward his Jeep. Best take the Jeep. Roads all tore up from heavy rains we had a while back. No point throwing up dust and gravel on that fancy car of yours.

I thought he was being snide. I checked for Dolans reaction, but he was apparently in agreement with the old mans assessment.

We piled in the Jeep, Stacey in the front seat, Dolan and me climbing into the rear. The seats were cracked leather, and all the glassine windows had been removed. Johanson started the engine and released the emergency brake. The vehicles shocks were gone. I reached up and grabbed the roll bar, clinging to it as we began to lurch and bang our way up the deeply rutted gravel road. Like me, Stacey was clinging to the Jeep frame for stability, wincing with pain from the jolts to his injured back.

The grass on either side of us was rough. A hillside rose on our left and then leveled out at the top, forming a mesa where numerous pieces of heavy equipment sat. Much of the remaining ground was stripped and terraced, broad fields of rubble unbroken by greenery. Thats the quarry, Johanson said, hollering over the rattle and whine of the moving vehicle.

I leaned forward, directing my comments toward the back of his head. Really? That looks like a gravel pit. I pictured limestone cliffs.

Different kind of quarry. These is open pit mines. Grayson Quarry goes after the DE. Thats diatomaceous earth. Here, Ive got a sample. Take a look at this. One eye on the road, he leaned down and removed a chunk of rock from the floor of the Jeep, then passed it across the seat to me. The rock was a rough chalky white, about the size of a crude round of bread with irregular gouges in the crust. I passed it on to Lieutenant Dolan, and he hefted it as I had, finding it surprisingly light.

I said, Whatd you say this was?

Diatomaceous earth. We call it DE.

I felt a tingle of uneasiness run down my spine as his explanation went on. DEs a deposit made up mainly of siliceous shells of diatoms. This whole area was underwater oncet upon a time. The way they tolt me, marine life fed on diatoms, which is these colonies of algae. Now its pulverized and used as an abrasive, sometimes as an absorbent.

Stacey raised his voice against the crunch of the tires over gravel. I used to use it to filter beer when I was making it at home.

The road began to climb and the Jeep labored upward, finally rounding a bend. The old house came into viewmassive, dilapidated, Victoriana under siege. Clearly, the structure had once been regal, but weeds and brush were creeping up on all sides, consuming the yard, obscuring the broken lines of wood fence. Years of neglect had undermined the outbuildings so that all that remained now were the rough stone foundations and occasional piles of collapsed and rotting lumber.

The house itself was a two-story white frame, flanked by a one-story wing on either side of the facade. There were four porches visible, providing shade and sheltered ventilation so that doors and windows could be left open to the elements. A porch wrapped around the house at the front, with a second porch stacked on top. A widows walk encircled the roof. The numerous paired windows were narrow and dark, many of the panes sporting the sort of tattered holes that rock-throwers make when they score a hit.

Johanson waved at the house, scarcely slowing his speed. Been empty for years. Im in the gardeners cottage on tother side of the barn, he yelled.

I found myself averting my gaze as we passed the house and headed for a compound of structures I spotted in a shady area ahead. Barn, toolshed, greenhouse. There were arbors of grapevines as gnarly as rope. Weathered wooden tables were arranged under the trellises. I had the sensation of cold blowing down on the back of my neck.

Johanson pulled up in front of a ramshackle frame cottage. Beyond, I could see a raw wood barn that listed to one side, and beyond that there were endless stretches of three-board wood fence.

I leaned forward again and laid a hand on Johansons shoulder. Excuse me, whod you say owns this?

He killed the engine before he turned. Miz LeGrand. I guess I should say Miz Kinsey to be accurate. Shes a widder woman, must be ninety-some by now. Married to Burton Kinsey, the fella who leased the quarry from her pappy. He made his fortune off the mine, though the whole of it was rightly hers oncet the old man died. . . .

Id ceased to listen and the silence in my head seemed as profound as temporary deafness. He was talking about my maternal grandmother, Cornelia Kinsey, born Cornelia Straith LeGrand.
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Friday morning, I arose at 5:59, switching off the alarm a moment before the clock radio was set to burst into song. I stared up at the skylight above my bed. No rain. Shit. I didnt feel like exercising, but I made a deal with myself: Id do the jog and skip the gym. I leaned over and scooped up the sweats Id left folded on the floor. I wriggled into pants and top. I sat up and tugged on a pair of crew socks, shoved my feet into my Sauconys, and had my key tied to the laces before Id left my bed. It occurred to me that if I just made it my habit to sleep in my sweats and crew socks, it would be a lot more efficient. All Id need were my running shoes and Id be ready to go. I went into the bathroom and availed myself of the facilities, after which I brushed my teeth, splashed water on my face, and then used my wet hands to comb the sleep-generated peaks and valleys from my hair. I trotted down the spiral stairs, checked the thumblock on the front door and pulled it shut, then rounded the studio to the gate.

The neighborhood was quiet and the air felt damp. I walked half a block down and one block over, crossing Cabana Boulevard to the bike path that parallels the beach. I began to jog, feeling sluggish, aware of every footfall and every jolt to my frame. With me, jogging is seldom a subject for debate. I get up and do the run, unless it rains, of course, and then I burrow in my bed. Otherwise, five mornings a week, I shake off the sleep and hit the road before I lose my nerve, knowing that whatever Im feeling at the outset of a run will be gone by the time I reach the end. The gym I can do without, though Id been good about lifting weights for the past several months.

The sunrise had already presented itself in a dazzling light show that left the sky a broad and unblemished blue. The surf looked forbidding, a silt-churning cold, applauded only by the sea lions who waited offshore, barking their approval. I ran a mile and a half down to the Cabana Recreation Center, did a U-turn, and then ran the mile and a half back, finally slowing to a brisk walk as I headed for home.

Id been resisting the urge to ponder events from the day before, but I could feel my thoughts stray. Dolan and Stacey had both caught the name Kinsey as soon as Johanson mentioned it, but my expression must have warned them to keep any observations to themselves. I had said little or nothing while the ranch foreman showed us through the barn, the old orchards, and the greenhouse, which was largely abandoned. Most of its panes were intact. The air was humid and smelled of mulch, peat moss, compost, and loam. In that protected environment, alien vines and opportunistic saplings had flourished, creating a towering jungle that pushed against the glass on all sides, threatening to break through. The minute we walked into the space, I knew Id been there before. Cousins Id discovered in the course of a previous investigation had sworn Id been at Grands house when I was four years old. I had only the scantiest recollection of the occasion, but I knew my parents must have been there, too. The three of themmy father, my mother, and her sister Virginiahad been banished from the family after my parents eloped. My father was a mailman, thirty-five years old. My mother, Rita Cynthia Kinsey, was an eighteen-year-old debutante whose mother was convinced she was destined for someone better than Randy Millhone. Instead, my mother ran off with him, thumbing her nose at the entire Kinsey clan. Virginia sided with the newlyweds. Thereafter, all three were cast into the Kinsey family equivalent of the Outer Darkness.

Despite being exiled, my parents apparently made secret visits to the ranch whenever my grandparents were away. Rumor had it there were numerous contacts with the three remaining sisters, but I only knew of two occasions. On the first, there was an incident in which Id fallen off a porch and hurt my knee. I did remember the sight of the scrape with its alternating stripes of dirt and blood, which smelled like iron. I could also remember the searing pain when my mother dabbed at the abrasion with a cotton ball that seemed to hiss on my skin. She and I took turns blowing on the wound, huffing and puffing to dry the medication and thus ease its sting. On the only other drive to Lompoc I remembered, my parents were killed before we ever arrived. My grandmother had known of my existence since the day I was born. I was still smarting from the fact shed never bothered to make contact.

Walking the property with Arne Johanson, Id dreaded the idea of entering the house, and Id been hoping to avoid it when I realized Staceys breathing had become labored and much of the color had drained from his face. I laid a hand on his arm and called, Con?

Dolan turned and looked back. Stacey shook his head, making one of those gestures meant to assure us we neednt worry about him. Johanson had forged on ahead and he was still chattering about the ranch when Dolan caught up with him. Mr. Johanson? Sorry to cut this short, but Ive got a meeting coming up in town and we have to get back.

This wont take long. You dont want to miss the house.

Maybe another day. Well take a rain check.

Well. I guess thats that then. Whatever you say.

Within minutes, hed delivered us to Dolans car and we were back on the highway. The drive home had been low-key, with Stacey slumped on the backseat, the red knit cap pulled down to shield his eyes.

Are you all right, Stace? I asked.

Walking wore me out. Its my damn back again. Ill be better in a bit. In the absence of animation, his face looked old.

Dolan readjusted the rearview mirror, keeping one eye on Stacey and one on the road. I told you not to come.

Did not. You said the fresh aird be good. Said I ought to take advantage while I was up to it.

I said, You warm enough?

Quit worrying.

I turned my attention to Lieutenant Dolan. Whats next?

Stacey answered before he could. Well meet at my place tomorrow morning. Ten oclock suit?

Fine with me, I said.

Dolan said, Sounds good.

We dropped Stacey first. He lived close to downtown Santa Teresa, five blocks from my office, in a small pink stucco rental house perched above a pink cinder-block wall. Dolan had me wait in the car while he retrieved Staceys gun from the trunk and then followed him up the six stairs to the walkway that skirted the place. I could see how tightly Stacey had to grip the railing in order to pull himself up. The two disappeared, moving toward the rear. Dolan was gone for ten minutes, and when he returned to the car, he seemed withdrawn. Neither of us said a word during the drive to my apartment. I spent the remainder of Thursday afternoon taking care of personal errands.

Having finished my jog, I walked the block between the beach and my place. When I reached my front door, I picked up the morning paper as I let myself in. I tossed the Dispatch on the kitchen counter and started a pot of coffee. As soon as it began to trickle through the filter, I went up the spiral stairs to take my shower and get dressed.

I was halfway through my bowl of Cheerios, sitting at the counter, when the telephone rang. I dislike interruptions at breakfast, and I was tempted to wait and let the answering machine pick up. Instead, I leaned over and grabbed the handset from the wall-mounted phone. Hello?

Hello, Kinsey. This is Tasha, up in Lompoc. Howre you?

I felt my eyes close. This was one of my cousins, Tasha Howard, the only member of the family Id ever dealt with at any length. Shes an estate attorney with offices in Lompoc and San Francisco.

Id met her sister, Liza, a couple of years before, and during our one and only conversation discovered hitherto unplumbed depths of disaffection in my otherwise placid frame. My reaction was probably only a side effect of the fact that Liza was telling me things I didnt want to hear. For one thing, she told me, in the giddiest manner possible, that my mother was regarded as an idol among her living nieces and nephews. While this was meant as flattery, I felt it dehumanized the woman whom Id never really known. I resented their prior claim, just as I resented the fact that my pet name for our aunt Virginia, that being Aunt Gin, was a term already in wide use among these same family members. So, too, was the penchant for peanut-butter-and-pickle sandwiches, which Id assumed was a secret link between my mother and me. Granted, my reaction was less than rational, but I was left feeling diminished by the idle tales Liza told.

