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CHAPTER 1
“H
E DRAGGED HER RIGHT
down there, into the canyon. Her legs were all swelled up, like old lady’s legs. She was kicking.”

“Fighting him, Mr. Jenkins?” I demanded, trying to get an accurate picture of the victim. “Was she yelling at him, too?”

“No, not kicking that way. Kicking like she was swimming. You know, up and down. If she was saying anything, I couldn’t hear. But, it’s real noisy, now, with Sunday evening traffic and all.” He looked up at Arlington Avenue above the canyon. He was half shouting above the roar of engines as buses hauled themselves up the steep grade to the uphill lane ten feet higher than the downhill one. Patrol had closed the lower lane to civilians as Hostage Negotiation Team members raced in from their regular assignments and squealed to stops there. The air was thick with exhaust fumes.

“You’re going to get her out.” Jenkins’s statement was half question, half hope. “It’s only a tiny canyon down there.”

“The more you can tell us, the better we’ll—
I’ll
—be able to negotiate with the hostage taker.” As primary negotiator I would be the one dealing with him.

“But I didn’t see any more than the guy’s rifle barrel and the woman’s legs. They were so swollen, like she was already sick, you know?”

I tried not to picture it, not to get caught in envisioning an old woman down in the cold, wet canyon controlled by some kind of pervert, a pervert for whom we had no ID, no description, nothing. I couldn’t let myself think about the victim, wonder if she was shivering down there, terrified, or if the perp was holding a cigarette lighter to her fingers, or …
Don’t let yourself get stuck on the victim,
they tell you in Hostage Negotiation classes,
your job is to get the facts that will save her.
But it was a battle; even when we role-played in training, it was hard not to get caught up in caring. And now … those legs bouncing up and down were a bad sign. If Jenkins, who had been within forty feet of her was right, the victim’s legs were just bouncing up and down from the jolts of being dragged. I swallowed and said, “Describe her.”

“I already told the patrol officer, I couldn’t really see her exactly. Just her legs, I mean from the knee down, and the bottom of her skirt.”

Dammit, why couldn’t he have
observed
? He couldn’t even swear the victim was old. Thick legs? She could have been a young muscular soccer player. I needed an idea of how desperate the situation was, how much slack I’d have—if any. Hostage negotiating made Homicide Detail seem like slow motion. “What kind of shoes was the victim wearing?”

“Black. Lace up. Oxfords like old ladies wear. When I spotted her the guy was already in the field here, by the chute—that’s what we called it when we were kids, the chute down into the canyon. That house over there”—he pointed to a wooden building fifty yards south—“that used to be right here, above the chute. But the land’s real unstable, one good shake like the last quake and that house would have been down there in the canyon. They had to move it.”

It had been over an hour since his call. Half an hour since the patrol officer verified his claim that he’d seen a man with a rifle dragging a body down the chute—the rocky gorge cut by Cerrito Creek—into the canyon. A woman who had been walking a spaniel had seen it, too.

Normally the dispatcher alerted all members of the Hostage Negotiation Team to report to the operations command at the station downtown. But with this situation, with the perp in a canyon the neighborhood kids used as a playground, with a perimeter we could never adequately secure, there was no time for that. It was already dusk; half an hour and it’d be night. Fog was blowing in across San Francisco Bay, settling on trees up here like birds nesting for the night. The dispatcher had rolled the mobile station; we’d set up on the Arlington.

Now patrol officers from district 1A were ringing the canyon, waiting for the Tac Team to relieve them. On the Arlington the guys from the Tac Team were running for the mobile van. They’d crowd in there, eyeing as much of a map of the canyon as we had. The high ground observers would be looking for places to get out over the canyon unseen, on roofs of cottages that clung to the canyon wall, or perched on a live oak branch. They’d crouch there and wait, for as many hours as it took.

This finger canyon, so named because it resembled the space between open fingers, was seven acres, flush in the middle of one of the wealthiest Berkeley hills neighborhoods, high walls at this end, petering out to nothing at the other. Houses stood shoulder to shoulder all around it, blocking sight of it so thoroughly most people didn’t know it existed. But down there among the dense oak and bay trees there were deer, possums, skunks, lots of wild blackberries, and enough poison oak to have the whole department scratching. The remains of a quarry office was fifty yards or so downstream, Jenkins had said—it had been little more than a cement floor when he was a child thirty years ago—and a lean-to was closer to the chute. Chances were the perp and the victim were in one of them. But the trees and shrubs, and the fog, were too thick to let us get a good view into the canyon, even with night glasses. There was enough underbrush to camouflage an arsenal. And a hundred routes of escape, a thousand places to hide. A hostage situation in here was a nightmare.

Another car squealed to a stop. I turned around, spotting Inspector Doyle, the field commander. His graying red hair was fluttering in the wind. His white shirt was rumpled, and his skin, as always, hung too loose from his bones. His appearance said: major surgery; inadequate recovery time. But he always looked like that. Today he’d spent a hard Sunday he should have had off, knocking his head against Homicide-Felony Assault’s pain-in-the-ass case of the month—the meter maid assaults. I’d worked a lot of homicides under Inspector Doyle; at the best of times he was brusque.

