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“And he gave it for his opinion, that whoever could make two ears of corn
or two blades of grass to grow upon a spot of ground where only one grew
before, would deserve better of mankind, and do more essential service to

his country than the whole race of politicians put together.”



—JONATHAN SWIFT
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Special thanks to Barbara Biggs and to all those writers who were there
with counsel and/or kind words. To wit:

Paul Bishop, Lawrence Block, Dorothy Salisbury Davis, Michael Dorris,
James Ellroy, Brian Garfield, Sue Grafton, Joe Gores, Andrew Greeley,
Tony Hillerman, Stephen King, Dean Koontz, ElImore Leonard, the late
Richard Levinson, William Link, Dick Lochte, Arthur Lyons, David
Morrell, Gerald Petievich, Erich Segal, Joseph Wambaugh.

And, of course, Faye, whose strenght, wisdom, and love could never be
concocted in the wildest writer’s fantasy.

Egad! What a talented bunch!
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1

Back to school.



It evokes memories of the tests we’ve passed, or the ones we’ve failed.

Monday. Milo’s call punctuated a hard, gray November day that had finally
erupted into rain.

He said, “Turn on your TV.”

I glanced at my desk clock. Just after two-forty P.M.—talk show time. The
cathode freak display. “What? Nuns who murder, or pets with ESP?”

“Just turn it on, Alex.” His voice was hard.
“What channel?”
“Take your pick.”

I flicked the remote. The sound came on before the picture. Sobs and
whimpers. Then faces. Small faces, lots of them. Eyes wide with bafflement
and terror. Fragile bodies blanketed and huddled together on the floor of a
large room. Gleaming hardwood floors and chalk-white goal lines. A gym.

The camera moved in on a little black-haired girl in a puff-sleeved white
dress as she accepted a plastic cup of something red. Her hands shook; the
beverage sloshed; a false bloodstain spread on white cotton. The camera
lingered, feasting on the image. The little girl burst into tears.

A chubby boy, five or six, cried. The boy next to him was older, maybe
eight. Staring straight ahead and biting his lip, straining for macho.

More faces, a sea of faces.

I became aware of a mellow-voiced commentary—calculated sound bites
alternating with strategic pauses. Sucked into the visuals, I let the words
pass right through me.

Camera-shift to rain-slick asphalt, acres of it. Squat flesh-colored buildings
spattered calomine-pink where the rain had penetrated the stucco. The
voice-over droned on and the camera got manic—a flurry of visual slices,
so brief they bordered on the subliminal: flak-jacketed, baseball-batted



SWAT cops crouched on rooftops, poised in doorways, and muttering into
hand-held radios. Yellow crime-scene tape. Assault rifles; the glint of
telescopic scopes; bullhorns. A cluster of grim men in dark suits conferring
behind a barrier of squad cars. Police vans. Pulling away. Policemen
packing and leaving. Then a sudden wide pan to something in a black zip-
bag being carted away through the rain.

The owner of the mellow voice came on screen. Sandy-haired, GQ type in a
Burberry trenchcoat and electric-blue crunch-knotted tie. The coat was
soaked but his hair spray was holding up. He said, “Information is still
trickling in, but as far as we can tell, only one suspect was involved and that
individual has been killed. Here we see the body being taken away, but no
identity has been released. . . .”

Zoom in on black bag, wet and glossy as sealskin. Stoic morgue techs who
might have been taking out the garbage. The bag was hoisted up and into
one of the vans. Slam of door. Close-up of the reporter squinting into the
downpour, playing intrepid war correspondent.

“. .. Recapping then, Nathan Hale Elementary School in the West Side
community of Ocean Heights was the scene of a sniping that took place
approximately forty minutes ago. No deaths or injuries are reported, except
for that of the sniper, who is reported dead and remains unidentified. The
exact circumstances of the death are still unknown. Previous rumors of a
hostage situation have turned out to be false. However, the fact that State
Assemblyman Samuel Massengil and City Councilman Gordon Latch were
at the school at the time of the shooting has fueled reports that an
assassination attempt may have been involved. Latch and Massengil have
been on opposite sides of a controversy concerning the busing of inner-city
children to underpopulated schools on the West Side and had planned a
televised debate, though at present there is no indication if the shooting was
related to—"

“Okay,” said Milo. “You’ve got the picture.”

As he spoke I spotted him standing behind the open door of one of the
squad cars, one hand over his ear, the radio speaker pressed to his mouth. A



background figure, too far away to make out his features. But his bulky
figure and the plaid sport coat were giveaways.

“Alex?” he said, and I watched him scratch his head on screen. A weird
juxtaposition—phone-a-vision. It faded as the camera swung back to the
wet, empty schoolyard. A second of blank screen, station identification, a
promise of resumption of “our regular programming” followed by a
commercial for weight-loss surgery.

I switched off the TV.
“Alex? You still there?”
“Still here.”

“All these kids—it’s a real mess. We could use you. I’ll give you directions.
Use my name with the uniform at the command post. Ocean Heights isn’t
far from your neck of the woods. You should be able to make it in, what?
fifteen, twenty minutes?”

“Something like that.”

“Okay, then? All these kids—if anything’s got your name on it, this one
does.”

(‘Okay.J)

I hung up and went to get my umbrella.



@namespace h "http://www.w3.0rg/1999/xhtml"; .acl { display: block;
font-size: 0.70588em; font-style: italic; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1lem; text-align: center; text-indent: 0 } .acmh
{ display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 2em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-align: center; text-indent: 0 } .acsh {
display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1lem; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .ata {
display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left:
2em; margin-right: 2em; margin-top: lem; text-align: justify; text-indent: O
} .au { display: block; font-size: 1em; font-weight: bold; line-height: 1.2;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: 3em; text-
align: center; text-indent: 0 } .bmh { display: block; font-size: 0.70588em;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: 6em; text-
align: center; text-indent: 0 } .bobh { display: block; font-size: 1em; line-
height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-
top: 3em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .bobh1 { display: block; font-
size: 1.17647em; font-weight: bold; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 1em;
margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: lem; text-align: center; text-
indent: 0 } .bobst { display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; font-weight: bold;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: 2em; text-
align: center; text-indent: 0 } .bobt { display: block; font-size: 1em; font-
weight: bold; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-
right: 0; margin-top: 2em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .calibre {
display: block; font-size: 1.41667em; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 0;
margin-left: 5pt; margin-right: 5pt; margin-top: 0; padding-left: 0; padding-
right: 0; page-break-before: always } .calibrel { color: inherit; cursor:
inherit; text-decoration: inherit } .calibre10 { text-decoration: underline }
.calibre2? { font-weight: bolder; line-height: 1.2 } .calibre3 { display: block;
line-height: 1.2 } .calibre4 { display: block } .calibre5 { font-size: 0.75em }
.calibre6 { color: blue; cursor: pointer; text-decoration: underline } .calibre7
{ font-style: italic } .calibre8 { font-size: 0.77778em } .calibre9 { font-
weight: bolder } .ccn { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-
bottom: 1em; margin-left: 1em; margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-
align: left; text-indent: 0 } .cfmh { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: lem; text-
align: left; text-indent: O } .cn { display: block; font-size: 1.17647em; font-
weight: bold; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 4em; margin-left: 0; margin-



right: 0; margin-top: 4em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .cotx { display:
block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-
right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-align: justify; text-indent: 1em } .crt {
display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-align: justify; text-indent: 0 } .ded {
display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 5em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .epi {
display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left:
2em; margin-right: 2em; margin-top: 3em; text-align: justified; text-indent:
0 } .eps { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-bottom: 1em;
margin-left: 2em; margin-right: 2em; margin-top: 1lem; text-align: right;
text-indent: 0 } .extl { display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom:
lem; margin-left: 5em; margin-right: 1em; margin-top: l1em; text-align:
justify; text-indent: O } .extv { display: block; font-size: 0.70588em,;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 3em; margin-right: 1em; margin-top:
lem; text-align: left; text-indent: O } .extvc { display: block; font-size:
0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-
top: lem; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .fmh { display: block; font-size:
lem; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 4em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0O;
margin-top: 4em; text-align: center; text-indent: 0 } .fmtx { display: block;
font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 1em; margin-right:
lem; margin-top: 1lem; text-align: justify; text-indent: 1em } .imp { display:
block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-
right: 0; margin-top: 16em; text-align: center; text-indent: 0 } .1Is { display:
block; margin-bottom: 2em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top:
lem } .pb { display: block; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-
right: 0; margin-top: 1em; page-break-before: always } .tit { display: block;
font-size: 1.17647em; font-weight: bold; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom:
lem; margin-left: 0; margin-right: O; margin-top: 3em; text-align: center;
text-indent: 0 } .tx { display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom:
lem; margin-left: 0; margin-right: O; margin-top: 1em; text-align: justify;
text-indent: O }

2

Ocean Heights adheres to the west end of Pacific Palisades, awkward as a
pimple on a cover girl’s chin.



Conceived by an aerospace corporation as a housing tract for the hordes of
engineers and technicians imported to Southern California during the post-
sputnik boom, the district was created by bulldozing lime groves,
landfilling canyons, and performing radical surgery on a few mountaintops.
What emerged was a slice of Disneyana: a “planned community” of flat,
wide, magnolia-lined streets, perfect square sod lawns, single-story ranch
houses on quarter-acre lots, and small-print deed covenants prohibiting
“architectural and landscaping deviance.”

The corporation is long gone, vanquished by poor management. Had it
leased the houses instead of selling them, it might still be in business,
because L.A. land-grab mania has pushed Ocean Heights prices into the
high six-figure mark and the tract has emerged as an upper-middle-class
refuge for those craving salt air seasoned with Norman Rockwell. Ocean
Heights disapproves of the untrimmed, septic-tank-and-home-grown-dope
ambience of neighboring Topanga, glares down like a dowager aunt upon
the beach-blanket licentiousness of Malibu. But the view from the bluffs is
often hazy. Fog, like complacency, seems to settle in and stay.

Milo’s directions were precise, and even in the rain the drive went quickly
—a spurt down Sunset, a turn onto a side street I’d never noticed before,
three miles along a glassy canyon road that had a reputation for eating
joyriders. A year of drought had ended with a week’s worth of unseasonal
autumn downpour, and the Santa Monica mountains had greened as quickly
as home-grown radishes. The roadside was a tangle of creeper and vine,
wildflower and weed—a boastful profusion. Nature making up for lost
time.

The entrance to Ocean Heights was marked by the death of that boast: a
newly surfaced avenue bisected by a median of grass and shaded by
magnolias so precisely matched in contour and size they could have been
cloned from the same germ cell. The street sign said ESPERANZA DRIVE.
Beneath it was another sign: white, blue-bordered, discreet, proclaiming
Ocean Heights a guarded community.

The rain took on power and spattered against my windshield. A half mile
later the police command post came into view: sawhorse barriers blocking
the street, a domino spread of black-and-white squad cars, a battalion of



yellow-slickered policemen projecting the guilty-till-proven-innocent
demeanor of Iron Curtain border guards. Something else fed the checkpoint
image: a group of about a dozen women, all Hispanic, all soaked and
distraught, trying to cross the barriers, meeting stoic resistance from the
cops. Other than that, the street was empty, shutters drawn on diamond-
paned windows, color-coordinated panel doors dead-bolted, the sole
movement the shudder of flowers and shrubs beneath the watery onslaught.

I parked and got out. The downpour hit me like a cold shower as I made my
way toward the barricade.

I heard a woman cry out, “Mi nino!” Her words were echoed by the others.
A chorus of protests rose and mingled with the hiss of the rain.

“Just a short while longer, ladies,” said a baby-faced cop, struggling to
appear unmoved.

One of the women called out something in Spanish. Her tone was abusive.
The young cop flinched and looked over at the officer next to him—older,
thickset, gray-mustached. Catatonic-still.

The young cop turned back to the women. “Just hold on now,” he said,
suddenly angry.

“Mi nino!”

Gray Mustache still hadn’t moved but his eyes had settled on me as I
approached. A third cop said, “Man coming up.”

When I was within spitting distance, Gray Mustache gave a straight-arm
salute, showing me the lines on his palm. Up close, his face was wet and
puffy, laced with veins, and chafed the color of rare steak.

“No further, sir.”
“I’m here to see Detective Sturgis.”

The mention of Milo’s name narrowed his eyes. He looked me up and
down.



“Name.”
“Alex Delaware.”

He cocked his head at one of the other patrolmen, who came over and stood
guard at the barrier. Then he went to one of the black-and-whites, got in,
and talked into the radio. A few minutes later he came back, asked to see
some ID, scrutinized my driver’s license, and stared at me a while longer
before saying “Go ahead.”

I got back into the Seville and pulled forward. Two cops had cleared a car-
sized space between the sawhorses. The Hispanic women surged toward it,
automatically, like water down a drain, but were stopped by a shifting line
of blue. Some of the women began to cry.

Gray Mustache was waving me through. I pulled up alongside of him,
opened my window, and said, “Any reason they can’t go see their
children?”

“Go ahead, sir.”

I drove on, braving a gantlet of accusing eyes.

Nathan Hale Elementary School was eight more blocks up Esperanza—a
blacktop and flesh-stucco flashback to the images I’d just seen on the tube.
Three empty school buses were parked at the curb, along with paramedics’
vans and a few straggling press vehicles. The main building was sprawling
and gray-roofed, skirted by a waist-high hedge of podocarpus. The front
door was pumpkin-orange. Two cops guarded it from behind a cordon of
yellow crime-scene tape. More palm-salutes, dirty looks, and radio checks
before the chain-link gate to the school grounds was unlocked and I was
directed around to the back.

As I made my way I noticed another tape cordon, wrapped around a small
shedlike structure with wire-mesh windows, about seventy feet from the
main building. Over the door was a sign: EQUIPMENT. Crime-scene techs



kneeled and stooped, measuring, scraping, snapping pictures, getting
drenched for their efforts. Beyond them the rain-blackened schoolyard
stretched like scorched desert, vacant except for the distant galvanized
geometry of a jungle gym. A single female reporter in a red raincoat shared
her umbrella with a tall young officer. What was passing between them
seemed more flirtation than information transfer. They paused as I walked
by just long enough to decide I was neither newsworthy nor dangerous.

The back doors were tinted double-glass above three concrete steps. They
swung open and Milo stepped out, wearing a quilted olive-drab car coat
over the plaid sport jacket. All those layers—and the weight he’d put on
substituting food for booze—made him look huge, bearish. He didn’t notice
me, was staring at the ground, running his hands over his lumpy face as if
washing without water. His head was bare, his black hair dripping and limp.
His expression said wounded bear.

I said, “Hello,” and he looked up sharply, as if rudely awakened. Then his
green eyes switched on like traffic lights and he came down the stairs. The
car coat had large wooden barrel-shaped buttons dangling from loops. They
bobbed as he moved. His tie was gray rayon, water-spotted-black. It hung
askew over his belly.

I offered him my umbrella. It didn’t cover much of him. “Any problems
getting through?”

“No,” I said, “but a bunch of mothers are having a problem. You guys could
use some sensitivity training. Consider that my initial consultation.”

The anger in my voice surprised both of us. He frowned, his pale face
deathly in the shade of the umbrella, the pockmarks on his cheeks standing
out like pinholes in paper.

He looked around, spotted the cop chatting up the reporter, and waved.
When the cop didn’t respond, he cursed and lumbered away, shoulders
hunched, like an offensive tackle moving in for the crush.

A moment later the patrolman was sprinting out of the yard, flushed and
chastened.



Milo returned, panting. “Done. The mommies are on their way, police
escort and all.”

“The perquisites of power.”

“Yeah. Just call me Generalissimo.”

We began walking back toward the building.
“How many kids are involved?” I said.

“Couple of hundred, kindergarten through sixth grade. We had them all in
the gym, paramedics checking for shock or injuries—thank God, nothing.
The teachers took them back to their classrooms, trying to do what they can
until you give them a plan.”

“I thought the school system had people to deal with crises.”

“According to the principal, this particular school has trouble getting help
from the school system. Naturally, I thought of you.”

We reached the steps, where we were sheltered by an overhang. Mile
stopped and placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Thanks for coming
down, Alex. It’s a goddam mess. I figured no one would do a better job than
you. I don’t know what your schedule’s like or if they’ll be able to pay you,
but if you can at least get them started on the right foot . . .” He cleared his
throat and rubbed his face again.

I said, “Tell me what happened.”

“Looks like the suspect got onto the school grounds before school opened,
either by scaling or walking through—couple of the gates were left
unlocked—proceeded into the storage shed, which had a dinky lock on it,
and stayed there.”

“No one uses the shed?”

He shook his head. “Empty. Used to be for athletic equipment. They keep
all that stuff in the main building now. Suspect was settled in there until a



little after noon, when the kids came pouring out for recess. Latch and
Massengil and their people showed up by twelve-thirty and that’s when the
shooting started. Teachers began shoving the kids back in the building, but
it was a real mob scene. Mass hysteria. Everyone falling over everyone
else.”

I glanced back at the storage shed. “TV said no one was hurt.”
“Just the suspect. Permanently.”
“SWAT?”

He shook his head. “It was over before SWAT got here. One of Latch’s guys
did the job. Fellow named Ahlward. While everyone else was diving for
cover, he rushed the shed, kicked the door in and played Rambo.”

“Bodyguard?”

“I’m not sure what he is, yet.”
“But he was armed.”

“Lots of people in politics are.”

We climbed the steps. I took another look back at the shed. One of the mesh
windows offered a clear view of the main building.

“It could have been a shooting gallery,” I said. “Near-sighted sniper?”

He grunted and pushed the door open. The interior of the building was
oven-warm, ripe with the mingled aromas of chalk dust and wet rubber.

“This way,” he said, turning left and guiding me down a brightly lit hallway
hung with children’s artwork in fingerpaint and crayon, and health and
safety posters featuring grinning anthropomorphic animals. The linoleum
floor was clay-colored and mottled with muddy shoeprints. A couple of
cops patrolled. They acknowledged Milo with stiff nods.



I said, “The newscast said Latch and Massengil were going to debate on
camera.”

“It wasn’t set up that way. Apparently Massengil had a solo press
conference in mind. Planned to make some speech about government
tampering with family life, use the school as a backdrop, the whole busing
thing.”

“School know of his plans?”

“Nope. No one here had any idea he was coming down. But Latch’s people
found out about it and Latch decided to come down himself and confront
him. Impromptu de-bate.”

“Cameras ended up getting a better show,” I said.

The doors off the corridor were painted that same pumpkin-orange. All
were shut and as we passed, sounds filtered through the wood: muffled
voices, the matter-of-fact sonata of a police radio, what could have been
crying.

I said, “Think Latch or Massengil was the real target?”

“Don’t know yet. The assassination angle brought the anti-terrorist boys
zipping over from downtown. They’re interviewing both of the staffs right
now. As long as the political angle is a possibility, they’re in charge—
meaning I collect info and hand it over to them so they can classify it, then
refuse to let me look at it on grounds that it’s classified. Perquisites of
power, hoo-ha.” He gave a hollow laugh. “Top of that, the FBI just called
from Westwood, wanting to know everything about everything, threatening
to assign one of their guys as a consultant.”

He hummed a few bars of “Send in the Clowns” and lengthened his stride.

“On the other hand,” he said, “if it’s your everyday, run-of-the-mill SoCal
psycho killer gunning for innocent babies, none of the muckamucks will
give a shit, ’cause the psycho’s dead—no headline value—and yours truly
will catch the paperwork. Good old perquisites of power.”




He stopped at a door marked PRINCIPAL, turned the knob, and shoved. We
entered a front office—two straight-backed oak chairs and a secretary’s
desk, untended. To the right of the desk was a door bearing a brown plastic
slide-in sign stamped LINDA OVERSTREET, ED. D. in white. Milo
knocked and pushed it open without waiting for a reply.

The desk in the rear office was pushed to the wall, creating an open space
that accommodated a sand-colored L-shaped sofa, tile-topped coffee table,
and two upholstered chairs. Plants in ceramic pots filled the corners. Next
to the desk was a waist-high shelving unit well stocked with books, rag
dolls, puzzles, and games. Framed watercolors of irises and lilies hung on
the walls.

A woman got up from the sofa and said, “Detective Sturgis. Hello, again.”

For some reason I’d expected someone middle-aged. She was no older than
thirty. Tall—five eight or nine—leggy, high-waisted, and slim, but with
strong shoulders and full hips that flared below a tight waist. Her face was
long, lean, very pretty, with a clear, fair complexion, rosy cheeks, and fine
features topped by a thick shag of shoulder-length blond hair. Her mouth
was wide, the lips a trifle stingy. Her jawline was crisp and angled sharply,
as if aiming for a point, but ending in a squared-off cleft chin that granted
her a bit of determination. She wore a charcoal cowl-neck sweater tucked
into a knee-length denim skirt. No makeup other than a touch of eye
shadow. Her only jewelry was a pair of square black costume earrings.

“As promised,” Milo told her, “Dr. Alex Delaware. Alex, Dr. Overstreet, the
boss around here.”

She gave him a fleeting smile and turned to me. Because of her height and
her heels, we were almost eye to eye. Hers were round and large, fringed
with long, almost-white lashes. The irises were an unremarkable shade of
brown but radiated an intensity that caught my attention and held it.

“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Delaware.” She had a soft voice mellowed further
by some kind of Southern twang. She held out her hand and I took it. Long-
fingered and narrow, exerting no pressure. I wondered how someone with



hands that submissive, that beauty-contestant voice, would handle a
position of authority.

I said hello. She freed her hand and brushed her bangs.

“Thanks for coming down on such short notice,” she said. “What a
nightmare.”

She shook her head again.

Milo said, “S’cuse me, doctors,” and moved toward the door.
“See you later,” I told him.

He saluted.

When he was gone, she said, “That man is kind and gentle,” as if ready to
argue the point.

I nodded. She said, “At first the kids were scared of him, scared to talk to
him—his size. But he really handled them well. Like a good father.”

That made me smile.

Her color deepened. “Anyway, let’s get to work. Tell me everything I can
do to help the kids.”

She took a pad and pencil from her desk. I sat on the short section of the L-
shaped sofa and she settled perpendicular to me, crossing her legs.

I said, “Are any of them showing signs of overt panic?”
“Such as?”
“Hysteria, breathing troubles, hyperventilation, uncontrollable weeping?”

“No. At first there were tears, but they appeared to have calmed down. At
least the last time I looked they seemed settled—amazingly so. We’ve got
them back in their classrooms and the teachers have been instructed to let



me know if anything comes up. No calls for the last half hour, so I guess no
news is good news.”

“What about physical symptoms—vomiting, urinating, loss of bowel
control?”

“We had a couple of wet pants in the lower grades. The teachers handled it
discreetly.”

