

[image: cover-image]





THE

DARK

ROOM

JONATHAN MOORE

[image: Images]






For my son, Bruce Nathaniel Moore Wang.

我愛你王小龍







Content

Title Page

Dedication

The Dark Room

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

Acknowledgments

Also by Jonathan Moore

Copyright






THE DARK ROOM







1

IT WAS AFTER midnight, and Cain and his new partner, Grassley, watched as the excavator’s blade went into the hole, emerging seconds later with another load of earth to add to the pile growing next to the grave. On the phone that afternoon, the caretaker of El Carmelo Cemetery had asked if they could do this at night. There were burials scheduled all day, and he didn’t want to upset anyone. The time of day hadn’t made any difference to Cain. Staying up all hours was his business. He just wanted this done.

After three more scoops with the backhoe, the caretaker rotated the arm out of the way and his assistant jumped down into the hole with a long-handled spade. As he did that, the van from the medical examiner’s office arrived. Its headlights scanned across Cain and Grassley, and then paused over the exhumation. The caretaker’s assistant climbed out of the hole, blinking against the bright light. Then he took the lifting straps from his boss and jumped back into the open grave.

Cain watched the technicians climb from the van and start up the hill. A man and a woman, young, no more than a few years out of college. Grassley’s phone rang, and he checked the screen before he answered. He looked at Cain and took a few steps back.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and then he paused a while to listen. “No, we’re out at El Carmelo, in Pacific Grove — you know, the Hanley thing?”

Now Grassley was listening again, pressing his finger into his free ear to dull the excavator’s diesel rumble.

“He’s right here. Hold on.”

Grassley handed him the phone.

“It’s the lieutenant,” he said. “She wants to talk to you.”

He took the phone, stepping through the long shadows of the

headstones toward the cypress trees at the top of the hill, where he would be farther from the excavator’s idling engine.

“This is Cain,” he said. “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”

“Something came up. I need to reassign you.”

“We’re right in the middle of something.”

“I wouldn’t pull you off if I had a choice,” she said. “But I don’t. Grassley can take Hanley from here.”

“We’re two hours south.”

“That’s not a problem,” the lieutenant said. “You’re — Where exactly are you?”

“El Carmelo,” he said. “The cemetery.”

“Hold on, Cain.”

He knew she was checking her computer, pulling up a map. There was too much noise on the hilltop to hear her keystrokes. In less than twenty seconds she was back to him.

“There’s a golf course,” she said. “Right next to you. They can set down, pick you up.”

“They?”

“The CHP unit.”

“You’re sending a helicopter?”

“It’ll be there in ten minutes,” she said.

“What’s going on?”

His mind went first to Lucy, but the lieutenant wouldn’t have called about her. She didn’t even know about Lucy.

“We’ll talk when you get here, face to face. Not over the phone. Now give me Grassley. I need another word with him.”

He started toward Grassley, then stopped when he saw the hole. He had to try one more time. He cupped his hand over the phone’s mouthpiece, so she’d hear him clearly.

“I spent three weeks setting this up.”

“It’s a wild-goose chase, Cain. One that’s been sitting thirty years. I’ve got a problem that’s less than an hour old. Now it’s your problem. Put Grassley on.”

He came back to Grassley and handed him the phone. It wasn’t any use wondering why the lieutenant was pulling him away. Instead, he walked to the edge of the excavated grave and looked down, shining the flashlight he’d been carrying. The caretaker’s assistant was kneeling on top of the casket. He’d dug trenches along its sides and was reaching down to fasten the lifting straps.


Three decades underground, the kid wouldn’t weigh much, at least. And from what Cain understood, by the time he’d finally died, there hadn’t been all that much to put in the casket anyway. The assistant climbed out of the hole again and handed the ends of the four straps to his boss.

Cain checked up the hill and saw Grassley standing under the tree, one finger in his left ear to block the noise as he talked to their lieutenant.

“Inspector Cain?”

He turned around, putting his hand up to block the light shining in his face.

“That’s me.”

The woman from the ME’s office lowered her light and came around to stand next to him. She leaned over to look down into the hole.

“You’re riding back with us in the van?” she asked. “We heard something like that.”

“Not me,” Cain said. “I just got reassigned.”

He gestured up the hill toward Grassley.

“He’ll have to go. You or your partner can follow in his car.”

“Reassigned? It’s two a.m. and we’re —”

She stopped, following Cain’s eyes to look at the light coming toward them from the north. When the helicopter broke out of the clouds and into clear air, they could hear the whump of its rotors. Cain pointed up the hill toward his partner.

“That’s Inspector Grassley,” Cain said. “Make sure he gets in the van, that he rides with one of you. He might want to drive back on his own, but don’t let him. We need the chain of custody. You understand. I don’t want any problems later, some defense lawyer picking us apart.”

“I get it,” the woman said.

“I’ve got to go,” Cain said. He looked back into the hole, shining his light on the casket’s black lid. “Let’s get this one right.”

He paused on the way down the hill and looked back up at Grassley. They met each other’s eyes and nodded, and that was all. Then he hurried across the access road, toward the long fairway that stretched between the graveyard and Del Monte Boulevard.

• • •




When he reached the golf course and felt the short grass under his feet, he checked the sky to the north and saw that the helicopter was less than a minute away. He took out his cell phone and dialed Lucy’s number.

“Gavin?”

“Sorry — I didn’t mean to — I thought I’d get your voicemail.”