Tasha was okay. Shed bailed me out of a jam once and on another occasion shed hired me for a job. That hadnt turned out well, but the fault wasnt hers.

Belatedly, I said, Fine. How are you? We always have conversations that sound like theyre punctuated by transatlantic delays.

Im good, thanks. Listen, it looks like Mother and I will be coming down your way to shop and we wondered if you were free. We can have lunch if you like, or maybe get together for drinks later in the afternoon.

Today? Ah. Thanks for asking, but I just started work on a case and Im completely tied up. Maybe another time. I hoped I didnt sound as insincere as I felt.

Must be a busy time of year.

Feast or famine, I said. Its the nature of the beast. I was really trying my best not to be prickly with her. Even in the briefest of conversations, we often manage to butt heads on the subject of family relationships. She favors closer ties while I favor none.

I suspect youd refuse no matter what.

Not at all. I let a silence fall.

We breathed in each others ears until she said, Well. Mother will be down again on Tuesday. I know shes anxious to talk to you. Are you still in the office on Capillo?

Actually, Im not. Ive rented a bungalow on Caballeria. I just moved in a couple of months ago.

Ill tell her.

Great. Thats fine. Not a problem.

I dont want you to take offense, but I hope youll be polite.

Gee, Tasha, Ill try to behave myself. Itll be a struggle, of course.

I could hear the smile in her voice. You have to give me credit for persistence.

Right. Duly noted. I have you down for that.

You dont have to be sarcastic.

Thats my dry sense of humor.

Why are you such a pain in the butt? Couldnt you try meeting me halfway?

I dont understand why you insist on pursuing me.

For the same reason you insist on rebuffing me. Being pigheaded is a family trait.

Ill give you that. It still pisses me off that Grand thinks she could treat my parents like shit and then waltz in years later and make it all evaporate.

Whats that got to do with us? Pam and Liza and I didnt do anything to your parents or Aunt Gin. Why should we be held accountable for Grand? Yes, she behaved badly. Yes, shes a bitch, but so what? Maybe your mother and Aunt Gin delivered tit-for-tat. At the time your parents died, we were only kids. We didnt know what was going on and neither did you. It seems ridiculous to nurse such bad feelings. To what end? Were family. Youre stuck with us whether you like it or not.

So far, Ive done very well without family. So why cant you drop the subject and get on with life?

Why cant you? She paused, trying to gain control of herself. Im sorry. Lets try again. I dont understand why every time I call we get into these wrangles.

We dont get into wrangles every time.

Yes, we do.

No, we dont!

Name one conversation when we didnt come to blows.

I can name three. You hired me for a job. We had lunch together that day and we got along fine. Since then, weve chatted on the phone two or three times without bickering.

Thats true, she said, reluctantly, but Im always aware of the anger percolating just under the surface.

So what? Look, Tasha, maybe in time well find a way to settle our differences. Until then, were not going to get anywhere arguing about whether or not were arguing. I dont claim to be rational. Im nuts. Why dont you let it go at that?

Okay. Enough said. We just wanted you to know were still interested. We hoped yesterdays visit to the ranch would provide an opening.

Ah, that. Howd you find out?

Arne Johanson called Pam. He said he saw someone who looked so much like your mother, it gave him goose bumps. I was surprised youd even step a foot on the family ranch.

I wouldnt have if Id known.

Oh, Ill bet.

That aside, I do recognize what it costs you to keep in touch. I dont mean to be quite so belligerent.

No apologies necessary.

Uh, Tasha? That wasnt an apology.

Skip it. I got that. My mistake, she said. The point is, Im a lawyer. I deal with belligerence on a daily basis.

I thought you did estate planning. How could anyone get belligerent about that, it sounds so dull?

Shows what you know. Anytime you talk money, theres the potential for folks to get nasty. Nobody wants to talk about dying and nobody wants to give up control of the family purse. When it comes to the beneficiaries, theres usually an undercurrent of entitlement, she said, and then hesitated. On a related topic, you probably heard theres talk of razing the Manse.

The Manse? Is that what its called? I thought a manse had something to do with Presbyterians.

It does. Our great-great-grandfather Straith was a Presbyterian minister. In those days, the Church didnt have the money to build a parsonage so he paid for it himself. I think he intended to deed it over to the Church when he died, but cooler heads prevailed. At any rate, the house is a mess. Itd be cheaper, at this point, to tear it down.

I take it Grand doesnt want to spend the money to bring the old place back.

Right. Shes tried to enlist the support of a couple of historic-preservation groups, but no ones interested. The locations remote and the house itself is a hybrid. Turns out its not even a good example of its kind.

Why not leave it as it is? Its her land, isnt it?

Its hers for now, but shes ninety years old and she knows none of her heirs has the money or the passion for undertaking the job. Besides, shes got another house in town. She hardly needs two.

Thats right. I remember now. Liza told me most of the family live within blocks of her.

Were a cozy bunch, she said, dryly. Meanwhile, shes got all kinds of developers sniffing around. Mostly local vintners with an eye on the slopes. Turns out the soils perfect. Plus, she gets a lot of coastal fog, which means a longer growing period.

How much land does she have?

Twenty-three thousand acres.

There was a silence while I tried to compute what shed just said. Youre kidding.

Im serious.

I had no idea.

Doesnt matter for now because shell never sell. Great Granddaddy made her promise shed keep it just as it is. The issue wont get sticky until she goes.

Hasnt she put the estate in some kind of trust?

Nope. Most of those old trusts were established in the thirtiespeople in the east whod had wealth in the family for generation after generation. Out here, all we had were ranchers, down-to-earth types much more likely to form limited family partnerships. At any rate, nothings going to happen as long as shes alive, she said. Meanwhile, if you change your mind about that drink just give me a call. You still have my number?

I better take it down again.

Once I hung up, I had to sit down and pat my chest. Id actually ended up entertaining a few warm feelings about her. If I didnt watch myself, I was going to end up liking the woman and then where would I be?



On my way over to Staceys, I popped by the office to make sure all was in order. I opened a window briefly to let in a little fresh air and checked my machine for messages. I took care of a few routine matters and then locked up again. I left my car where it was and walked the five blocks to his house, arriving in advance of Con Dolan. Staceyd left his front door open and his screen unlatched. I knocked on the frame. Hey, Stacey? Its me. Mind if I come in?

He responded with a muffled Make yourself at home.

I stepped inside and closed the screen door behind me. The floors were bare of carpeting, and the windows had no curtains or drapes, so my very presence seemed to set up an echo. I could smell coffee being brewed, but otherwise the place felt unoccupied. The room was stripped down, as though someone were moving in or out with the job only partially completed. The interior of the house couldnt have been more than eight hundred square feet, most of which was visible from where I stood. The space was divided into living room, kitchen, a bedroom, and a bath, though the door to that was closed. The floor was linoleum, printed in a pattern of interconnected squares and rectangles, blue on gray with a line of mauve woven in at intervals. The woodwork was stained dark; the walls covered with yellowing paper. In places I could see tears that revealed the wall coverings from three lifetimes down; a small floral print covered by a layer of pinstripes that, in turn, covered blowsy bouquets of faded cabbage roses.

Under the windows to my right, there was a mattress, neatly made up with blankets. A TV set rested on the bare floor nearby. To my left, there was an oak desk and a swivel chair. There was not much else. Six identical cardboard boxes had been stacked against the far wall. All were sealed with tape and each bore a hand-printed label that listed contents. A closet door stood open, and I could see that it had been emptied of everything except two hangers.

I tiptoed to the kitchen door and peered in at a small wooden table and four mismatched chairs. A Pyrex percolator sat on the stove, a low blue flame under it. The clear glass showed a brew as dark as bittersweet chocolate. The doors to all the kitchen cabinets stood open, and many shelves were bare. Stacey was obviously in the process of wrapping and packing glassware and dishes into assorted cardboard boxes. A heavy ream of plain newsprint lay on the counter, wide sheets that must have measured three feet by four. He was clearly dismantling his house, preparing his possessions for shipping to an unknown location.

See anything you like, its yours. I got no use for this stuff, Stacey said, suddenly behind me.

I turned. Hows your back?

Stacey made a face. So-so. Ive been sucking down Tylenol and that helps.

Youve been busy. Are you moving?

Not exactly. Lets say, I may be going away and wanted to be prepared. Today his watch cap was navy blue. With his bleached brows and his long, weathered face, he looked like a farmer standing in a fallow field. He wore soft, stone-washed jeans, a pale blue sweatshirt, and tan sheepskin boots.

You own this place?

Rent. Ive been here for years.

Youre organized.

Im getting there. I dont want to leave a mess for someone else to clean up. Cons the one wholl come in. The unspoken phrase after Im dead hung in the air between us.

Con told me they were trying new drugs.

Stacey shrugged. Clinical trials. An experimental cocktail designed for people with nothing left to lose. Percentages arent good, but I figure, what the hell, it might help someone else. Some survive. Thats what the bell curves all about. I just think its foolish to assume Im one.

Con Dolan knocked at the front door and then let himself in, appearing half a second later in the kitchen doorway. He carried a brown paper grocery bag in one hand and a smaller white bag in the other. What are you two up to?

Stacey put his hands in his pockets and shrugged casually. Were talking about running away together. Shes arguing for San Francisco so we can cross the Golden Gate Bridge. Im holding out for Vegas and topless dancing girls. We were just about to toss a coin when you came in. Stacey moved toward the stove, talking to me over his shoulder. You want coffee? Im out of milk.

Black suits me fine.

Con?

Dolan held up a white sack spotted with grease. Doughnuts.

Good dang deal, Stacey said. Well retire to the parlor and figure out whats what.

Con took his two bags into the living room while Stacey produced a tower of nested Styrofoam cups and poured coffee in three. He returned to the counter and picked up the pile of newsprint and a marker pen. Grab those paper towels, if you would. Im out of napkins and the only kind Ive seen are those economy packs. Four hundred at a crack. Its ridiculous. While youre at it, you can nab that sealing tape.

I picked up the roll of tape and my coffee cup, while Dolan returned to grab two of the kitchen chairs. Then he came back and picked up the two remaining cups of coffee, which he placed on the desktop in the living room. He reached into the larger of the two bags and hauled out three wide black three-hole binders. I went over to the copy shop and made us each one. Murder books, he said, and passed them out. I flashed on my early days in elementary school. The only part of it Id loved was buying school supplies: binder, lined paper, the pen-and-pencil sets.

