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he idea took hold of Carl while he was sitting underneath the Santa Clara River 
bridge, sharing a fire with the only friend he had in the world, both men trying 
desperately not to freeze to death. He had been about to crumple another page of the 

newspaper and toss it into the fire, when the headline caught his eye and stopped him dead. 
He read it once, then a second and third time. Then he studied the picture of the young 
woman. 

"That paper ain't gonna do us no good 'less you throw it on the fire," Boom said. 
Boom was the first person Carl had met on the street five years earlier, and they had 

remained friends ever since, a rare circumstance in the homeless community. 
"Come on, already," Boom said. 
Carl folded the page carefully, opened his tattered, black leather briefcase, and placed 

the paper inside. He didn't seem to hear Boom at all. 
"Carl!" Boom shouted. Something flew from his mouth as he spoke, possibly a 

fragment of day-old chicken. 
Carl turned and stared at Boom for a long time, silent. Then a large smile crept over 

his face. 
"I'm gonna get out of this cold," Carl said. A gust of frigid wind swept across the dry 

riverbed, as if to illustrate Carl's point. "I'm goin' in." 
"Goin' in? What the hell you talkin' about, goin' in?" 
"First thing in the morning, Boom," Carl said. "And I won't be coming back." 
"The cold's done froze up your dumb-ass brain," Boom said, annoyed. He shook his 

head in disgust and frustration. "Help me get more paper on this fire." 
"I'm serious, Boom. A warm bed and three squares a day for the rest of my life, 

starting tomorrow." 
A sudden warmth seemed to crawl over Boom's face, as if the mere mention of a 

warm bed could conquer the bitter cold assaulting his flesh. 
He said, "A warm bed?" Suddenly Boom was paying attention to his only real friend. 
"A warm bed," Carl repeated, because he liked the sound of the words. "I can't 

figure out a way to take you with me or I would." 
Boom nodded. "So how you gonna pull this little magic trick off?" 
Carl patted the old briefcase he carried with him everywhere he went. "Everything I 

need is right in this case." 
  
 

DETECTIVE ANGELA POOLE SMELLED THE HOMELESS GUY before she entered the room. 
She was wearing medium wash straight-leg jeans and a white high-neck tank under a black 
blazer. The man was sitting alone in Interrogation Room II, eating donuts and drinking 
hours-old coffee. A worn black leather briefcase rested on the table next to the plate of 
donuts. 

Poole stopped outside the room and turned to the uniform officer who had said the 
man was waiting to talk with her. "I don't have time for this shit, Carter. I have real work to 
do." 

Officer Carter shrugged and nodded in the direction of the interrogation room. 
"Guy says he has information about the murder two nights ago." 

"The Webster case?" Poole asked. 
"That's what he says." 

T 
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"How long's he been in there?" 
"He was here when I clocked in at six. Said he needed to talk with the detective in 

charge of the case." 
"He say what kind of information he has exactly?" 
"Nope. Just said he'd explain it to you when you got here. So I set him up with the 

coffee and donuts and told him to sit tight." 
Poole nodded and glanced at her watch: 7:05 a.m. Moments later, she entered the 

interrogation room and placed another paper cup filled with coffee on the table in front of 
the homeless guy. 

"I brought you more coffee," she said. "You need more to eat?" 
The man shook his head as he took the second cup of coffee into his hands and 

sipped some. 
"Why don't we start with your name," Poole said. 
"Name's Carl," the man told her. 
"You have a last name, Carl?" 
Carl thought about it a moment before he said, "Hilgard." 
"Carl Hilgard?" 
He nodded. 
"So how can I help you, Carl?" 
Carl Hilgard ate the last donut and sipped more coffee, moving as though he had 

oceans of time before him. He wiped his mouth carefully with a napkin. Then he opened his 
briefcase and removed the newspaper article about the dead woman and placed it on the 
table. He pointed at the headline. 