“I was up.”

He looked at his watch. It was a quarter past two. The grass on the fairway was slick with dew, and he could smell the ocean.

“You’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re feeling sick again,” he said. He could hear it in her voice.

“It’s not such a big deal,” she said. “Really.”

“Okay.”

“Where are you?” she asked.

“Down south, near Monterey. For Hanley.”

“Hanley?”

“The video we got, the guy who —”

“That’s enough,” she said. “I remember. I can’t stomach it right now.”

“No more,” he said. “I promise.”

“Are you coming soon?”

“Something came up,” he said. “They’re sending a helicopter, but I don’t know what’s going on.”

“You have to hurry?”

He glanced up at the helicopter, saw it swing around as it lined up for the fairway.

“I ought to go.”

“Then call when you can,” she said. “Or better yet, just come.”

“As soon as I can,” he said.

“Be careful,” she said. “Gavin, I mean it.”

“Try and get some sleep.”

They hung up and he put the phone away. Then the helicopter came in just above the line of trees, and when it was hovering over the fairway, its spotlight lit up. He walked toward the white circle, one hand in the air to call the CHP pilot in.
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IT WAS HIS first time in a helicopter. The SFPD had scrapped its aero division before he’d even joined the force. Now whenever his department needed helicopter support, it called the California Highway Patrol. The agencies were friendly, but arranging anything was a bureaucratic and logistical mess. Which meant that this flight, on short notice at two in the morning, could only have happened if someone far above his lieutenant had stepped in.

He put on his headset and bent the microphone toward his lips.

“Where we headed?”

“Civic Center Plaza,” the pilot said, and Cain had to press his earphones tight to hear her voice over the engine. “I’m supposed to set you down on the lawn at the corner of Polk and Grove.”

“They tell you what it’s about?”

She shook her head.

“I’m just a taxi service tonight. That’s all I know.”

They were racing above Monterey Bay. Five, six hundred feet up, with wisps of fog between them and the black water. Ahead, he could see Santa Cruz, its lights spread between the bay’s curved shore and the low, silhouetted mountains.

“What were you doing in the cemetery?” the pilot asked.

“Exhumation.”

“Cold case?”

“That’s right,” Cain said.

It was no ordinary cold case, but he wasn’t going to explain that now. He hated to be reassigned right at the cusp, a moment before they pried open the lid and found out if they had a case or nothing at all. It wouldn’t wait for him, either. The lieutenant had been clear — Grassley would handle it without him. He was supposed to be good,

but he’d been Cain’s partner for only three weeks. Cain hadn’t seen enough to have an opinion either way, and that made him nervous.

When they reached the northern edge of Monterey Bay, the pilot came up high enough to pass above the Santa Cruz Mountains, and though they were flying toward the city’s gathering orange glow, beneath them, the woods were dark and untouched.



Twenty-five minutes later, the pilot circled Civic Center Plaza once, and then put the helicopter down on the lawn, slipping easily between two rows of flagpoles. Cain took off his headset and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

Lieutenant Nagata was waiting for him across the lawn, standing clear of the wind. Behind her, on Polk Street, a yellow cab and a pair of private cars had slowed to a crawl to watch the helicopter.

Cain straightened his suit and went to his boss.

“Lieutenant,” he said. “Where are we going?”

She nodded toward City Hall, which rose into the dark across the street. The gold leaf on the dome glowed against the night. Lieutenant Nagata waited for a car to pass, and then led him across Polk Street. A policeman opened the main door for them, and Nagata led Cain into the building. She stopped beneath the rotunda, at the foot of the grand staircase.

“He wants to see you alone. Go on up, and when you’re done we’ll talk down here. I’ll introduce you to Karen Fischer.”

“Who wants to talk to me?”

“Castelli.”

He thought about that, what it might mean. He’d never been inside City Hall in the middle of the night. The lamps next to the staircase were lit, and there were a few spotlights farther off, illuminating the bust of Mayor Moscone and the spot of floor where he’d died. He could hear someone pacing in one of the marble-floored galleries above, and he looked around until he spotted the patrolman up there.

“Karen Fischer — who’s she?”

“Your contact with the FBI,” Nagata said. “Starting tonight, and until this is over. But go up. He’s waiting, and he’s had a long night already. It’ll just get harder for him from here.”

It wasn’t like Nagata to show sympathetic concern for anyone holding an elected office. The one exception was the mayor. It almost

never came up, but when it did, she could be fierce about it. She owed him her job and paid that debt however she could. With her hand at the small of Cain’s back, she pushed him toward the grand staircase. He climbed up, passed under the ceremonial rotunda, and then nodded to the patrolman who stood between the flags flanking the mayoral suite.

Cain stepped inside the reception lounge, the red carpet thick underfoot. There was a glass-shaded lamp on the receptionist’s desk, and it was the only source of light after the patrolman closed the door behind him.

There was no one else in the lobby. Cain wasn’t sure if he was supposed to sit. Maybe in the mayor’s mind it made sense to pull him out of El Carmelo, fly him back into the city, and then make him wait. He crossed through the lobby and found the door to the mayor’s office. He knocked once with the back of his hand, then opened the door.

Harry Castelli was bent over his phone when Cain stepped in. He glanced up, then cupped his hand over the mouthpiece.

“He’s here, and I’ll —”

But Cain couldn’t make out the rest of it.