Stacey taped two sheets of blank newsprint to the wall, then unfolded a map of California and taped it to the wall as well. There was something of the natural teacher in his manner. Both Dolan and I helped ourselves to doughnuts and then pulled up chairs. Stacey said, Ill take the lead here unless someone objects.

Con said, Quit being coy and get on with it.

Okay then. Lets tally what we know. Thatll show us where the gaps are. For now, you probably think we have a lot more gaps than we have facts in between, but lets see what weve got. He uncapped the black marker and wrote the name Victim at the top of one sheet and Killer at the top of the next. Well start with Jane Doe.

I pulled a fresh pack of index cards from my shoulder bag, tore off the cellophane, and started taking notes.
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He printed rapidly and neatly, condensing the information in the file as we talked our way through. What do we have first? He lifted his marker and looked at us. Like any good instructor, he was going to make sure we supplied most of the answers.

Dolan said, Shes white. Age somewhere between twelve and eighteen.

Right. So that means a date of birth somewhere between 1951 and 1957. Stacey made the requisite note near the top of the paper.

What about the estimated date of death? I asked.

I thought Dolan would consult the autopsy report, but he seemed to know it by heart. Dr. Weisenburgh says the bodyd been there anywhere from one to five days, so thatd be sometime between July 29 and August 2. Hes retired now, but I had him go back over this and he remembered the girl.

All right. Stacey wrote the DOD on the paper under Jane Does date of birth. He went on writing, this time dictating to himself. Rapidly, we went through the basics: height, weight, eyes, hair color.

Dolan said, Report says blond, though it was probably a dye job. There was some suggestion of dark roots.

I said, She had buckteeth and lots of fillings, but no orthodontic work.

Staceys mouth pulled down. Maybe we should stop and have a chat about that.

Dolan shook his head. They didnt do braces much when I was growing up. My family was bigthirteen kidsand we all had crooked teeth. Look here. Bottoms buckled up, but these top guys are good. He turned to me. You have braces as a kid?

Nope.

Nor did I, Stacey said. Well. Im glad we got that out of the way. So whats that tell us, the buckteeth?

Well, Id say most kids with a severe overbite have already seen an orthodontist by the time theyre ten, Dolan said. My niece has three kids, so I know they start earlysometimes do the work in two or three stages. If this gal was going to have braces, she shouldve been in em by the time she died.

Maybe her family didnt have the money, I suggested.

That could be. Anything else?

Cavities like that, youre talking poor diet, too. Candy. Soda pop. Junk food, Dolan said, with a quick look at me. And then to Stacey, Not to sound like a snoot, but kids from your basic middle- to upper-class families usually dont have rotten teeth like that.

I said, Think about the toothaches.

Stacey said, She did get em fixed. Matter of fact, the forensic odontist thinks all the fillings went in about the same time, probably in the year or two before she died.

I said, That must have cost a bundle.

Think of all the novocaine shots, Dolan said. Youd have to sit there for hours with that drill screaming in your head.

Knock it off. Youre making my palms sweat. Im phobic about dentists in case you havent heard. Look at this, I said, showing him my palms.

Stacey frowned. They ever circulate a chart of her amalgam fillings?

Dolan said, Not that I know. Ive got a copy in here. Might come in handy if we think we got a match. We do have the maxilla and mandible.

I looked over at him. Her jaws? After eighteen years?

We have all ten fingers, too.

Stacey made a note on the paper. Lets see if we can get the coroners office to run another set of prints. Maybe well get a hit through NCIC.

I cant believe shell show up, given her age at the time of death, Dolan said.

Unless she got arrested for shoplifting or prostitution, I said, ever the optimist.

Problem is, if she got arrested as a juvenile, her records would be sealed and probably purged by now, he said.

I raised a hand. You were talking about why she was never recognized; suppose she was from out of state, some place back East? I get the impression the news story didnt get nationwide attention.

Story probably didnt rate a mention beyond the county line, Dolan said.

Lets move on to her clothes. Any ideas there? Stacey asked.

I said, I thought it was interesting her pants were homemade. If you add that to the issue of poor dental hygiene, it sounds like low income.

Stacey said, Not necessarily. If her mom made her the clothes, itd suggest a certain level of caring and concern.

Well, yeah. There is that. Those flowered pants were distinct. Dark blue daisies with a red dot on a white background. Someone might remember the fabric.

Dolan said, Id like to go back and look at that statement the minimart clerk made about the hippie girl who came in. Whats the womans name, Roxanne Faught? We ought to track her down again and see if she has anything to add.

Stacey said, I talked to her twice, but youre welcome to try. Is that store still open?

As far as I know. It was closed for a while, so it might have changed hands. You want me to take a drive up there? Dolan asked.

Let me do that. I can go this afternoon, I said.

Good. Meanwhile, what else? What about sizes?

We spent several minutes working through those details. This time Dolan flipped back through the pages, looking for the list of clothing booked into property. Here we go. Shoe size7. Panty sizemedium. Bra size was 38A.

I said, That means shes got a fairly large torso, but a small cup size. Barrel-chested. Girls like that tend to look top-heavy, even if theyre thin.

Dolan turned a page. Says here her ears were pierced. Through the left earlobe is a gold-colored wire of a horseshoe configuration. Through the right earlobe a gold-colored wire with a bent clip in its lower end. People might remember that, too.

Stacey added that to the list and then said, Is that it?

I raised my hand. She wore nail polish. Silver.

Got it. Anything else?

Not that I remember.

Dolan got to his feet. In that case, if youll excuse me. I gotta have me a smoke.



At lunchtime, I volunteered to make a trip to the nearest market and pick up the makings for sandwiches, but theyd apparently gotten wind of my peanut-butter-and-pickle fetish and voted to go out for Chinese. We took Cons car and made the crosstown trip to the Great Wall, with its pagoda facade and a gilded statue of the Buddha sitting over the front door. In the parking lot, I waited while Stacey and Con tucked their guns in the trunk of Cons car. The three of us went in.

The interior walls were painted the requisite Chinese red with red Naugahyde banquettes and round white paper lanterns strung like moons around the perimeter. Stacey didnt have much appetite, but Con seemed more than willing to make up for it. I was starving as usual. We ordered pot stickers and spring rolls, which we dunked in that pale Chinese mustard that cleans out your sinuses. We moved on to Moo Shu Pork, Kung Pao Chicken, and Beef with Orange Peel along with a dome of white rice. Con and I drank beer. Stacey had iced tea.

While we ate, the guys speculated about the killer, a matter in which I deferred to them: I have no formal training in homicide investigation, though Ive encountered a few bodies in the course of my career. Given the nature of the murder, they theorized that the perpetrator was most likely male, in part because women tend to be repelled by close-contact blood-and-gore killings. In addition, the multiple stab wounds suggested a brutality more commonly associated with men.

Hey, these days, women can be brutes, Con said.

Yeah, but I cant see a woman hefting that body into the car trunk and hauling it out again. A hundred twenty-five pounds is a lot of dead weight.

As it were, Dolan said. You think this was planned?

If it was, youd think hedve worked out a plan for disposing of the body. This guy was in a hurry, at least enough of one that he didnt stop to dig a grave. He was making notes on a napkin and the pen made occasional rips in the paper while the ink tended to spread.

Con opened his packet of chopsticks and pried the two wooden sections apart, rubbing one on the other to smooth away any tiny wooden hairs. He doused both his chicken and his beef with enough soy sauce to form a shallow brown lake in which his rice grains swam like minnows. Im surprised he didnt pick a dump site more remote.

That stretch of road looks isolated if you dont know any better. No houses in sight. He probably didnt have a clue about the quarry traffic running up and back.

Im with you on that. Forensics says the wire he used to bind her wrists was torn off something else so he must have grabbed whatever came to hand. Guy was making shit up as he went along. I watched as Dolan formed a pincer with his chopsticks and tried picking up a chunk of chicken, which he couldnt get as far as his mouth.

Question is, did he target that girl in particular, or was he trolling for a victim and it was just her bad luck?

Con said, I think it was a fishing expedition. He mightve tried five or six gals and finally one said yes. He shifted to a scooping technique, using his chopsticks like a little shelf onto which he pushed the bite of chicken. He got the hunk as far as his lower lip. Nope. I saw him shake his head. I dont think were dealing serial. This feels like a one-off. He tried again, this time lunging, his lips extended like an anteaters as he lifted his chopsticks. He captured a snippet of orange peel before the rest fell back onto his plate.

I grabbed a fork from the next table and handed it to him.

Stacey made a doodle on the napkin, which by now was completely tattered. Hang on. Lets back up a second. Agewise, it seems to me like shes bound to be closer to the high endsixteen, seventeen, eighteen, and up, instead of the twelve, thirteen end of the spread. Young girl like that, somebodys going to report shes gone, regardless of whether she leaves voluntarily or stomps out in a huff. Youre a parent, you might shrug and not think too much about it, but when she doesnt come home, youre going to worry. You call around and find out her friends havent seen her either and youre going to call the cops. If shes twenty and disappears, it might not raise any flags at all.

Right. She couldve had a history of taking off. This might have been one more in a long string of disappearances.

Dolan pushed his plate aside. As long as were making wild-ass guesses, heres another one. I dont think shes local. Killer didnt get into any facial mutilation so he must notve been worried someone would know who she was. He didnt know how long shed be lying there. Suppose shes found the same day and they run a description of her in the paper? Shes local, somebodys going to add two plus two and figure it out fast.

I said, What if shes from another country altogether? England or Spain. There are probably plenty of places where dental care didnt rank that high in those days. It might also explain why she wasnt reported missing.

Dolan said, A missing-persons report mightve gone through Interpol and never reached us. Its worth checking. Maybe they have something on file.

Theres a note in there somewherewoman claims she saw a hitchhiker who fit the girls description outside of Colgate. This was a couple of hours before the clerk in the Gull Cove minimart saw that hippie girl on August 1. Could be she was working her way up the coast, Stacey said.

Dolan reached for his black binder with its incident reports already marked with torn scraps of paper. He turned a few pages and checked the marginal notes hed written in a surprisingly wee hand. Youre thinking about Cloris Bargo. She says July 29, four-thirty in the afternoon, she saw a young white female, five foot two to five foot three, age sixteen to seventeen, navy blouse, flowered slacks, long blondish hair, leaning against the base of the Fair Isle overpass. Bargo saw a vehicle stop and pick her up, heading north on the 101.

Thats worth another look. If Jane Doe was thumbing rides, we might backtrack and see if we can figure out her point of origin, maybe rough out a timeline. Stacey reached for his map of California and unfolded it, flapping and spreading the unwieldy sheet across the tabletop. If she came from the south, shed have traveled the 405 as far as the 101, he said. The main arteries from Arizona into California are Highways 15 from Las Vegas, Nevada, the 40 from Kingman, Arizona, the 10 from Phoenix, and 8 coming up from Yuma. Starting from anywhere else, shed have taken a different route.