I probed for symptoms of shock. She said, “No, the paramedics already
went through that. Said they were okay. Remarkably okay, quote unquote—
is that normal? For them to look that good?”

I said, “What do they understand about what’s happened?”
She looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“Has anyone actually sat down and explained to them that there was a
sniper?”

“The teachers are doing that now. But they have to know what happened.
They heard the shots, saw the police swarm the campus.” Her face
tightened with anger.

I said, “What is it?”

She said, “That someone would do that to them. After all they’ve been
through. But maybe that’s why they’re handling it okay. They’re used to
being hated.”

“The busing thing?”

“The busing thing. And all the garbage that resulted from it. It was a match
made in hell.”

“Because of Massengil?”

More anger.



“He hasn’t helped. But no doubt he speaks for his constituents. Ocean
Heights considers itself the last bastion of Anglo-Saxon respectability. Till
recently, the locals’ idea of educational controversy was chocolate-chip or
oatmeal cookies at the bake sale. Which is fine, but sometimes reality just
has to rear its ugly head.”

She drummed her fingers and said, “When you came in, did you notice how
big the yard was?”

I hadn’t, but I nodded.

She said, “It’s a huge campus for such a small neighborhood, because
thirty-five years ago, when the school was built, land was cheap, Ocean
Heights was supposed to boom, and someone probably landed a juicy
construction contract. But the boom never materialized and the school never
came close to functioning at capacity. Until the budget crunches back in the
seventies, no one paid much attention to that kind of thing. Who’d complain
about small classes? But resources started to dry up, the Board began
examining head count, efficient allocation of resources, all that good stuff.
Most white schools were experiencing a dropping census but Hale was a
real ghost town. The kids of the original homeowners were grown. Housing
had gotten so expensive that few families with young children were able to
move in. Those that could afford to live here could also afford to send their
kids to private schools. The result was classroom capacity for nine hundred
pupils and only eighty-six kids attending. Meanwhile, on the East Side,
things were nuts—fifty, sixty per classroom, kids sitting on the floor. The
logical thing seemed to be what the Board so quaintly terms ‘modulated
redistribution.” The B word. But totally voluntary, and one-way. Inner-city
kids brought in, no locals bused out.”

“How long’s it been going on?”

“This is our second year. Hundred kids the first semester, hundred more the
second. Even with that, the place was still a ghost town. But the locals felt
crowded. Sixty of the eighty-six stragglers were transferred immediately to
private schools. All the rest left mid semester. You would have thought we
were importing the plague.” She shook her head. “I can understand people
wanting to be insulated, the whole idea of the neighborhood school. I know



they must have felt invaded. But that doesn’t excuse how ugly it got.
Alleged grown-ups standing outside the gates waving signs and taunting the
kids. Calling them greasers, wetbacks. Vermin.”

I said, “I saw it on TV. It was ugly.”

She said, “During summer vacation we got vandalized—racist graffiti,
broken windows. I tried to get the Board to send down some mental health
people, someone to mediate with the community before the new school year
started, but all I got were memos and countermemos. Hale’s a stepchild that
they’re obligated to feed but don’t want to acknowledge.”

“How have the children reacted to all the hostility?”

“Very well, actually. They’re so darned resilient, bless ’em. And we worked
on it. Last year I met regularly with each class, talking to them about
tolerance, respecting differences between people, the right to free speech,
even if it’s unpleasant. I had the teachers play games and do things to
enhance self-esteem. We kept drumming into them how good they were.
How brave. I’'m no psychologist, but psych was my minor and I think I did
at least a passable job.”

I said, “Sounds like the right approach. Maybe that’s why they’re handling
things well right now.”

She waved off the compliment and her eyes moistened. “That’s not to say
everything was perfect—not by a long shot. They felt it—the hatred. Had
to. A few families pulled their kids out of the busing program immediately,
but most stuck it out, and after a while things seemed to be quieting down. I
really thought this semester was going well. Hoped it had finally dawned on
the good folks of Ocean Heights that a bunch of little kids weren’t going to
rape their daughters and rustle their cattle. Or maybe they just got bored—
this place is the capital of Apathy. Only other issues that get them going are
offshore oil drilling within a fifty-mile radius and anything that relates to
landscaping. So I made sure our shrubs were well trimmed.” Brief, bitter
smile. “I was starting to think we could finally concentrate on educating.
Then Massengil goes and dredges it all up—he’s always had a special thing
for us. Probably ’cause he’s a local. Lives in Sacramento but keeps a house



here for legal purposes. Obviously he views us as a personal burr in the
butt.”

She punched her palm. Her eyes were flashing. I altered my assessment
about her ability to handle authority.

“The creep,” she said. “If I’d known he was planning a dog-and-pony show
today, I'd . . .”

She frowned, tapped her pencil on her wrist.
I said, “What?”

She hesitated, then gave another mirthless smile. “I was about to say I'd
have met him at the gate with a loaded gun.”
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She looked down at her pad, realized she’d written nothing, and said,
“Enough talk. What’s your plan?”



“The first step will be to establish rapport with the kids. And the teachers.
Your introducing me and explaining who I am will help that. Second, I’ll
focus on getting them to express their feelings about what happened—
talking, playing, drawing.”

“Individually or in groups?”

“Groups. Class by class. It’s more efficient and more therapeutic—opening
up will be easier if there’s peer support. I’ll also be looking for the high-risk
kids—those who are especially high-strung, have had previous anxiety
problems or experienced loss or an unusual amount of stress within the last
year. Some of them may need one-on-one attention. The teachers can help
by identifying them.”

“No problem,” she said. “I know most of them myself.”

“The other important thing—maybe the toughest—will be to convince
parents not to keep their children out of school for extended periods.”

“What’s extended?”

“More than a day or two. The sooner they get back, the easier it will be for
them to adjust.”

She sighed. “All right, we’ll get on it. What do you need in the way of
equipment?”

“Nothing much. Some toys—blocks, figurines. Paper and pencil, clay,
scissors, glue.”

“We’ve got all of that.”
“Will I need a translator?”

“No. Most of the kids—about ninety percent—are Latino but all of them
understand English. We’ve worked hard at that. The rest are Asian,
including some pretty recent immigrants, but we don’t have anyone on staff
who speaks Cambodian or Vietnamese or Laotian or Tagalog or whatever,
so they’ve come along pretty fast.”



“Ye olde melting pot.”

“Uh-uh, forbidden phrase,” she said. “The memo god commands us to use
salad bowl.” She raised a finger and recited: “Every ingredient maintains its
integrity, no matter how much you toss it around.”

We left her office and stepped out into the hall. Only one cop remained,
patrolling idly.

She said, “Okay. Now what about your fee.”
I said, “We can talk about that later.”

“No. I want things straight from the beginning—for your sake. The School
Board has to approve private consultants. That takes time, going through
channels. If I put in a voucher without prior approval, they can use that as
an excuse not to pay you.”

I said, “We can’t wait for approval. The key is to get to the kids as soon as
possible.”

“I realize that, but I just want you to know what you’re dealing with. Also,
even if we go through channels, there’re bound to be hassles getting you
compensated. The Board will probably claim it has the resources to do the
job itself; therefore there’s no justification for bringing in anyone from the
outside.”

I nodded. “Same song and dance they pull with the parents of handicapped
kids.”

“You’ve got it.”
“Don’t worry about it.”

“I worry about everything. It’s my job,” she said. Most of the softness in her
eyes had melted away.

I said, “It’s okay. Really.”



“You realize we’re talking potential freebie?”
“I realize. That’s fine.”

She looked at me. “Why are you doing this?”
“It’s what I went to school to learn how to do.”

There was distrust in her eyes. But she shrugged and said, “Who am I to
look a gift horse?”

We walked toward the first classroom. A door at the end of the corridor
swung open. A tight cluster of nine or ten people poured out and barreled in
our direction.

At the group’s nucleus was a tall white-haired man in his sixties wearing a
gray sharkskin suit that could have been purchased for Eisenhower’s victory
party. His face was stringy and hawkish above a long, wattled neck—beak
nose, white toothbrush mustache, pursed mouth, eyes buried in an angry
squint. He kept up a vigorous pace, leading with his head, pumping his
elbows like a speed-walker. His minions were whispering at him, but he
didn’t seem to be listening. The group ignored us and blew by.

I said, “Looks like the esteemed assemblyman’s run out of words.”

She closed her eyes and exhaled. We continued walking.

I said, “What do you know about the sniper?”

“Just that he’s dead.”

“It’s a start.”

She turned sharply. “A start at what?”

“Dealing with the kids’ fears. The fact that he’s dead will help.”

“You’re going to get into gory details with them right away?”



“I’m going to be truthful with them. When they’re ready for it.”
She looked doubtful.

I said, “The key is for them to make some kind of sense out of a crazy
situation. In order to do that they’ll need as much accurate information as
possible. Facts. About the bad guy—presented at their level, as soon as
possible. The mind abhors a vacuum. Without facts, they’ll fill their heads
with fantasies of him that could be much worse than reality.”

“Just how much reality do you think they need to absorb?”

“Nothing gory. Basics. The sniper’s name, age, what he looks . . . looked
like. It’s crucial that they see him as human. Destructible. Gone forever.
Even with facts, some of the youngest ones will be incapable of
understanding the permanence of his death—they’re not mature enough,
developmentally. And some of the older ones may regress because of the
trauma—temporarily ‘forget’ that dead people don’t come back to life. So
they’re all vulnerable to fantasies of the bad guy returning. Of his coming
back to get them again. Adult crime victims go through it—after the initial
shock’s worn off. It can lead to nightmares, phobias, all kinds of post-
traumatic reactions. In children the risk is higher because kids don’t draw a
clear line between reality and fantasy. You can’t eliminate the risk of
problems, but by dealing with misconceptions right away, you minimize it.
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I stopped. She was staring at me, grimly, the brown eyes unwavering.

“What I want,” I said, “is for them to understand that the bastard’s truly
destroyed. That he’s not some supernatural bogeyman that’s going to keep
haunting them.”

“Bastard” made her smile. “Okay. Just as long as it doesn’t end up scaring
them more—" She stopped herself. “Sorry. You obviously know a heck of a
lot more about this than I do. It’s just that they’ve been through so much for
so long, I’ve gotten protective.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “Good to see someone caring.”



She ignored that. This one definitely didn’t like compliments.

“I don’t know a thing about the bastard,” she said. “No one saw him. We
just heard the shots. Then there was a lot of panic—screaming and shoving.
We were trying to stuff the kids back into the building, keeping their heads
down. We ran as fast and as far away as we could, trying to make sure no
one got trampled. No one even knew it was over until that guy Ahlward
came out of the shed, waving his gun like a cowboy after the big draw.
When I first saw him, it freaked me out—I thought he was the sniper. Then
I recognized him—I’d seen him in Latch’s group. And he was smiling,
telling us it was all over. We were safe.”

She shuddered. “Bye-bye, bogeyman.”

The lone patrolman had tilted his head toward our conversation. He was
young, handsome, coal-black, perma-pressed.

I walked up to him and said, “Officer, what can you tell me about the
sniper?”

“I’m not free to give out any information, sir.”

“I’m not a reporter,” I said. “I’m a psychologist called in by Detective
Sturgis to work with the children.”

Unimpressed.

“It would be useful,” I said, “for me to have as many facts as possible. So I
can help the kids.”

“I’m not free to discuss anything, sir.”
“Where’s Detective Sturgis?”
“I don’t know, sir.”

I returned to Linda Overstreet’s side.



She’d heard the exchange. “Bureaucracy,” she said. “I’ve come to believe
it’s a biological urge.”

A door farther down the corridor opened, disgorging another group. This
one revolved around a man in his early forties, mid-sized and chunky. He
had a roundish, freckled face under an early-Beatles mop of gray-streaked
dark hair which covered his brow. His clothes were formula junior-faculty:
oatmeal-colored tweed sport coat, rumpled khaki pants, black-and-green
plaid shirt, red knit tie. He wore round tortoise-shell eyeglasses, the kind the
British health service used to give out for free. They rested atop a nose that
would have done a French bulldog proud. The rest of his features were too
small for his face—pinched, almost effeminate. I thought of old pictures I’d
seen of him. Long-haired and bearded. The facial hair had made him look
more seasoned, twenty years ago.

The academic image was enhanced by the people around him—young,
bright-eyed, like students vying for the attention of a favorite professor.
Each of them was final-exam solemn, but the group managed to radiate a
boisterousness that was almost festive.

The round-faced man noticed us and stopped.
“Dr. Overstreet. How’s everyone doing?”
“As good as can be expected, Councilman Latch.”

He came over to us. The staffers hung back. With the exception of one
bulky, blunt-faced, red-haired man about Latch’s age, none was older than
twenty-five. A clean-cut bunch, dressed for success.

Latch said, “Is there anything I can do, Dr. Overstreet? For the kids? Or
your staff?”

“How about calling out the National Guard for some protection?”

He flashed a brief, campaign-poster smile, then turned serious. “Anything a
little less . . . martial?”



“Actually,” she said, “we could use some information.”
“What kind of information?”

“About the sniper. Who he was, his motivation. Dr. Delaware here will be
working with the children. He needs to know as much as possible in order
to answer their questions.”

He seemed to notice me for the first time, held out his hand and gripped
mine hard. “Gordon Latch.”

“Alex Delaware.”

“Good to meet you, Alex. You’re a psychologist? Psychiatrist?”
“Psychologist.”

“From the School Board?”

Before I could answer, Linda said, “Dr. Delaware’s a private practitioner
recommended by the police. He’s a specialist in childhood stress.”

Latch’s blue eyes focused behind his welfare specs. “Well, all power to you,
and thanks for coming down on such short notice, Alex. It’s been a horror—
unbelievable. Thank God it turned out the way it did.” He glanced back at
his staffers, got nods from some of them. “What’s your game plan—vis-a-
vis the kids?”

I gave him a brief rehash of what I’d told Linda.

He took a moment to digest it. “Sounds right on target,” he said. “I was
involved in your field once upon a time—majored in psych up at Berkeley.
Crisis counseling, community mental health, primary and secondary
prevention. We had a place in Oakland. Trying to integrate mental patients
back into the community. Back in the good old days when humanism
wasn’t a dirty word.”

“So I’ve heard.” As had anyone who read the papers.



“Different times,” he said, sighing. “Gentler and kinder. What happened
today just underscores how far we’ve drifted. Damn, what a tragedy!”

Linda said, “What can you tell us about the sniper, Councilman Latch?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. We don’t know much ourselves. The police have
been awfully close-mouthed, as is their wont.”

She said, “Mr. Ahlward would know something. If he feels up to it, perhaps
he could educate us.”

Latch looked over his shoulder again. “Bud? C’mere, please.”

The red-haired man raised pinkish eyebrows and stepped forward. He wore
a brown suit, white shirt, solid brown knit tie, had the kind of
overdeveloped upper body that makes custom tailoring a necessity. This suit
was off the rack and hung on him like a tarp. His hands dangled loosely at
his sides, big, pale, fuzzed with copper. His hair was tightly curled and he
wore it close to his head. He had a fleshy, jutting jaw and lazy amber eyes
that remained fixed on his boss.

“Councilman?” Up close he smelled of cigarette smoke.

“Bud, these good people want to know about the sniper. What can you tell
them?”

“Nothing yet,” said Ahlward. He had a soft, boyish voice. “Sorry. Cops’
orders.” He zipped a finger across his mouth.

Latch said, “Nothing at all, Bud?”
“ATD was real clear on that, Councilman.”

Latch turned back to us. “Anti-Terrorist Division. You might recall them
from a couple of years ago. The lovely fellows who were spending
taxpayers’ money on surveilling innocent taxpayers? We’ve since gotten
them to clean up their act, so I suppose we’ll have to let them do their thing,
for the moment. And they were adamant about keeping things under wraps
until they’re sure they’ve got the big picture. Bud’s on his way downtown



right now to give a formal statement. If we’re all lucky, things’ll clear up
soon after that.” To Ahlward: “Bud, soon as you get the green light vis-a-vis
informational flow, make sure these good folks get anything they want.
Immediately. Understood?”

“You bet,” said Ahlward.
Latch nodded. Ahlward returned to the group.

“Thank God for Bud,” said Latch, loud enough for the group to hear.
Someone patted Ahlward on the back. The redheaded man appeared
unmoved. Standing with the others but not one of them. A distant look had
settled on his face—Zen placid, as if he’d projected himself to another
place, another time. Not a hint that he’d spent his lunch hour shooting
someone to death.

“Okay, my friends,” said Latch, taking a step backward. “It’s been a long
day that shows no sign of ending. Dr. Overstreet, if you need anything,
bypass the red tape and come straight to me. I mean it. Let’s get things on
an even keel, once and for all. Dr. Delaware, sounds like the kids are in
good hands, but you, too, feel free to get in touch if there’s anything I can
do.”

He reached into his jacket, removed some business cards from a leather
holder, and gave them to us. A two-handed grasp of Linda’s hand, then
mine, and he was gone.

Linda crumpled the card. Her face had tightened.
I said, “What’s the matter?”

“Suddenly he’s Mr. Helpful,” she said, “but last spring, when the kids were
being put through hell, I tried to get his help. Ocean Heights is part of his
district, even though I’'m sure he didn’t get too many votes here. I thought
because of his reputation, all the civil rights stuff he used to be into, he’d
come down, talk to the kids, show them someone with power was on their
side. If for no other reason than to use it for public relations. I must have
called his office half a dozen times. Not even a return call.”



“He came down today. To square off against Massengil.”

“Some kind of ulterior motive, no doubt. They’re all the same.” She
blushed. “Listen to me. You must think I’m a foursquare ballbuster.”

“You might very well be,” I said, “but I’d have to study you under more
optimal circumstances in order to be able to come to a conclusion vis-a-vis
that issue.”

She opened her mouth, then broke into laughter. The cop down the hall
pretended not to hear.

The classroom was large and bright and filled with an unaccustomed
silence. Only the rain broke the quiet, sloshing against the windows in an
insistent car-wash rhythm. Twenty pairs of eyes stared back at me.

I said, “I’m the kind of doctor who doesn’t give shots. I don’t look in kids’
eyes or ears, either.” Pause. “What I do is talk with kids and play with them.
You guys like to play, don’t you?”

A few blinks.

“What kinds of games do you like to play?”

Silence.

“How about ball? Any of you like to play ball?”

Nods.

“Handball?”

An Asian boy with a soup-bowl haircut said, “Base-ball.”
“Baseball,” I said. “What position do you play?”

“Pitch. Soccer and football and basketball too.”



“Jumpin’ rope” said a girl.
“Pizza Party,” said the Asian boy.

“That’s a board game,” explained the teacher. A stylish black woman in her
forties, she’d relinquished her desk to me with eagerness, pulled a chair into
a corner, and sat, hands folded, like a punished student. “We have that here
in class. We have lots of board games, don’t we, class?”

“I like to be mushrooms,” said the Asian boy.

“Peppers,” said another boy, small-boned, with long, wavy hair. “Hot
peppers. Muy caliente!”

Giggles.

I said, “Okay. What other board games do you like to play?”
“Checkers.”

“Chutes and Ladders!”

“Checkers!”

“I already said that!”

“Chinese checkers!”

“You Chinese”

“No way. I’'m Vietnamese!”

“Memory!”

“I like to play too,” I said. “Sometimes for fun and sometimes to help kids
when they’re scared or worried.”

Return of silence. The teacher fidgeted.



“Something very scary happened today,” I said. “Right here in school.”
“Someone got killed,” said a dimpled girl with coffee-colored skin.
“Anna, we don’t know that,” said the teacher.

“Yes,” insisted the girl. “There was shooting. That means killing.”

I said, “You’ve heard shooting before.”

She nodded with vehemence. “Uh-huh. On my street. The gangbangers
drive by and shoot into the houses. That means killing. My papa said so.
One time we had a bullet hole in our garage. Like this.” She measured a
space between thumb and forefinger.

“My street too,” said a crew-cut boy with an elfin face and bat ears. “A
dude got killed. Dead. Boom boom boom. Inna face.”

The teacher looked ill.

A few of the boys began to pantomime shooting using their fingers for guns
and half-rising out of their seats.

“Sounds scary,” I said.
A boy laughed and shot at a girl. She said, “Stop it! You’re stupid!”
The boy swore at her in Spanish.

“Ramon!” said the teacher. “Now you just settle down. Let’s all of us settle
down, class.” Her glance at me said Where’d you get your degree?

I said, “It’s fun to play shooting, because it makes us feel strong. In charge
—the boss over our lives. But when it really happens, when someone’s
really shooting at us, it isn’t too funny, is it?”

Headshakes. The boys who’d laughed hardest suddenly looked the most
frightened.



I said, “What do you guys understand about what happened today?”
“Some dude was shootin’ at us,” said the Asian boy.

“Tranh,” said the teacher. “We don’t know that.”

“Yeah, he was shootin’ at us, Miz Williams!”

“Yes, Tranh. He was shooting,” she said. “But we don’t know who he was
shooting at. He could have been shooting into the air.” A look to me for
confirmation.

“He was shooting at us,” insisted Tranh.
I said, “Do any of you know what happened to him?”
“He got shot?” said the girl named Anna.

“That’s right. He got shot and he’s dead. So he can’t hurt you. Can’t do
anything to you.”

Silence as they appraised that.
The boy named Ramon said, “What about his friends, man?”
“What friends?”

“Like if he’s a homeboy and the other homeboys are gonna come back and
shoot us again?”

“No reason to think he’s a homeboy,” I said.
“But what if he’s a stoner, man?” said Ramon. “Or a cholo.”

“Who is he?” asked another girl, chubby, with black Shirley Temple ringlets
and a quiver in her voice.

Twenty faces, waiting.



I said, “I don’t know yet. No one does. But he’s gone. Forever. You’re safe
from him.”

“We should kill him again!” said Ramon.

“Yeah! Kill him! Shoot him with a twenty-two!”

“With a Uzi!”

“Push his face inna pizza so he don’t breathe no more!”
“Push his face in ca-ca!”

The teacher started to say something. I stilled her with a glance. “How else
could you hurt him?”

“Kill him!”

“Cut him up and feed him to Pancho—that’s my dog!”
“Shoot him, boom, inna balls!”

“Ay, los cojones!”

Laughter.

“Boom!”

“Cut him up and grind him up and feed him to my dog!”
“You don’t got no dog, Martha!”

“Do so! Got a real mean pit bull and he’ll eat you!”

I said, “Shoot him, stab him, push his face down. Sounds like you guys are
really mad.”

“Yeah, man,” said Ramon. “What you think, man? He try to kill us, we
gonna kill him back!”



“We can’t kill him,” said the chubby girl.

“Why’s that?” I said.

“Because he’s big. We’re just kids. We got no guns.”