The mayor hung up, then pointed at one of the two chairs that faced his desk. Cain pulled one out and sat looking at the man who’d brought him. He was wearing a white dress shirt and a pale blue silk tie. His suit jacket lay atop his desk. His hair was black but must have been dyed because the stubble on his face was all white. His face was fall-down tired. Nothing like the man Cain had seen on TV, leaning with his elbows on a podium in the rotunda, facing a crowd of reporters that pressed all the way down the stairs.

“You’re Cain — Inspector Cain?”

“That’s right.”

“I called your lieutenant and asked for a name.”

“Okay.”

“I wanted the best, and that’s why you’re here,” the mayor said. “I see you wondering.”

“I appreciate that.”

If this had happened at the beginning of December, Nagata would have picked a different inspector. But December had been a hard month, and she didn’t have much choice. A pair of inspectors and the Office of the Medical Examiner had lost control of an investigation, and three of Cain’s closest friends had been killed. By New

Year’s Day, he was the most senior man left standing in the Homicide Detail. He was thirty-seven years old.

The mayor reached halfway across the desk and lifted his suit jacket. There was a manila folder under it. He looked inside, then put it on the desk and weighed it down with his palm. He was wearing a thick gold wedding band. No scratches on it. He must have been in the habit of taking it off whenever he did anything with his hands — or else, there’d always been someone else to do those sorts of things for him. Any kind of real labor.

The mayor leaned forward. He may have looked exhausted, but when he spoke, his voice was deep, each word a jab.

“Let’s make one thing absolutely clear.”

“All right.”

Castelli took the folder again, holding it up without opening it.

“I don’t know what this is,” Castelli said. “And I don’t have anything to hide.”

“Okay.”

“We’re clear?”

“I heard you,” Cain said.

Usually, the first thing a witness said was a lie. This wasn’t starting well for the mayor.

“This — this thing — it’s bullshit.”

Cain didn’t answer. He looked at the mayor until the man put down the folder and opened it. There were only a few pages inside. Five, at the most. Cain could see a letter on top, upside down. Its author had conveyed his message in just a few lines. No letterhead, no signature. A nice, clean typeface. Cain didn’t need the mayor to tell him what kind of letter it was.

“This came today, in the regular mail.”

“It came today, or it got opened today?”

“Both — we open all the mail, every day.”

“Who opened it?” Cain asked. He looked at the mayor’s hands again. “Not you, I’m guessing.”

“My chief of staff. And then she brought it straight to me.”

“And she’s —”

“Melissa Montgomery. She’s giving her statement to the woman from the FBI.”

“All right,” Cain said. “Is that a copy?”


“The FBI’s got the original. This is your copy.”

Castelli took the top page from the stack and passed it across, closing the folder before Cain could get a good look at the photograph underneath it. Cain took the letter and turned it around.



Mayor Castelli:

1 – 2 – 3 – 4!

All this time, and you’re really surprised? Or are you just feigning it, like everything else? Nothing stays in the dark forever.

I’ll give you until Friday. Or else: 5 – 6 – 7 – 8. Those go to everybody. Even if they’ve never seen you that way, they’ll recognize you. You didn’t forget 9 – 10 – 11 – 12, did you?

When it’s dark, you think about her. You imagine what it must have been like. Should your wife start thinking about it too? What about your daughter? Could she be the next Sleeping Girl?

There’s an easier way out: bang!

— A FRIEND



Cain read the note twice, then put it on the desk in front of him. He studied Castelli for a moment. He looked at the note and read through it once more.

“The numbers — one, two, three, four — those are photographs?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

Castelli passed him the folder. Cain put it on the desk’s edge, then

flipped the cover back and looked at the first photograph. It was a copy, but a good one. A glossy, full-page print on good photo paper.

“You sent this out, had it done somewhere?”

Castelli shook his head.

“One of my staff — he’s got a photo printer. Here, in the office. Melissa used that.”

“It was black-and-white to start with, or just after she copied it?”

“Black-and-white.”

“It would be,” Cain said, speaking mostly to himself. “Wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t understand.”

Cain lifted the photograph from the folder and laid it on the desk, sideways, so that they could each lean in and look at it.

“These distortions,” he said, touching the photo with his fingertip. “Here, and here.”

“Yeah?”

“This isn’t digital, unless it’s seriously touched up.”

“It was shot on film, is what you’re saying.”

“You get an amateur in a homemade dark room, you see things like that — ripples, bright spots. And it’s easier to develop black and white than color.”

“You’re a photographer?”

Cain shook his head.

“My line of work, I see a lot of photos,” he said. “You know what it tells me, that he didn’t shoot color? He didn’t want to take these out, let someone else see them. He used black-and-white, and developed them at home. Your friend has his own dark room.”

“He’s not my friend.”

“That’s not what he thinks,” Cain said. “He’s pretty familiar.”

“Not to me.”

“And what about her?” Cain asked, touching the young woman in the photograph. “You know who she is?”

“All this, it’s bullshit. I told you already. I don’t know anything about this.”

The mayor stood up and went to the cabinet behind his desk. He opened it, his back to Cain. When he turned around he was holding a bottle of bourbon and a pair of tumblers.

“Drink?”

“I’m on duty.”

“And I’m your boss. Have a drink with me.”


“I’m on duty, sir.”