Dolan pushed his plate away. Youre never going to pin that one down. She could have come from anywhere. On the other hand, you talk about July 29. Thats the same day Frankie Miracle killed his girlfriend and hit the road. If Jane Doe was thumbing rides, he couldve picked her up.

We left the subject at that point and moved on to other things.



After lunch, Con dropped me at the office, where I caught up with the notes on my index cards and then spent a few minutes doing digital research, which is to say, walking my fingers through the telephone book. My job was to verify reports about the young hippie girl, hitching rides in the period between July 29 and August 1. Con was going to hit the phones and track down the whereabouts of Frankie Miracles former cellmates, while Stacey searched out his legal skirmishes in previous years. We agreed to meet that night at CCs to share what wed learned.

I had a prior address for Roxanne Faught, but nothing for Cloris Bargo. As it turned out, luck was on my side and starting with the obvious paid off for once. A check of the white pages revealed one Bargo, not Cloris, but a sister who didnt even bother to quiz my purposes before she gave me the current phone number and the Colgate address. Shame on her. I could have been a stalker or a bill collector.

I checked my city map and drew a bead on my destinationa tract of middle-class homes just beyond the Fair Isle off-ramp, where Cloris Bargo had seen the girl. I locked the office, fired up the VW, and took Capillo Avenue as far as the 101.

The day was mild and hazy, the landscape muted, as though washed with skim milk. I rolled down my car windows and let the speed-generated wind blow my hair to a fare-thee-well. Traffic was light and the trip to Colgate took less than six minutes.

I took the off-ramp at Fair Isle and headed toward the mountains, counting the requisite number of streets before I turned left on York. The house I was looking for was halfway down on the left side of the street. This was a neighborhood of starter homes, but most had undergone major renovation since the sixties when the area had been developed. Garages had become family rooms; porches had been enclosed; second stories had been added; and the storage sheds in the rear had been enlarged and attached. The lawns were well established and the trees had matured to the point where the sidewalks buckled in places where the roots were breaking through. The children, mere toddlers when their parents had moved in, were grown and gone now, coming back to the neighborhood with children of their own.

I pulled up in front of a two-story white stucco house with a frame addition on the left and an elaborate new entrance affixed to the front that involved arches, a rustic wooden gate, climbing roses, and a profusion of hollyhocks, hydrangeas, and phlox. I let myself through the gate and climbed the porch steps. The front door stood open and the screen was on the latch. From the depths, I could smell something simmering; fruit and sugar. The radio in the kitchen was tuned to a call-in show, and I could hear the host berating someone in argumentative tones. I placed a hand on the screen, shading my eyes so I could see the interior. The front door was lined up exactly with the back door so my view extended all the way to the rear fence that separated two yards. I called, Hullo?

A woman hollered, Im out here! Come around back!

I left the porch and trotted along the walkway that skirted the house on the right. As I passed the kitchen window, I glanced up and saw her standing at the open window. She must have been near the sink because she leaned forward and turned off the tap as she peered down at me. Through the screen, she looked thirty-five, a guess I upgraded by ten years once I saw her up close.

I paused. Hi. Are you Cloris Bargo?

Was before I got married. Can I help you with something? She turned on the water again and her gaze dropped to whatever dish or utensil she was scrubbing.

I need some information. I shouldnt take more than five or ten minutes of your time. It was weird having a conversation with someone whose face was two feet higher. I could nearly see up her nose.

I hope youre not selling anything door-to-door.

Not at all. My names Kinsey Millhone. Im a private detective. Your name came up in connection with a case Im working for the Sheriffs Department.

She focused on me fully, her gaze sharpening. Thats a first. I never heard of the Sheriffs Department hiring outside help.

This guys a retired north county detective reactivating an old murder casethat young girl stabbed to death back in 1969.

She put something in the dish rack, dried her hands on a towel, and then reached for the radio and turned it off. When she made no other comment, I said. Mind if I come in?

She didnt extend an invitation, but she made a gesture that I interpreted as consent. I continued down the walkway to the rear of the house, where the concrete drive widened, forming a parking pad. On the right, a clothesline had been strung between a wooden pole and a bolt secured to the side of the garage. White sheets flapped lazily in the breeze. The backyard was nicely landscaped; the flower beds bordered with prefabricated foot-high sections of white picket fence. Someone had recently put in flats of pansies and petunias, now drooping from the transplant process. A sprinkler head attached to a hose sent a fan of water back and forth across the grass. The outdoor furniture had seen better days. The hollow aluminum frames were pitted in places, and the woven green-and-white nylon webbing was faded and frayed. In the far corner, I could see a large expanse of tilled ground with several young tomato plants, a row of newly planted peppers, and five empty bean poles, like teepees, waiting for the emerging tendrils to take hold. I saw no sign of kids or pets.

I climbed six steps to the porch. She was waiting at the back door, holding it open for me. She stepped back and I entered. Her attitude had shifted in the brief time itd taken me to circle the house. The set of her jaw now seemed stubborn or tense. There was something in her manner that made me think Id best provide concrete proof of my identity. I handed her a business card.

She took it and placed it on the counter without reading it. She was trim and petite, in tan Bermuda shorts, a white T-shirt, no makeup, bare feet. Her dark hair was chin length and anchored behind her ears with bobby pins.

Nice flowers, I said.

My husband takes care of those. The vegetables are mine.

The heat in the kitchen felt like South Florida in Junenot yet oppressive, but a temperature that made you think seriously about leaving the state. Two big stainless steel pressure cookers fitted with racks sat on burners over matching low blue flames. The lids were lined up on the counter nearby, their little pressure cooker caps resting on the windowsill. Freshly sterilized lids, seals, ladles, and tongs were laid out on white sackcloth towels like surgical instruments. A third kettle contained a dark red liquid, as viscous as glue. I picked up the rich, hot perfume of crushed strawberries. I counted twelve pint-capacity Mason jars lined up on the kitchen table in the middle of the room. Sorry to interrupt.

Thats all right. She returned to the sink. Everything about her smacked of Midwestern farm valuesthe canning, the sheets on the line, the truck garden, the unadorned face.

You remember the case?

Vaguely.

I noticed she didnt ask to have her memory refreshed, so I volunteered the help. A sheriffs deputy took a report from you. According to his notes, you spotted a girl hitchhiking near the Fair Isle off-ramp July 29, 1969.

You mentioned the date before.

I ignored the minor reprimand. You indicated seeing a vehicle stop and pick her up. Turns out she fit the description of the murder victim found in Lompoc a couple of days later.

Cloris Bargos expression was modified by the appearance of two swatches of pink, like blusher applied by a department store cosmetologist. You want iced tea? I can fix you some. Its already made.

Thatd be great.

She opened one of the kitchen cabinets and took down a burnished blue aluminum tumbler, which she filled with ice cubes. She poured the tea from a fat glass pitcher she kept in the refrigerator. I knew she was stalling, but I wanted to give her room to declare herself. Something was going on, but I wasnt sure what. She handed me the glass.

I murmured, Thanks, and took a big healthy swallow before I realized it was heavily presweetened. I could feel my lips purse. This was equivalent to that noxious syrup you have to drink before blood draws designed to diagnose conditions you hope you dont have.

She leaned against the counter. I made it up.

I set the tumbler aside. Which part?

All of it. I never saw the girl.

No hitchhiker at all?

She shook her head. Id met the deputythe one who wrote up the report. I was new in California. My family hadnt been here six months. I hardly knew a soul. Thered been a prowler in our neighborhood, and this deputy was sent out to talk to us. Hed gone house to house, asking if anyone had seen anything strange or unusual. I was off work. Id just had an emergency appendectomy and I was still recovering. Otherwise, I wouldnt have been home. We ended up having a long talk. I thought he was cute. She stopped.

Take your time, I said.

A week later, the paper mentioned his name in reference to the murder investigation. Id never told a lie in my life, but I picked up the phone and called the Sheriffs Department and asked for him. Once he got on the line, I said the first thing that came to mind.

Your claim that youd seen a girl whose description matched the victims was completely false, I said, hoping Id misunderstood.

I just said that. A lot of people must have called in with information that didnt pan out. All I wanted was a chance to talk to him again.

I was silent for a moment, thinking, Shit, shit, shit. Did it work?

She shrugged. I married him.

Well, that parts good, at any rate.

Her eyes strayed to the window. I saw a car pass along the driveway, cruising toward the rear. I looked back at her.

She lowered her voice. Do me a favor.

Sure.

Dont mention this to my husband. I never told him the truth.

He doesnt know?

She shook her head.

Would it really matter to him after eighteen years?

I heard the car door slam shut and her husbands hard-soled shoes tap-tapping across the pavement between the garage and the back porch. There was a pause while he checked his pansies and petunias. In my opinion, they needed watering. He apparently agreed. I heard the shriek and squawk of the faucet handle when he turned off the water, moved the sprinkler, and turned the water on again. He continued toward the back door while she went on rapidly. Every time someone asks how we met he tells them the story of how I took the time to call in the report. He admired I was such a conscientious citizen. Says its one of my best traits. He claims he fell in love with me on the phone. Then he said it seemed like fate since hed seen me in person just the week before. He thinks Im different. A cut above, he says.

Tricky.

You bet.

The back door opened. Her husband came in, pausing to wipe his feet on the mat before he entered. Nice-looking guy. He was in his fifties with steel gray hair and blue eyes, his lineage probably Dutch or Scandinavian. He was tall and lean in a well-knit frame, without an ounce of fat. He wore street clothestan dress pants, a dark blue dress shirt, and a tie with a pattern of blue and tan. He had his badge on his belt. I wondered what his job was after twenty years with the SO. Hed already removed his gun and his holster, which hed probably locked in the trunk of his car. Whats tricky?

Getting the pectin just right, she said without batting an eye. Having lied to him once, she was apparently an old hand at this.

Im Kinsey.

Joe Mandel. Dont let her fool you. She makes the best strawberry preserves you ever ate.

Ill bet.

His face was creased, hair thinning as age began to take its toll. He looked athletic, and I assumed he was fast on his feet, still capable of tangling with the bad guys when circumstances required it. Looks like a science lab in here. You two cooking up trouble?

More or less, I said.

He exhibited no particular curiosity about who I was or what I was doing in the kitchen with his wife. He leaned over, bussed her on the cheek, and patted her arm. Im going to change and do some yard work. Well go to Sizzler tonight, get you out of this heat. You need help?

Im fine, sweetie. Thanks.

Nice meeting you, he said, with a quick smile at me.