“That’s dumb,” said Tranh. “We can’t kill him ’cause he’s already dead!”
“Kill him again!” shouted someone.

“Find out where he lives,” said Ramon, “and kill his fuckin’ house!”
The teacher said, “Language!”

The chubby girl didn’t look reassured. I said, “What’s the matter?”

“Actually,” she said, “we can’t do nothing. We’re kids. If people wanna be
mean to us all the time, they can.”

“Honey, no one wants to be mean to you,” said the teacher.
The chubby girl looked at her.

“Everyone likes you, Cecelia,” said the teacher. “Every-one likes all of
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you.

The chubby girl shook her head and began to cry.

By the time I finished, the rain had abated. I made a stop at Linda
Overstreet’s office, but it was locked and no one answered my knock. As I
left the building I saw Milo in the yard, near the cordoned storage shed. He
was talking to a slim, dark-haired man in a well-cut blue suit. He noticed
me and waved me over.

“Alex, this is Lieutenant Frisk, Anti-Terrorist Division. Lieutenant, Dr. Alex
Delaware, the clinical psychologist who’ll be working with the kids.”



Frisk checked me over and said, “How’s it going, Doctor?” in a tone that let
me know he didn’t much care.

“Fine.”

“Good to hear it.” He flashed a barrel cuff and consulted his Rolex. He was
young and tan, the dark hair permed in a neat cap, and wore a mustache that
had taken a long time to trim. The blue suit was expensive, the shirt
Turnbull & Asser or a knockoff. The tie that bisected it was heavy silk
patterned with dancing blue parallelograms on a background of deep
burgundy. His eyes matched the parallelograms; they never stopped
moving.

He turned to Milo and said, “I’ll let you know. After-noon, Doctor.” He
walked away.

“Spiffy dresser,” I said. “Looks like a TV cop.”

“Young man on the way up,” said Milo. “Masters in public administration
from S.C., good connections, D-Three by the age of thirty, promoted to loot
three years later.”

“Is he taking over the case?”

“You just heard—he’ll let me know.”
We walked across the schoolyard.
“So,” he said, “how’d it really go?”

“Not bad, really. I managed to meet briefly with all the classes. Most of the
kids seem to be reacting normally.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning lots of anxiety, some anger. It’s the anger I tried to harness—get
them to feel more in control. I told the teachers to contact the parents and
prepare them for possible appetite loss, sloop problems, psychosomatic
stuff, clinginess, some school phobia. Some of the kids may need individual



treatment, but a group approach should work for most of them. The
important thing was getting to them quickly—you done good.”

He said, “What’d you think of Ms. Principal?”
“Feisty lady.”

“Texas lady,” he said. “Cop’s kid—daddy was a Ranger, brought his work
home. She knows this scene by heart.”

“She didn’t mention any of that to me.”
“Why should she? With you she probably talked feelings.”

I said, “Her main feeling right now is anger. Plenty of it simmering beneath
the surface. It’s been building since she got here—she’s been dealing with
lots of crap and getting very little support. She tell you about the
vandalism?”

He frowned. “Yeah. First I'd heard of it. The School Board reported it
directly to downtown—it never went any further.”

“Bad P.R.?” I said.
“Perish the thought.”

“Sounds like the school’s been embroiled in politics since they brought the
kids in. Think the sniping was political?”

“At this point, who knows?”
“Latch or Massengil have any theories? About being targets themselves?”

“I wouldn’t know,” he said. “Kenny Frisk and the ATD boys did all the
interrogation. Hush-hush behind closed doors. Afterwards Kenny comes out
and informs the rest of us peons that official policy is tight lips. All press re-
leases to emanate from ATD. Informational infractions will be severely
dealt with.”



I searched his face for signs of anger. All I saw was a big, white mask.

A few steps later he said, “Though with politicos, good luck keeping their
lips from flapping.”

“So far Latch seems to be complying,” I said. “I ran into him in the hall as
he was leaving. Tried to get some information from him and received zip.”

He turned his head and looked at me. “What kind of information?”

“Some sort of basic description of the sniper. Who he was. Anything
tangible. The kids need to form an image of their enemy.” I repeated the
rationale I’d given Linda and Gordon Latch. “They’re already asking
questions, Milo. It would increase my effectiveness to be able to answer
some of them.”

He said, “Just basics, huh? Who he was.”

I nodded. “Of course, any details you can tell me would be useful. Short of
an ‘informational infraction.’”

He didn’t smile. “Details. Well, first thing I can tell you is that you’re
operating on a false premise.”

“What’s that?”

“It wasn’t a he. It was a she.”
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The restaurant was dim and mock-English: collections of tankards and
heraldic shields displayed on rough-textured dun walls, dartboards in “Ye



Olde Pub Room,” lots of distressed crossbeams, the tallowy, sweet smell of
seared meat. A catacomb jumble of small dining rooms. A re-spectful
maitre d’ had seen to it that ours was empty.

Milo looked up from his T-bone, put down his knife, and took something
out of his coat pocket that he slid across the table.

A piece of white paper, folded double. In the center was a photocopy of a
driver’s license.

The photo was dark and blurred. A young female face, oval, unsmiling. A
little weak-chinned. Thin neck. White blouse. Dark straight hair, cropped
short. Straight-edge bangs hovering above arched eyebrows.

I searched the features for something—some harbinger of violence. The
eyes looked a little dull. Sullen. Heavy-lidded, shallow as rain puddles. But
that could have been the poor quality of the copy or weariness at waiting in
line at the DMV. Other than that, nothing. Average. A face you’d never
notice.

I read the ID data.

HOLLY LYNN BURDEN 1723 JUBILO DR OCEAN HEIGHTS CA
90070 SEX: F HAIR: BRN EYES: BLUE HT: 5-05 WT: 117 DOB: 12-12-
68 RSTR: CORR LENS

“Local girl,” I said.
“Very local. That address is five blocks from the school.”
“Jubilo Drive. Spanish for ‘joy.” And I think Esperanza means ‘hope.’”

“A-plus, Sherlock. You caught the pattern. The street next to Jubilo’s
Belleza Court. ‘Beauty.” Some optimistic urban planner.”



“Hispanophile urban planner,” I said. “Guess the locals don’t share the
spirit.”

“Hey,” he said, “street names are one thing; letting them marry your sister’s
another.”

I examined the picture again, reread the information. “What do you know
about her?”

“Just what you see in front of you. Frisk says ATD will be checking out
known associates—going through their subversive files to see if her name
comes up. When he left us he was on his way to her house.”

“Nineteen years old,” I said and gave him the paper. He folded it back up
and put it away.

“Now forget you saw it, Alex. I’m not even supposed to have a copy.”
“Why not?”

“Official ATD document.”

“How’d you get it?”

He shrugged and began sawing his steak. “After the print boys finished,
Frisk designated one of the offices as a ‘data collection center.” Had all the
evidence hoarded in there, I just happened to saunter in when he just
happened to take a leak. There just happened to be this Xerox ma-chine that
kept whispering, ‘Turn me on, big boy.” You know how I’ve always been a
sucker for the soft touch.”

“Why all the obsession with secrecy, Milo? Once Frisk gave you her name,
you could have gotten the license yourself. Hell, I could get it myself.”

“That’s the way ATD works—comes from spending too much of their time
hanging around Washington. The Department sends them there—and to FBI
heaven at Quantico. Seminars. Hobnobbing with the cloak-and-dagger
freaks. Makes ’em insufferable. But them’s the rules—no sense bucking



without any payoff. Besides, it shouldn’t take long for things to ease up.
Only a matter of time before the whole case goes public.”

“How long?”

“Unless something interesting turns up about the late Ms. Burden in
somebody’s files, Frisk plans on releasing her name to the press around
noon tomorrow. Soon as that happens, you can tell your kids the bogeyman
looks like their friendly neighborhood babysitter.”

“How’s he going to stall the press in the meantime?”

“The old fashioned way: lie. ‘Sorry, ladies and gentlemen, no definitive ID
pending autopsy.” Which is almost true—she did take a couple of bullets in
the face. But you could still tell it was the same face as the one on the
license.”

I imagined the young, bland countenance swollen, perforated, bleeding;
shook that picture out of my head and said, “Around noon should work out,
anyway. I’'m meeting with the kids at one.”

“Great. But if, for some reason, Frisk hasn’t gone public, neither do you,
okay? I’ve got enough troubles without leaks getting traced back to me this
early in the game.”

“What kind of troubles?”
“The usual.” His expression said: Change the subject.

We ate for a while. My mind kept drifting back to the license photo. “A girl
sniper,” I said. “Hard to believe.”

“Women’s lib, Alex,” he said with his mouth full. “They’re trying to catch
up to us in the asshole division.”

“Then they’ve got a long ways to go,” I said. “I remember County Jail—
visiting Jamey Cadmus in the violent psych ward. One thing that impressed
me was that they had twenty rooms for males, only two set aside for



females, and those two were rarely used for females. What percentage of
violent crime is committed by women?”

“Less than ten,” he said. “But the stats get interesting when you look at the
age pattern—yviolent offenders under eighteen. The rate for males is still
much higher than it is for females, but the overall rate for males is
dropping, while for females it’s going up. The gap is closing. And even
without the numbers, I’d know there’s something happening, Alex. On the
streets. I can sense it—rules of conduct breaking down. Maybe Manson’s
girls broke the ice, I don’t know—Squeaky and the other one taking
potshots at Ford, those assholettes in the SLA. Now the gangbangers have
started using fems as trigger-men . . . triggerpersons. They figure the courts
will go easier on psychopaths in dresses, and they’re right. So far.
Meanwhile, more and more Bonnies wanting to be Clydes.”

He cut a large piece of T-bone free and stuffed it in his mouth. “Hell,” he
said, still chewing, “nastiest thing I’ve seen this year was some
stenographer over in Mar Vista doing in her boyfriend with a Chinese
cleaver. Jilted-lover stir-fry. Call the Frugal Gourmet.”

I looked at the sirloin on my fork and put it down.
“Bon appétit,” he said.
“Thanks.”

“Of course,” he said, “the distaff does have a long way to go. We’ve got
thousands of years of experience behind us. Tankfuls of testosterone. But
they’re working on it—the whole goddam culture’s changing. Female
wrestlers, girls pumping iron, shooting steroids, talking dirty. Hell, you ever
see women flipping off truckers on the freeway till recently? They’re
feeling their oats, pal.”

I made another go at my steak.
“Prime, huh?” he said, taking another mouthful.

“Prime.”



“Private stock. Management knows me.” He patted his gut. “Which is to
love me. Big tips and it’s cholesterol heaven.”

He dipped a piece of meat in steak sauce. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like
I have a thing against the fairer sex. Just telling it the way I see it.”

“I know that.”
“Yeah, well, sometimes people assume, you know?”
“I swore off assumptions for Lent.”

He gulped another gargantuan piece of steak. The meat was bloody-rare and
some juice dribbled down his chin. He dabbed at it. “Did I ever tell you I
once had a girlfriend?”

“Never.”

“Yup. High school days.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“No? What the hell does it take to surprise you?”
“How about an honest politician?”

His laugh was harsh. “Yeah, find one, put him in the cage next to the
condor.”

I said, “Why bother?”

He laughed some more.

“Any indication the Burden girl was aiming at Latch or Massengil?”
“Ye olde participatory democracy?”

“I’m serious, Milo. Being able to tell the kids they weren’t the targets
would make my job easier.”



“Then, by all means, go ahead and tell ’em.”
“No,” I said. “If I say it, I want it to be true.”

“Sorry, then,” he said. “Nothing solid to give you. She didn’t leave any
political message at the scene, far as I know. No fringies have called yet
expressing solidarity, and Frisk said he didn’t recognize her name offhand
from his subversive lists, though like I said, they’ll be running her through
the software. Maybe he’ll turn up something at her house—some diary, or
wacko manifesto. Mean-while, all we’ve got is one dead girl and lots of
question marks.”

He thought for a moment. “If she was trying for one of them, my guess
would be Massengil. Looks like no one except Latch’s insiders knew their
boy was going to be there.”

“The press knew.”

He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Only about Massengil. That much I confirmed
from talking to the reporters. The invite came from Massengil’s staff this
morning. It was supposed to be a one-man show. Latch didn’t announce he
was coming. The idea was to surprise the enemy.”

“How’d Latch find out Massengil was going to be there?”

“Once the press knew, it wouldn’t be too hard for anyone to find out, would
it?”

I said, “Anyone?”

“Anyone in the grapevine. Frisk does his job correctly, that’s the first thing
he’ll check about her. Maybe she once worked for Massengil—or Latch. Or
knew someone who did. No one on either staff recognized her name, but
she could have been been low-level—stuffing envelopes, whatever. Some
meek little gofer they treated like shit, never took the time to notice. She
swallows it for a while, then quits. No one notices she’s gone. Meanwhile,
she’s smoldering, making plans for vengeance. Fits the mass-killer profile.
Then again, maybe the political thing was coincidental—Latch and



Massengil had nothing to do with it. Maybe all she wanted to do was kill
kids, and bigger game intruded.”

“Local girl makes bad,” I said. “Wonder if she attended Hale.”
“Revenge for a bad report card?”
“Got anything that makes more sense?”

“As a matter of fact I don’t,” he said. “So far this is your quintessential
senseless crime—as opposed to all the real sensible ones we get.”

“Were the reporters there when the shooting started?”

He shook his head. “No. The press conference wasn’t called until one.
Massengil showed up half an hour before, walking around the yard,
‘observing.’ Latch dropped in on him a few minutes later.”

I said, “If Latch’s intention was to upstage Massengil, why not arrive when
the media were in place? Make a dramatic entry.”

“We wondered about that too. According to Frisk, Latch’s explanation was
that his object wasn’t to confront Massengil but to defuse him. He was
giving Massengil a chance to call the whole thing off before the cameras
showed up.”

“Saint Gordon.”

“Yeah, and I’m Mother Teresa. My guess is his real intention was to spook
Massengil, work him up good. Massengil’s got a reputation for having a
short fuse—got into a punch-out with another politico couple of years ago,
likes to yell back at hecklers, go head to head. Latch probably figured in
half an hour he could get the guy apoplectic by the time the media showed.
Really make a jerk out of him. Then the shooting started and took the edge
off their little drama.”

“One of the kids told me it sounded like war,” I said.

“How would he know?”



“She. From Cambodia.”

“Oh. Tell you one thing, old Holly was no pro-warrior. The rifle was a
Remington Seven-hundred Classic. Bolt action, scoped. Nine pounds,
stripped—one of the heavier ones they make, lots of kick. Not a girl’s gun.
You just don’t pick up something like that, go boom, and hope to hit your
target.”

“Even with the scope?”

“Sighting and aiming wouldn’t have been the problem, Alex. Holding on to
the damned thing would be. According to the license she weighed under a
hundred and twenty. And she hadn’t gained anything since applying for it. I
saw the body—skinny, no muscle on her. Unless she had plenty of practice,
she might as well have brought a cannon to shoot mice. Women succeed in
the shooting game, they get up nice and close, use a comfortable little
handgun. Not that a handgun would have been of much use in a sniping
situation.”

“The license also said corrective lenses. Was she wearing her glasses?”

“Yup. Took a bullet in one of them, glass went right into the eye socket.
Like shrapnel.”

“How many shots did she get off before Ahlward stormed the shed?”

“Looks like three out of six rounds—though to listen to the teachers and
kids, she had a machine gun; it was a regular blitz. But panic’ll do that,
magnify things. And some of what they heard was probably Ahlward
shooting her—he put eight right in her.”

“There’s your pro,” I said, remembering the redheaded man’s calm. “Ex-
cop?”

“Nope. Frisk said some kind of ex-military commando.”

“Hard-ass type for a guy like Latch to employ.”



“Not if Latch is a pragmatist. It’s like that old bumper sticker that used to be
on half the lockers at the academy: ‘Mugged? Call a hippie.’ Latch may
spout the love-and-compassion line, but when it comes to saving his ass he
ain’t gonna hire Cesar Chavez.”

“How’d Ahlward get into the shed?”

“Same back door Burden used. She left it unlocked—I told you she was no
pro. He ran around the back, waltzed right in, and pow.”

I thought again of the face on the driver’s license. Superimposed a mesh of
blood and glass over the dull face.

“What is it?” said Milo.

“Nothing.”

“My, my, my. You feel bad for her, don’t you?”
“Not really.”

“Not really?” He clucked his tongue. “Jesus, Alex, you turning mushy on
me? I thought by now I’d raised your consciousness.”

I said, “The whole thing’s pathetic, Milo. A girl, holed up with a rifle she
couldn’t handle—God knows what’s going through her head.”

(‘So?)’
“So I guess it just would have been nicer for the bad guy to be badder.”

He put his fork down and stared at me. “Oh, she could have been plenty
bad. No thanks to her she wasn’t real bad. Just imagine a couple of lucky
shots—couple of those cute little kids catching rifle slugs in—"

“Okay,” I said, “I get the point.”

“Good,” he said, crumpling his napkin. “Get it and keep it. Situation like
this, got to keep the old priorities straight. Now, how about some dessert?”
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I got home by eight, picked up calls, did paperwork and chores, then spent
half an hour with a new acquisition: a cross-country skiing machine. A



genuine implement of torture that left me a sopping ball of sweat. In the
shower I kept thinking about terrified children and evil babysitters. So
much for aerobic cleansing.

At nine I watched the news on one of the local stations. The shooting at
Nathan Hale was the lead story: file clips of weeping kids followed by the
official LAPD statement delivered by Lieutenant Kenneth Frisk. The ATD
man was articulate and at ease with the cameras as he sidestepped
questions; his designer duds and mustache, prop-room photogenic. New-
age cop. Lots of style, very little substance.

Armed with few facts and needing to stretch the broadcast, the newspeople
flashed more file clips: a segment on Massengil’s State House fistfight, a
year before, with an assemblyman from the northern part of the state named
DiMarco. The bout had taken place in the chambers of the legislature, the
two of them going at it verbally—some esoteric issue having to do with
gerrymandered districts. Massengil had come out of it without a scratch;
DiMarco had suffered a bloody lip. The camera showed the loser pressing a
crimson handkerchief to his mouth, then cut to footage taken today:
DiMarco leaving his Sacramento office. Asked about Massengil’s temper
and how he thought it related to the sniping, he passed up a chance for
retribution, said it wouldn’t be prudent to comment at this time, got in his
state-issued car and drove away. Discretion, or a loser’s reticence.

Next came a retrospective on Gordon Latch—the speedy, compressed
history that only a TV photomontage can accomplish, beginning with a
twenty-year-old film: Latch, hirsute and bright-eyed, marching with Mario
Savio at Berkeley, shouting slogans, getting busted at the People’s Park. Cut
to a hippie-style marriage in Golden Gate Park to the former Miranda
Brundage. The bride, only child of a movie tycoon, former art history grad
student at Berkeley, former Young Republican fashion plate programmed
for Deliberate Understatement and the Junior League, had worn tie-dye.

Latch had radicalized her fast. She got arrested with him regularly, dropped
out of school, lived in splendid Telegraph Avenue squalor. To the press, the
irony was irresistible: In Hollywood circles, Fritz Brundage had long been
regarded as a crypto-fascist—a prime mover behind the McCarthy-era
blacklist and a passionate union-buster. The media covered his daughter’s



wedding as if it were hard news. Latch played to the cameras, enjoying his
role as First Radical. Soon after the wedding he took Miranda to Hanoi,
recorded messages for the Viet Cong exhorting GIs to desert their posts.
The networks were there with open mikes. The Latches returned to the
United States topping the Ten Most Hated List, fielding death threats and
possible prosecution for sedition.

They went into seclusion at a ranch owned by the old man. Somewhere up
north. People wondered why Fritz had given them sanctuary. The
government decided not to prosecute. There were rumors of Fritz’s calling
in markers. Latch and Miranda stayed out of the public eye for five years,
until Fritz died, then emerged, the heirs to a fortune. Freshly barbered and
mature. Apologetic for Hanoi, self-proclaimed “democratic humanists,”
eager to work within the system.

A move to the West Side of L.A., a couple more years of good works—
environmental activism, groceries for the homeless, charity camps for
disadvantaged youths—and Latch was ready for the electoral process: a
City Council seat vacated by the car-crash death of a well-loved incumbent
with a well-hidden drinking problem and an abhorrence for delegating
authority. No designated successor, a sudden vacuum filled by Latch. And
some generous monetary transfers from the former Brundage estate to the
party’s coffers.

The only protests against Latch’s nomination came from veterans’ groups.
Latch met with them, ate crow, said he’d grown up, had a vision for the city
that transcended partisan politics. He ran against token opposition. Reg-
iments of college students went door-to-door in the district distributing
potholders and talking clean air. Latch won, made an acceptance speech that
sounded downright middle-of-the-road. Miranda seemed content to host
political teas.

She photographed well, I noticed. Kneeling on the beach scraping tar off an
oil-slicked pelican.

End of montage. The anchorman offered a two-sentence review of the racial
tensions at Hale. More shots of crying kids. Worried parents. A long view
of the empty schoolyard.



The tail end of the story was an interview with a portly, white-bearded
psychologist named Dobbs, billed as an expert on childhood stress who’d
been enlisted by the School Board to work with the children. That held my
attention.

Dobbs had on a three-piece suit that looked as if it had been woven from
Shredded Wheat, and toyed with a heavy-looking watch chain as he spoke.
His face carried a lot of loose flesh and he pursed his lips a lot, which made
him look like a rubber Santa mask gone sour. He used home-grown jargon
that made my head reel, talked a lot about crisis intervention and moral
values—had plenty to say about how society had lost its moral fiber. I kept
waiting for him to hold up a book jacket.

The phone interrupted his spiel.
“Dr. Delaware?”
“Speaking.”

“This is Linda Overstreet. You gave me this number, so I figured it was all
right to use it.”

“Sure, Linda. What’s up?”

“Have you by any chance been watching the news?”
“Got it on screen right now.”

“So you saw him—Dobbs.”

“In all his tweedy glory.”

“He’s lying, believe me. No one called him in on anything. I know because
I spoke to the Board this afternoon and they hadn’t gotten themselves in
gear yet.”

“What’s going on?”



“I don’t know. What I do know is that Dobbs has got connections with the
Board. So he probably assumed they’d give him the okay, just went
steamrolling ahead on his own.”

“What kind of connections?”

“A couple of years back, after one of the earthquakes, he presented a very
slick proposal to the Board: crisis intervention free of charge, at several
schools—including the one where I was in training. What he actually ended
up doing was having his assistants administer computerized tests to the kids
and hand out brochures. Nothing hands-on. Couple of weeks later, some of
the parents started getting phone calls informing them the tests had shown
their kids to be suffering from severe emotional problems. Strongly
advising them to bring the kids in for individual therapy. Those who
resisted got follow-up calls, letters, not-so-subtle pressure. Funny thing is,
all of the ones who were followed up lived in high-priced ZIP codes.”