Castelli put one of the tumblers away, then poured three fingers of bourbon into the other. He sat again, putting the open bottle and the glass in front of him. Cain looked back to the picture, let himself go into it. The young woman wore a one-sleeved black dress held together at the front with a jeweled clasp. She held her hands out in front her, her fingers splayed in a gesture of self-defense. He couldn’t read the look on her face. She hadn’t expected the photograph to be taken, and she was afraid. But it wasn’t the camera that frightened her. It was the man holding the camera. She was begging him not to come any closer. That was it — that was the look: she hadn’t given in to full terror yet; she thought she might have a chance.

She still thought she could beg.

Behind her was a brick wall. In the middle of it, a padlocked steel door. It might have been a warehouse, the storeroom of a bar. The basement in a forgotten apartment block. It probably hadn’t mattered to her where she was. She just wanted a way out, but there wasn’t one.

In the left corner of the photograph, someone had used a black marker to write the number 1. There was a loose circle drawn around it.

“You’ve never seen her?” Cain asked.

“No.”

“She look like anyone you know?”

“No.”

“Could she be someone’s daughter — a niece, something like that?”

“I said I’ve never seen her before.”

“Listen to the question,” Cain said. “I didn’t ask if you’d seen her. I asked if she looks like anyone you know. If she could be related to someone you know. Look at the picture — look at her face, and answer the question.”

Instead, Castelli took his glass of bourbon and drank half of it. He set it down, topped it off, and then started coughing into the crook of his arm.

“Mr. Mayor.”

But he was still coughing, and his face was going crimson. When he finally stopped, he took a tissue from the box at the edge of his desk. He used it to wipe his face and nose.

“Mr. Mayor,” Cain said. “I need you to look at the picture.


“It’s all bullshit — a hoax, whatever you want to call it,” Castelli said. “I told you.”

“You called me. Not the other way around.”

“I’m being blackmailed.”

“Because of something you know?”

“I don’t know her, and she doesn’t look like anyone I know.”

“She’s a pretty girl,” Cain said. “I’d remember her if I saw her — wouldn’t you?”

Castelli looked at him. Then he nodded.

“Sure,” he said.

“You’d remember, if you saw her?”

“I’d probably remember.”

“Because she’s a knockout, right?”

The mayor glanced at the photograph. Cain wasn’t sure if he nodded or not.

“She looks like one of those old film stars,” Cain said. “Lana Turner, maybe.”

“You got it mixed up,” Castelli said. “It’s Lauren Bacall you’re thinking of. She looks like Bacall.”

“The Big Sleep — that was her?”

“Bacall and Bogart,” Castelli said. “Yeah.”

“One of your favorites?”

“It was okay.”

“I meant Bacall.”

“Bacall?” the mayor asked. He took another drink. “She was before my time.”

“Way before mine,” Cain said. “But you see her on the screen, and it doesn’t really matter.”

“Maybe for some guys.”

Cain took out the next picture and set it on top of the first. This one showed a cluttered bedside table against a water-stained plaster wall. He could just make out the edge of the iron bedframe beside it. At the table’s edge sat an empty tumbler, a lipstick mark kissing its rim. There was a man’s wallet, and a set of house keys. An empty ashtray. There were a dozen white pills in a loose pile, and next to them there was a silver flask, its cap unscrewed. Behind the flask were two pairs of handcuffs. Not the toys they sold in sex shops, but the real things, like the pair strapped to Cain’s belt.


“Recognize any of this?”

“No.”

“Not your keys, not your wallet?”

“Not mine.”

“The flask?”

“I’ve never seen it.”

“How about the handcuffs?”

“Come on.”

“Come on?” Cain asked. “Did we read the same note? The guy who sent it, he’s pretty sure this stuff means something to you. The next ones — the photos he’s holding back — those might mean even more.”

Castelli took a swallow of his bourbon.

“Go on,” he said. “Make your point if you’ve got one.”

“Right now, it’s just you and me. But on Friday, when he sends it out? You’ll be talking to the cameras.”

“Or you could find him.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Cain said.

“Arrest him. Lock him away.”

“I can’t if you don’t cooperate,” Cain said. “So far, everything you’ve told me is bullshit.”

The mayor stared at him. He glanced at his phone, and Cain thought he might call someone in. Have Cain muscled out of the office, out of City Hall. But then he shook his head. He held his glass close to the green-shaded desk lamp and looked at the glowing bourbon.

“I’m trying,” Castelli said. “Nothing like this has ever happened to me. I’m not lying to you.”

“The handcuffs — you own any like that?”

“Never,” Castelli said. “Not like that, and not any other kind.”

He set his glass down, then picked it up again. He was nervous about his hands, wanted to keep them busy. When he spoke on TV, he was always gripping the podium. If he didn’t have a podium, then he was holding on to something. A cup of coffee, a rolled-up newspaper. Cain wondered if he’d been a smoker at some point.

“It’s you and me right now,” Cain said.

“We’re not into anything like that, is all.”

Cain nodded. He waited for the mayor to start talking again.

Sometimes a man wouldn’t answer a question but would talk to end a silence. This silence stretched for ten seconds, and then Castelli took another sip of bourbon and spoke into his glass.

“My wife and I, is what I mean. When I say we, I’m talking about me and her. The two of us, we’re not into anything like that.”

“Okay.”

Cain could think of half a dozen follow-ups, but this wasn’t the time. The mayor had opened the door a crack, but was ready to close it if Cain started to press. Instead, Cain opened the folder and took out the third picture, putting it on top of the others. Castelli glanced at it, then looked away, picking up his drink. Cain could smell the bourbon fumes in the air between them. Sweet and sharp, like sugar burning in a pan.