I smiled and raised a hand in response. Cloris watched him depart, her expression fading from warmth to something more subdued.

He seems nice.

He is nice. Thats why I married him. Hes decent. It would never occur to him to lie to me.

Why dont you tell him, then?

Why dont you mind your own business? I can handle this myself.
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The drive from Santa Teresa to Lompoc takes an hour by car, but I stopped at Gull Cove, which marks the halfway point. In my heart of hearts, I knew why Id volunteered for this part of the job. Aside from the fact I needed time alone, I was flirting with the notion of going back to Grands old house. Like a newly reformed drunk, Id sworn off with conviction just the day before and now found myself thinking maybe one more quick visit wouldnt do any harm.

I reached the Gull Cove minimart at 2:00 P.M. The business had been housed in an enormous shambling structure covered with cedar shingles, an appealing mix of modern and traditional, with a few Cape Cod elements thrown in for good measure. The building had also housed a twenty-four-hour diner, a curio shop, and a tiny two-station beauty salon. Even at a distance, it was clear the entire place had been closed down. I could see windows boarded over, and the asphalt parking lot was cracked and faded to a chalky gray. The surrounding grass was a dull brown with assorted weeds and wildflowers growing to knee height. On the hillside behind the building, a lone tree had died and stood now like a scarecrow, its twisted branches raised toward the sky as though to beckon birds. The population of Gull Cove was pegged at 100, but I couldnt for the life of me spot so much as one.

I parked my car near the front steps and got out. The wide wooden deck creaked under my feet. A notice posted on the main door announced that the complex was closed for renovations. Someone had drawn a Happy Face in pencil with the mouth turned down. Someone else had written WHO CARES? in ballpoint pen. A third party, perhaps human, had taken a big dump near the padlocked door. I peered through the minimarts front window, which was dusty and streaked where winter rains had hammered at the plate glass. The interior was stripped; not one fixture, counter, or display case remained. It looked like the renovations would be going on for some time.

I turned and stared at the road. The Gull Cove complex was the only commercial structure for miles, a hundred feet from the highway and a natural stopping-off point for travelers who needed to take a break. It was easy to see why someone thumbing a ride might get dropped off in passing. Perhaps after doughnuts and coffee, our Jane Doe found a lift as far as Lompoc, which had turned out to be the end of the line for her.

I went back to the car and checked my notes, looking for Roxanne Faughts last known address: Q Street in Lompoc, thirty minutes to the north. Seemed like a long way for her to travel for a clerking job. I fired up the engine and hit the road again, heading north, the Pacific Ocean on my left. Today the swells were low and without chop, the color a darker reflection of the blue sky above. Idly, I thought about Grands house. It was possible Id catch a glimpse of the place if I happened to pass that way. Surely, it was visible from the highway if you knew where to look. I turned on the car radio to distract myself.

I reached the outskirts of Lompoc. The town is flat and compact, a one-story panorama of wide streets and small houses. A constant wind blows off the ocean, funneled by the rolling hills that cradle the town. Three miles to the north is Vandenberg Village and beyond that, Vandenberg Air Force Base. The entire valley is given over to horse farms and cattle ranches, much of the agricultural land planted to fields of commercial flowers, many of them grown for seeds. Though I had no idea what I was looking at, I could see stretches of bright yellow and vibrant pink. Beyond them were acres of what appeared to be babys breath. Many farms were being sold to real estate developers; the sweet peas, poppies, and larkspurs being crowded out by crops of three-bedroom houses in neatly planted rows.

The town itself boasts the Lompoc Municipal Pool and a substantial civic center along with all the standard businesses: the Viva Thrift Shop, banks, attorneys offices, automotive and plumbing supplies, retail stores and gas stations, coffee shops, pharmacies, and medical complexes. Lompoc is a base town with neighborhoods of temporary residents whose military careers will always move them from place to place like pieces on a game board. It was hard to see what people did for amusement. There wasnt a bowling alley, a concert hall, or a movie house in sight. Maybe local culture consisted of everyone renting videotapes of last years money-losing movies.

Q Street wasnt hard to find, coming as it did between P and R. The address was on the left side of the street, and I slowed as I approached. The house, resting on cinderblocks, was an oblong wooden box covered with sheets of asphalt siding imprinted to look like dark red brick. A porch, stretched across the front, sagged in the middle. Two whitewashed tires served as makeshift planters from which pink geraniums spilled. An old white claw-foot tub had been upended and half-buried in the yard. A blue-robed plaster Madonna stood in the shelter of the porcelain rim. I pulled in at the curb and got out.

An old man in overalls was in the front yard bathing a dog. The man looked ninety, if a day, and was still staunchly constructed. Hed strung a garden hose through the half-opened kitchen window, and I assumed the other end was attached to the faucet. As I crossed the grass, he paused in his work, releasing the hose nozzle, shutting off the stream of water. He had a square, jowly face, a lumpy nose, and a straight, nearly lipless mouth. His hair was slicked back, plastered down with pomade, and even then, so thin I could see through to his scalp. His skin was mottled brown from sun damage, interspersed with patches of red. His blue eyes were vivid dots under pale, sparse brows. The air smelled like wet dog hair and a pungent flea soap. A medium-sized pooch of no determinate breed stood knee-deep in a galvanized tub. He looked skinny and frail with his coat plastered to his frame, thinned to transparency. Dead fleas, like pepper, seasoned the flesh underneath. The dog trembled, whining, and wouldnt quite meet my eyes. I kept my gaze averted so as not to embarrass him.

The old man said, Help you? His voice was surprisingly high-pitched for a man his size.

I hope so. Im looking for Roxanne Faught and this is the only address I have. Any idea where she is?

Ought to. Im her dad, he said. And who might you be?

I showed him my card.

He squinted and then shook his head. Whats that say? Sorry, but I dont have my specs on me.

Im a private investigator from Santa Teresa.

What do you want with Roxanne?

I need information on an old case. Apparently, a girl came into the Gull Cove minimart when Roxanne was working there in 1969. Id like to ask her some questions about the incident.

He squeezed the hose nozzle and the spray of water showered like a light rain over the dogs back and haunches. That the one got killed?

Yes, sir.

Well. I guess thats all right then. I know a sheriffs deputy came by a couple times asking the very same thing.

Youre talking about Stacey Oliphant, the guy Im working with. Is your daughter still in the area?

Close enough. How about this. Ill go give a call and see if shes willing to talk to you. Otherwise, theres no point.

Thatd be great.

He laid the hose aside, lifted the dog from the tub, and set him on the grass. The dog gave one of those profound total-body shakes, flinging water in all directions until his coat stood out in spikes. The old man picked up a heavy towel and gave the dog a vigorous rub, then swaddled him in the towel, and handed him to me. Thiss Ralph.

Since I was hoping to curry favor, I took the dog without protest. I could feel warm doggie bathwater seeping from the towel through my shirt front. Ralph lay in my arms, a damp bundle of bones, as trusting as a baby, his eyes pinned on mine. His tongue flopped out the side of his mouth, and I could swear he smiled. I jiggled him a bit, which he seemed to enjoy. I really dont understand how animals persuade human beings to behave like this.

The old man reappeared, closing the door carefully. He made his way down the steps. He wasnt quick on his feet, but he seemed to get the job done. He had a scrap of paper in his hand. Shes home right now and said its okay to give you this.

I handed the dog over and took the paper, glancing down at the phone number and address. Thanks.

Its a little house off the highway. You go down here about ten blocks until you hit North Street and then turn right. Once you get to Riverside you turn right again. Shes about five blocks down.



Roxanne Faught had turned her front porch into an outdoor room, with pale sisal carpet, a dark green painted porch swing, two white wicker rockers, occasional tables, and a double-sided magazine rack, one half stuffed with issues of People and the other with copies of Better Homes and Gardens. Five terra-cotta pots of bright orange marigolds lined the edge of the porch. When I arrived, she was sitting on the swing with a bottle of beer and a freshly lit cigarette. The house itself was white frame and completely nondescript. There were windows and doors in all the proper places, but nothing that made the house distinct. Roxanne was in her sixties and attractive, though the creases in her face were exaggerated by all the makeup she wore. Her hair was, in the main, a coppery blond, showing gray at the roots where four inches of new growth formed a wide band. Her brows were plucked to thin arches and her dark eyes were lined in black. The smoking had darkened her teeth, but they were otherwise straight and uniform, suggesting caps. She wore a long-sleeve navy T-shirt with the sleeves pushed up, jeans, and tennis shoes without socks. She took a sip of beer and pointed at me with the bottle. You have to be the one Pop just called about. Come on up and have a seat.

Kinsey Millhone. I appreciate your seeing me on such short notice. I wasnt sure where you were living so I started with him.

Ive been in town all my life. I guess I dont have much sense of adventure. My great-aunt died and left me just enough money to get the house paid off. I can survive without working if I watch my step. She paused and picked up a strand of two-toned hair, which she studied critically. You can see I quit going to the beauty shop. Cheaper to color it myself, when I get around to it. I cant give these up, she said, gesturing with her cigarette. I smoked so long Im probably doomed, anyway. Might as well enjoy. She coughed once, loosening something deep in her chest. What can I help you with? Pop says youre here about that girl got killed, what was it, twenty years ago?

Just about. Eighteen in August.

You know whats interesting about her? Shes got a grip on folks. Here she is dead all that time and she still has people out there wondering who she is and how to get her back where she belongs.

And who killed her, I added.

Yeah, well good luck on that. You got your work cut out. Sit, sit, sit. Can I get you a beer?

Im doing fine right now, thanks. I settled on one of the white wicker rockers, which creaked under my weight. I can see where youd want to spend the day out here, watching traffic go by. Nice.

Thats the thing about retirement. People keep asking me, dont you miss work? Well, no way, Jos. I could go the rest of my life and never leave this porch. Im so busy as it is I cant figure out how I ever had time for a job. Between housework and errands, theres half the day gone right there.

What else do you do?

Read. I work in the yard, play bridge with some gals Ive known for years. How about you? You like the work you do?

Im not that crazy about being stuck indoors, but the field works fun.

So now. What can I tell you that you dont already know?

One thing I was curious about. Gull Cove is thirty miles south. Seems like a long way to drive for work you could have found in town.

Roxanne coughed again, clearing her throat. As with other smokers Ive known, her coughing was habitual and didnt seem to warrant a remark. Thats easy. I was diddling the owner. Thats how I got hired. She laughed. Seemed like a good idea at the time. He moved on to someone else and I got fired. Big surprise. My fault entirely. Its like Pop used to say, Dont shit in your own Post Toasties, Roxanne.

Live and learn.

You got that right. Anyway, I was working seven to three. This was summer and hotter than blue blazes, even with the breeze coming in off the ocean. You know the place at all?

Actually, I stopped off there on the drive up.