“The poor get poorer and the rich get therapy?”

“Yup. The Board got a few complaints about the hard sell, but overall they
were pleased with Dobbs because he hadn’t cost them a dime and they got
testimonials from some of the parents of the kids who went for treatment,
saying it had been helpful.”

“Are his credentials on the level?”
“Far as I know.”

“Hold on for a second. I’ll check.”

I went into the library, got an American Psychological Association
directory, and came back on the line.

“What’s his first name?”
“Lance.”

I thumbed to the D’s, found a bio on Dobbs, Dr. Lance L., and skimmed it.
Birthdate in 1943, Ph.D. 1980, in educational counseling from a land-grant



college in the Midwest. Internship and postdoctoral training at a drug rehab
center in Sacramento. State license in ’82. Director of Cognitive-Spiritual
Associates, Inc., since ’83. Two addresses: West L.A. and Whittier.

“Looks bona fide,” I said.

“Maybe, but with assistants doing all the work, what’s the big deal if he
himself is qualified? I see him as a self-promoter—the kind who loves to
see himself on screen.”

“This is L.A.,” I said. “People demand more than their fifteen minutes of
fame.”

She laughed. “So you’re not ticked off?”
“Why should I be?”

“You do the work; he takes the credit. Seems to me I spend half my time
dealing with ego stuff, stepping on toes. Guess I’'m sensitized to it.”

“My toes feel fine.”

“Okay,” she said. “I just wanted to keep things straight. If Dobbs’s people
show up, I’ll handle it.”

“Thanks. And thanks for calling.”

“Sure.”

Silence.

I said, “How’s everything going at school?”

“Good as can be expected.” Her voice broke. “It’s just starting to sink in,
how close we all came . .. what a mess the whole thing is.”

“How’re you doing?”



“Oh, I’ll survive. What I’m really concerned about is the kids. I talked to a
few of the teachers and the feedback I got on your sessions was positive.”

“I’m glad.”
“How do they look to you—the kids?”

“Scared. But nothing abnormal. What’s encouraging is that they seem able
to express it. You and the teachers have obviously done a good job over the
past two years.”

“What are they scared of, specifically?”

“The youngest ones are concerned about separation from their parents, so
you may see some school phobia and increased absenteeism from them.
The older ones talked more about pain and suffering—trying to imagine
what it felt like to be shot. Some discussion of death. Some anger’s starting
to come out, too, which is good. Anger and fear are incompatible in kids—
one drives out the other. If they can harness their anger and focus it, it’ll
help them feel more in control in the long run.”

“Anger heals, huh?” she said. “Maybe I should try it.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Though I have to be honest: With adults the fear-anger
thing isn’t that clear-cut.”

“Figures. Why should life be simple? Anything else I should know?”

“I’ve made a list of about twenty kids who seem extra-fragile. I’ll keep an
eye out for others. Any of the high-risk kids who still look shaky within the
next few days will need individual attention and I’ll want to meet with their
parents.”

“When do you want the parents?”
“How about Friday?”

“I’ll get Carla on it first thing in the morning.”



“Thanks. How’re you doing with the parents—persuading them to send
their kids back?”

“So far so good. I’ve been through this before, with the busing, so most of
them trust me. But it’s not easy telling them we’ve provided a safe place for
learning for their kids. We’ll keep trucking.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks. I saw you leaving today with Detective Sturgis. Learn anything
new on the sniper?”

Remembering Milo’s warning, I hedged. “The police don’t know much yet.
Expect to be finding out more soon.”

“Sounds like the old cop shuffle.”

That reminded me of what Milo had told me about her father. “Guess you’d
know about that.”

“What do you mean?”
“Detective Sturgis told me you were a cop’s kid.”

“Did he?” she said, suddenly chilly. “Yes, that’s true. Well, have a good
evening, and thanks again.”

“See you tomorrow, Linda.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “I’ll be running around all over the place. If you
need anything, ask Carla. Good night.”

“Good night.”

I placed the phone in its cradle. The chill lingered. Milo hadn’t said
anything about her being touchy about her background. I wondered about it.
But not for long. Too many other things on my mind.



Tuesday morning was crystalline—the kind of nose-tweaking, palate-
tickling weather L.A. earns after a storm. I checked the morning paper for
an update on the shooting, found nothing, and scanned the TV and the all-
news radio stations.

Just rehash. I returned calls, finished a couple of child-custody reports,
working until just before noon, when I took a break for a pepper beef
sandwich and a beer.

Remembering Milo’s prediction, I turned the TV on again, flipped channels.
Game shows. Soaps. Vocational training commercials. I was just about to
switch it off when a press conference cut into one of the serials.

Lieutenant Frisk. More than ever, his tan, his teeth, and his perm made him
resemble a soap opera cop, and the conference seemed like a continuation
of the serial, just another scripted scene.

He straightened his tie, smiled, then proceeded to give Holly Lynn Burden
her own ration of fame, enunciating her name, repeating it, spelling it,
adding her birthdate, the fact that she lived in Ocean Heights, and was
believed to have had psychiatric problems.

“All indications,” he said, “are that Miss Burden was working alone, and no
evidence of any political affiliation or conspiracy has been found, though
we’re still investigating at this time.”

“What do you have,” asked a reporter, “by way of a motive?”
“None, at this time.”

“But you said she had psychiatric problems.”

“That’s true.”

“What kinds of problems did she have?”

“We’re still looking into that,” said Frisk. “Sorry I can’t be any more
specific at this time.”



“Lieutenant, was she gunning for the children, or was this an assassination
attempt?”

“We’re still collecting data on that as well. That’s all, at this time, folks. Get
back to you soon as we have more.”

Segue back to the soap: a cocktail party full of beautiful people, haute-
coiffured and haute-cuisined, but riddled with angst.

I knotted my tie and put on my jacket. Time for school.

I arrived at Hale at 12:45—Ilunch hour but the yard was empty. A grizzled
man in shabby clothes was walking up and down the sidewalk in front of
the school. He carried a ten-foot cross and wore a sandwich sign
proclaiming JESUS IS LORD on the front, NO HEAVEN WITHOUT
REDEMPTION on the back. A middle-aged cop stood at the entrance to the
gate, watching him. Blue uniform, but not LAPD. I got close enough to read
the insignia on his sleeve. School police. I gave him my name, he checked it
against a list on a clipboard, asked for ID verification, and unlocked the
gate.

The man with the cross had shuffled halfway down the block. Now he
turned and shouted, “Suffer the children!” in a hoarse voice. The school cop
looked at him as if at a puddle of vomit, but made no move. The cross-man
resumed his march.

I entered the yard. The storage shed was still wrapped with crime-scene
tape. Despite the fine weather, a sense of desolation hung over the grounds
—gloom coupled with tension, like the pause between thunderclaps. Maybe
it was the emptiness, the lack of childish laughter. Or maybe just my
imagination. I’d had the same feeling before . . . at deathbeds.

I pushed that aside and checked in with Linda Over-street’s secretary. Carla
was young, tiny, and efficient. She had a punk hairdo and a smile that said
life was a big joke.



I went to the first classroom. Yesterday there’d been two dozen students;
today I counted nine. The teacher, a pale young woman just out of training,
looked defeated. I gave her an encouraging smile, regretted not having the
time to do more. As I took her place at the front of the classroom, she
excused herself, sat in the back, and read a book.

The pattern of absenteeism repeated itself in every other class—at least half
of the children had stayed home. Many of the ones I’d tagged as high-risk
were among the missing. Therapist’s dilemma: those who need help the
most, run the farthest from it.

I concentrated on the help I could offer, went to work reestablishing
rapport, giving the children time to ventilate, then introducing them to their
bogeywoman: telling them Holly Burden’s name, the few facts I knew
about her. They were skeptical about the notion of a female sniper. Many of
the youngest kids kept calling her “him.”

I had them draw her, mold her out of clay, build her out of blocks. Rip her
up, smash her, bludgeon her, erase her. Kill her, again and again.

Blood and glass . . .
Through it all, I kept talking, kept reassuring.

It went on that way until, in one of the fourth grade classes, the mention of
Holly Burden’s name made the teacher go pale. A woman in her fifties
named Esme Ferguson, she was a tall, square-faced bleached blonde,
heavily made-up, conservatively tailored. She left the room and didn’t
return. Some time later I spotted her in the hall, caught up with her, and
asked if she’d known Holly Burden.

She took a deep breath and said, “Yes, Doctor. She was from here.”
“From Ocean Heights?”

“From Hale. She was a student here. I taught her. I used to teach sixth
grade. She was in my sixth grade class. Years ago.”



“What do you remember about her?”

Penciled eyebrows rose. “Nothing, really.”

“Nothing at all?”

She bit her lip. “She was . . . odd. The entire family’s odd.”
“Odd in what way?”

“I really can’t. . . This is too hard to talk about, Doctor. Too much
happening all at once. Please excuse me. I have to get back to class.”

She turned her back on me. I let her go, returned to my work. To talk of the
odd girl. Try to explain madness to children.

Madness, as it turned out, was something these children grasped easily.
They loved the word crazy, seemed to revel in it, in graphic discussions of
deranged people they’d known. Their view of mental illness was skewed
toward blood and guts: wet-brained vagrants carving each other up in
alleyways over a bottle of redeye; hebephrenic bag ladies walking in front
of buses; drooling molesters; shrieking youths run amok on PCP and crack
cocaine. Random bursts of psychotic poetry at the corner mini-market.

I sat back, listened to all of it, tried to cloak myself in the therapist’s
objectivity. After a couple of hours, the world they lived in began to
overwhelm me.

In the past, when working with children who’d been traumatized, I’d
always taken pains to put the traumatic event in context. Isolating disaster
as a freak bit of cruelty. But looking into the knowing eyes of these kids,
listening to their experiences, I heard myself faltering, had to force a note of
confidence into my voice.

My last class of the day was a rowdy bunch of sixth graders whose teacher
hadn’t shown up. I let the frazzled substitute out on parole, and was about to
begin when the door opened and a young Latina walked in. She had teased,
frosted hair, wore a tight, knit scarlet dress, and had matching inch-long



nails. Her smile was glossy and happy-face wide. In one hand she carried a
huge briefcase; in the other, a red purse.

“Hi, kids,” she announced. “I’m Dr. Mendez! How are you all doing
today?”

The children looked at her, then at me. Her gaze followed theirs.

“Hi,” she said to me. “I’m Dr. Mendez. I’m a clinical psychologist. And
you must be Mr. . . .?”

I held out my hand. “Dr. Delaware. I’m a clinical psychologist too.”
Her smile went stale.

“Um .. .” she said, still staring at my hand. The purse dropped from her
hand.

The kids started laughing. She bent—awkwardly be-cause of the tight dress
—and retrieved it. They laughed harder.

I said, “Hold on a minute, guys,” and asked her to come out into the hall. I
closed the door. She put her hands on her hips and said, “Okay, what’s
going on?”

“Good question, Dr. Mendez.”

“I’m here to do therapy with them—for the sniping.”
“So am I. I’ve been doing it since yesterday.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, flustered.

“The police called me in.”

“To investigate?”

“To help.”



“This makes no sense at all,” she said.

I said, “Do you work with Dr. Dobbs?”

She pulled out an engraved business card and handedit to me. PATRICIA
MENDEZ, M.A. COGNITIVE-SPIRITUAL ASSOCIATES, INC. Two
addresses: on Olympic Boulevard in West L.A., and in Whittier. Four phone
numbers. Tiny print at the bottom identified her as a Psychological
Assistant to Lance L. Dobbs, Ph.D., and gave his license number.

I handed it back to her and said, “Have you checked with the principal? She
should be able to clear things up.”

“She wasn’t in. But I’'m here on authority of the School Board—they’re
really in charge, you know, not the police.”

I said nothing.
Her briefcase was making her shoulder sag. She lowered it to the floor.
I said, “I think you should check in with the principal, anyway.”

“Well”—*“She folded her arms across her breast—“I only know what I was
told.”

“Sorry you wasted time coming down here.”

She frowned, thought. “Look, I’'m just here to do my job. Couldn’t you go
to another class?”

“These kids have been through plenty. They need the comfort of routine.
Predictability.”

“I can provide that,” she said.

“By walking in right in the middle of my session? Fitting them to your
agenda?”



She tensed but smiled. “You seem to be coming from a hostile place.
Possessiveness.”

“And you seem to be coming from a deceptive place, Ms. Mendez. Billing
yourself as a doctor with just a master’s degree. Pretending to be a
psychologist when you’re an assistant.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and opened it again. “Tha . . . that’s just a
technicality. Next year I’ll be a Ph.D.”

“Then next year you’ll be telling the truth.”

“If you’re implying there’s something—"

“How many classrooms have you been to, so far?”
“Seven.”

“Didn’t anyone mention I’d been there?”

“They didn’t ... I—"

“You didn’t really take the time to talk to them, did you? Just blew in, did
your canned bit, and blew out.” I looked down at the briefcase. “What’s in
there? Bro-chures?”

“You’re a very hostile man,” she said.

A wave of laughter rose from inside the classroom. Then a thump—
overturned furniture.

I said, “Look, it’s been fun but I have to go. Until you check in with the
principal and clear this up, please stay away from the kids. For their sake.”

“You can’t order me—"

“And please think twice about misrepresenting yourself. The Board of
Medical Examiners wouldn’t be pleased.”



“Is that a threat?”
“Just sound advice.”

She tried to look tough and failed miserably. “It’s my job,” she said, almost
pleading. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Check in with the principal.”
“You keep saying that,” she said.

“It keeps being a good idea,” I said, turning the doorknob. The sound on the
other side grew louder.

“Just a minute,” she said. “Are you bilingual?”

“No.”

“Then how in the world are you going to help them?”
“Their English is fine.”

“That’s not what I’ve been told.”

“Then you’ve been misled. In more ways than one.”

The sky was dimming as I left the yard. I saw Linda Overstreet just outside
the gate, talking to the man with the cross. Trying to explain something to
him. He stared at the sidewalk, then raised his head abruptly and seemed to
swoon.

She backed away. He moved toward her, went nose to nose with her,
wagging his finger. She attempted to talk back; he talked over her, gestured
more wildly. She finally gave up, turned her back on him and walked away.
He opened a toothless black hole of a mouth and began shouting—
something raw and incoherent.



She made it to the gate before noticing me, gave a what-can-I-do shrug,
stopped and waited until I caught up with her. She was wearing a black
linen dress, simply cut, suitable for mourning. But the contrast with her
blond hair and fair skin lent a touch of unintended glamour.

“Getting religion?” I said.

She grimaced. “Crazy old jerk. He showed up early this morning,
screaming about the whore of Babylon, suffer the children, all this other
garbage. I tried to explain to him that the kids didn’t need any more
disruption, but it’s like talking to cement—he has this tape in his head,
keeps on playing it.”

“What about the school cop?”

“See him anywhere?” she said, pointing to the un-guarded gate. “Gone at
three, won’t stay a minute later. And not much good when he is here,
standing around with his clipboard. Claiming he’s not authorized to deal
with Old Screamo as long as all he does is mouth off—right to free speech
and all that. He’s giving me a civics lesson.”

The cross-bearer howled louder.

“What is it, the phase of the moon?” she said. “Brings them crawling out of
the woodwork? Speaking of crawlies, you’ve already made an enemy.”

“Ms. Red Dress?”

She nodded. “She came bursting into my office on the verge of tears,
claiming you’d humiliated her.” She gave her arm a dramatic wave. “What
really happened?”

I told her.

She said, “You really need this, don’t you? Try to help us out and get
embroiled in all this political garbage.”

“I can take it in small doses,” I said. “The question is, how do you stand it?”



She sighed. “Sometimes I wonder. Anyway, don’t worry about her. I told
her not to come back until I see the proper forms—gave her a stack to fill
out. If there’s a call from the Board, I’ll deal with it the way they deal with
nuisances—ignoring them, putting them on hold, memo blizzard. By the
time they take a meeting and decide what to do, you’ll probably be finished
and out of here and the kids will be all right. How’re they doing?”

“The ones that showed up are doing fine,” I said.

Her face fell. “Yes, fifty-eight percent absent and my ears are still burning.
I’d like to think I was persuasive, but let’s face it, how can I in good
conscience tell them everything will be okay?” She shook her head. I
thought I saw her lip tremble but she covered it with a grimace.

“Wouldn’t it be something if they finally won because of something like
this?” she said. “Some stupid crazy? Anyway, don’t let me keep you.”

“On your way out or in?”

“Out. I’'m right over there.” She pointed across the street to a white Ford
Escort.

I walked her to it. She unlocked the car and put her briefcase inside.
I said, “I’d think the principal would get a private parking slot.”

“The principal usually does. But the entire grounds are still closed off,
orders of the police. No parking, no foot traffic. We’ve had to keep the kids
inside for lunch and recess—not that they’re exactly begging to go back
out.”

“It’s important they do go back out,” I said, “to desensitize their fears of the
yard. How long did the police say they needed it closed?”

“They didn’t. No one’s been here at all today, collecting evidence or
anything, so I can’t see the point— I mean, what could there be left to find
out? Guess I’d better check it out. Meanwhile, you have a nice evening.”

I opened the car door.



“A gentleman,” she said, getting in. “How nice.”

I searched her face for sarcasm, saw only weariness. The black dress had
ridden up. Very long, white legs . . .

“Take care,” I said, closing the door. “See you tomorrow.”

“Listen,” she said, “I’m heading out for some dinner—nothing fancy, but I
wouldn’t mind some company.”

She blushed, looked away, jammed the key into the ignition and turned it.
The Escort’s engine came to life with a poorly tuned sputter, belched, and
finally caught. When it had settled to an idle, I said, “I wouldn’t mind some
company either.”

She blushed deeper. “Uh, just one thing—you’re not married or anything,
are you?”

“No,” I said. “Neither married nor anything.”
“That probably sounds weird to you, my asking.”

Before I could answer, she said, “It’s just that I like to keep things straight,
give a wide berth to trouble.”

“Okay,” I said.

Her laugh was brittle. “Not that it’s worked too well so far.”
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I followed her to a place of her choosing, on Broadway in Santa Monica.
All-you-can-eat salad bar with enough produce to stock a county fair



exhibit, seafood on a grill, lots of woodsmoke, lazy fly fans, Alphonse
Mucha reproductions on paneled walls, sawdust on the floor. Nothing really
good or really bad, budget prices.

We constructed our salads and took them to a back booth. Linda ate with
enthusiasm, went back for a refill. When she finished the second bowl, she
sat back, wiped her mouth, and looked sheepish.

“Good metabolism,” she said.

“Do you exercise a lot?”

“Not a fig—Lord knows my hips could use it.”

I thought her hips looked fine, but kept it to myself. “Count your blessings.”

The entrees came and we ate without talking, comfortable with the silence,
as if we were old friends, using the silence to decompress. After a few
minutes she said, “What do you think of the sniper—being a girl and all.”

“It took me by surprise. By the way, one of your teachers—MTrs. Ferguson
—told me she knew her. Had taught her in sixth grade.”

“Taught her at Hale?”
I nodded.

“Good old Esme. She didn’t say a thing to me—par for the course. But if
anyone would remember, it would be her. She’s been around for years and
she’s a local. All the rest of us are recent transfers. Or carpetbaggers, as
we’ve been called. What else did she have to say about her?”

“Just that she was odd. Her family was odd.”
“Odd in what way?”

“She didn’t get more specific. Didn’t want to talk about it.”



“The Ferg tends to get overwhelmed—a little Vic-torian,” she said. “To her,
odd could mean anything . . . using the wrong fork at dinner. But I’ll have a
talk with her, see what I can learn.”

“What about transcripts?” I said. “Can you look them up?”

“There may be some old records, but I’'m not sure. Before we started busing
the East Side kids in, the place was cleaned up. Most of the files were
moved downtown. I’ll check tomorrow.”

“How long have you been working at Hale?”

“Since last year—they brought me in with the buses. First assignment out of
postdoctoral probation. I think they sensed I was trouble, wanted to get rid
of me quickly and thought a few months at Hale would do it.”

I said, “It is a hell of a way to start.”

She grinned. “Fooled ’em and stuck it out. Too young and too dumb to
know better.”

“Same thing happened to me when I started out,” I said. “I was offered a
very tough job right out of fellowship—working with kids with cancer. By
the time I was twenty-seven I was directing a program for two thousand
patients, overseeing a staff of a dozen. Trial by ordeal, but looking back,
I’'m glad I did it.”

“Cancer. How depressing.”

“It was, at times. But also uplifting. Lots of the kids went into remission.
Some were cured—more and more each year. We ended up doing a lot of
rehab—helping families cope, pain reduction, sibling counseling—clinical
research that could be applied almost immediately. That was satisfying:
seeing your theories come to life. Being useful in the short term. I really felt
I was doing some good, making an impact.”

“Twenty-seven. God. How old were you when you got your Ph.D.?”

“Twenty-four.”



She gave a low whistle. “Whiz kid, huh?”
“Nah, just obsessive. I started college at sixteen, kept pushing.”

“Sounds like false modesty to me,” she said: “Actually, I was sixteen when
I started, too. But in my case it really was no big deal. Small school back in
Texas—anyone with fluent English and half a brain skipped.”

“Where in Texas?”
“San Antonio.”

I said, “Nice town. I was there about ten years ago, consulting to the med
school. Took a river ride, ate grits for the first time, picked up a pair of
boots.”

“Remember the Alamo,” she said, gripping her coffee cup hard.
More chill. Time to veer onto a different road.

I said, “So here we are, couple of precocious kids. Enjoying the fruits of
success.”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, still tense. “Ain’t that a hoot.”
“What made you decide to stop teaching and go back for your doctorate?”

“I could give you all these highfalutin explanations, but truth be told, I
wasn’t a very good teacher—not enough patience. I found it hard to deal
with the ones who weren’t bright. I mean, I could sympathize with them in
the abstract. But I’d grind my teeth waiting for them to come up with the
right answer.” Shrug. “Not too compassionate, huh?”

“Compassionate enough to shift gears.”

“What choice did I have?” she said. “It was either that or become a witch
and go home hating myself each night. You, on the other hand, must have
tons of patience.”



“With kids, yes. Not always with the rest of the world.”

“So how come you don’t do therapy anymore? Detective Sturgis told me
you’re retired. I was expecting an old guy.”

“I stopped a few years ago, haven’t gotten back yet—long story.”
“I’d like to hear it,” she said.