"I killed this lady," Carl said. 
Poole sighed loudly. 
"No shit," she said. 
Carl nodded, apparently pleased with himself. 
"Will you excuse me a moment, Mr. Hilgard?" 
Poole got up without waiting for an answer and went to the door. She opened it and 

yelled down the hall for Officer Carter. 
"What is it?" Carter asked, as he approached. 
"Will you make sure Mr. Hilgard here has enough to eat, and then send him on his 

way." 
Poole was walking out of the interrogation room when Carl Hilgard said, "I can 

prove it." She stopped and turned and waited. Carter stared at her, waiting for further 
instructions. Poole waved the officer away and walked back into the room, removed a travel-
size tin of Vicks VapoRub from her pocket, dabbed a small amount of the ointment under 
each nostril, then took a seat. She had been told that VapoRub was not recommended for 
use when trying to combat a bad smell because it actually opens your nasal passages thereby 
strengthening your sense of smell. But she didn't intend to be in the room long enough. And 
for the moment the sharp scent of the rub was finally all she could smell. She glanced at her 
watch again. 

"You've got five minutes, Mr. Hilgard. I hope you're not wasting my time." 
"I'm not," he assured her. 
"So you murdered Justine Webster?" 
"That's right," Carl said. 
"The Assistant District Attorney?" 
Carl hesitated for a beat. Then he said, "That's right." 
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"Why don't you tell me how it happened?" 
Carl suddenly looked a little worried. He sucked in a long breath of air and 

swallowed it. 
"I'd rather not," he said. 
"Look, Mr. Hilgard. I'm very busy. And to tell you the truth, I think you're full of 

shit. But I want to hear what you have to say. So just please get on with it." 
"Okay, okay. It's just . . . I didn't mean to hurt her." 
"Just tell me what happened." 
Carl looked around the room before he spoke. "I hit her in the head with a brick." 
Poole leaned back and started listening more intently. The weapon used to bash in 

the woman's skull had been a brick. The police hadn't released this detail to the press. 
"Go on," she said. 
"I didn't mean to kill her. I just wanted her to give me her stuff, you know, but she 

wouldn't. Then she tried to hit me. The next thing I knew the brick was in my hand and she 
was lying on the floor . . . dead. I don't even know where the brick came from." 

"You said you just wanted her stuff. What stuff was that?" 
"Her stuff. You know, rings, necklaces, watch. Stuff." 
Poole also knew from the report that Justine Webster had been wearing three rings, 

two necklaces, a Rolex, and diamond stud earrings at the time of her death: none of these 
items had been recovered. 

"So where's her stuff now?" Poole asked. 
Carl Hilgard opened the briefcase and pulled a handful of items from it and laid 

them out on the table. Poole took her pen from her pocket and used it to move the items 
around so she could inspect them more closely. Everything was there. All of it. 

"What else have you got in that briefcase, Mr. Hilgard?" 
"So you believe me now?" he asked, smile creeping onto his face. 
Poole said, "I'll tell you what I believe, Mr. Hilgard. I believe that you were there; I 

believe that you took these items off the dead woman's body." She stared silently at the man 
for a moment. Then she added, "But I think she was already dead by the time you found 
her." 

  
 

LIEUTENANT JAMES PAISLEY AND DETECTIVE GILBERT CAMACHO were standing with 
Poole in the corridor behind the interrogation room, staring at Carl Hilgard through the one-
way glass. 

"So is he our perp?" Paisley asked. 
"I don't think so," Poole said. 
"What makes you doubt his story?" 
"First off, it's too easy. He walks in with this story, this confession, which totally adds 

up. But it's just too—” 
"Too what?" Camacho asked. 
"Rehearsed," Poole said. "The murder weapon, the jewelry. He had a perfect story for 

all of that, a little too perfect. But then when he showed me what else he had in his briefcase, 
everything sort of fell apart." 

Paisley turned from the window to stare at Poole. Camacho kept his attention 
focused on Carl Hilgard. 

"What else was in the briefcase?" Paisley asked. 
"Files." 
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"Files? What kind of files?" 
"A couple of files from open cases Justine Webster had been working on. When I 

asked him what had happened to the rest of the files, he started fumbling. He didn't seem to 
know what I was talking about." 

"I think I see where you're going." 
"He said he took the jewelry because he intended to sell it. That makes sense. But he 

had no explanation for having kept a couple of the files. And that still doesn't explain what 
happened to the ones that remain missing." 

Paisley nodded. 
"You know what I think," Poole said. "I think he witnessed the murder. I think he 

saw what went down, watched the killer, or killers, leave, then he just scooped up everything 
there and took it with him to sort through later." 

"And his reason for coming in to confess?" Camacho asked. 
"I'm not sure yet. Maybe he's looking for a way to get off the street. He gets himself 

sent away for murder, he's guaranteed a bed and three meals a day for the rest of his life. 
Wouldn't be the craziest thing I've ever heard of." 