Then youve seen for yourself. Not a shade tree in sight; building stuck there on the side of the hill. By August the suns hot enough to boil water. Anyway, this was a Friday morning. I remember because I got paid once a week and I had bills up to here. So Im working awayits just me by my lonesome. Business was never heavy and I could handle it myself. This gal comes in. Shes checking the aisles, walking up and down like she has some shopping to do. Then I see her move to the rear where we had a coffee machine and a self-serve case of deli sandwiches and sweets. Customers would serve themselves, then come to the register to pay once they had everything they needed. We kept tables and chairs outside on the deck and most of em would take their purchases out there and watch the ocean while they ate. You had to look over the four lanes of traffic whizzing by on the road, but you could see it all the same. Different every day. I never got tired of the sight myself. Any rate, she helped herself to a cup of coffee and a doughnut and had both of them scarfed down by the time she got to the front. Shed tossed the cup somewhere in back, maybe thinking I wouldnt notice shed just had her fill. Next thing I know, shes halfway out the door. I rang up the charges and then I caught up with her. Thats when she told me she was broke. Well, hell, I thought. Ive been broke in my day and I dont begrudge anyone some brew and a bite to eat, so I told her Id take care of it. She said, Thanks. I mean that. Those were her exact words. Thanks. I mean that. And off she went. Couldnt have taken more than four minutes all told, and Im talking from the time she came in.

Im surprised you remembered her at all.

Somebody tries to run out without paying? You better believe I remembered. Especially when she turned up dead. She paused to stub out one cigarette and light another. Pardon my manners. I hope this doesnt bother you. Do you smoke?

No, but were outside and Im upwind. What else do you recall? Anything in particular? I wondered how anyone could remember so brief an encounter after so much time had passed.

Like what? Ask me questions. Its easier that way.

How old would you say?

Twenties.

Not in her teens?

Could have been. She was a good-sized girl.

You mean fat?

I wouldnt say fat, but she was big. Big wrist bones, big feet. Had what Pop would call good child-bearing hips.

You remember her clothes?

Oh lord, I think I gave that sheriffs detective all this same information at the time. Why dont you ask him?

I thought Id go back over and see if anything new comes to light, I said.

Pants and a blousy shirtyou know, big sleeves.

Belt?

She feigned irritation, giving me a mock cross look. You get right down to the nitty-gritty, dont you? Scars, moles, other identifying marks? What do you want? I only saw the girl up close once.

Sorry. I take it she wasnt wearing a belt.

Dont think so.

I could feel her withdraw and knew I needed to pull her back. What about her shoes?

Id say boots if I had to guess.

Its not multiple choice. Just whatever comes to mind. Take the pants. Were they patterned or plain?

She brightened. Now, that I do know. Its what I told the cops back then. Daisies.

You remember the color?

She shrugged. Daisy-colored. You know, yellow and white. Probably some green in there someplace. Is that important?

Im just groping around. What about the shirt?

Plain. I hope you dont intend to ask me every little thing.

I smiled. Really, I dont. Was the shirt dark or light?

Dark blue voile.

Which is what? Sorry, but I dont know the term.

Im not sure myself, but I know thats right because I went back and looked it up.

You kept notes?

I kept the clipping from the paper. Its in the other room.

I could hear a dim alarm bell ring. What I was getting was rehearsed. Did you get the impression she was local or on the road?

Traveling, definitely. I saw her hitchhiking earlier when I was coming in to work. Im sure she hadnt eaten in a while. She wolfed her food right down.

She could have been stoned, I said.

Oh. I hadnt thought about that. She probably was, come to think of it. That might explain where her money went. She spent it all on dope.

Just a possibility. I wonder how far she managed to travel without funds. Or do you think she had the money and just didnt choose to spend it on food?

Hard to say. If I hadnt volunteered to pay, shed have tennis-shoed the place so Idve been stuck either way. Bet she panhandled, too. Your age, you probably dont remember those days.

Actually, I do. I was in my late teens.

Point is, all those hippies hung out, cadging any change you had. Smoking these big fat joints. I forget now what they called em. Thumbs, I think. Me, I wasnt into that. Well, maybe a little grass, but never any LSD.

I murmured a response and then said, Was she wearing jewelry?

Nope. Dont think so.

No watch or bracelet? Maybe earrings?

Oh. I remember now. No earrings. Her left earlobe was torn through. Like somebodyd grabbed a hoop and ripped it right off.

Was the injury recent?

Nope. It was all healed up, but it was definitely split.

What about her fingernails?

Bitten to the quick. Nearly made me sick. She wasnt all that clean, and shed picked at her cuticles until they bled. You ever see that? Nails so short the fingertips look all puffy. Its enough to make you lose your lunch.

And youre sure youd never seen her around town before?

Not before and not since.

Howd you happen to get in touch with the Sheriffs Department?

I didnt happen to do anything. I read about the body in the paper and remembered shed been in. Like I said before, the incident stuck in my mind because she tried to pull a fast one.

What made you so sure it was the same girl?

Who else could itve been?

Ah. Well, this has been a big help. I appreciate your time. I reached out to shake her hand.

She complied reluctantly. Dont you believe me? I notice you didnt take notes.

I got it all up here, I said, tapping my head.



Once back in my car, I checked my road map. Roxanne was still on the porch looking out at me, probably wondering at the delay. Maybe she thought I was finally taking notes, recording the bullshit recollections shed constructed over the years. I didnt think shed lied. Shed simply told her story too often. By now, she was either vamping like crazy or remembering someone else. I folded the map in half, trying to gauge how far I might be from the ranch. If I continued south on Riverside and made a dogleg right, Id hit the road that angled south and east, connecting with Highway 101 just about at Gull Cove. According to the map, the road was called Calle LeGrand, presumably named after my great-grandfather LeGrand, whose twenty-three thousand acres filled a sizeable chunk of the area. Twisting hair-like blue lines indicated creeks running through the land.

I started the VW and waved at Roxanne once as I pulled away. The last I saw of her she was sitting on the porch swing, a fresh cigarette in hand, taking yet another sip of beer.



I picked up Calle LeGrand and followed the road south, through low rolling gold hills that would turn as green as Ireland when the rains returned. In the areas where there were no structures in sight, I fancied I was looking through the eyes of the early settlers, marveling at the acres of untouched land, bare and silent except for the cries of birds. I missed the turn to the ranch and had to circle back when I realized Id gone too far. On the return, I saw the side road where Stacey and Dolan and I had met Arne Johanson. The gate now stood open and a haze of dust on the gravel road suggested that a vehicle had recently passed that way.

I turned in, driving slowly, my attention drawn to the gulley where Jane Does body had been found. I could see now that a section of the road angled off to the left, ending in a cul-de-sac, and I remembered the passing reference to the VW van that was seen parked in the turnaround. Also, a red convertible with out-of-state plates. Offhand, I couldnt remember the name of the fellow whod called it in, but the report might bear revisiting, as Arne had suggested. Somebody Vogel. Id have to look it up. I eased the car up the hill, following the route Arne had taken in his Jeep. I was really hoping the No Trespassing signs didnt apply to me.

The house came into view, looking like something in an old horror film. I parked in the driveway and approached with a curious mix of anxiety and excitement. Bare wooden trellises affixed to the porch rails at intervals suggested that roses or morning glories might have climbed there once. Now the beds were overgrown. I climbed the front porch stairs, which seemed remarkably sound. The house, though a shambles, had been built to last. I remembered talk at some point of moving the house into the city limits, restoring it as a possible tourist attraction. I could see where the city would be reluctant to make a claim. Even the idea of renovating the house in situ would be an expensive proposition. To what end?

I tried the front door and to my surprise I found it unlocked. I pushed it open and went in, assaulted by the dense smell of soot and mildew. I spent the next thirty minutes wandering from floor to floor, sometimes awed at the grandeur that remained. High ceilings, the sweeping staircase in the foyer, all the marble and mahogany still gracing the rooms. A large butlers pantry opened into a vast kitchen with servants quarters built on behind. A second staircase led up to the second floor from there. I could feel memory stir. Vague images, shapeless and filled with shadows, moved at the edge of my vision. I could hear sounds, talking and laughing in another room, without being able to distinguish the words.

I was standing on the wide second-floor landing when I heard someone walking in the hall below. From the bottom of the stairs, someone called, Kinsey?

For one wonderful moment, the voice was my mothers and shed returned from the dead.
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I crossed to the banister and peered over the railing. Tasha stood in the stairwell, looking up. I saw your car parked outside.

Ill come down.

I descended the stairs, embarrassed that Id been caught poking around the house uninvited. Shed taken a seat on the third step up, leaning against the wall. I settled on the same step, sitting close to the rail.

Howd you know I was here?

Arne saw your car pull in and called me. My office isnt that far. She was dressed in lawyer clothes: a crisp navy-blue pantsuit with a white silk shell under the two-button jacket. She wore pearls. Id always heard you could tell real pearls from fake by running them across your teeth, but I wasnt clear what information that was meant to impart. I thought itd be rude to ask if I could bite her necklace. She had dark eyes, delicately enhanced with a smoky eyeliner, a straight nose where mine was ever so faintly bumpy from having been broken twice. Her dark hair was tastefully highlighted with blond and pulled into a rope at the nape of her neck. I could see a bow of red chiffon peeking into view from the hair clip behind.

Its odd to see someone you know looks like you. The face we see in the mirror is always reversed so that our impression of ourselves is flipped left to right. If you stand in front of a mirror and put your right index finger against your right cheek, the mirror will tell you youre touching left to left. The only way you can see yourself as you appear to others is to hold a mirror to the mirror and check your image in that. What I saw now of Tasha was what others saw of me. Already, I liked her face a lot better than mine. I usually ignore my own looks, not from distaste, but from a sense of despair. So many women have mastered an arsenal of beauty products: foundation, powder, blusher, eye shadow, pencils for lining their eyes, brows, and lips. As a rule, I avoid makeup, having little experience with the selection and application process.

It was clear at a glance that Tasha knew her stuff. I couldnt identify all the kinds of goop on her face, but shed tinted herself with care. Her skin had a healthy glow, her cheeks showed a hint of pink, and her eyes looked enormous because her lashes were so thick. I could see her assessing me while I assessed her. We smiled at the same time, which only furthered the notion we were looking at ourselves. We had identical teeth.

She said, After our telephone conversation, I had a long talk with Mom. Her version of events is different.

Oh, really. How so?

She says your parents made that trip to meet with Grand and Granddaddy in hopes of a reconciliation. They were killed on the way. Grand blamed herself. Aunt Gin blamed her, too. Mom says Grand tried to keep in touch, but Gin was having none of it. Finally, Grand gave up, but only after years of trying to make contact.

Bullshit. I dont believe it.