“What do we have on the perp, Smith?”

“Zilch. No suspicious strangers reported, no weird hermits living nearby. Not a damn thing to start negotiating with,” I added before he could.

“Victim?”

“Could be old, sick. Witness can’t be sure.”

“Someone checking cars?”

I nodded. Maybe a license plate would give us a lead to the perp. I needed something, some edge to start negotiations.

Without comment Doyle strode to the van. He looked ready to snap, but he was no more on edge than I was. When I made contact with the perp I had to know what kind of carrot to dangle, what shape stick to threaten with. If I made one wrong guess, the woman down there could be dead.

Doyle was setting up an inner perimeter inside the canyon around the perp and his hostage, making it as small as he could. Patrol would ring an outer perimeter line around that and clear the space between the inner and outer perimeters. No one would get past their line without an ID. As soon as they were set, I’d try for contact with the perp.

The mobile van doors opened. Twelve officers hurried out. A couple were still in street clothes. The rest were already in the all-black uniforms they’d be wearing if and when they came in for a rescue. Doyle motioned one of them over to Jenkins. Behind them, beyond the outer perimeter, neighbors holding cocktail glasses or coffee cups grouped together, reporters leaned forward, cameramen balanced equipment on shoulders.

At dusk any other cold foggy November day houselights would ring the canyon. Warm glows from those cottages halfway down the canyon wall would twinkle up behind the live oak and bay trees. Now I watched the houselights go off one after another, till only a few were left. Without them the tiny canyon loomed larger, blacker, and deep as a well. I looked around for Murakawa, my secondary negotiator—probably still caught in crosstown traffic. Doyle was standing beside the van, foot tapping irritably as he conferred with the Tac Team commander.

He kicked a clump of dry weeds, nodded, and strode toward me like he’d been given a shot of caffeine. “Contain’s in place.”

I aimed the loudspeaker toward the canyon and stood momentarily looking out into the unmapped dark. I hated negotiating with a perp who could be a teenager flipped out from drugs, hormones, and an F on a history test, or a con who’d spent half his life in Q, or one of our home-grown crazies directed by voices telling him to kill at the mention of “hamburger” or “sidewalk.” It was like tossing pennies in a bottomless wishing well. Except now a woman’s life depended on those wishes coming true.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I turned on the speaker: “This is the police. We have you surrounded. We know you’re down there. If you have a flashlight, turn the beam upward. Now!”

I stared down into the deep gray mass. Did something flicker in the middle? No. I repeated the command, word for word. We keep it as simple as possible. The perps shouldn’t have to think, just obey.

No change. Not a ripple in the dark.

Murakawa came toward me double time. As my secondary negotiator he’d be the liaison between me and the rest of the team. I briefed him. Then I lifted the loudspeaker and repeated the command again. “This is the police. You are surrounded. If you have a flashlight, turn the beam upward. Now!”

“Smith!”

“There!”

We were both pointing to the middle of the canyon. A light had flashed. Murakawa motioned to Grayson, head of the Tac Team. “He may be coming up. Get everyone back. Give him room.”

“Take position,” Grayson called to the Tac Team. “He may be coming up.”

Black-uniformed officers jumped the two steps to the ground, landing as lifeless as beanbags. With a perp who was walking out on his own, odds were nothing would happen, but they had to play the low percentage. Later they would find out about the victim, be glad her ordeal ended so soon. But now … Hostage negotiation was an adrenaline junkie’s dream. Going cold turkey like this was hell.

I moved onto the sidewalk. Grayson’s team flashed their lights across the field toward the trees by the path down to the creek. They stood, weapons poised, listening for footsteps.

Squeals of brakes and staccato bursts from patrol car radios mixed with calls from onlookers, pleas from the news guys jostling for the best spot, and the low groans of foghorns across the bay. The team wouldn’t be able to hear the perp till he’d climbed up the rocky canyon wall and swung around the live oak at the entrance to the stream. But when he did, the first target he’d spot would be the team.

My black windbreaker flapped and the nylon that was supposed to keep out the wind had turned icy. I stood by the van with Murakawa and Doyle and waited.

“He’s not coming out,” Bates, one of the reporters, yelled.

Too soon to know,
I assured myself. The perp had around fifty yards of path to cover. Maybe carrying the victim. I couldn’t take the chance of spooking him. Blood pounded in my neck and my stomach; I could have run the length of the outer perimeter and still been too tense to stand here and wait.

“Hey, Smith, he’s taking you guys for a big ride,” Bates yelled. I drummed my fingers on the loudspeaker. Was Bates right? Had we hallucinated the light, from our hopes? Was the perp sitting down in the canyon laughing at us? Pulling out the victim’s fingernails? I pushed away the thought. Behind me I could feel the crowd pressing at the perimeter line. I’d wait another minute.
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