The photograph showed the woman, this time from the knees up. She was still wearing the black cocktail dress. Her back was against the wall, the nightstand at her left hip. She was drinking from the silver flask, her features caught in a painful wince. Her eyes were focused to her right. Someone must have been standing over there, out of the shot. Cain took the photograph and held it up, tilting it toward the light. He took off his glasses and leaned close to look.

“Did you look at these?” he asked. “All these pictures?”

“I saw everything in the envelope.”

“You understood what’s happening here?”

“I don’t know.”

Cain slipped his glasses back on, then set the photograph with the other two.

“The pills — they were on the nightstand before. Ten, twelve of them,” he said. He pointed to the empty space where the pills had been in the second picture. “They’d be right here.”

“Okay.”

“They made her swallow them,” Cain said. “Don’t you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“Any idea what they were, those pills?”

“Of course not.”

“You see her eyes, how she’s looking to the right?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you think about that?”

“She was looking at something. Or something caught her eye.”

“Does she look scared to you?”


“I guess,” the mayor said.

“Come on,” Cain said. “We’re cooperating. Right?”

“She looks pretty scared.”

“Could someone have had a gun on her?” Cain asked. “Outside the shot?”

“Inspector — I don’t know what you want me to say. I can’t tell you what’s happening outside these pictures. Not what she saw, or what she thought about it. I don’t know who she is. I don’t know what they paid her to pose for them, what they told her she was doing. Maybe she thought it was nothing — spread for some magazine, get a little cash.”

“You think it’s staged? That’s what you think?”

“I don’t know anything,” the mayor said. “Except that it’s got nothing to do with me.”

“It does now,” Cain said. “Sir.”

The final photograph in the folder was turned face-down. Cain picked it up.

“I’m telling you —”

“You don’t know anything,” Cain said. “Right?”

“I just want us to be clear.”

“I heard you the first time.”

Cain turned the photograph over.

Now the woman was on the bed. Either she’d taken off the dress herself, or someone had taken it off for her. She lay on her back, her head on a pillow. She wore nothing but a pair of black panties. One knee was bent, so that her left foot was hooked across her right ankle. She’d painted her toenails. The polish looked black, but it was a black-and-white photograph. Cain supposed it could have been any dark color. Her right arm came up past her head, her hand shackled to the bedframe above her. There was no cuff on her left arm, which rested across her chest. If she’d been conscious, it might have been a gesture of modesty, of defense. An attempt to shield herself from the men in the room with her. But she wasn’t conscious. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were slightly parted.

Cain studied her, and then looked at the nightstand next to her. It had been cleaned off. There was just the empty tumbler, the dark lipstick stain on its rim. He looked back at the woman. He’d seen enough death in the last eight years to guess he wasn’t looking at it right now. It was just a photograph, and a poorly developed one at

that. But he could almost see the rise and fall of her chest, could feel the warmth coming off her. She wasn’t dead; he was sure of that. But she wasn’t asleep, either.

There was no way to gauge how much time had passed between the third photograph and the fourth. Enough to put her in the bed, to clean the room up a bit. They’d stripped off the dress and maybe put a comb through her hair. She’d taken at least twelve of the pills, and she’d had whatever they’d put into the flask. By the time they took the picture, the drugs were working on her.
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CAIN LOOKED UP from the photograph. Castelli was no longer across from him but had gone over to the window. He’d parted the curtains to look down at the street. He stood sideways at the window, his body hidden from the exposed slit of glass. As if someone out there might take a shot at him. Or snap a photograph to run in tomorrow’s paper: Beset by a blackmailer, Mayor Castelli peers from City Hall. The problem was only a few hours old, and it was the middle of the night. But the mayor had to be worrying about leaks. The moment he’d picked up the phone, letting someone other than Melissa Montgomery know about the letter, he’d become vulnerable.

“When you read the letter, did you have an idea who wrote it?” Cain asked.

“No.”

The mayor let the curtains fall back into place. He came back to his desk and stood behind the chair.

“What about enemies?” Cain asked. “You’ve probably got a few.”

“Which kind?”

“There’s more than one kind?”

“Start with the enemies I see every day. The ones I deal with in public — in the papers and on TV,” Castelli said. “There’s the guys I don’t know for sure, but suspect. And then you’ve got the crackpots I’ve never met at all.”

“The first two, that could include your friends, your family?”

“There’d be some.”

“Can you make a list?”

“My staff’s working on it.”

“The FBI asked already?”

The mayor nodded.


“What about business interests? Not enemies, but people waiting on your decision — building permits, contracts. People who think they’d have a better shot if someone else were behind your desk.”

“They’re working on that, too.”

“The FBI is, with your staff.”

“That’s right.”

“If they’re doing all that, why am I here?”

“You’d have to talk to them. To Lieutenant Nagoya.”

“Nagata.”

“Nagata, then,” Castelli said. “But I already told them what I think you should be doing: tracking down the girl.”

“You give me three pictures of a woman and I’m supposed to find her.”

“You’re supposed to be the best,” Castelli said. “The best guys, they get an assignment and they do it. That’s how it used to be, anyway.”

Cain let that slide past. He gathered the photographs and put them back into the folder. He read the letter once more before he added it to the stack and closed the cover on it.

“Everyone’s going to recognize you in the next set of pictures. That’s what your friend says.”