Paisley said, "If you're right, and this is some lame-brained scheme he cooked up, 
then Mr. Hilgard there is in for one hell of a surprise." 

"What do you mean?" Poole asked. 
"There's a better than good chance the District Attorney's going to seek the death 

penalty on this case." 
  
 

CARL HILGARD LOOKED CONTENT when Angela Poole returned to Interrogation Room II. 
He almost had a full smile on his face. 

"So what happens now?" he asked. "You gonna place me under arrest?" 
Poole stared at him, aware that Carl had no idea what he was getting himself into. 

She pulled out a chair, spun it around and straddled it, resting her arms on the backrest. 
She said, "You need to tell me the truth, Carl. No bullshit this time." 
"I told you the truth," he insisted. "I killed that lady." He broke eye contact and 

looked around the room. "I showed you her things. What else do you want from me?" 
"I don't think that's what actually happened, Carl. I think you're working some kind 

of angle. I think you're trying to scam me." 
Carl shook his head. 
"Regardless," Poole said. "Let me tell you something." She hesitated, and moved as 

close as she dared, even with the VapoRub. "You're gonna want to listen real close." 
Carl nodded. 
"You listening, Carl?" 
He nodded again. 
"Like I said before, I don't doubt that you were there and that you took these things 

off the dead woman." He was nodding slowly. "But I don't think you killed her." 
"I killed her. I said I killed her. Why don't you want to believe me?" 
Poole rose off the seat and stormed around the table. She grabbed Carl's shirt with 

both hands and almost pulled the man out of his seat. She yelled, "Listen to me! I'm trying to 
help you you dumb son-of-a-bitch. You stick to your story and you're not gonna live long 
enough to enjoy your new accommodations. You stick to your story and you're gonna slide 
yourself right into a lethal injection." 
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Carl flinched, seemed to finally hear what Poole was trying to tell him, though he 
didn't offer a response. 

"Do you understand what I'm saying?" Poole shouted. 
The stench of body odor became too much and Poole let go of the man and moved 

back around the table. She threw her chair out of the way and rested both palms flat on the 
table. 

Carl tried to smile. 
He said, "You're trying to scare me." 
"You’re damned right I am. I'm trying to scare some sense into you." She retrieved 

her chair and straddled it once again. "Listen. If you killed that woman, fine. I wouldn't mind 
giving you the injection myself. But if you didn't, you need to come straight with me right 
now. Because once we're finished here, there's gonna be nothing I can do for you. It'll be out 
of my hands." 

Carl sat back and said nothing, simply stared at Poole. Poole waited. Carl scratched 
at one of his teeth with the fingernail of his index finger. 

"Fine," Poole said. She got up and started for the door. As she was walking out into 
the corridor, Carl said, "Wait!" 

Poole turned and stared at him. 
"You telling the truth 'bout this injection business?" 
"That woman was an officer of the court, Carl. She was bludgeoned to death with a 

brick. Death penalty is almost a given." 
Carl considered what she had just told him. Then he leaned forward in his chair and 

said, "I saw the whole thing. There were two of them." 
  
 

POOLE SET ANOTHER CUP OF COFFEE DOWN on the table in front of Carl. She had her 
Moleskin notebook out and a pen in her hand. 

She said, "I'll arrange for you to have something hot to eat when we're finished 
here." Carl nodded and sipped some of the coffee. "But first I need you to tell me everything 
you can remember." 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I just . . . if you thought I had killed her, then maybe . . ." 
"I know," Poole said. "I understand. But now you have to tell me the truth." 
Carl nodded again. 
He said, "I heard the woman screaming. I remember thinking I wasn't going to be 

able to get any sleep, with all that racket." 
Poole nodded as she started to take notes. 
Carl continued. "I was about to yell at her, tell her to shut up, when the screaming 

just . . . stopped." 
"And then what?" Poole asked. 
"I didn't notice the cars until the two men got into one of them and sped away." 
"One of the cars was the dead woman's Volvo," Poole said. 
"If you say so. Hers must have been the black one." 
"That's right," Poole said. "Can you tell me anything about the other car? Describe it 

for me?" 
Carl thought about it. "Big and white." 
"How about a make? Model?" 
"I don't know nothin' 'bout that stuff. Car's a car. It was big; it was white." 
"American? Foreign?" 