I gave her an abridged version of the last five years: Casa de Los Nifios,
death and degradation. Getting overdosed on human misery, dropping out,
living on real estate investments made during the California boom of the
late seventies. Then redemption: missing the joys of altruism, but reluctant
to commit to long-term therapy, making a compromise—Ilimiting myself to
time-limited consultations, forensic referrals from lawyers and judges.

“And cops,” she said.
“Just one cop. Milo and I are old friends.”

“I can understand that—you both have that . . . heat. Intensity. Wanting to
do more than just coast by.” She laughed, sheepish again. “How’s that for
sidewalk psychoanalysis, Doc?”

“I’ll take my compliments any way I can get ’em.”

She laughed, said, “Real estate investments, huh? Lucky you. I don’t know
what I’d do if I didn’t have to work. I mean, sometimes I really despise my
job. Maybe I’d opt for Club Med full time.”

“Your present job can’t be too easy on the old patience.”

“True,” she said, “but at least now I can close my door, get ticked off,
scream my head off, throw something—Carla’s tolerant. I just didn’t want
to be losing it in front of the kids—taking it out on them. Also, what you
were talking about, the chance to do something, to be effective—on a large-
scale basis—is appealing. I mean, if I can institute something systemic,
something that really works, I’'m affecting a couple of hundred kids at one
time. But what I really hate is knowing what has to be done, knowing how



to go about doing it, and having all these stupid roadblocks thrown in my
way.”

She shook her head, said, “I really hate bureaucrats. Then some days I sit
back, look at all the crap on my desk, and realize I am one.”

“Ever think of doing something else?”

“What, and go back to school? Nosir. I’'m twenty-nine already. Comes a
time you have to just settle down and bite the bit.”

I wiped my brow. “Twenty-nine? Whew. Ready for the old porch rocker.”

“Sometimes I feel I could use one,” she said. “Look who’s talking—you’re
not much older.”

“Fight years older.”
“Whoa, grandpa, tighten the truss and pass the Geritol.”

The waitress came over and asked if we wanted dessert. Linda ordered
strawberry shortcake. I chose chocolate ice cream. It tasted chalky and I
pushed it aside.

“No good? Have some of this.”

Then she blushed again. From the intensity of her color, she might have
offered me a bare breast. I remembered how she’d warded off compliments,
pegged her as afraid of intimacy, distrustful—nursing some kind of wound.
My turn at sidewalk analysis. But then again, why shouldn’t she be reticent?
We barely knew each other.

I took some cake, less out of hunger than not wanting to reject her. She
removed most of the whipped cream from her cake, ate a strawberry, and
said, “You’re easy to talk to. How come you’re not married?”

“There’s a certain woman who could answer that for you,” I said.



She looked up. There was a crumb of cake on her lower lip. “Gee, I’'m
sorry.”

“No reason to apologize.”

“No, I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. . .. Well, yes, of course I did,
didn’t I? That’s exactly what I was doing. Prying. I just didn’t realize I was
prying into anything sore.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Just about healed. We all have our sore spots.”

She didn’t take the bait. “Divorce is so rotten,” she said. “Common as
brown sparrows, but rotten just the same.”

“No divorce,” I said. “We were never married, though we might as well
have been.”

“How long were you together?”

“A little over five years.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No reason for you to apologize for that either.”

I realized my tone was sharp—irritation at doing all the revealing.

Tension filled the space between us like an air balloon. We busied ourselves
with dessert, let it deflate gradually.

When we were through, she insisted on separate checks and paid with cash.
“Well, Dr. Alex Delaware,” she said, putting away her wallet, “it’s been
edifying, but I’ve got to get home and attack some paper. Will you be
coming by tomorrow?”

“Same time, same station.”

We stood. She took my hand in both of hers. That same soft, submissive
touch, so at odds with the rest of her. Her eyes were soft coals, burning.



“I really want to thank you,” she said. “You’re a very nice man, and I know
I’m not always the easiest person in the world to be around.”

“I’m not always Joe Mellow either.”

Face to face. Tight silence. I wanted to kiss her, contented myself with
walking her to her car and watching the movement of her hips and legs as
she got into it. As she drove off, I realized we’d talked more about
ourselves than the sniping.

But alone, back in the Seville, thoughts of the sniping kept intruding. I
picked up an evening final at a 7-Eleven near Barrington, drove to
Westwood and north through the village, and examined the front page as I
waited out a red light at Hilgard and Sunset.

Two photos—one of the storage shed, titled SNIPER’S LAIR; the other a
head shot of Holly Lynn Burden—shared center top. To the right a 64-point
headline shouted SNIPER FIRE BREAKS OUT AT SCHOOL. LATCH
AIDE ENDS IT. CHILDREN ON PLAYGROUND FLEE IN PANIC.
FEMALE SNIPER SLAIN BY COUNCILMAN’S STAFFER.

The head shot looked as if it had been taken from a high school yearbook:
white collar over dark sweater, single strand of pearls, starched pose. Same
face I’d seen on the photocopied driver’s license, but younger, some baby
fat softening the edges. Longer hair, flipped at the shoulders. Dark-framed
eyeglasses, that same sullen dullness behind them.

The light turned green. Someone honked. I put down the paper and joined
the chrome-surge onto Sunset. Traffic was slow but insistent. When I got
home I started reading, skimming the recap of the shooting, slowing down
when I got to the bio of the shooter.

Holly Burden had lived all nineteen years of her life in the house on Jubilo
Drive, sharing it with her father, Mahlon Burden, fifty-six, a “widower and
self-employed technical consultant.” The contents of the father’s police



interview hadn’t been made public and he’d declined to talk to the press, as
had a brother, Howard Burden, thirty, of Encino.

Through “School Board records” the paper had found out about Holly
attending Hale but didn’t quote Esme Ferguson or anyone else who
remembered her.

The future sniper had gone on to attend a nearby public junior high, then
Pacific Palisades High School, where she’d dropped out one semester short
of a diploma.

Guidance counselors had trouble remembering her, but an adviser at the
high school managed to locate grade transcripts showing her to have been a
poor student with “no participation in extracurricular activities.” The few
instructors who remembered her at all described her as quiet, unobtrusive.
One English teacher recalled she’d had “motivational problems, wasn’t
academically oriented or competitive,” but hadn’t participated in remedial
programs. Not an alumna to brag about, but no one had picked up the
slightest hint of serious mental disturbance or violence.

Neighbors “along the quiet, tree-lined street in this affluent West Side
district” were a good deal more forthcoming. Speaking anonymously, they
described the Burdens, pere et fille, as “unfriendly, secretive”; “not involved
in the community, they stuck to themselves.” Mahlon Burden was
characterized as “some kind of inventor—some people think he’s
eccentric”; Holly was termed “a weird girl who hung around the house all
day, usually inside—she never got any sun, was white as a ghost.” “No one
really knew what she did with herself—she was a dropout, didn’t go to
school or do any kind of work.” “There were rumors she was sick. Maybe it

was mental.”

The reporter used that maybe as a bridge to the next focus of the article:
guesswork about the state of Holly Burden’s psyche proffered by the usual
pack of experts willing to pontificate without benefit of data. Prominent
among the guessers was “Dr. Lance L. Dobbs, clinical psychologist and
Director of Cognitive-Spiritual Associates of West Los Angeles, an
authority on the psychological impact of childhood stress, hired by the
School Board to treat the young victims at the school.”



Dobbs termed the dead girl a “probable antisocial schizoidal personality or
sociopath—it’s the kind of aberrant character that’s made, not born,” and
went on to lambaste society for “not meeting the spiritual growth needs of
its young people.” He described his treatment plan as a “comprehensive and
systematic program of crisis intervention, including the use of bilingual
therapists. We’ve already begun working with the victims and have made
excellent progress. However, based on prior experience, we do predict
severe reactions on the part of some youngsters. They will have to be
treated more intensively.”

Never-never land.
The article ended with a profile of the hero of the day.

Darryl “Bud” Ahlward, forty-two, listed as Councilman Gordon Latch’s
“chief administrative assistant.” More than just a bodyguard, unless that
was Latch’s way of getting high-priced muscle on the city payroll. And
muscle did seem to be what Ahlward was all about: former Marine drill
instructor, commando, body-builder, martial arts expert. All of which fit the
tight-lipped, macho posture I’d seen yesterday.

What didn't fit was that kind of crypto-soldier working for someone of
Latch’s political pedigree. Apparently, Latch had been asked about it
before, explained it by citing a “mutual rapport between Bud and myself,
especially vis-a-vis environmental issues.”

I put the paper aside.
A pebble-toss of whos, whats, hows.
No whys.

I called my service for messages. Routine stuff except for a request to
phone Assemblyman Samuel Massengil’s office, accompanied by two
numbers—one local, one with a 916 area code. Sacramento. Curious, I
phoned the L.A. number, got a recorded message expressing Assemblyman
Massengil’s eagerness to be of service to his constituents, followed by a list



of other offices and numbers where many “municipal and county services”
could be obtained, thus avoiding contact with Assemblyman Massengil.

Finally, a beep. I left my name and number and went to bed with a head full
of questions.
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At eight-thirty the next morning I got a call from a woman with a laugh in
her voice. She introduced herself as Beth Bramble, executive assistant to



Assemblyman Samuel Massengil. “Thank you for returning our call,
Doctor.”

“Executive assistant,” I said. “Bud Ahlward’s counterpart?”
Pause. “Not quite, Dr. Delaware.”

“You don’t have a black belt?”

Another pause, briefer. “I’ve never known a psychiatrist with a sense of
humor.”

“I’m a psychologist.”

“Ah. Maybe that explains it.”

“What can I do for you, Ms. Bramble?”

“Assemblyman Massengil would like to meet with you.”
“For what purpose?”

“I really don’t know, Doctor. He’s flying back up to Sacramento this
afternoon for a vote, and would be pleased if you could join him this
morning for coffee.”

“I assume this is about the Hale School.”

“That’s safe to assume,” she said. “What’s a good time for you?”
“I’m not sure there is one. My work with the children is confidential.”
“The Assemblyman is well aware of that.”

“The last thing I want is to get involved in politics, Ms. Bramble.”

“I assure you, Doctor, no one has any intention of corrupting you.”

“But you have no idea what this is about.”



“No, I’'m sorry, I really don’t—just delivering the message. Would nine-
thirty be too early?”

The invitation intrigued me, but it smelled bad; my instinct was to stay
away. Given Massengil’s temper, it was a tricky situation. Reject him and
he just might vent more of his spleen on the school. Then there was the
matter of my curiosity . . .

I said, “Nine-thirty’s okay. Where?”
“Our district office is on San Vicente. In Brentwood.”

She gave me the address and thanked me for my cooperation. After she
hung up, I realized the laugh had left her voice early in the conversation and
never returned.

A blue plastic sign stamped with the state seal was visible just above the
address numerals, half-obscured by the leaves of a scrawny hibiscus. The
building was anything but imposing, nothing remotely governmental about
it. Two stories of white stucco moderne, trimmed with sand-colored brick
and sandwiched between a larger, glass-fronted medical structure and a
mini-mall whose main attraction was a frozen yogurt parlor. Svelte people
in sweats streamed in and out of the parlor, concerned more with body tone
than better government.

Fronting the building was a tow-away zone. I turned the comer, hooked into
an alley, and parked in a visitor’s slot. Pushing open an iron gate, I stepped
into more fresh air—the basic garden office setup: half a dozen suites on
each floor, each with its own entrance, arranged in a right angle around a
jungle of banana plants, clump bamboo, and asparagus fern.

The district office occupied two suites on the ground floor of the building,
its neighbors an insurance broker, a graphic artist, a travel agent, and a
publisher of technical manuals. The door to the first suite instructed me to
please use the door to the second. Before I had a chance to comply, it swung
open and a woman stepped out into the garden area.



She was in her mid- to late thirties, with blue-black hair drawn back and
tied in a tight bun, a full face, icy gray-green eyes, a fleshy mouth, and ten
pounds of extra weight in all the right places. She wore a tailored black suit
that flaunted the weight, a white silk blouse, and black string tie fastened by
a huge smoky topaz. The suit skirt ended at her knees. Her spiked heels
were long and sharp enough to render grave bodily harm.

“Dr. Delaware? I’'m Beth Bramble.” Her smile was as bright and durable as
a camera flash. “Won’t you come in. The Assemblyman’s free.”

I resisted the urge to ask if the Assemblyman was also easy and followed
her inside. She swayed when she walked—more flaunting—and led me into
a reception area. Soft, spineless music flowed from an unseen speaker. The
furnishings were vintage highway motel—wood-grain and Mylar,
ostentatiously frugal. The walls were lime-sherbet grasscloth hung with a
few blurry nautical prints and Rockwell reproductions. But most of the
vertical space was covered by photos, scores of them, framed in black:
Massengil entertaining foreign dignitaries, presenting trophies, holding aloft
official proclamations crowded with calligraphy, gripping chromium-plated
groundbreaking shovels, doing the banquet circuit surrounded by alcohol-
glazed, tuxedoed, rubber-chicken eaters. And mixing with the people:
wheelchair-trapped oldsters, sooty-faced firefighters, children in Halloween
costumes, athletic team mascots dressed as hyperthyroid animals.

She said, “He’s a beloved man. Twenty-eight years representing this
district.”

It sounded like a warning.

We made a sharp left turn, came to a door marked PRIVATE. She rapped
once, opened it, stepped back, and ushered me in. When the door closed she
was gone.

The office was small and beige, borderline-shabby. Massengil sat behind a
plain, scuffed walnut desk. A gray suit jacket was draped over a gray metal
file cabinet. He wore a short-sleeved white shirt and tie. The desk top was
protected by a sheet of glass and bare except for two phones, a legal pad,
and a bell jar of cellophane-wrapped hard candies. On the wall behind him



were more photos and a diploma—a forty-year-old degree in engineering
from a state college in the Central Valley.

Perpendicular to the desk was a hard brown sofa with wooden legs. A man
sat on it, portly, white-bearded. Loose face, ruddy complexion. Santa Claus
with indigestion. Just like on TV. Another vested suit, this one lead-heavy
loden green, bunched up around the shoulders. Shiny gold watch chain and
fob, which he toyed with. A fly-straining melon of belly protruded beneath
the points of the vest. His shirt was yellow with a starched spread collar; his
tie, a green paisley fastened in an enormous Windsor knot. He kept playing
with the chain, avoiding my eyes.

Massengil stood. “Dr. Delaware, Sam Massengil. Ap-preciate your
dropping by.” His voice was thin as charity soup, louder than it had to be.

We shook hands. His was large, hard with callus, and he squeezed my
fingers a bit too tightly for the camaraderie he was trying to fake. A man
prone to excess, though that didn’t apply to fashion. His shirt was wash-
and-wear out of the sale bin, his tie a riot of powder-blue eagles soaring
across a beige polyester sky. The short sleeves revealed arms too long even
for his protracted body, scrawny but knotted with muscle and coiled with
white hairs. Arms lathed by manual labor. A face sun-spotted and wrinkled
as dried fruit. One side of the white toothbrush mustache was longer than
the other, as if he’d shaved with his eyes closed. He looked every day of his
age, but hard and fit. Rail-splitting? I couldn’t see him jogging with the
yogurt crowd.

He sat back down, continued to look me over.
I said, “I didn’t realize there were going to be three of us, Assemblyman.”

“Yes, yes. This is a distinguished colleague of yours, Dr. Lance Dobbs. Dr.
Dobbs, Dr. Delaware.”

“T’ve seen Dr. Dobbs on television.”

Dobbs gave a faint smile and nodded, made no effort to rise or shake hands.



I said, “What can I do for you, Assemblyman?”
Massengil and Dobbs exchanged glances. “Have a seat, won’t you?”

I took a chair facing the desk. Dobbs shifted position, the better to study
me, and the brown couch squeaked.

Massengil held up the bell jar. “Candy?”
“No thanks.” No sign of the promised coffee.
“How ’bout you, Lance?”

Dobbs took the jar, palmed some candy, unwrapped a green one, and put it
between his lips. He made wet noises, turning it between tongue and lips.
Gazing past me, over at Massengil. Expectant. I thought of a soft, spoiled
kid used to parental protection.

As if cued, Massengil cleared his throat and said, “We appreciate your
coming down on such short notice, Doctor.”

“All in the interests of good government, Assemblyman.”

He frowned, exchanged another look with Dobbs. Dobbs ate another candy
and made a lateral move with his eyes—some kind of signal. I began to
wonder about their relationship. Who was the parent.

Massengil said, “Well, no sense shilly-shallying. Ob-viously, this is about
the tragedy at the school. It’s been some couple of days, hasn’t it, Doctor?”

“Yes, it has, Assemblyman.”

“Now we know you’ve been working with those kids. Which is fine, as it
stands, absolutely fine.” A smile that looked as if it hurt. “Now, exactly how
did you get involved?”

“The police asked me to get involved.”



“The police.” Another smile. Photo-opportunity caliber. I put a black frame
around it. “I see, I see. Wasn’t aware the police did that kind of thing.”

“What kind of thing is that, Assemblyman?”

“Referring to specialists. Getting involved in social welfare issues. Are you
on some kind of official police referral list?”

“No. One of the detectives is a friend of mine. I’ve worked with
traumatized children before. He thought—"

“One of the detectives,” said Massengil. “I’m a great friend of the police,
you know. Best friend they have in Sacramento, in fact. Crime bill needs
pushing, I’m the first one the police chief comes to. County sheriff too.”

He turned to Dobbs, was prompted again by a small nod. “So. A detective
referred you. Which detective might that be?”

“Detective Sturgis. Milo Sturgis. He’s the new D-Three—the new
supervising detective at Westside Robbery-Homicide.”

“Sturgis,” he said, contemplative. “Ah, yes, the big, heavy fellow with the
bad skin. They didn’t let him in when they conducted the interrogation.”
Throat clear. Another exchange of glances. Pause. “He’s homasexual, I’'m
told, though you wouldn’t know it to look at him.”

He waited for an explanation. When I offered none, Dobbs made a small,
satisfied sound, as if I’d behaved predictably.

“Well,” said Massengil, “is he?”

“Is he what?”

“Homasexual.”

“Assemblyman, I don’t think Detective Sturgis’ sex life is—"

“No need to shilly-shally. Sturgis’ sex life is common knowledge in the
Police Department. Quite a bit of resentment, too—colleague-wise—



regarding his promotion. His being in the Department in the first place,
what with all the diseases and related hazards.”

My nails were digging into the arms of my chair. “Is there anything else,
Assemblyman? I’ve got to be getting over to the school.”

“Ah, the school. How’s it going with those youngsters?”
“Fine.”

“That’s good.” He leaned forward, put his hands on the desk, fingers blunt
and splayed, yellow-nailed. “Let me ask you this point-blank. You one
too?”

“One what?”
“Homasexual.”
“Assemblyman, I don’t—"

“The thing is, Doctor, everything’s a real mess, societally speaking. I think
we can all agree on that, right? My responsibility is to make sure things
don’t get any messier than they’ve already gotten. It’s a crazy world we’re
living in—punks shooting at elected public servants, big government
forcing alternative life-styles down people’s throats, moving children
around like truck produce. Pushing ivory tower theories not backed up by
real life experiences. Making no one happy at either end—not the people or
the youngsters. You, being in your line of work, should know all about that,
though I’ve got to tell you it seems to me more often than not that people in
your line of work forget all about reality, push for this’n that, quick fix here,
quick fix there. Causing more erosion.”

He picked up the bell jar, caressed it, said, “Erosion. That’s an important
word—the soil’s got a lot to teach us. ’Cause when you boil it all down,
we’re talking erosion of standards. Boundaries. Gradual but severely
deleterious, just like it is when the soil erodes. Everything boils down to
that. Preservation or erosion—what stays; what goes. This is my district,
son, my responsibility. For close to thirty years it’s been my responsibility. I



fly up and down between here and Sacramento three times a week, using
airplanes the way other people use cars, because this world we live in’s a
big one, this district is the part of that world that’s my responsibility, and
I’ve got to cover it, know what’s going on in terms of every part of it. And
when I see changes I don’t like—erosion—I step in.”

He paused for dramatic effect, a dime-store Cicero.
Dobbs said, “Sam—"

“Hold on a minute, Lance. I want the doctor here to know . . . where I’'m
coming from.” Another big smile. “How’s that for your contemporary
lingo? Where I’'m coming from. And where I’'m coming from is a posture of
professional responsibility for my district, wanting . . . needing to know if
standards are being compromised, the boundaries loosened up any further.
Wanting to know exactly who’s in charge.”

“In charge of what?”

“Systems. Systems of influence. Educational systems. Psychiatric treatment
systems. Anything that influences impressionable young minds.”

Dobbs smiled and said, “Dr. Delaware, given what the children have been
through, we obviously need to make sure they’re being given optimal
treatment.”

“We?”

“We,” said Massengil. “My team.”
“Dr. Dobbs is part of your team?”
Another flash of ocular Morse code.

“He’s on the team,” said Massengil, boasting but sounding oddly defensive.
“Along with lots of other good people.”

Dobbs said, “I’ve worked extensively with the Assemblyman’s staff—
management seminars.”



“You bet,” said Massengil, too quickly. “Top-notch stuff.” He ticked off on
his fingers. “Foundations of Character. Pathways to Leadership. Spiritual
Growth in Service of the Soul.”

Dobbs smiled, but seemed wary, a drama coach watching the performance
of an unreliable ingenue.

Massengil said, “We’ve all of us benefited from Dr. Dobbs’s input—the
whole staff has. So you see, we’re not opposed to your line of work per se,
as far as it goes. But we just need to know who’s doing it. Lance is someone
we know and trust, because he understands the real world, the realities of
the district. Real life and its spiritual underpinnings. That’s why he was
asked to treat those kids after the earthquake, why he’s exceptionally
qualified to treat these youngsters.” Wide smile. “Now, all of a sudden
you’re involved, which is fine as far as it’s gone—we appreciate your
enthusiasm and we thank you kindly. But we don’t know who you are, what
your background is.”

I gave him my academic credentials, using the long form.

He half-listened and stroked the bell jar. “Sounds fine, sir. But you still
haven’t answered the main, important question.”

I said, “Am I gay? No, I’'m not. But Detective Sturgis is my friend—do you
think I’m in danger of catching it?”

The creases around his eyes tightened into paper cuts and his fingers curled
on the desk top. Clawing the glass, whitening the horny nails. But he kept
smiling, showed those brown teeth. “No telling what can be caught
nowadays, right? Bottom line, we’re all after the same thing, aren’t we?”

“What’s that?”

“Cleaning up the mess. Doing right by those youngsters. Seeing to it that
they become good citizens. I’m sure you want that just as much as we do,
now don’t you, Doctor?”



“Right now,” I said, “I’m less interested in teaching them civics than in
helping them sleep through the night.”

His smile faded.

Dobbs said, “All Assemblyman Massengil is saying is that values are
crucial when working with these children—any children. Maintaining an
order.”