Im not asking you to believe. Im telling you what Mother said.

Well, of course shed say that. Shes still tied into Grand. How can you afford to think ill of someone who has the power to pull the rug out from under you? Youd do just about anything to see them as good no matter what theyve done.

Kinsey, if you really want to find out what went on back then, you cant start by rejecting the messages you dont want to hear. There are two sides to every story. Thats why we have the courts. To settle disputes.

Oh, right. Compare this to litigation. Thatll win you points, I said. Most people cant stand lawyers. Im one of the few with any respect for the trade. I stopped. I stared down at the floor for a moment and then shook my head. Im sorry. Forget it. I didnt mean to get into it with you again.

Tasha smiled slightly. I told you we couldnt talk without hassling.

You set me off.

Thats not my intent.

I know. The hard part is that neither of us has any concrete proof. We can do this Did too! Did not! routine until the cows come home. Its Grands word against Aunt Gins, or my mothers word against your moms. There is no fact of the matter.

Probably not. Just keep an open mind. Thats really all I ask.

Im afraid its too late for that. My minds been made up since the day I met Liza. I wasnt interested then and Im probably not interested now.

At least you use the word probably. Thats progress, isnt it? You used to be adamant. Now youre obdurate.

Which means what?

Resistant, but less flinty. Its a big improvement.

The comment seemed patronizing, but I shrugged it off. Why take offense when she might not have actually meant it that way? I said, It feels like unfinished business and that bothers me. Regardless of how it comes out, Id like to think Im doing the right thing.

That works both ways. Were having to go back and revisit the past, which is good for all of us. The point is, we have time to work this out.

Thirty-two years of it so far.

So whats thirty-two more? We cant settle a long-standing quarrel in a few casual talks. She glanced at her watch and then rose. I have to get back to work. Did you finish the tour?

I pulled myself up. Essentially. I hoped Id remember something, but Im drawing a blank. The two of us paused simultaneously to brush off the backs of our pants.

We crossed to the front door, our shoes making scratching sounds in the grit that had accumulated on the marble floor. She said, What do you think of the place?

It must have been beautiful in its day.

Tasha turned back, letting her eyes travel across the foyer and up the stairs. You know Grand moved out shortly after Aunt Ritas death. Rita Cynthia Kinsey was my mothers maiden name.

I didnt know that.

Granddaddy Kinsey was fit to be tied, but she finally got her way. Thats when they bought the house in town. You remember him at all?

I shook my head.

Maybe I can find some family photographs.

Id like that. I dont think Ive ever seen pictures of anyone. Aunt Gin discounted sentiment as a form of sniveling. She refused to let either of us sink to such depths.

She was tough.

That she was.

Well. I better go.

Me, too, I said. I do have one request. I know youve already talked to your mother about me, but please dont bring Grand into this.

My lips are sealed.



It was 4:35 by the time I reached Santa Teresa. I made a stop at the public library, leaving my car in the adjacent four-story parking structure. My conversation with Roxanne Faught had raised unsettling questions, namely, what did she know and when did she know it? I wondered if there was any way to check. I trotted down the carpeted stairs to the periodicals room, where I asked the reference librarian for the microfilm records of the Santa Teresa Dispatch from the week of August 3, 1969. Since the body was found that Sunday, I didnt expect the news to hit the paper for another day or two. Once I had the box of film in hand, I sat down at the machine and unreeled the strip, which I threaded under the lens, catching the sprocket holes. I hand-cranked it until the strip caught properly and then pressed a button and watched the Sunday paper speed by in a blur. My eyes picked up a remarkable amount of information on the fly. I bypassed the sports, the business section, and the classified ads. I slowed now and then just to see what was going on. The oil spill off the Santa Teresa coast was in its 190th day. Funny Girl and Goodbye, Columbus were playing at the local movie theater along with Planet of the Apes. There was talk that Don Drysdales fourteen-year pitching career might be coming to an end because of a recurrent injury, and a Westinghouse 2-Speed Automatic Washer was selling for $189.95.

When I reached Mondays paper, I slowed to a dead stop and scanned it page by page. On Monday, August 4, five column inches were devoted to the discovery of the body near the Grayson Quarry in Lompoc. Con Dolan and Stacey Oliphant were both mentioned by name, but there was little to report. The next day, August 5, in a column called North County Events, I caught the second squib. By then the autopsy had been done and the cause of death was detailed. The same few physical traits were notedhair and eye color, height and weightin hopes of identifying the girl. I cranked the reel forward, through Wednesday and Thursday of the same week. Thursdays paper included a brief follow-up, with the same information Id read in the initial account. Both gave a brief description of the girls clothing, detailing the dark blue voile blouse and the daisy-patterned pants. Neither article specified the color of the pants. I knew from police reports that the daisies were dark blue, a red dot at each center, on a ground of white, but if you relied strictly on this data, it would be natural to assume the daisies were daisy-colored, as Roxanne Faught had so aptly summed it up. Factoring in her certainty about the torn earlobe, the big feet, the big-boned wrists, and the closely bitten nails, I doubted the girl shed dealt with was actually our Jane Doe. It was always possible, of course. Eyewitness testimony is notoriously shaky, easily influenced, subject to subtle modification with each telling of the tale. Roxanne had admitted shed gone back to reread the very clippings I was looking at myself. I didnt wholly discount what she said, but I wondered at its relevance to our investigation. Stacey had hoped to establish a timeline, working backward from Roxannes encounter to Cloris Bargos sighting of the girl hitchhiking outside Colgate. Now Cloris had recanted and I suspected Roxannes observations were too tainted to be of use. I fastforwarded. That same week, on August 9, five people, including film and television actress Sharon Tate, were found slain in a Bel Air home. Two days later, Leno and Rosemary LaBianca were discovered murdered in a manner similar to the Tate slayings. I tracked forward again, but there was no further mention of Jane Doe. I jotted a few notes on my index cards and then made copies of the news stories, paid for them at the counter, and returned to my car.

It was just after 5:00, and Con was doubtless at CCs, knocking back Happy Hour drinks on a two-for-one deal. For my sake, I hoped he hadnt been at it long. I spotted his car as soon as I pulled up in front, but the area was otherwise deserted. Across the street at the bird refuge, two women in sweats were just starting a walk, chatting with animation. Closer to the water, a mother looked on placidly as her five-year-old child fed day-old bread to the gulls under a sign that read: PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE BIRDS.

I went into CCs, pausing in the doorway to let my eyes adjust. A plank of daylight had fallen in the open door, enhancing the contrast between CCs and the outside world. The place was dark. There was no one in the front room except the bartender and a waitress engaged in intimate conversation. Stacey and Dolan were seated in a booth in the rear. Stacey got up when I appeared. He was looking better today. I said, Hi. Am I late?

Not at all, Dolan said. Both had glasses in front of them. Dolans contained whiskey dark enough to pass for iced tea. Staceys was empty except for the ice cubes and a wad of freshly squeezed lime. Dolan hauled himself to his feet just as Stacey sat down. What can I get you?

Waters fine for now. I may switch later.

Ill take another Tanqueray and tonic.

Dolan frowned. You just had one. I thought the doc didnt want you mixing meds with booze.

Or else what, I drop dead? Dont worry. Ill take full responsibility. Id be doing myself a favor.

Dolan gestured impatiently and then moved off to the bar. I slid into the booth and put my shoulder bag on the seat beside me.

He said, Howd your day go?

So-so. Ill tell you about it as soon as he gets back.

Stacey reached into his vest pocket and removed a pipe and a tobacco pouch, then filled the bowl. He fished around in another pocket for a pipe pick and tamped down the tobacco before he took out a wooden kitchen match and slid the head along the underside of the table. I waited while he puffed at the pipe. The smoke was sweet-smelling, like a meadow full of dried hay.

I said, Youre as bad as he is.

Stacey smiled. On the other hand, suppose I only have a few months left? Why deny myself? Its all in your perspective.

I guess it is.

We engaged in idle chitchat until Dolan returned, bearing a tray with my water and two fresh drinks for them. Hed added napkins, a bowl of popcorn, and a tumbler of nuts.

Look at this guy, buying dinner for us, Stacey said.

Hey, I got class. More than I can say for you.

The air was cool and free of cigarette smoke, which Dolan corrected for as soon as he sat down. I didnt bother to complain. Staceys pipe tobacco and Dolans cigarette smoke masked the faint whiff of noxious gases from the excavation site outside. Dolan helped himself to a handful of nuts, popping them in his mouth one by one while he looked at me. Whatd you get?

Youre not going to like it. I went on with a summary of my travels, starting with Cloris Bargo and the lie shed told.

Stacey said, I talked to her twice myself and she never said a word about that.

Its my charm and finesse.

Well, shit. I didnt realize she was married to Joe Mandel. He worked with us on this.

I know. I remembered the name.

Dolan said, I cant believe she was blowing smoke up our skirts. She actually admitted that?

Well, yeah. She said at the time she couldnt see the harm.

Stacey said, Lets leave that one alone. No sense butting into their business. I tell you what we might do though is ask Joe if he could locate Jane Does effects for us. Itd be good to take a look. Might spark an idea. Ill make a call and clear it with the sheriff. Dont think hed object, but you never know about these things. He made a note to himself and turned back to me. What else?

After I left her, I drove on up to Lompoc, stopping off at Gull Cove, which is closed, by the way. I laid out my conversation with Roxanne Faught, what shed said, and where the story shed told me varied from what we knew. I gave them copies of the news clippings to demonstrate my point. I think she lifted the details from these, which means we cant rely on her. I believe she encountered someone, but it wasnt necessarily our Jane Doe.

Too bad. It sounds like a dead end, Dolan said.

Stacey said, Dead ends are a given. Thats how these things go. Were bound to run into a few along the way. All that tells us is to back up and look somewhere else. Lucky we found out about it now before we wasted any more time on it.

Knocks our hitchhiking theory all to hell, Dolan said.

Maybe so, maybe not. She could have gone to Lompoc by train or bus and hitched a ride from there.

I said to Dolan, What about the vehicles seen in the area? Any way to check those out?

Johanson said something about a hippie van. We could track down that guywhats his name . . .

Vogel.

Right, him. Why dont we see what he remembers.

Its a long shot, I said.

Sos everything else weve come up with so far.

Stacey let that remark pass, still fixating on his original point about where the girl had come from. Another possibility is she bummed a ride to Lompoc with a friend, someone she stayed with til she hit the road again.

Dolan made a sour face. Would you quit obsessing? We went over that before. If shed had friends in the area, theyd have wondered what happened as soon as she disappeared.

Not if shed told em she was on her way north. Suppose she stays in Lompoc a couple nights and then leaves for San Francisco. She goes out the door, has a run-in with the Devil, and ends up dead.