  THE BEST LAID PLANS / Sexton / 7 

"Okay." 
"Which one?" 
"Uh . . . American, I guess." 
Poole rubbed her face with the palm of her hand. She took a deep, slow breath. 
"It was a car? Not an SUV?" 
"I said it was a car. I'm not an idiot." 
"Two-door, four-door?" 
Another moment of thought. 
"Four," he said. 
"Markings on the body? Dents? Scratches?" 
Carl shook his head. 
"License plate?" 
Carl perked up. "Yeah," he said. "I got the first letter. Will that help?" 
"The first letter?" 
"Will it help?" 
"I guess it's better than nothing." 
Carl smiled widely. He said, "It was an E." 
"An E?" 
"An E," he said, "with a circle around it." 
"What?" 
"It had a circle around it," Carl said. 
"You sure about that?" 
"Sure I'm sure." 
Poole jotted in her notebook. 
"Anything else you can tell me? About the car or the men?" 
A look of recall came over Carl's face. "They were carrying a box of papers. The 

bottom opened up when they were getting into their car, and the papers spilled out all over 
the place. They must have thought they picked them all up, but they didn't. They missed a 
couple." 

"So that's how you got the two files?" 
Carl nodded. 
"Now think hard, Carl. Is there anything else you can remember?" 
He brought his right hand up to his forehead and tapped it several times with his 

middle and ring fingers. Then he said, "I saw their faces. I can tell you what they look like." 
"Hot damn, Carl!" Poole stopped writing in her notebook and smiled at the man. 

"Now you're talking." 
Carl smiled proudly. 
  
 

POOLE AND PAISLEY WERE IN THE DETECTIVES' SQUAD ROOM discussing this new 
information, while Poole got on the phone to the department's computer sketch artist. 

"You think he's telling us the truth now?" Paisley asked. 
She nodded. "Absolutely! He didn't kill her. Aside from lifting those items off the 

body, the only thing he's guilty of is piss-poor judgment." 
"The license plate he described—” Paisley began. 
"Exempt plates on a big, white four-door sedan," Poole said. "He's talking about a 

detective sedan." 
Paisley nodded in agreement. 
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The computer sketch artist had just come on the line and was talking to Poole, when 
three shots rang out from down the hall. Poole dropped the phone. The squad room was 
thrust suddenly into a state of high-alert. Weapons were drawn, and additional uniform 
officers appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Poole had her Sig P226 out and was running 
toward the sound of the gunshots. 

"What the hell's going on?" Paisley shouted, as he followed her, drawing his own 
weapon. 

Poole didn't answer, as she took position to one side of the door of Interrogation 
Room II. Paisley moved in on the other side. Poole turned the handle, pushed the door 
open, and entered the room low, weapon leading the way. Paisley followed close behind. 

"Oh shit!" Poole said. She moved around the table to where Carl Hilgard lay in a 
growing puddle of his own blood. Detective Gilbert Camacho was standing two feet from 
the body, weapon still in hand but down by the side of his leg. 

Poole said, "What the hell happened in here?" 
Carl Hilgard was clinging onto his last few moments of life. 
Paisley pointed toward the gun in Camacho's hand. "Place your weapon down on the 

table, Detective," Paisley said. "And step away from it." 
Camacho stared at Lieutenant Paisley through a few beats of silence. 
"Do it," Paisley instructed him. 
Camacho finally complied with the order. 
Poole said, "Tell me what the hell happened in here." 
"It was crazy," Camacho said. "All of a sudden he was all over me. Then he started 

grabbing for my gun." Camacho glanced toward the dying man. "Bastard didn't leave me any 
choice." 

"What the hell were you doing in here?" Poole snapped. 
Camacho gestured toward the floor, where scattered all over were the ingredients of 

a vending machine sandwich. 
He said, "Guy's been in here all morning. I thought he'd appreciate a little food." 
Poole glared at Camacho, while the too-small room started to fill up with detectives, 

officers, and SWAT personnel. 
She said, "Bullshit, Camacho. You knew he'd already had plenty to eat." 
"Clear out!" Paisley said to the new arrivals. "No one comes in that doesn't need to 

be here." 
Poole was kneeling next to Carl Hilgard, holding his wrist in her hand, still glaring at 

Camacho. When their eyes met, Camacho turned away. Poole let her gaze fall back to the 
dying man. 

"You're gonna be all right," Poole told him. "Help's on the way." But as the words 
were leaving her lips she felt Hilgard's weak pulse give out all together, and she knew it was 
already too late. 

 