“What kind of order?”

“A system of values. Being overt and aboveboard with one’s personal value
system is a necessity in clinical work—one that’s too olden neglected.
Children need that kind of security. The knowledge that their significant
others believe in something. Surely you wouldn’t disagree.”

Massengil said, “Let’s get down to brass tacks, Doc. We greatly appreciate
everything you’ve done. I’m sure you’ve made a great start, psychology-
wise. From now on, though, Lance’s people are gonna take over. The way it
was supposed to be in the first place.”

I said, “I can’t agree to that, Assemblyman. Breaking off and starting with
someone new would only confuse the children further—weaken whatever
sense of security they’ve rebuilt.”

He gave his head a choppy wave. “Don’t you worry about that. I’m sure
Lance will be able to remedy that.”

“Absolutely,” said Dobbs. “If you’re using a standard crisis-intervention
mode, it should be no problem to transfer from one attachment figure to—’
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I said, “Come on, Doctor. The last thing the children need is more
unnecessary change.”

Before he could answer I stood and looked down at Massengil.
“Assemblyman, if you’re really interested in their welfare, keep your
politics out of their lives and let me do my job.”



Massengil put his hands on the arms of his chair, sucked in his breath, and
rounded his shoulders as if preparing to himself up. But he stayed in place,
all the tension rising to his face, compressing and darkening it, like meat
turned to pemmican in the sun.

“Politics, eh? Like that’s some sort of dirty word? Like it’s somehow
criminal to want to serve God and country? I’ve got news for you, young
man. People don’t want to hear that kind of libertine guff anymore. They
respect competence, experience, know who their leaders are, where the
bedrock lies.” He shook a finger at me. “If it’s politics you find so
objectionable, let me tell you something. Your homasexual friend got his
promotion ’cause of politics. He called you in ’cause of politics. And this
whole mess started in the first place ’cause of politics—those kids and the
agitators behind them are making a deliberate choice to bring politics into
their lives every morning they get on that bus from Boyle Heights and head
west! So if you want to talk about politics, let’s talk about the whole
damned picture!”

I said, “I’m not concerned with any of that. All I care about is helping them
deal with being shot at.”

“Wasn’t them. Me! I was the target. Because of what I stood for. Put in the
cross-hairs by some vicious radical punk trying to erode the boundaries!”

“Is that what you told ATD?”

He hesitated for a moment, looked at Dobbs, then back at me. “What I
know is my business. Preservation and erosion. Fact is, it’s about time
someone took charge of that school, set things right. Place is nothing but an
open sore on the face of the district, social experimentation at the expense
of stability. I try to talk straight about it and nearly get gunned down in cold
blood. There’s your being shot at!”

He was breathing hard and his fingers had left wet marks on the glass.

Dobbs said, “Sam. Assemblyman.” He made a faint wiggling motion with
one hand, then lowered it, like a magician de-levitating an assistant.
Massengil settled back down and let out breath.



“All right, Doctor,” said Dobbs. “Let’s emphasize cooperation, not
confrontation. Work together. I’d be happy to integrate you into my
program.”

All smiles.

I remembered what Linda had told me about his earthquake “program” and
shook my head. “That would be pointless, Dr. Dobbs. I’'m well into my
treatment; the children are responding well. There’s simply no reason to
complicate things.”

The smile lingered but turned condescending. “Are you sure that isn’t ego
talking, Doctor?”

“Not ego,” I said. “Just good common sense.”

“A contradiction in terms, if there ever was one, Dr. Delaware. If good
sense was common, we’d both be out of business, wouldn’t we? Same goes
for good values.”

“Values,” I said. “Like truth in advertising?”

He pursed his lips. Before he could get them in gear, I turned to Massengil
and said, “Yesterday, at the school, I met one of Dr. Dobbs’s staff, handing
out cassette tapes. Misrepresenting herself as a psychologist and claiming a
doctorate she didn’t have. Two violations of the state business code,
Assemblyman. How’s that for erosion?”

Massengil looked at Dobbs.

Dobbs laughed and said, “Picayune, Sam. A technical ity. Patty Mendez is a
good gal, but green. Not well-versed yet in all the red tape the bureaucrats
throw at us. Dr. Delaware here was pretty rough on her. I’ve talked to her,
set her straight.”

Massengil stared at him for an instant, then swung his eyes back to me.
“You heard that. Let’s not go making a mountain out of a molehill.”

“How about we get back on track?” said Dobbs gently.



“Right,” said Massengil. “I want Lance involved. One way or the other.
Plain and simple.”

I looked at Dobbs. Self-satisfied. In control. Suddenly I understood. All the
cross-glances, hand signals.

The bond between them went beyond management seminars.
What they had was deeper.
Something with a parent/child flavor to it.

It explained the odd defensiveness Massengil had shown when I’d asked
about Dobbs’s being on his team.

We’ve all of us benefited, the whole stdff.
All of us. Not just me.

Patient and therapist? The bedrock of the community baring his psyche to
Santa Claus?

Why not?

Psychotherapy under the guise of management seminars would be a nifty
cover, legitimizing Dobbs’s presence in Massengil’s office and sparing
Massengil the trip to the doctor’s office. Spiritual Growth in Service of the
Soul . . . mind-probing disguised as “brainstorming.” The bills could be
laundered among the office invoices. . . .

Massengil’s thin voice snapped me back to the present. Making another
speech. More gobbledygook about values . . .

I said, “Gentlemen, if that’s all, I’m on my way. And I expect to finish what
I started without further interruption.”

“You’re making a big mistake,” said Massengil. “A damned big one.”



“No, you are,” I said, loud enough to surprise all three of us. “The latest in a
series of mistakes. Like using the school—exploiting those youngsters—to
further your own agenda. Obsessing on trivial nonsense when there are so
many important issues to deal with. And if you are right about being the
target, you did a lot worse than that—you drew a killer to that yard, put
those kids in mortal danger.”

Massengil shot up and came around the desk. “You snotty fag bastard!”
Froth had collected in the corners of his mouth. Flecks of it flew as he
talked and one of them settled on his tie.

Dobbs looked pained. “Sam!” he said, struggling to his feet, trying to
restrain the older man. But Massengil was strong for his age and fueled by
rage. The two of them wrestled awkwardly for a moment. Then Dobbs said
“Sam!” sharply, and Massengil stopped struggling.

He glowered at me from behind Dobbs’s sloping loden shoulder.
“Loudmouthed snot.”

Dobbs turned and gave me a look-what-you’ve-done glare.
I said, “You have a very impolitic temper, Assemblyman.”

Massengil said, “Don’t worry, Lance. He’s out. You’re in. Got my word on
it. Plain and simple.”

I said, “Assemblyman, here’s something plain and simple: The slightest
attempt to interfere with my treatment and I’m going straight to the press.
They don’t have many facts on the shooting itself, and you can bet they’1l
be overjoyed to pick up a juicy side angle—political meddling.”

Massengil surged forward. “Now, you just—" Dobbs held him back but
gave me a threatening look himself.

I walked to the door. “So juicy they’ll drool, Assemblyman. Doctors who
aren’t doctors, a ‘crisis intervention’ program that hasn’t begun despite Dr.
Dobbs’s inspired little TV speeches. A non-program that your office has
already paid for. Sounds like poor fiscal policy at best, multiple fraud at



worst. Someone’s going to want to know why—why the connection
between you and Dr. Dobbs is so strong that you’re willing to stretch this
far. At the very least there’ll be an ethics investigation. You know how
those things get when they pick up momentum. So let’s see if those hungry
newshounds think it’s picayune.”

The color drained from Massengil’s face. Dobbs’s face froze. He picked up
his watch fob and began rubbing it hard.

I turned my back on them and left.

Beth Bramble was outside the office, smoking a long, pink, silver-tipped
cigarette.

“Everything go okay?” she said, smiling. Squeezing the laugh back in.
“Peachy keen.” My jaws ached from tension and my voice was hoarse.
She stopped smiling, looked back at the office door.

“Don’t worry. He’s all right,” I said. “Still beloved.”
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Good show of cool, but as I walked to the Seville the anger hit me. I found
a pay phone near the yogurt place and put in a call to Milo. He was out and



I left a message to phone. I went inside, bought a cup of coffee, drank it,
and took a refill while standing at the counter. Lots of ambient conversation
about pulse rates. Mine was racing.

I got out of there and drove to the school, traveling slowly, trying to settle
down, arriving a little before eleven, still keyed up and not ready to face the
kids.

I parked, did a little deep breathing, and got out of the car. Both the school
cop and the crossbearer were gone. As I walked toward the gate a car came
tooling slowly down the street. Silver-gray compact. Honda Accord in need
of a wash, the body dimpled and scarred, the finish not much shinier than
primer. But a single display of Kalifornia-kustom flair caught my eye:
gleaming blackened windows that wrapped around the car like electrician’s
tape, making the lackluster paintwork appear even more tarnished.
Windows that would have seemed more in place on a stretch limo.

The little gray car stopped to let me cross, lingered, and continued cruising
for a block before turning left. I walked onto the school grounds.

Linda was in her office, behind a pile of paperwork. When she saw me she
swiveled, stood, and smiled. She was wearing a blue oxford button-down
shirt and khaki skirt, brown boots with sensible low heels. The bit of leg
that showed was smooth and white. Her hair was swept back and fastened
at the temples with tortoise-shell barettes, revealing small, close-set ears
adorned with tiny gold studs.

“Hi. You’re early,” she said, pushing aside some papers.
“Got thrown off my schedule.”

Deep breathing or not, there was still ire in my voice.
She said, “What is it?”

I told her about the confrontation with Massengil and Dobbs, leaving out
the part about Milo’s sexuality.



“The bastards,” she said and sat back down. “Trying to profit from tragedy.”
I took a chair opposite her.
“That’s what you get for being a nice guy,” she said.

“I wasn’t such a nice guy half an hour ago. When Massengil started leaning
on me, things got hot. Hope I didn’t make things worse for you.”

“Don’t worry about it.” She sounded weary.
“How much damage can he do?”

“Nothing in the immediate, other than make more noise—which is unlikely
after the shooting.” She thought for a moment. “I guess he could try to
screw the school budget when it comes up next year in Sacramento. But it
would be hard for him to target Hale specifically. So don’t worry about it.
Just keep doing your thing.”

“He’s a strange one,” I said. “Really rough around the edges, not at all well-
spoken.”

“What’d you expect? A statesman?”

“Some sophistication—polish. He’s been at it for twenty-eight years. On
top of the crudeness, he’s got a nasty temper. Surprising he’s lasted this
long.”

“He probably knows who to punch out and who to kiss up to—that’s the
whole game, isn’t it? And over twenty-eight years he’s fixed plenty of
potholes. Besides, being rough around the edges probably works well here
—the whole cowboy thing.”

“He’s got to have something going,” I said. “Hasn’t had any opposition for
the last two elections. I know, ’cause I’m a constituent. I keep leaving the
space blank.”

“I’m a constituent too. I write in Alfred E. Newman.”



I smiled.

She said, “Might we be neighbors, sir?”
“I live up in Beverly Glen.”

“Beverly Glen and where?”

“North of Sunset, up toward Mulholland.”

“Mmm, real pretty up there,” she said. “Way out of my league. All I’ve got
is a little hutch near Westwood and Pico.” Mischievous smile. “Guess
neither of us loyal constituents has much chance of getting our potholes
fixed.”

“Better learn to mix your own asphalt,” I said. “Or cozy up to Dr. Dobbs.”

“Speaking of which,” she said and took something off her desk and handed
it to me.

It was a cassette tape, white plastic with black lettering that had smeared.
The title was KEEPING A CLEAR MIND, AGES 5-10. Copyright 1985,
Lance Dobbs, Ph.D. Cog-nitive-Spiritual Associates, Inc.

“This is what Little Miss Phony Doc was handing out before you aced her,”
she said. “I confiscated all of them, took one home, and listened to it last
night. Far as I can tell, what it comes down to is brainwashing. Literally.
Dobbs goes on about how bad thoughts make children sad and angry. Then
he tells them to imagine their mommies taking their brains out and
scrubbing them hard with soap and water until they’re all clean, all the bad
thoughts are gone, and what’s left are good, clean, sparkly thoughts. Sounds
hokey to me. Is there any way something like that could be beneficial?”

“Doubtful,” I said. “Techniques like that have been used with chronically ill
people—positive thinking, guided imagery, trying to get them to focus
away from their discomfort. But generally those patients are screened and
counseled first—encouraged to express their feelings before they try to
clean their heads. That’s what our kids need right now. To unload.”



“So you’re saying this could hurt them—jam them up?”

“If they took it too seriously. It could also cause guilt problems if they
started to view their fear and anger as ‘bad.’ To kids, bad means they’ve
misbehaved.”

“Damn quacks,” she said, glaring at the cassette.
“Was there anything on the tape that would hold a child’s interest?”

“Not that I heard,” she said. “Just some ditsy music in the background and
Dobbs droning on like some kind of oily guru. Real low budget.”

“Then there’s probably not much risk. The kids wouldn’t sit through it long
enough to be damaged.”

“Hope so.”

“Low budget,” I said. “Just like Massengil’s interior decorating. I can see
why that kind of thing would appeal to him—a quick fix, no mucking
around with anything psychologically threatening. And outwardly cost-
effective—two hundred kids treated at one time. Dobbs could probably rig
up some computerized test showing the kids were doing great; then the two
of them throw a press conference and end up heroes.”

I put the tape in my pocket. “I’ll take it home and give it a listen.”

She said, “What really burns me is the grief we go through trying to get
mental health funds out of the legislature. They’re always demanding
outcome studies, proof of efficacy, pages of statistics. Then a creep like
Dobbs gets his mouth on the government tit with this kind of nonsense.”

“That’s because the creep has a special in.”
“What?”

“I can’t be certain but I’d be willing to bet he’s Massengil’s therapist.”



She lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows. “Old Blowhard in analysis?
C’mon. You just said he wouldn’t go for anything psychologically
threatening.”

“He wouldn’t. Dobbs probably couches it in nonthreatening—
nontherapeutic terminology. Muscle-relaxation training, management
efficiency. Or even something quasi-religious—one of the seminars had
something to do with the soul.”

“Down on the old knees and emote?”

b

“Whatever it is, I’'m pretty sure there’s something going on between them.’
I told her what I’d seen of the interchange between Dobbs and Massengil,
the cues and covert looks. “When I hinted at exposing the nature of their
relationship, Massengil almost lost his cookies.”

“Oh, boy,” she said. “There’s a charming image for you.” She touched a
finger to her lips. “Wonder what kink he’s having straightened.”

“Maybe it’s temper control, or relief of some kind of stress-related
symptom like hypertension. Dobbs seemed accustomed to calming him
down and Massengil obeyed him. As if they’d practiced together.”

“A minor league Eagleton,” she said, shaking her head. “Wouldn’t play too
well with the good folks of Ocean Heights, would it?”

“Hence the seminar cover,” I said. “And extra payoffs to Dobbs for being
discreet—Ilike referrals after the earthquake. And the tapes. How much you
want to bet Massengil’s office paid for them? For a minor investment
Massengil’s buying the chance to come out of this whole thing smelling
fragrant. He and Dobbs had no way of knowing I’d get there first—after
Dobbs had already started talking to the press. The scandal potential is
there. At the very least Massengil would look like a damn fool.”

She shook her head. “Same old story. You’d think I’d get used to it. I hope
all of this hasn’t soured you too much.”



I realized that talking about it had leeched the anger out of my system.
“Don’t worry. I’ve seen worse. Anyway, I’m here to work. How many kids
showed up?”

“A few more than yesterday, but not nearly enough. A lot of the parents
couldn’t be reached by phone during working hours. Carla and I will try
again tonight.”

I noticed how tired she looked and said, “Nice to see you haven’t been
soured.”

She examined a cuticle. “One does what one can.”
I said, “I see the school guard is gone.”

“Must mean we’re safe, huh?”

“You don’t feel safe?”

“Actually, I do. I truly believe Massengil brought things to a head. The
worst is over.”

The look on her face didn’t jibe with her words. I said, “What is it, then?”
She opened a drawer, pulled out a manila envelope, and handed it to me.

Inside were three sheets of paper, one blue-ruled and torn from a spiral
notebook, the others cheap white stationery, unmarked. The message on one
of the white sheets had been typewritten on an old manual; the other was
handwritten in very dark penciled block letters. The blue-ruled sheet was
covered with bird-scratch red-ballpoint cursive.

Different hands, the same message:

SPICK LOVER!!! FUCK YOU MONGREL RACEMIXER BICHES!!!



YOUR DAY OF RECKON IS SOON. REPENT OR BURN WITH ALL
NIGGER TYPES IN DAMN NIGGER HELL . ..

ILLEAGALS GO BACK TO BEANERLAND. NO MORE STEALING JOBS
FROM AMERICAN WORKING PEOPLE. . WHITE PEOPLES
LIBERATION FRONT.

She said, “I used to get this kind of swill regularly, but it had stopped.
Guess it brings back memories of how rough things were in the beginning.”

“Have you told the police?”

She nodded. “I called that detective from the terrorist squad—Frisk. He had
me read all of it to him over the phone, said he’d send someone over to pick
up the letters. But he didn’t sound too hurried—kind of bored, actually.
Didn’t care that I'd gotten my fingerprints all over it or that Carla had
thrown out the envelopes. I asked him about putting the guard back on duty,
just for a while. The guy was no great shakes but better than nothing, right?
Frisk said the guard had been supplied by the school district and it was out
of his bailiwick, but that it really didn’t seem to be anything to worry about
—the perpetrator had acted alone. I asked him what about copycats, and he
said that was highly unlikely.”

“Did you tell him about the crossbearer?”

“Old Elijah? That’s how I think of him—crazy prophet, down from the
hills. I mentioned it, but Frisk said there was nothing he could do unless the
turkey actually broke a law or unless I went to court and got a restraining
order. Incidentally, he showed up again this morning—Elijah. Shouting
through the fence about hell and perdition. I went out to him and told him
he’d done good work here—everyone had heard the word. Then I asked if I
could read his Bible with him. He jumped on that, turned to something from
Jeremiah, death and destruction of the Holy Temple. You should have seen
the two of us, reciting out on the sidewalk. After we finished I told him he



should check out Hollywood Boulevard—Iots of needy spirits aching for
salvation over there. He called me a woman of valor, blessed me, and
marched away singing.”

When I stopped laughing. I said, “Crisis intervention. You’ve got the knack,
Doctor.”

“Right. All the time I was stroking the moron’s ego, what I really wanted to
do was give him a good kick in the pants.”

“Any word from Frisk on when the kids will be allowed back in the yard?”

“They’re allowed as of this morning. When he said there was nothing to
worry about security-wise, I asked him about releasing the yard. He said,
‘Oh, yeah, sure, go ahead.” He’d clearly forgotten about it—no big deal to
him that we’ve had to keep two hundred kids cooped up. We are not talking
paragon of sensitivity.”

I said, “Did he have anything more to say about the shooting?”
“Not a blessed thing. And I asked.”
“Did you tell him about Ferguson knowing the Burden girl?”

She nodded. “He said to have her phone him—that same bored tone. Doing
me a great big favor. Old Esme called in sick, so I phoned her at home and
delivered the message. While I had her on the line I asked her what she
remembered about the girl. Didn’t turn out to be much: Holly was a loner,
not very bright, tended to space out in class, had trouble learning. But she
did have one nugget of gossip—the girl had a black boyfriend. Old Esme
lowered her voice when she delivered that. As if I cared. As if it really
mattered, now. She also said the father’s got a reputation for being a little
strange. Works out of his house, some kind of inventor—no one’s really
sure how he supports himself. Incidentally, I did paw through our old
records and found nothing on her. Apparently all the records that old were
brought downtown. I called downtown and they informed me a manual
search was being made of her transcripts; anything to do with her was
classified information, orders of the police.”



“A boyfriend,” I said.
“You think that’s significant?”

“Not that he was black. But if the relationship was relatively recent, he
might be able to tell us something about Holly’s state of mind. Did
Ferguson say anything else about him besides that he was black?”

“Just that. Capital B. When I didn’t comment on it, Esme started making flu
noises and I hung up.”

“Somehow I sense she’s not your favorite person.”

“I’m sure it’s mutual. She’s a grind, biding her time until pension. I
wouldn’t count on getting any insight from her on the Burden girl or
anything else.”

I said, “Speaking of insight, has Ahlward or anyone else from Latch’s office
called yet?”

“About what?”

“Vis-a-vis informational flow,” I said in a puffed-up voice. “We good folks
were supposed to get anything we wanted as soon as the police gave the old
green light, right?”

“Promises, promises.”

“Not that it matters, at this point. In fact it’s better he’s stayed away. The
kids don’t need any more political involvement.”

“Neither do the adults,” she said.

The noon bell rang outside in the hallway, loud enough to vibrate the office
walls. I got up. “Time to heal young minds.”

She walked me to the door. “In terms of reaching the parents, I don’t know
if Friday gives us enough time. How about Monday?”



“Monday would be fine,” I said.

“Okay. We’ll keep calling. I want you to know I really appreciate all you’re
doing.”

She looked beaten.

[ felt like putting my arms around her. Instead I smiled and said, “Onward.
Non illegitimati carborundum.”

“Ah, on top of everything else, the man’s a Latin scholar. Sorry, Prof. I took
Spanish.”

I said, “Inscription on ancient Roman tomb: Don’t let the bastards wear you
down.”

She threw back her head and laughed. I kept the sound in my head as I went
to class.
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The children greeted me with eagerness, talking freely. I had the younger
ones build replicas of the storage shed with blocks, manipulate figurines



representing Holly Bur-den, Ahlward, the teachers, themselves. Acting out
the shooting, over and over, until boredom set in and visible anxiety
diminished. The older students wanted to know what had caused Holly
Burden to go bad, caused her to hate them. I assured them she hadn’t
targeted them, had been deranged, out of control. Regretted having little
with which to back that up.

A sixth-grader said, “What made her crazy?”
“No one knows.”
“I thought that was your job, knowing what makes people crazy.”

I said, “Trying to know. There’s still a lot we don’t understand about
craziness.”

“I got an aunt who’s crazy,” said a girl.
“She got it from you,” said the boy next to her.

And they were off. . ..

I walked out of the last classroom sapped but feeling a sense of
accomplishment, wanted to share that feeling with Linda and brighten up
her day. But her office was locked and I left the school.

As I got in the Seville I noticed a car turn a corner and approach. Slowly.
Silver-gray Honda. Dirty. Black windows.

It pulled up alongside me, stopped.

I power-locked the Seville. The Honda remained in place, engine idling,
then suddenly drove off.