Theyd still put two and two together as soon as the story broke.

Stacey stirred irritably. Were not going to find answers to every question we ask.

So far we havent found answers to anything, I remarked.

Stacey waved that aside. Maybe our mistake is assuming shes from somewhere else. Suppose shes local? Someone kills her and then makes up a story explaining where shes gone. Thats why she wasnt reported missing. Its part of the coverup.

Dolan was shaking his head.

Whats wrong with that?

Dolan sat back in the booth. No one exists in a vacuum. She mustve had family and friends. She worked, went to school. She did some damn thing. Somebody must have wondered. Essentially, this girl dropped off the face of the earth and youre telling me no one noticed? Theres something off about that.

I said, But, Dolan, think of all the kids who disappeared in those days. There must be dozens unaccounted for. Families probably still fantasize theyll show up one day.

Stacey said, Why dont we forget that angle and come at it from the other direction?

Which is what? I asked.

What we talked about before, assume Frankie killed her and see if we can find a way to make it stick.

Based on what? Make that leap and we could end up spinning our wheels, I said.

Were doing that anyway. The exercise is only pointless if it turns out were wrong. What do you say, Con?

Im with you on that one. Wed be no worse off. Ive always thought Frankie had a hand in it.

Stacey turned to me. I said, Youre the boss.

My thought exactly. Let me show you what I got.

He opened a manila folder and removed two connected sheets of computer paper with perforated edges. I peered at the pale print. There, in abbreviated form, was Frankie Miracles criminal history, starting with his first arrest in Venice, California, in January of 1964. Stacey picked up the paper and began to rattle off the long string of his offenses. I love this guy. Look at this. 1964. Kids twenty-one years old, arrested for drunkenness and resisting arrest. Fined twenty-five bucks and put on a years probation. Well, okay. No problem. His first contact with the law . . .

That we know of, Dolan said.

Stacey smiled. Thats right. But boys will be boys. Theyre not going to execute the lad for public drunkenness. In May that same year, he was arrested for burglary and contributing to the delinquency of a minor. Probably screwed a thirteen-year-old. Thatd be about his speed. Put on probation. In February of 65, he was arrested for another burglary. He pleaded guilty; sentence was six months in jail and probation. Judge is really cracking down on him, he said, tongue in cheek. June 1965. Burglary again. This time, his probations revoked and hes sentenced to state prison, six months to fifteen years; released after serving ten months. December 1965. Drunk and disorderly, assault, and marijuana possession. Admitted for psychiatric evaluation and treatment of drug and alcohol dependency. Stacey snorted derisively. The guys a creep. We all know that. April 1966burglary and escape. November 1966robbery, kidnapping, attempted rape. This time they threw in assault and possession of a dangerous weapon. March 1967another burglary. Oh, and heres a good one. I cant believe this guys back on the street. In January 1968, Frankie abducted a woman from a supermarket parking lot. He was later arrested on charges of kidnap, assault, robbery, oral copulation, sodomy, and attempted murder. You better believe she hasnt had a good nights sleep since she ran into him. January 1969attempted kidnap, statutory rape, contributing to the delinquency of a minor. Now were getting down to business. In March 1969, he was picked up on charges of armed robbery, assault, and attempted murder. Case dismissed. Cops probably beat a confession out of him, and the public defender had the whole thing thrown out. Sometime in June, he met a sixteen-year-old girl named Iona Mathis. He was married to her brieflysix months I think. About as long as some of his jail time, as it turns out. Which brings us to Venice, California, late July, when Frankie killed Cathy Lee Pearse. Stacey shook his head. God bless the courts. If theyd done their job right, they could have saved her life.

I said, Howd he manage to get away with all that shit?

Easy, Dolan said. He stubbed out one cigarette and fired up the next. He knew how to work the system. Every time he was charged with multiple crimes, hed plead guilty to one in exchange for the others being dropped. You havent met Frankie. He can be as charming as all get out. He had judges and prosecutors bending over backwards, trying to give him a chance to straighten up and fly right.

Stacey returned the report to the manila folder. Lot of times he was sentenced to state prison under the old indeterminate sentence system. Other times he was released on automatic parole. Longest he ever went between crimes was this period between March of 67 and November of 68.

Dolan said, Bet you a dollar he just didnt get caught. He hasnt gone that long between crimes since he started out.

Probably right about that. If you look at the pattern, you can see the stakes go up. Violence escalates. The stretch between crimes starts getting shorter and shorter until he killed Cathy Lee. For that one, he only served seventeen years on a life sentence so hes still lucking out. If I were her parents, Id be pissed as hell.

I said, What else do we have?

Dolan pulled a battered notebook from his jacket pocket and began to leaf through the pages. He clicked his ballpoint pen. Frankies cellmates. Turns out there were twelve altogether, but half the last known addresses are incorrect. We got two in state prison and one serving time in a federal prison camp in Yankton, South Dakota. I know the whereabouts of three for sure: Lorenzo Rickman, Pudgie Clifton, and John Luchek.

Stacey said, Scratch Luchek. He was killed in a twocar accident in 1975. Drunk hit him head on.

Right. Thats the information I have. Dolan drew a line through the name. Rickmans out on parole. Word has it hes been a real good boy of late, working as an auto mechanic at a place out in Colgate. I got the name here somewhere. Staceyll stop by Monday to have a chat with him. Which leaves Clifton, whos currently at the tail end of ninety days on a misdemeanor possession. I picked up mug shots on all these guys in case you need something to refresh peoples memories. I mixed in some unrelated photos so we cant be accused of biasing the witnessesassuming we find a few.

Lets be optimistic. It doesnt cost anything, Stacey said.

Dolan passed one pack of photos to me and one to Stacey, who said, Well let Kinsey talk to Pudgie. Hes the type whod respond to her feminine wiles.

Like I got some.

Dont underestimate yourself.

Dolan said, That leaves Frankie.

You and I can draw straws, but lets hold off on that until we contact the other two. Stacey winced and then stood up abruptly, saying, Shit! Hang on a sec.

Dolan said, Whats wrong?

Stacey groaned, then sucked in air through his teeth, his face tense. Damn backs seizing up. Jeez, that hurts. Pains shooting all the way down my leg.

Whats the doctor say?

How do I know? This aint Death at my door. I told youI pulled a muscle. I cant call the oncologist for every little thing. He leaned sideways, stretching. After a moment, he stood upright, taking a long, slow, deep breath.

Better?

Much. Sorry to interrupt. Damn thing caught me by surprise.

Would you quit the self-diagnosis and call the guy?

The doctors a woman, you sexist prick. You ought to give some serious thought to the assumptions you make.

Quit the bullshitting, Stace. This is all a big smoke-screen. You keep acting like youve only had the back pain for the past two days when youve complained of it for weeks. You should have had the docs take a look while you were in the hospital.

It wasnt hurting me then.

Oh, for heavens sake. You know what? This is called denial. This is you trying to minimize a problem that could be damn serious. Hell, give me the gals name and Ill call her myself.

No, you wont.

Then you call.

I will. I was going to do that.

Now.

Con, cut it out! Its past five. Shes probably left for the day.

Then call the service, leave CCs number, and have her paged. We can wait. You dont call her, I will. Im sick of hearing you bellyache.

You dont even know her name.

Ill find out.

Dont be ridiculous.

Quit arguing. Maybe shell give you some Valium to help you sleep at night.

Stacey shook his head. I hate making a fool of myself because of you. Despite his grumbling and protests, he did go off to find a phone.

Dolan and I sat without looking at each other. I didnt like the sound of it any more than he did. Finally, I said, Are the two of you okay? You seem testy.

Were fine. Hes just pissing me off. Its not about his back. The mans depressed. He thinks the cancers spread and thats why he doesnt want to get it checked.

I missed that, I guess. He seemed fine as far as I could tell. I mean, aside from his back.

Thats because he puts on an act for your benefit. You shouldve heard him before you showed. The shits wearing him down. If hed had a gun on him, hed have blown his brains out. Hes that close. Dolan held up his thumb and index finger a quarter of an inch apart.

Youre not serious.

I am. He wasnt even going to do the chemo until I talked him into it. As far as hes concerned, this is the end of the line so why play it out? Get the damn thing over with is his attitude.

But suppose the cancers moved into his bones?

Now, damn it, dont you start. Dont be so negative.

Im just saying I can understand where hes coming from.

Well, keep your opinion to yourself.

My opinions not relevant. He can do anything he wants. Its his life.

Wrong. He could use a pep talk. He needs someone to make him realize how selfish it is.

To kill himself? How so?

People who commit suicide are the ultimate narcissists. What makes him think everything revolves around him? Im in this, too. Thirty years down the drain and all because hes a cowardly damn chickenshit and wont see this through.

But what if hes terminal? I dont understand what you want.

I want him to think about someone else for a change.

If you dont get to think about yourself when youre dying, when do you? I said.

Stacey reappeared moments later and we dropped the conversation. He declined to sit, remaining by the table with his fists pressed into the small of his back.

Dolan fired up another cigarette, pausing to cough into his fist. Whatd she say?

Stacey waved the cigarette smoke away from his face. Shell see me first thing tomorrow morning; maybe take an X-ray or do a CT scan.

Whats the matter with her? Did you tell her how bad it is? She should see you right now and find out what the hells going on.

Goddammit. Quit nagging. This isnt an emergency so lay off that stuff. Anyway, Im tired and its time to go home. I cant be sitting here drinking all night like some I could name.

Sit down. You havent had dinner yet. You have to eat. Its my treat.

I got food at my place. You two stay. I can get a cab.

Ill take you, I said. My cars right outside.

You dont have to do that. I can manage on my own.

Really, I dont mind. I need to get home myself.

I reached for my shoulder bag and took out the keys. Stacey was already moving toward the door as I slid out of the booth.

Dolan stubbed out his cigarette. Ill take care of it.

In the end, we left at the same time; Stacey in Dolans car and me in mine. I watched Dolan turn off, heading toward the freeway. I took a right on Cabana Boulevard and followed the road as it wound along the beach. It was not quite dark, but a fog was rolling in off the ocean, enveloping the shore. I parked in Henrys driveway. Hed be home tomorrow in the late afternoon. I let myself into his place where I did a quick tour, making sure all was in order. No broken water pipes, no power outages, and no sign of disturbances. For a moment, I stood in his kitchen, drinking in the lingering scent of yeast and cinnamonHenrys home-baked sweetrolls. Surely, I could survive one more day.

I was home minutes later, safely tucked away for the night. 5:56 on a Friday evening and I had no plans. I made an olive-and-pimento-cheese sandwich on whole-wheat bread, which I cut into quarters. I poured myself a glass of wine and settled on the couch where I took up the Jane Doe file and started back at page one. Sometimes you work because theres nothing else to do.
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