“I read that.”

“Have you ever been in that room?” Cain asked. “Do you recognize it?”

“It could be anywhere — I’ve never seen it.”

“What’s in the next set of pictures?”

“How should I know, Cain? It could be anything. Think how easy it is to doctor a picture, to pay someone to do it for you.”

Cain stood up.

“Is there anything you want to tell me before I find it out on my own?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Cain said. “Just, now’s your chance.”

The mayor squeezed the back of his office chair. He turned his head and coughed into his right bicep. Then he sat down and picked up his glass. It was nearly empty.

“I’ve got nothing else. You should go meet with Nagoya and that girl from the FBI. Take your folder.”

“Fine,” Cain said.


He crossed the wide office to the door. When he had his hand on the knob, he turned and looked back at the mayor.

“I’ll need to know a good time to drop by your house.”

“What?”

“Your wife, your daughter — I’ll be interviewing them.”

“You’re not doing that. You’re not going anywhere near them.”

“I get an assignment,” Cain said, “and I do it. I don’t ask permission.”

“Inspector —”

“And so we’re clear? I run my investigations. I see anyone, I ask anything. And there’s no interference from the top down. I’ll set something up with your staff.”

He opened the door and stepped into the reception lounge. A woman in a charcoal skirt and matching jacket was waiting at the threshold, balancing a tablet computer on the stack of documents in her arms. She stepped back too quickly when Cain came out and nearly tripped. When she’d caught her balance again, he recognized her. He’d seen her standing with the mayor on television. Until tonight, he’d never put a name to her face.

“You’re Melissa Montgomery,” Cain said. “The mayor’s chief of staff.”

“I’m not sure I got your name.”

He took a business card from his badge holder, but her hands were too full to take it. He set it on top of her tablet’s screen.

“Gavin Cain. Call in about an hour,” he said. “We’ll set it up.”

“Set what up?”

“Let’s not pretend you weren’t listening,” Cain said. “Just get a time and call me.”

He stepped around her and went out.



Lieutenant Nagata was leaning against the brass and iron railing at the top of the grand staircase. She pushed off it as he came toward her, and then they stood in the shadows of the marble columns. She looked at the manila folder in his hand.

“How’d it go?”

“It was an honor, Lieutenant,” he said. “A pleasure and a privilege. It reinforced everything I already thought about him.”

“Cain.”

“He’s an alcoholic, and a liar.”


“Are you finished?”

“He’s an empty suit, and he’s soft. You see his hands?”

“Can you do it?”

“You want me to find the girl.”

“The FBI’s got the rest,” Nagata said. “We just have to find her, see where that leads. Can you do it?”

“Anything’s possible.”

“You don’t have to vote for him next year.”

“He might not be in a position to run.”

She took his elbow.

“Come on — she’s waiting.”

When they reached the staircase, instead of leading him down the steps to the rotunda, she guided him to the left. Another patrolman was guarding the entrance to the Board of Supervisors’ chambers. He pulled back the door as they approached.

“This is our headquarters,” Nagata said. They stepped into the antechamber. “But just for tonight. Tomorrow we’re getting a conference room.”

“In City Hall?”

“In the Burton Building. The thirteenth floor.”

“We need a headquarters in the FBI office?”

They stopped before opening the second set of doors to the main room. Nagata gestured at the folder in Cain’s hand.

“We work it until it’s done,” Nagata said. “We have one priority and it’s this.”

“I’ve got other cases, things that won’t wait.”

“That’s why we brought in Grassley.”

“We don’t even know what this is,” Cain said. “My others — I’ve got bodies in the morgue. Grassley’s good, but he’s never worked a homicide on his own.”

“We’re talking about the mayor. That’s the whole discussion, right there.”

She opened the second oak door and they stepped into the main chamber. A wooden rail cut the room in half, separating the supervisors’ tables from the rows of benches in the public gallery. A woman was sitting in one of the supervisors’ seats, and otherwise, the chamber was empty. He and Nagata came down the aisle under the dim chandeliers, opened the gate, and came through it. Agent Fischer

was typing something on her phone and didn’t look up until she was done. Then she stood and shook Cain’s hand.

“Karen Fischer,” she said. “I’ve heard good things about you.”

“Okay.”

She pointed at the table opposite her, and they all sat. He guessed Fischer was a year or two older than him. She had a bit of gray in her short hair, and, unlike Castelli, she wasn’t trying to hide it with dye. The checkered grip of her service weapon was visible under her suit jacket.

She looked at Nagata and then at Cain.

“You know why we’re here? You talked to Castelli?”

“Yes,” Nagata said.

Cain just nodded.

“We’re tracing the letter —”

“I never saw the envelope,” Cain said. “Castelli gave it to you?”

“Not him, but his staff — and we’re putting everything we have into tracking it. It was postmarked from North Beach, no return address.”

“You can follow it past that?”

“If the lab doesn’t find prints or DNA, we have — let’s just say, other resources. And by lunch tomorrow we’ll have backgrounds on the names we get from Castelli’s staff. The enemy lists.”

“Lieutenant Nagata says I’m supposed to look for the woman.”

“Finding her — we see that as more of a local law enforcement issue.”

“You don’t know she’s local.”

“You don’t know she’s not,” Fischer said. “And it’s moot, anyway.”

“How’s that?”

“The mayor,” Lieutenant Nagata said. “He wanted you. He insisted.”