I snapped my head around and made out four digits and three letters of a
license number. Held the information in my head until I could retrieve pen



and paper from my briefcase and write it down. Then I sat there trying to
figure it out.

Some kind of intimidation?
Or just a curious local, checking out the carpetbaggers?

I thought of the racist filth Linda had shown me and wondered if there
could be a connection.

I looked over at the school grounds, graying in the autumn twilight. A
handful of students remained in the yard, waiting to be picked up, playing
under the watchful eyes of a teacher’s aide. The school buses were gone,
transporting kids from suburbia back to the mean streets—but which streets
were meaner?

I watched the children frolic. Enjoying their newly paroled schoolyard.
Hide and seek.

Kickball. Hopscotch.

Losing themselves in the game of the moment.

So trusting it hurt.

I looked up and down the street before pulling out. Drove home too fast and
kept checking my rearview mirror.

The first thing I did when I got in the house was pick up the phone and dial
West L.A. Robbery-Homicide.

This time, the new D-Three was in.
“Hey, Alex. Got your message, tried to call. Kind of crazy right now—"

“Strange things are happening, Milo. Let’s talk.”



“Sure. Later,” he said, in a voice that let me know he wasn’t alone. “Let me
handle a few things and I'll get back to you on that.”

He rang the bell shortly before seven and, operating on reflex, went straight
into the kitchen. I stayed on the leather sofa, watching the roundup of the
news.

Nothing new on the shooting: just close-ups of Holly Burden’s yearbook
picture, a School Board official reporting that a “detailed and extensive
manual search of sev-eral years of school records” had confirmed her
attendance and graduation from Nathan Hale Elementary School but
revealed no new insights. Then more psychiatric speculation, including one
theory that she’d returned to Hale to take revenge for some imagined slight.
When asked to fill in the details, the psychiatrist demurred, saying he was
speaking theoretically—in terms of “classical psychodynamic wisdom.”
Dobbs came on again, in a segment that looked prerecorded. Caressing his
watch fob, still talking about his treatment program at Hale, blasting
“society.” I wondered how long he’d keep up the charade.

Milo returned with a comice pear in his mouth, one of a dozen sent me each
year as a gift by a grateful patient now living in Oregon.

He chomped. “Nice to see you’re buying good healthy food again.”
“All for you,” I said. “Nutrition for a growing boy.”
He patted his belly and sat down, scowling.

The camera drew back from Dobbs’s rubber face. The psychologist was
stroking his beard, had put on a sad, sanctimonious expression—part
mourner, part huckster.

Milo snorted and began humming “Jingle Bells.”
I said, “Yeah, the resemblance is striking, but this guy’s no saint.”

“Better be careful. He knows if you’re naughty or nice.”



Dobbs’s pronouncements on spirituality dissolved into a commercial.

Milo stretched his feet out and said, “Okay, you promised me strange. Time
to deliver.”

I started with my encounter with Massengil and Dobbs.

He said, “I don’t know that I’d classify any of that as strange, Alex. Seems
like good old politics as usual: the asshole feels the school is his turf, wants
his boy in on anything that goes on there. You have to think like these guys
do—power’s their dope. You’ve infringed. Of course he’s gonna get
offended.”

“So what should I do about it?”
“Not a goddam thing. What can he do to you?”

“Not much,” I said, “but he might be able to do something to you. He talked
about how your promotion had caused resentment.”

“I’m quaking,” Milo said, and wiggled his hand. “But he’s right in one
regard. The troops are not happy with my ascension up the administrative
ladder. One thing to tolerate a faggot; whole other ball of wax to take orders
from one. Make things worse, the other D-Threes are getting antsy with my
‘approach to the job.” Most of them are your basic desk jockeys, marking
off time. My wanting to work the streets makes them look like the comatose
slugs they are. The only other guy who stays active is the Homicide D-
Three out in West Valley. But he’s a born-again, doesn’t like deviates, so
there’s no bonding potential there. Still, no sense pissing and moaning,
right? Don’t do the crime if you can’t hack the slime. Besides, getting rid of
me would be more trouble than it’s worth—Department’s like one of those
dinosaurs with the pea-sized brains. Impossible to budge, real easy to get
around if you watch your step. So don’t worry about me, do your job, and
forget it.”

“That’s exactly what Linda said.”

He grinned. “Linda? We’re on first-name basis, hoo-hoo.”



“Down, Rover.”

“Linda. All that fluffy blond hair, the southern accent. But feisty—gives her
an appealing edge. Not a bad choice at all, pal. Time for you to be getting
back into the social swing, anyway.”

“No one’s made any choice.”

“Uh-huh.” He made rude sounds. “Leenda. Muy leenda.”
“How’s Rick?”

“Fine. Don’t change the subject.”

I said, “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” I told him about the silver
Honda. He looked unimpressed.

“What did it do other than stop for a few minutes?”

“Nothing. But the timing was weird. It was there when I arrived, driving by
when I left.”

“Maybe someone thinks you’re cute, Alex. Or could be it’s just one of the
locals, playing paranoid posse, checking out the neighborhood for strangers,
thinking you’re the weirdo.”

“Could be.”

“If it would make you feel better,” he said, “give me the license number.”
I did and he copied it down.

“Service with a smile,” he said. “Anything else I can do for you?”

I said, “Massengil seemed sure he was the target. You hear anything
backing that up?”

“Nothing—mnot that Frisk has opened his files to me. Maybe the old coot
knows something, but what’s more likely is that he’s got an inflated sense



of self-worth, thinks he’s actually worth shooting. Or maybe he’s the
paranoid one and that’s what Santa’s treating him for.”

He ate more pear, said, “Some milk would go well with this,” and went to
get some. He returned, drinking out of the carton.

“Something else you should know about,” I said, and told him about the
hate mail.

“Your basic bedbugs,” he said. “Too bad she has to go through it.”
“She said Frisk didn’t take it too seriously.”

“To tell the truth, Alex, there’s not much you can do with that kind of
garbage. Now if it turns out the Burden girl was affiliated with some racist
group, that’ll be different.”

“Would Frisk tell you if she was?”

“Not until after he put on his Giorgio suit, smiled into the camera, and told
the greater metropolitan area first. But chances are, if she was highly
political he’d know already. ATD’s got everything computerized, would
have moved on her known associates and I would have heard it through the
old interoffice rumor transport system.”

“Is there anything now you can tell me about her, Milo? The kids are
asking.”

“I’ve learned a few things by way of my source at the coroner’s but I doubt
it’s the kind of info that’ll help you. She was wearing black—jeans, sweater,
shoes, everything down to the undies.”

“Sounds like a commando getup.”

“Or ninja nutcase. Or her taste in couture ran to basic black and a string of
bullets. Or maybe she just didn’t want to be seen in the dark—who the hell
knows? What else—yeah, she was clean, drug-wiso and booze-wise, an
intact virgin, in excellent physical health prior to being perfo-rated.
Stomach contents showed she’d eaten around six the previous evening.



There was a paper cup with urine in it in the shed. The chemical
composition of the pee implied she’d been camped out there some time

during the night, sipping and waiting. Sound like something you want to tell
the kids?”

I shook my head. “I learned something too. She had a black boyfriend.”
He put down the milk carton. “Oh, yeah? Where’d you hear that?”

“One of the teachers at Hale lives in the neighborhood, taught her years
ago. She told Linda about the boyfriend and Linda told me. Linda told Frisk
but he wasn’t any more interested than he’d been in the hate mail.”

He ran his hand over his face. “Boyfriend, huh? Active or ex?”

“That’s what I wanted to know. If he was recent, he might know something,
right? But the teacher never said.”

“Not that active, anyway,” he said. “The intact virgin part. Got a name?”
“No. Just what I told you.”
“Well,” he said, “interracial dating’s no crime. Officially.”

I thought back to the hate mail. Racemixer biches. “Even casual interracial
dating would be considered a felony in Ocean Heights, Milo. Meaning she
might have gotten a lot of social punishment for it—nasty comments,
ostracization, or worse. And it also implies she was anything but a racist—
wouldn’t have been likely to be shooting at those kids.”

“Unless she and the boyfriend had a nasty breakup and she started resenting
all minorities.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Here’s a more likely scenario: What if coming face to
face with local racism radicalized her and turned her against someone she
viewed as racist. A racist authority figure.”

“Massengil?”



“Maybe she and Massengil even had some kind of confrontation before the
shooting. Something he’d never admit to. You should have seen how he
reacted when I accused him of drawing a killer to the school, Milo. It
definitely struck a nerve. With his temper, even a minor confrontation with
her could have gotten ugly. Combine that with her history of psychological
problems. . . . By the way, where did Frisk come up with that?”

He shook his head in disgust. I resolved to stop evoking feelings of
impotence.

“Anyway,” I said, “mix those elements and you’ve got something
potentially explosive. It would explain why Massengil was so sure he was
the intended target.”

Milo thought about it, said, “Guess it’s feasible, but good luck proving it.”

I said, “Don’t you think it’s worth talking to the boyfriend? Checking out
known associates?”

“Sure. But it’s possible Frisk has already done it.”

“He didn’t mention it to Linda.”

“He wouldn’t. Guy would swear off orgasms if it gave him the upper hand.”
“He who dies with the most secrets wins?”

“You got it.”

“Must be a blast working with him.”

“Oh, yeah. Like a cattle prod to the prostate. Anyway, what’s this teacher’s
name?”

“Esme Ferguson. She teaches fourth grade. She called in sick this morning.
You can get her home number from Linda.”

He copied down the name. “She have anything else to say about the late
Ms. Burden?”



“Lousy student, used to space out in class, not too social. Fits with what the
neighbors told the papers about her hanging around the house all day.”

“How,” he said, “does she meet a black guy if she spends all her time just
hanging around the house? In that neighborhood.”

“Good question.”

He closed his pad, put it back in his pocket. “Only good question, my
friend, is one that can be answered.”

“Profound.”

“Yeah. Someone profound said it—Heidegger, Krish-namurti. Or maybe it
was Harpo Marx. Squeak squeak.”

He finished the pear with two ferocious bites and emptied the milk carton.

“Sounds more like Zeppo,” I said. “Care for some dessert?”
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After he left I listened to the white cassette. The contents were nothing that
would have intrigued a grade-schooler: synthesized harp music that



sounded as if it had been recorded underwater and Dobbs talking in the
syrupy-sweet, patronizing tone people who don’t really like kids put on
when they talk to them.

The gist of the message was Play Ostrich—clean your brain, blot out reality
in order to make it go away. Pop psych in all its superficial glory; Freud
would have turned over in his grave. B. F. Skinner wouldn’t have pushed
the reward button.

I turned off the tape recorder, ejected the cassette, and lobbed a two-pointer
into the nearest wastebasket, wondering how much Dobbs charged per tape.
How many copies he’d peddled to the state, via Massengil’s expense
account.

The phone rang. I took it in the kitchen.
“Hi, Alex, it’s me.”

A voice that had once soothed me, then cut me. First time I’d heard it in
months.

“Hello, Robin.”

She said, “I’m working late, waiting for some lacquer to dry. Just wanted to
see how you’re doing.”

“I’m doing fine. How about yourself?”
Let’s hear it for sparkling repartee.
She said, “I’m fine too.”

“Burning the midnight oil?”

“The Irish Spinners just got into town for a concert at McCabes. The airline
damaged a bunch of their instruments and I’'m doing the repairs.”

“Ouch,” I said, imagining my old Martin guitar in splinters. “Emergency
surgery.”



“I feel like a surgeon. The poor guys were devastated and they’ve been
hanging around the shop, looking over my shoulder. I finally shooed them
away. So now they stay outside in the parking lot, pacing and wringing their
hands like relatives waiting for a prognosis.”

“How is the prognosis?”

“Nothing a little hot glue and artful splicing shouldn’t be able to fix. How
about you? What’ve you been up to?”

“Repair work also.” I told her about the sniping, my sessions with the
children.

“Oh, that. Alex, those poor little kids. How are they doing?”
“Surprisingly well.”

“Not surprising. They’re in the best of hands. But wasn’t there another
psychologist, talking about it on TV?”

“He’s limited himself to talk. Which is all for the best.”
“He didn’t impress me either. Too glib. Lucky for the kids they got you.”

“Actually,” I said, “the main reason they’re coping relatively well is they’ve
grown up with violence, seen lots of hatred.”

“How sad . . . Well, I think it’s great you’re getting involved with them—
using your talents.”

Silence.
“Alex, I still think about you a lot.”
“I think about you too.” As little as possible.

“I...I was wondering—do you think it’s reached a point where we could
get together sometime, to talk? As friends?”



“T don’t know.”

“I realize I’'m coming at you out of left field with this. It’s just that I was
thinking about how rare friendship is—between men and women. Part of
what we had was friendship. Best friendship. Why do we have to lose that?
Why can’t that part of it be preserved?”

“Makes sense. Intellectually.”

“But not emotionally?”

“I don’t know.”

More silence.

“Alex, I won’t keep you. Just take care of yourself, okay?”
“You too,” I said. Then: “Stay in touch.”

“You mean that?”

“Sure,” I said, not knowing what I meant.

She wished the kids at Hale well, and hung up.

I stayed up and watched bad movies until sleep overtook me, sometime
after midnight.

The Santa Ana winds arrived in the darkness. I awoke on the sofa and heard
them shrieking through the glen, sucking the moisture out of the night. My
eyes felt gritty, and my clothes were twisted around me. Not bothering to
remove them, I made it to the bedroom, crawled under the covers, and
collapsed.

Sunrise brought a glorious Thursday morning, skies scoured and buffed a
perfect Delft blue, trees and shrubs varnished a luminous Christmas green.
But the view through the French doors had the jarring, cold perfection of a



computer-fabricated Old Master. I felt sluggish, drugged by dream residue.
Confusing hyperactive images had embedded themselves in my
subconscious like fishhooks. Too much pain to tug them loose; time to play
ostrich.

I dragged myself into the shower. As I was toweling off, Milo called.

“Ran the plates on the Honda. The car is an ’83, registered to a New
Frontiers Technology, Limited. Post office box in Westwood. Ring any
bells?”

“New Frontiers,” I said. “No. Sounds like some kind of high-tech outfit—
which would make sense if the driver was one of the locals.”

“Whatever. Meanwhile, thought you might want to know I’ve got an
appointment this Saturday with Mrs. Esme Ferguson. Her residence, at two.
Tea and sympathy, pinkies extended.”

“I thought Frisk was doing all the interviewing.”

“He has first dibs but he never called her. He’s just about ready to close the

case. Apparently, nothing political’s come up on Burden in anyone’s files—
no criminal record, not even a parking ticket. No funny phone calls that can
be traced from her home to anywhere else, no job at Massengil’s or Latch’s.
So they’re considering it a nut job and are ready to file it as a solve. Isn’t it

nice when things go smoothly?”

Back at Hale by ten. Several dozen children were out on the yard for
morning recess, running, climbing, hiding, seeking. The asphalt sparkled
like granite under an unencumbered sun.

I finished my group sessions by noon, reserving the rest of the day for
individual evaluations of the children I’d tagged as high-risk. After a couple
more hours of evaluation, I decided five of them would be okay; the rest
could use one-on-one treatment.



After spending another couple of hours doing play therapy, supportive
counseling, and relaxation training, I checked in Linda’s office. Carla was
going through a pile of forms. Her punk-do was wrapped in a blue bandana
and she looked around twelve years old.

“Dr. Overstreet’s downtown,” she said. “At a meeting.”
“Poor Dr. Overstreet.”

Her smile seemed less carefree than usual.

“Any of Dr. Dobbs’s people been by?” I said.

“No, but someone else has.” She put her finger in her mouth and made a
gag-me gesture.

“Who?”
She told me.
“Where?”

“Probably one of the classrooms—your guess is as good as mine.”

I didn’t have to guess. I heard the music as I walked down the hall.
Awkward attempts at blues riffs tooted on a harmonica with warped reeds.

I pushed open the classroom door and found a dozen or so fifth-graders
looking quieter than I’d ever seen them.

Gordon Latch was sitting on the desk, legs folded yogi-style, jacket off, tie
loosened, sleeves rolled to his wrists. A chromatic mouth organ was in one
hand; the other caressed his gray-brown mop of hair. Behind him stood Bud
Ahlward, wearing a charcoal-colored sack suit, back to the chalkboard,
arms across his bulky chest, expressionless.



He was the first to notice me. Then Latch turned, smiled, and said, “Dr.
Delaware! Come on in and join the party.”

The teacher was sitting at the back of the room, pretending to grade papers.
One of the younger ones, just out of training, quiet, with a tendency to be
underassertive. She looked up at me and shrugged. The room had gone
silent. The kids were staring at me.

Latch said, “Hey, guys,” put the harmonica to his lips, and blew a few bars
of “Oh, Susanna.” Ahlward tapped one wing-tipped foot, concentrating. As
if keeping rhythm required great effort. Latch closed his eyes and blew
harder. Then he stopped, gave the kids a wide smile. A few of them
squirmed.

I walked toward the desk.

Latch lowered the harmonica and said, “Bud and I thought it would be
useful to drop by. Give these guys a chance to ask questions.” Half-wink,
lowered voice: “Vis-a-vis our prior discussion.”

“T see.”

“Brought L.D. too,” he said, hefting the harmonica. Turning back to the
kids, he gave a cheerleader flourish with the harmonica hand. “What’s L.D.
stand for, guys?”

Rustling from the seats. Childish mumbles.

“Right,” said Latch. “Little Dylan.” Toot, inhale, toot. “Old L.D. here, had
him since Berkeley—that’s a college up north, near San Francisco, guys.
Any of you know where San Francisco is?”

Nothing.

Latch said, “They had a giant earthquake there a long time ago. Big fire too.
They’ve got a great big Chinatown there and the Golden Gate Bridge. Any
of you hear of the Golden Gate Bridge?”

No volunteers.



“Anyway, old L.D. here is my little trusted musical buddy. He helped me
get through some long days—days with lots of homework. You know about
homework, don’t you?”

A few nods.

Ahlward lifted one foot and inspected the bottom of his shoe.
Latch said, “So. Anything you guys want to hear?”

Silence.

Ahlward uncrossed his arms and let them dangle.

Latch said, “Nothing at all?”

A boy in the back said, “Bon Jovi. ‘Living on a Prayer.’”

Latch clicked his tongue a couple of times, tried a few notes on the
harmonica, and moved it away from his lips, shaking his head. “Sorry,
amigo, that’s not in my repertoire.”

I said, “Councilman, could I talk to you for a moment? Privately.”

“Privately, huh?” Mugging for the kids, he lowered his voice to a stage
whisper: “Sounds pretty mysterious, huh?”

A few children responded with shaky smiles; most remained stolid. Up at
the chalkboard, Ahlward had crossed his arms again and was alternating his
gaze between the view out the window and a spot on the rear wall, over the
heads of the children. Bored and watchful at the same time.

I cleared my throat.

Latch checked his wristwatch and slipped the harmon-ica into his shirt
pocket. “Sure, Dr. Delaware, let’s talk.” Full wink. “Hang in there, guys.”

He got off the desk, flipped his jacket over one shoulder, and came my way.
I held the door open for him and we stepped out into the hall. Ahlward



followed us, silently, but remained in the doorway of the classroom. Latch
gave him a short nod and the redheaded man closed the door, resumed the
folded-arms, Secret Service stance, and looked up and down the corridor, a
reflexive watchdog.

Latch pressed his back flush against the wall and bent one leg. The
harmonica sagged in his pocket. The lenses of his welfare glasses were
crystal-clear, the eyes behind them restless. “Good group of kids,” he said.

“Yes, they are.”
“They seem to be handling things pretty well.”
“That’s true too.”

“Though it seems to me,” he said, “that they’re a bit understimulated—not
to know where San Francisco is, the Golden Gate Bridge. The system’s
failing them, has a long way to go before it does right by them.”

I said nothing.
He said, “So. What’s on your mind, Alex?”

I said, “With all due respect to your intentions, Councilman, it would be
best to let me know the next time you’re planning to drop in.”

He seemed puzzled. “Why’s that important to you?”
“Not me. Them. To keep things predictable.”
“How so0?”

“They need consistency. Need to feel a stronger sense of control over their
environment, not have any more surprises thrown at them.”

He lifted his glasses with one hand and rubbed the bridge of his nose with
the other. I noticed that the skin behind the freckles was ruddy, tinged with
bronze; since the sniping he’d taken some sun.



When the spectacles were back in place he said, “Maybe we got our signals
crossed, Alex, but I thought this was exactly what you wanted. Exactly
what you said you wanted that first time we met. Accurate information—
firsthand information. Bypassing the red tape. Bud and I have been cleared
by the cops in terms of informational flow, so I figured why not?”

“What I had in mind was something a little more orga-nized,” I said.
He smiled. “Going through channels?”
“That’s not always a bad idea.”

“No, of course not. The thing is, Alex, this wasn’t really planned. Believe it
or not, we public servants do get spontaneous once in a while.”

Grinning. He waited until I smiled back, then said, “What happened was,
Bud and I were literally in the neighborhood. Driving down Sunset on our
way from a meeting in the Palisades—keeping the developers in check.
Give those boys a free rein and the whole coastline will be a strip mall
inside of a month. It was a hellacious couple of hours, but we came out of it
better than when we went in and I was feeling pretty good about my job—
that’s not always the case. So when Bud mentioned that we were coming up
on Ocean Heights, I said to myself, why not? It had been on my mind to get
back here soon as the police cleared us but I’d been too caught up with
backlog—dealing with the investigation set me back a couple of days.
Things really piled up. But I felt badly about not keeping my word. So I
told him to turn off, use the time we did have profitably.”

“I understand, Councilman—"

“Gordon.”

“I appreciate what you wanted to do, Gordon, but with all these kids have
been through, it’s best to coordinate things.”

“Coordinate, huh?” His blue eyes stopped moving and got hard. “Why do I
feel all of a sudden as if I’'m back in school myself? Being called into the
principal’s office?”



“That’s not what I intend—"

“Coordinate,” he said, looking away from me and giving a short, hard laugh
that percussed in his chest and died before it got to his throat. “Go through
channels. That’s exactly the kind of thing we tell taxpayers when they come
up to the mike in Council chambers and ask us for something we don’t
intend to give them.”

I said, “What exactly is your plan, Gordon?”
He turned back to me. “My plan? I just told you there was none.”
“Your intention, then, in terms of the kids.”

“My intention,” he said, “was to break the ice with a little help from L.D.,
then field their questions. Give them a chance to throw stuff at me—
anything they want. Give them a chance to find out the system can work for
them, once in a while. Give them the opportunity to learn from Bud what it
feels like to be a hero. My intention was to listen to their feelings and share
mine—what it felt like to be under fire. The fact that we’re all in this
together—we’d better pull together or the planet’s in trouble. I was just
about to get into that when you came in.”

