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It all started last Tuesday, and I have to be honest, it was all
my fault, really.

‘I like your t-shirt,’ I’d said to him. The man was called Dave,
I soon learned. He was wearing one of those cheap hoodies with
something  generic, like California Surfing School
Graduate on it. The ones they sell in every single one of the
malls you have over here. ‘That’s where I’m from, buddy,’ I’d said
to him.

He’d looked at his t-shirt, like I’d said something. ‘You’re
from California?’

‘Santa Monica.’

‘Wow. That’s incredible.’ He had a great big stupid grin on his
face. ‘What brings you to a place like this?’

A place like this turns out to be a caravan park where folks
take their annual vacation. He’d laughed when I’d said it was as
near to California as I could find. ‘The sea, the sand, the sun.
It’s all here, man,’ I’d told him. ‘Best I could do.’

That much was true. To pay my way I’d taken on a crummy job. I
was hired by the caravan park as a driver. I was given a Jeep with
a passenger trailer attached and told I had to drive the folk up
and down the cliff to the beach. That was no problem for me. The
pay isn’t great, but I get somewhere to lay my head during the
summer. Folk back home always told me the Brits were rude,
certainly reserved, but that’s not what I’ve found. I’ve learned a
little something about the types of people who spend their vacation
here. Once or twice it’s been suggested to me that they were what I
knew back home as trailer trash. Can’t say I ever saw that though.
I just saw folks having a good time, probably spending money they
didn’t really have, but sometimes I can’t blame them for that. When
it’s good around here, it’s like I told Dave. It’s almost like
California.

Turns out Dave was obsessed with my home state, like really
obsessed to the point I wondered if the guy was right in the
head.

‘If I win the lottery,’ he’d said to me, ‘I’m heading straight
there. Disneyland, San Francisco, Yosemite. All of them. I’m going
to see all of them.’

By Thursday, his talk had gotten really boring. Like, really
boring. And what was weird, I’d never see his wife or kids.

‘Already down there on the beach,’ he’d said to me when I’d
called him on it. He’d just sat there with that great big stupid
smile on his face. I never gave that woman a ride back up from the
cliff, either. I was starting to think he wasn’t really on vacation
at all. I was starting to think he was just coming here to talk to
me about California. All I could do was shrug. I’d met weirder
folk.

It was the Friday when things started to go wrong. Dave was
first in the queue.

‘I see they caught him,’ Dave had said to me.

‘Caught who?’

‘The Woodland Killer.’

That was a name I hadn’t heard in plenty of years. ‘Oh
yeah?’

The Woodland Killer had terrorised California for over a decade,
claiming a dozen victims. Seemingly, there was no pattern to the
victims he took, nothing that tied them together. He’d simply take
them into the woods, do whatever these sick fucks do, and leave
them somewhere they’d be found. No DNA, no nothing. The case had
cost more than one politician their job. I had little sympathy for
them. If you make rash promises about catching such people, you had
to follow through. No bullshit, no half-measures. Success or
failure. That’s all there was. And then the Woodland Killer just
disappeared from view. And I mean, totally from view. The LAPD
started suggesting he was maybe dead, or was somewhere in the
prison system. Either way, time slowly heals and another sick fuck
comes along and ups the ante, tortures their victims that little
bit further. The Woodland Killer was forgotten about, or certainly
not spoken about.

I’d started the Jeep up, told Dave he should jump in the front
if he liked today. No point me shouting to him sat in the seating
trailer, was there? Plus, I wanted to hear what he knew.

‘LAPD swooped on his house,’ Dave had explained to me once he
was seated. ‘Looked like every police officer in California had
been sent there.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ I swept the Jeep around in a large circle so we were
facing the right direction before letting it roll gently in the
direction of the beach. I knew the road more intimately than I’d
known my ex-wife. I could take the corners blind and carefully
swerve the pot-holes without even thinking about it.

‘Gregory Fortwitz’ Dave had said. ‘A guy in his fifties. Worked
in IT for the government, they’d said. That was probably how he
stayed one step ahead of the authorities. He would have had access
to computers, wouldn’t he?

‘Right.’

‘He was divorced with no kids. You know the story. Fitted the
FBI profile like a glove. They even showed his neighbours being
interviewed.’ Dave had turned to me, that great big stupid smile
all over his face. ‘They never see it coming, do they? They always
say their neighbour kept themselves to themselves, such a lovely
bloke.’

‘Folks only see what they want to see,’ I’d told him before I
swept the Jeep off the road and into the woodland running alongside
it. It didn’t have to be this way, but equally it had to be this
way. I turned the engine off and turned to look at Dave. The big
stupid grin had finally left his face, though to be fair, I was
sporting a whopper of one. It had been good of this Fortwitz guy to
take the rap, but he was also taking the credit. It wasn’t right. I
drew in a breath and relaxed. Like I said, it was all my fault
really. Nobody had told me to mention to Dave that I was from
California. Whatever. It was done now. Now was the time for him to
get that true taste of California he so badly wanted.
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