“He wanted his police to have a part,” Fischer said.

“It took him five minutes before he told me how to do my job,” Cain said. “If you think he brought me in to look over your shoulder —”

“I don’t, Inspector Cain,” Fischer said. “We’ll work just fine together. You and I will, anyway.”

“All right.”

“We don’t know if the woman’s local or not,” Fischer said. “We

don’t know if she’s a coconspirator, an actress hired to play a role, or something else.”

“A victim.”

“It’s a possibility,” Fischer said. “One you’ll have to check.”

“I’m doing this on my own?”

“On your own. We’ll meet twice a day,” Fischer said. “At noon and at seven p.m. If I find anything that could help you, I’ll give it to you. Nothing held back. I expect the same from you.”

“You can count on it,” Nagata said.

“You have the letter and the photographs,” Fischer said to Cain. “You’ll need to show them to people. I know that. But try to be discreet. You’re looking for the woman — that’s all.”

Cain nodded.

“We’ll want to keep this as quiet as we can. We don’t want to telegraph every move we make, or he might move up his timetable. Whoever did this, he’ll be watching for anything out of the ordinary.”

“Like a police helicopter landing on Civic Center Plaza at two in the morning?”

“Things like that,” Fischer said. She looked at Nagata. “Starting now, we’ll want to avoid things like that.”

“That was the mayor’s call.”

“But he’s not running this investigation, is he?” Fischer said to Nagata. Then she turned to Cain. “Our next meeting’s in nine hours. Hopefully you’ll have something by then.”






4

THE PATROLMAN LEFT him in front of the Hall of Justice at four in the morning. It took him five minutes to pass through security, get a cup of coffee, and reach the sixth-floor office he shared with Grassley. He shut the door behind him, then sat in his chair and looked at his name, written backward, on the frosted-glass window. He took a sip of his coffee and then put the cup on the desk. It was still too hot to drink. They hadn’t painted Grassley’s name on the window yet, but his old partner’s name had been scraped off.

He logged in to his computer, then pulled up the SFPD’s public webpage and clicked through to the gallery of missing persons. There were twelve on the main page, and another thirty in the archives. Half of them could be ruled out right away. He wasn’t looking for a man. And none of the women were anything close to the pictures he’d seen in Castelli’s office. From the missing persons gallery, he went to the collection of unsolved homicides — known victims killed by unknown assailants. There were forty-seven, going back to 1991. He clicked through each picture and dismissed them all.

The last stop was the medical examiner’s website, where he scrolled through the thumbnails of unidentified corpses. Bodies pulled from the alleys behind the Tenderloin’s SRO hotels; bodies drifting back and forth between the pylons along the Embarcadero. Most of them were men, and every one of them looked homeless. Some of the pictures were pencil drawings, and Cain knew they were just approximations. The sketch artist, sitting seven floors below him in the basement, could only guess what their faces might have looked like. A week in the water, a month in a trash pile, and there wasn’t much left.

He hadn’t expected this to be easy. But he’d learned early on that you had to exhaust the simplest options before you committed to

anything else. He looked at his watch. His contact in Menlo Park wouldn’t be awake for another four hours. He sent him a text, asking if he could come down. He wouldn’t get any closer to finding the woman until Matt Redding answered. Lucy was surely asleep. But Grassley might be back by now.

He dialed his partner’s number, and Grassley answered after three rings.

“Cain — where are you?”

“Sitting in our office.”

“I got here thirty, forty-five minutes ago.”

“You’re in the morgue?” Cain asked. “Have they started?”

“Shit, Gavin,” Grassley answered. “I’m all by myself. The ME’s not coming in till ten thirty.”

“What about the techs, the ones you rode back with?”

“Those guys? They went home.”

“You’re just sitting with the casket?”

“That’s what you wanted.”

“You’re all right, Grassley,” Cain said. “You know that?”

“They brought it in. They wouldn’t open it without the ME, and I didn’t ask them to. But they put it on the x-ray table. I figured no harm doing that.”

“You figured right.”

“They took the shot, put it up on the screen. Then they took off. Left me looking at it.”

“They locked up and left you?”

“You should come down here,” Grassley said. “See what I’m seeing.”

“Okay.”

“I mean,” Grassley said, “I think I know what it is, but I’m not sure. We never saw this shit where I came from.”

“Grassley — are you okay?”

“This is fucked up.”

Cain left the office and started walking to the elevator. In the three weeks they’d been partners, Grassley had been game for anything. Not that they’d seen much so far, but he’d put up a calm front. A couple shootings, a partial dismemberment.

He’d never heard Grassley sound like this.

“I’m on my way,” Cain said.


“I don’t know about this shit, is all I’m saying.”

“Give me a minute.”

He reached the elevator and hit the button. The car was already there. At this hour, the Hall of Justice was dead. The elevator hadn’t been called away since he’d ridden it up from the lobby.

“I’m about to lose you,” Cain said. “I’ll be right down.”

He hung up and got in the car, then hit the button for the basement.


Cain tapped on the locked door to the medical examiner’s suite of underground offices. The door pushed open and Grassley stepped out of the shadows.

“The lights,” Grassley said. “I can’t turn them back on. Maybe they got a key card, something like that.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Cain still had his flashlight. He took it out, switched it on, and stepped inside. Grassley let the door close behind him and then turned on his own light.

“It’s over here.”

Cain had never been here in the dark. The office used to be open twenty-four hours a day, but it was running short-staffed now.