Sidestepping the reproach, I said, “Were you planning to do that in every
class?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“To do it thoroughly might take quite a bit of time. Several days. The media
are bound to find out you’re here. Once they do, we run the risk of more
commotion.”

“The media can be handled,” he said quickly. “My only goal is to protect
the little guys.”

“From what?”

“Not what, Alex. Whom. The users. People who’d think nothing of
exploiting them for personal gain.”



He emphasized the last three words and paused, shot a knowing look over
at Ahlward, who remained stoic.

“The sad thing is,” he said, “with what they’ve experienced here—what
they’ve seen of the political process—they run a heavy risk of growing up
cynical. Uninvolved. Which doesn’t bode well for us as a society, does it?
We’re talking stagnation, Alex. To the extent that that kind of thing takes
over on a large scale, we’re really in trouble. So I guess what I want is for
them to see that there can be another side to politics. That there’s no need to
stagnate or give up.”

From erosion to stagnation. My second dose of political rhetoric in as many
days.

I said, “Another side as opposed to the one represented by Assemblyman
Massengil?”

He smiled. “I won’t kid you. My opinions on Assemblyman Massengil are
public record. The man’s a di-nosaur, part of an era that should be long-
forgotten. And the fact that he’s involved has made me take a special look
at this situation. This city’s changing—the entire state is. The world is.
There’s a new age of transworld intimacy that won’t be stopped. We’re
inexorably linked to Latin America, to the Pacific Rim. Cowboy days are
gone, but Sam Massengil hasn’t the vision to conceive of that.” Pause. “Has
he been causing any more problems for you?”

(‘NO »

“You’re sure? Don’t be shy about letting me know, Alex. I’ll ensure you’re
not caught in the middle.”

“I appreciate that, Gordon.”

His flipped his jacket forward and slipped it on. Patted his hair. “So,” he
said, smiling, “this must be fulfilling work.”

“Itis.”



“I notice there’s this other psychologist doing a lot of speechifying to the
media. Fellow with a beard.”

“Lance Dobbs. So far he’s limited his involvement to talk.”
“You mean he hasn’t actually been here?” Indignation, mock or otherwise.

“No, he hasn’t, Gordon. One of his assistants came by but I convinced Dr.
Dobbs that too many cooks would spoil the broth and she hasn’t been back
since.”

“I see,” he said. “That’s certainly true—too many cooks. True in lots of
other regards.”

I didn’t respond.
He said, “So. You feel you have it worked out. With Dr. Dobbs.”
“So far so good.”

“Excellent. Good for you.” He paused, touched his harmonica pocket.
“Well, good luck and more power to you.”

The old two-handed grip and a nod at Ahlward. The redheaded man moved
away from the door and smoothed his lapels. From inside the classroom
came shouts and laughter, the young teacher’s voice, tight with frustration,
trying to be heard over the tumult.

Latch turned his back on me. The two of them began walking away.
I said, “Planning on coming back, Gordon?”

He stopped, and lowered his eyebrows, as if pondering a question of cosmic
proportions. “You’ve given me food for thought, Alex. I really heard you.
About doing it right. Coordinating. So let me bounce it around, check my
calendar, and get back to you.”



I waited until the corridor was empty, then followed at a discreet distance,
made it to the door, and watched them crossing the yard, ignoring the
children playing there. They then left the grounds, got into a black Chrysler
New Yorker, Ahlward driving, and rode away. No other vehicles pulled out
behind them. No retinue of young scrubs, no sign of the media. So perhaps
the in-the-neighborhood story was genuine. But I had trouble buying it.
Latch’s eager response to my question about Massengil, his questions about
Dobbs, convinced me his agenda had been other than altruistic.

And the timing was too cute, coming so soon after my summons to
Massengil’s office. Not that yesterday’s visit had been public knowledge.
But Latch had already displayed access to Massengil’s itinerary—the day of
the sniping. Ready to do battle on camera.

Now the two of them were would-be heroes. A couple of sharks, vying for a
tooth-hold in the underbelly of tragedy. I wondered how long it would go
on.

Politics as usual, I supposed. It reminded me of why I’d dropped out of
academic medicine.

I left the school and tried to put all thoughts of politics out of my mind long
enough to get some dinner down. Driving quasi-randomly, I ended up on
Santa Monica Boulevard and stopped at the first place I spotted that offered
easy parking, a coffee shop near Twenty-fourth Street. Someone had begun
holiday decorations—plastic poinsettia on each table; windows frosted and
painted with mistletoe; spavined, bucktoothed reindeer; and a few baby-
blue menorahs. The good cheer hadn’t spread to the food and I left most of
my roast beef sandwich on the plate, paid, and left.

It was dark. I got into the Seville and pulled out of the lot. Traffic was too
heavy for a left turn, so I headed west. Another car’s headlights filled my
rearview mirror. I didn’t think much of it until a few blocks later, when I
turned right again and the lights stayed with me.

I drove to Sunset.

Still the headlights. I could tell, because the left one flickered.



Narrowly spaced beams. Small car. Compact car. Too dark to determine the
color or make.

I joined the eastbound flow on the boulevard. Each time I looked into the
mirror, the headlights stared back at me like a pair of yellow, pupilless eyes.

I caught a red light at Bundy. The headlights edged up closer. A filling
station was at the nearest corner, the pre-embargo type—expansive lot, full-
serve pumps, pay phone.

I rolled forward. The headlights followed suit. When the amber light
flashed for the north-south traffic, I rolled for two seconds, then made a
sharp turn up the driveway, kept going until I reached the pay phone.

The car with the flickering headlight started up and drove across the
intersection. I followed it, taking in as many details as I could. Brown
Toyota. Two people in front. Female passenger, I thought. I couldn’t see the
driver. The passenger’s head turned, facing the driver. Talking to each other.
Not even a glance in my direction.

I scolded myself for being paranoid, got back on Sunset, and drove home.
The operator at my service gave me an earful of messages—one from Milo,
the rest all business. I put in return calls, reaching one late-working
attorney, a bunch of answering machines, and the desk sergeant at Robbery-
Homicide, who told me Detective Sturgis was out, and no, he had no idea
what the call had been about. I took the mail in, changed into shorts,
running shoes, and a T-shirt, and went for a night jog. The Santa Anas had
returned, gentler; I ran with the wind, felt airborne.

I came back an hour later and sat by the fishpond, unable to make out the
koi as anything more than bubbles on the black surface of the water. But
hearing them, hearing the song of the waterfall, my mind started to clear.

I stayed there a while longer, then went back up to the house, ready for the
present tense. I thought of phoning Linda, tried to convince myself my
motives were purely professional, then realized I didn’t have her home
number. Neither did Information. I viewed it as an omen, settled in for
another night alone.



Nine o’clock. Evening news on the local station; I was becoming a tragedy
junkie. I cracked a Grolsch, settled back, and clicked the remote.

The broadcast began with a regurgitation of the usual international mess,
followed by a machine-gun spatter of local crime stories: an armored-van
robbery at a savings and loan in Van Nuys, one guard killed, the other in
critical condition. A Pacoima crack-smoker who’d gone berserk and
stabbed his eight-year-old son to death with a butcher knife. A five-year-old
girl snatched out of her front yard up in Santa Cruz.

Tough competition; nothing on the Hale sniping.

I sat through ten minutes of the feathery stuff that passes for human interest
journalism in L.A. Tonight’s main feature was a millionaire Newport Beach
urologist who’d won the lottery and vowed his life-style wouldn’t change.
Next came shots of the new Rose Queen opening a shopping mall in
Altadena.

Happy talk between the anchors.
Weather and sports.

The doorbell rang. Probably Milo, here to tell me, in person, what he’d
called about.

I opened the door, directing my eyes upward toward Milo’s six-foot-three
level. But the eyes that stared back were a good nine inches lower.
Bloodshot gray-blue eyes behind eyeglasses in clear plastic frames.
Bloodshot but so bright and focused, they seemed to pierce the glass,
dominating a smallish, triangular face. Pasty complexion rendered sallow
by the bug-light over the door. Mouth tightly set. Small, thin nose with
narrow nostrils flanking an incongruous bulb-tip. Wispy brown-gray hair
blowing in the night wind. A nondescript face above a tan windbreaker
zipped to the neck.

My gaze fell to his hands. Pale and long-fingered, wringing each other.



“Dr. Delaware. I presume.” Nasal voice. Not a trace of levity. The
hackneyed line rehearsed . . . No, more contrived than that. Programmed.

I looked over his shoulder. Down in the carport was a silver-gray Honda
with blackened windows.

I was suddenly certain he’d been standing out there for a while. My neck
hairs prickled and I put one hand on the door and took a step backward.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

“My name is Burden,” he said, making it sound like an apology. “My
daughter’s . . . There’s been some . . . trouble with her. She . . . I’'m sure you
know.”

“Yes, I do, Mr. Burden.”

He extended both hands in front of him, knitted to-gether, as if containing
something precious or lethal. “What I . . . I’d like to talk to you, Dr.
Delaware, if you could spare the time.”

I stepped back and let him in.

He looked around, still wringing his hands, eyes bouncing around the living
room, like a billiard trick shot.

“You have a very nice home,” he said. Then he started to weep.
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I let him in and sat him down on the leather sofa. He sobbed tearlessly for a
while, making dry, choking noises, hid his face in his hands, then looked up



and said, “Doctor . . .”
Then nothing.
I waited.

His glasses had slid down his nose. He righted them. “I . . . May I please
use your . . . facilities?”

I pointed him down the hallway to the bathroom, went into the kitchen,
made strong coffee, and brought it back, along with cups and a bottle of
Irish whisky. I heard the toilet flush. A few minutes later he came back, sat
down, folded his hands in his lap and stared at the floor, as if memorizing
the pattern on my Bukhara.

I put a cup of coffee into his hands and offered the whisky bottle. He shook
his head. I spiked my own drink, took a long, hot swallow, and sat back.

He said, “This is . . . Thank you for allowing me into your home.” His voice
was nasal, oboelike.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Burden.”

He shielded his face with one hand and moved it from side to side, as if
trying to shake off a bad dream. The hand holding the cup trembled badly
and coffee sloshed over the sides and onto the rug. He uncovered his face,
put the cup down, rattling it against the glass top, snatched a napkin, and
scrambled to mop up.

I touched his elbow and said, “Don’t worry about it.”

He backed away from the contact but allowed me to take the sodden napkin
from his hand.

“'msorry ... It...Idon’t mean to intrude.”

I took the napkin into the kitchen in order to give him more time to
compose himself. He got up and paced the room. I could hear his footsteps
from the kitchen. Rapid, arrhythmic.



When I returned, his hands were back in his lap, his eyes back on the rug.

A minute passed slowly, then another. I drank coffee. He just sat there.
When he made no attempt to speak, I said, “What can I do for you, Mr.
Burden?”

He answered before the last word was out of my mouth. “Analyze her.
Learn the truth and tell them they’re wrong.”

“Tell who?”

“Them. The police, the press, all of them. They’re delu-sional. Saying she
shot at children, was some kind of homicidal monster.”

“Mr. Burden—"

He shook his head violently. “Listen to me! Believe me! There was no
earthly way she would . . . could do anything like that. No way she would
use a gun—she hated my . . . She was pacifistic. Idealistic. And never
children! She loved children!”

I imagined the final scene in the storage shed. Her lair. Black clothing, a
rifle, a cup of urine.

He shook his head, said, “Impossible.”
“Why come to me, Mr. Burden?”

“For analysis,” he said, with just a trace of impatience. “Psycho-analysis.
That’s your specialty, isn’t it? Childhood motivation, thought processes of
the developing organism. And despite her age, Holly was a child.
Psychologically. Believe me, I should know. That would put her within your
professional purview, wouldn’t it? Am I correct?”

When I didn’t respond right away, he said, “Please, Doctor. You’re a
scholar, an in-depth man—this should be right up your alley. I know I’ve
chosen right.”



He began reciting the titles of studies I’d published in scientific journals.
Ten-year-old articles. In perfect chronological order. When he was finished,
he said, “T do my research, Doctor. I’'m thorough. When things count, it’s
the only way.”

The sorrow gone from his face, replaced by a haughty smile—an A student
expecting praise.

“How’d you find me, Mr. Burden?”

“After I spoke to the police it became clear to me they weren’t after the
truth, had preconceived notions. Just plain lazy, concerned with wrapping
things up. So I began observing the school, hoping to learn something—
anything. Because nothing they told me made sense. I re-corded the license
plates of anyone going in and out of the school grounds and checked them
against my files. Yours cross-checked with several of my lists.”

“Your lists?”

The oboe played a couple of long notes close to laughter. “Don’t be alarmed
—it’s nothing ominous. Lists are my business. I should have mentioned that
in the beginning. Mailing lists. Direct mail advertising. Applied
demography. Data that can be called up with regard to occupation, ZIP
code, marital status—any number of variables. You were on the mental
health specialist list. Subclass 1B: Ph.D. clinical psychologists. Yet you
weren’t the psychologist who’s been talking to the media, claiming he’s
been treating the children. It made me curious. I investigated you further.
What I learned gave me hope.”

“My journal articles gave you hope?”

“Your articles were good—scientifically sound. Rel-atively hard
methodology for a very soft science. That showed me you’re a thorough
thinker—not some civil servant just coasting. But what really heartened me
were the data I obtained from the lay press—newspaper articles. The Casa
de Los Nifios case. The Cadmus scandal. You’re obviously a man who
seeks the truth singlemindedly, doesn’t run from challenges. I’'m a good
judge of character. I know you’re the man for me.”



More A-student hubris. And something else: a hunter’s smile.
Where had the grief gone? A spooky little man.

I said, “Speaking of the truth, how about showing some identification. Just
to be thorough.”

“Certainly. It always pays to be thorough.” He produced a cheap wallet and
from it plucked a driver’s license, Social Security card, and several credit
cards. The photo on the license had a furtive, sullen look that reminded me
of a dead girl. I glanced at the credit cards, all gold, all in the name of
Mahlon M. Burden. Returned to the license photo and stared at it some
more.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, “but for the most part, she
resembled her mother.”

I gave him back his ID.

“She had her mother’s innate goodness, as well,” he said. “Compassion for
all living things. This whole thing is a travesty—you’ve got to help me.”

“Mr. Burden, what is it exactly you think I can do for you?”

“Conduct a psycho-biography. The life and times of Holly Lynn Burden.”
Mention of her name made his gaze waver for an instant; then it hardened
with intent. “Apply the same tools of scholarship you apply to your research
and become the resident expert on my little girl—on what made her tick.
Delve as deep as you like. Be unsparing with your questions. Do whatever
it takes to get to the root of this mess. Learn the truth, Dr. Delaware.”

I took my time answering. His eyes never left me.

“Sounds like you’re talking about two separate things, Mr. Burden.
Reconstructing your daughter’s life—what’s known as a psychological
autopsy. And vindicating her. One may not lead to the other.”

I waited for the explosion. What I got was more of the hunter’s smile.



“Oh, it will, Dr. Delaware. It will. A father knows.”
A father knows. A mother knows. How many times had I heard that before.

“There’s something you should know,” I said. “You’re obviously not happy
with the way the police are handling things, but it was the police who called
me in.”

“Unless you’d lie to make them happy, that doesn’t bother me.”

“Something else. I can’t promise you confidentiality. On the contrary. My
first allegiance is to the children at Hale. My main goal is helping them
cope with what happened, and I can’t let anything distract me from that. If I
found out something negative about Holly and disclosing it would serve a
therapeutic purpose, I’d disclose. Unpleasant things could become public
knowledge.”

“I’m not frightened of the truth, Dr. Delaware. Solid data never scare me.”

Boasting. I thought of him surveilling me, from behind blackened windows.
Using his “files” to invade my privacy. Using tears to gain entry into my
lovely home.

Assuming the patient role so that I’d play therapist?

No matter what his motivation, I’d been manipulated. I took another sip of
spiked coffee and experienced a wave of lightheadedness. Alcohol or the
strangeness of the moment?

I put the cup down, sat back, crossed my legs, and studied him. Tried to
regain objectivity, pull out of the sorrow-sympathy circuit that he’d
instigated on my doorstep.

“I absolutely accept your contingencies,” he said. “Will you help me?”
He leaned forward on the sofa. Dry-eyed.

One part of me—the invaded householder—wanted him out of there. But I
found myself considering his proposition. Because what he was offering me



was exactly what I’d been telling everyone I wanted. A chance to
understand the bogey-woman. The opportunity to mine some bit of
information that might speed up the healing of the kids at Hale.

Delve as deep as you like. Be unsparing with your questions.

Given the recency of his tragedy, his inability at this point to confront what
had really happened in the storage shed—that pledge meant little. He might
start out by answering my questions and end up seeing me as the enemy.
But somewhere in between, I might very well learn something.

At what price?
I said, “Give me some time to think about it.”

That didn’t please him; he tugged at the zipper-pull of his windbreaker,
opened and closed the jacket, and kept staring at me, as if waiting for me to
change my mind.

Finally he said, “That’s all I can ask, Doctor.”

He stood. Out came the cheap wallet. He handed me a white business card.

NEW FRONTIERS TECHNOLOGY, LTD. MAHLON M. BURDEN,
PRES.

A phone number with a Pacific Palisades exchange had been penciled
beneath his name.

He said, “That’s a private line—very few people have it. Call me, twenty-
four hours a day. Chances are I'll be out of the office most of tomorrow—
downtown, at Parker Center. Trying to get the police to release the . . . her
body. But I'll be picking up messages.”



His chin quivered and his face started to sag. Trying not to look at him, I
saw him out the door.

I was still thinking about him when Milo called.

“Got a fix on your Honda,” he said. “New Frontiers Tech is Burden’s
father’s company.”

“I know.” I told him about the visit.
“He dropped in on you, just like that?”
“Just like that.”

“Traced you by running your plates?”
“That’s what he said.”

“You get any sense he was dangerous?”
“Not really. Just odd.”

“Odd in what way?”

“Calculating. Manipulative. But maybe I’m being too hard on him. The
guy’s been through hell. Lord knows I’m not seeing him at his best.”

“Sounds to me like he piqued your professional curiosity.”
“Somewhat.”

“Somewhat. That mean you’re gonna take him up on his proposition?”
“I’m thinking about it. Any problem if I do?”

“Doesn’t bother me, personally, Alex, but are you sure you want to get in
any deeper?”



“If I can learn something that would help the kids, I do. I made it clear to
him that my first allegiance was to them. No confidentiality. He accepted
it.”

“He accepts it for now. But look at the guy’s state of mind. Heavy denial:
he’s still claiming she’s innocent. What happens when reality hits him?
What happens after you go in and do your thing and come out concluding
his little girl was a wacko with blood on the brain? How do you think he’ll
accept that?”

“I raised that possibility with him.”
“And?!’
“He said he was willing to take his chances.”

“Right. He also tell you it was his rifle she took to that shed? Apparently
the guy’s a gun collector and she lifted one of his collectibles. What do you
think that does to his ability to think straight about this?”

She hated my . . .
“When did you learn this?”
“Extremely recently.” Pause. “Sources at the ballistics lab.”

He cursed. I couldn’t tell how much of his resentment came from having to
get facts on the investigation secondhand, how much from the possibility I
might work with Mahlon Burden.

“So,” I said, “you’re saying I should turn him down?”

“Me telling you what to do? Perish the thought. I just want you to think
carefully about it.”

“That’s exactly what I’'m doing, Milo.”

“While you had him there, did you ask him about the boyfriend?”



“I didn’t ask him about anything. Didn’t want to engage him until I was
sure which way I was going to take it.”

“Sounds like you’re already engaged, pal. Only question is, when’s the
wedding?”

“What’s bugging you, Milo?”

“Nothing. Oh, hell, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the idea of you working for the
other side.”

“Not for. With.”

“Same difference.”

“What puts him on the other side, anyway?”

“Good guys and bad guys. Know of a more meaningful distinction?”
“He didn’t pull the trigger, Milo. All he did was sire her.”

“She was nutso. Where did it come from?”

“What, guilt by procreation?”

A long, uncomfortable silence.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said. “Where’s my milk of human compassion for
him—he’s a victim too. It’s just that I called you in to help the kids. Trying
to do something positive in the middle of all this crap. I guess I don’t want

to see you used—to whitewash what she did.”

“That would be impossible. What she did is indelible, Milo.”

“Yeah. Okay, sorry. Don’t mean to ride you. It’s just been a terrific day. Just
got back from another crime scene. Toddler murder.”

“Oh, shit.”



“Pure shit. Two-year-old victim. Mom’s boyfriend gets loaded on ice and
dust and God knows what else, uses the baby for punching practice.
Neighbors heard the kid wailing all day, called Protective Services two
weeks ago. Social workers came down last week, evaluated, wrote it up as
‘high risk,” recommended removal from the home. But they hadn’t gotten
around to processing it yet.”

“Jesus.”

“Processing,” he said. “Don’t you just love that? Like sausage. Shit into the
grinder, out the other end, tagged and wrapped. Can’t wait to see what
tomorrow brings. What new load of garbage will need to be processed.”
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display: block; font-size: 1.41667em; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 0;
margin-left: 5pt; margin-right: 5pt; margin-top: 0; padding-left: 0; padding-
right: 0; page-break-before: always } .calibrel { color: inherit; cursor:
inherit; text-decoration: inherit } .calibre10 { text-decoration: underline }
.calibre2? { font-weight: bolder; line-height: 1.2 } .calibre3 { display: block;
line-height: 1.2 } .calibre4 { display: block } .calibre5 { font-size: 0.75em }
.calibre6 { color: blue; cursor: pointer; text-decoration: underline } .calibre7
{ font-style: italic } .calibre8 { font-size: 0.77778em } .calibre9 { font-
weight: bolder } .ccn { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-
bottom: 1em; margin-left: 1em; margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-
align: left; text-indent: 0 } .cfmh { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em;
margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-right: 0; margin-top: lem; text-
align: left; text-indent: O } .cn { display: block; font-size: 1.17647em; font-
weight: bold; line-height: 1.2; margin-bottom: 4em; margin-left: 0; margin-



right: 0; margin-top: 4em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .cotx { display:
block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0; margin-
right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-align: justify; text-indent: 1em } .crt {
display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 1em; text-align: justify; text-indent: 0 } .ded {
display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left: 0;
margin-right: 0; margin-top: 5em; text-align: center; text-indent: O } .epi {
display: block; font-size: 0.70588em; margin-bottom: 1em; margin-left:
2em; margin-right: 2em; margin-top: 3em; text-align: justified; text-indent:
0 } .eps { display: block; font-size: 0.52941em; margin-bottom: 1em;
margin-left: 2em; margin-right: 2em; margin-top: 1lem; text-align: right;
text-indent: 0 } .extl { dis