They went into the main autopsy room.

The stainless-steel tables stood out in their lights and cast stilted shadows up the wall. There was the long sink. Above it, another familiar sight: the hanging-basket produce scales, used to weigh internal organs. Cain let his light slide along the particleboard back wall, where the black-bladed cutting tools hung from hooks like the display in a pawnshop. The cutting shears were from gardening stores; the cleavers from Chinatown shops. There was a hacksaw no different from the one in a plumber’s truck, except for what it had done.

Then they came to the x-ray room. It was off in a corner, separated from the rest of the room by a heavy, lead-plated partition. Even here there were drains on the floor, and Cain watched a half-dozen cockroaches scurry across the tiles to reach them as he and Grassley approached with their lights. The casket sat on a table beneath the ceiling-mounted x-ray. Cain could smell it. The scents of fresh earth, of rotting wood, rode above the morgue’s background stench.

“Here,” Grassley said.


He’d stopped in front of the x-ray’s control desk. Cain’s light moved across a dark computer screen. Grassley tapped the keyboard, and the screen came to life.

“Look at this,” Grassley said.

Cain rolled the chair back and sat down. He took off his glasses, then leaned close to the screen. It showed an x-ray image of the casket, taken from above. He could see the casket’s elongated outline, could see the sharp white spikes of the screws and nails holding it together. The interior was a jumble of ghostly white bones. The image made no sense. Either the focus was off or there was some kind of doubling effect in the x-ray.

“You see it?” Grassley said. “You get it?”

“There are too many bones.”

“The guy — he was really onto something, wasn’t he?”

“I guess so.”

“What now?”

“We seal it, sign it, and go home.”

“That’s it?”

“For now,” Cain said. “You’ll be here at ten thirty, when the ME gets in. You’ll have to watch.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll make it if I can,” Cain said. “But I don’t know.”

“What’s she got you working on?”

“She didn’t tell you?” Cain asked.

“She didn’t give me anything.”

“Then I better not say.”

Cain looked at the x-ray again, then stood and went back toward the morgue’s work areas. It didn’t take him long to find a roll of tamper-evident seal tape. He plucked a permanent marker from a pencil jar on someone’s desk, then went back to the x-ray room. The casket overhung the table on each end. There’d be enough room to run the tape all the way around it, so that after he and Grassley signed it, it would be impossible to open without breaking the seal.

“Here,” Cain said. “Let’s find a roll of paper towels. We need to wipe some of this dirt off. The tape’s got to stick.”


His coffee was still warm when he got back to his office. By then, he wasn’t sure he wanted it. But he took a sip anyway and then went to

the filing cabinet. Three weeks ago he’d put a TV on top of the cabinet and hooked it up to a JVC camcorder he’d found in a thrift shop.

Cain unlocked the filing cabinet and took out the tape. He’d watched it first by himself, and then he’d played it for Grassley. They’d brought in Lieutenant Nagata, and she gave her blessing to show it to an assistant district attorney. Cain and the ADA had copied the file onto a CD, had submitted it to the Superior Court of Monterey County with their application for an order of disinterment. Before that, they’d gone up to Napa to see Chris Hanley’s mother. They didn’t show her the tape. They hinted at what was on it, but that was all. She let them come back later in the afternoon, with a notary, so that she could sign the affidavit supporting their application.

Now he put the original tape into the camcorder, turned on the TV, and played it. He leaned back against his desk’s front edge and watched. He’d seen it two dozen times, but it still transfixed him.


In the beginning, the first twenty seconds, there was white snow. And then, with the suddenness of a finger snap, the image appeared.

The old man sat in a leather-bound recliner chair. There was an IV stand beside him, some kind of apparatus on the floor next to it. The light was all fluorescent. The wall behind the chair was painted pistachio green. The man was stone bald, and an oxygen tube dipped past his ear on its way to his nostrils. Cain had taken a still image of this opening shot, had shown it around the sixth floor. Half a dozen people told him he was looking at a chemotherapy administration room.

“My name — my real name — is John Fonteroy,” the man said. He was looking into the camera. Tubes disappeared into the turquoise hospital gown he wore. “I owned the Fonteroy Mortuary, on Geary Boulevard, in San Francisco.”

He gave his old address and his social security number.

He reached to the table next to him, picked up a cup of water. There was a flexible straw in it. He drew it into his mouth and took a tiny sip. Then he put the cup back and looked to the camera again.

“I’m about to die,” he said. “And this is my confession.”

Now, an offscreen voice cut in. A woman’s voice. She spoke with a light midwestern twang, but they’d never figured out who she was. They hadn’t located the hospital where Fonteroy was sitting, hadn’t

tracked down where he’d gone after running away from his mortuary. They didn’t know what name he’d been using since he’d fled the city, what name he’d used to check into the hospital.

“Tell them who you’re talking to.”

“I’m talking to you,” the old man said. “My lawyer.”

“You’re telling me this because you want to?”

“Yes.”


The tape had arrived in a plain envelope, postmarked from Chicago O’Hare. When Cain opened it, there was a handwritten note on white cardstock.


My instructions were to deliver this to you upon my client’s death, which condition has recently occurred. My duty to him is discharged, and I have none to you.


It had been addressed to the SFPD Homicide Detail, and Cain had been the one to open it.


On the screen, John Fonteroy was staring at the camera. His breath whistled around the oxygen
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