
Kennedy’s eyes narrowed admiringly. Frank sat back with a short, satisfied chuckle, unable, or unwilling to hide her pleasure. The younger detective shrewdly noted, “You love this, don’t you?”

Frank shrugged.

Kennedy asked, “How do you feel now that you’ve seen him? “

“Absolutely, one hundred percent certain.”

“But you’ve got nothing but circumstanials on him. How can you be so sure?”

Frank smiled oddly and took on a thousand-yard stare. “Oh, I’m sure,” she whispered. “I know  it. Seeing him, smelling him, looking at where he sleeps, where he fantasizes . . .”

Frank’s mysterious smile widened, becoming almost cruel. She whispered reverently, “I know him because I am  him.”

She didn’t see the golden hairs rising on Kennedy’s arms.
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Chapter 1
 

One of Crocetti’s techs was working the corpse while Noah and Briggs scavenged the area around the body. The streetlight was shot out so they searched by flashlight and neon glare. So far they had two shell casings from a .22 and a bloodied tooth.

“You know, I’ve almost got enough teeth to make a necklace.” Johnnie Briggs made an imaginary half-circle under his collarbone. “Or maybe I should mount ’em and turn ’em into earrings. Sell ’em to all the tourists who want a genuine souvenir from L.A.”

“You’d get richer doing that than this,” rejoined his partner, digging another slug out of the window sash. The owner of the liquor store paced outside, scowling at the body and muttering darkly in Korean.

Undressing the dead man, the tech laughed up at him, “Welcome to the American Dream, my friend.”

The Korean man said something else in his language and spat into the gutter.

Holding a driver’s license under a Budweiser sign glowing behind steel bars, Lieutenant L.A. Franco read the victim’s pedigree to the prowling detectives.

“Charles Mackay. 787 West 53rd. DOB 11/19/79.”

The tech turned the body and a small round hole at the base of Mackay’s head leaked blood. So did another hole just under his left shoulder blade. As he watched this, the store owner explained that he’d heard Mackay being shot, saw him get hit, but that from his cash register he couldn’t see the shooter. The lieutenant stretched a long, trousered leg over the body and walked behind the counter. She looked out the window and clearly saw Noah talking to the slight man. But Frank was almost five-foot-ten. She bent her knees a few inches and her vision was obstructed by a promo sign for Miller Genuine Draft. Their old jingle ran through her head, and she thought, one thing stands clear—the owner wasn’t lying.

He stood outside glancing nervously through the window, trying to see what Frank was up to. She smiled to herself and peeked at the cluttered shelf under the cash register. There it was. A long-barreled .357. She knew he wouldn’t have a permit for it, but that wasn’t her quarrel tonight.

He was obviously relieved when she walked out the door. The tech was loading the young black male onto a metal gurney and Johnnie was talking to a skinny woman he’d ferreted out of the adjoining alleyway.

If anyone can find a hooker, it’ll be Johnnie,  Frank thought, though in all fairness hookers on Florence Avenue were as common as cracks in the sidewalk. Frank eased under the police tape toward Johnnie and the girl. If she wasn’t so strung out she’d be almost pretty. Frank folded her arms and leaned back against the crumbling brick wall of the alley, gleaming loafers casually crossed at the ankle.

The hooker eyed Frank nervously and asked Johnnie, “Who dat bitch?”

“That bitch is my boss,” he confided. “And she don’t like being dragged out of bed at three AM. Makes her kinda grumpy.”

Frank let her eyes drift over the skinny young woman. She was bare bones, literally and figuratively, dressed only in a little skirt and blouse against the chill night. It wouldn’t be long before she was being wheeled off on a metal gurney too. Frank ended her perusal at the woman’s face, holding the hooker’s jumpy eyes with an iron gaze. The girl shivered, holding herself even tighter.

“So whatcha doing here all alone in the middle of the night, Angela? This ain’t no good place to be hangin’,” Johnnie warned, his voice oozing concern. “You lookin’ to score maybe? Huh?”

Angela’s eyes danced back and forth between the big white dude hunched over her smiling, and his creepy boss. The prostitute squirmed under Frank’s pitiless scrutiny, her nerves on fire and muscles twitching. She giggled tensely.

“Yeah, okay. That what I be doin’,” she admitted to Johnnie, nodding her head vigorously.

“Yeah, I don’t blame you,” Johnnie sympathized. “I’d be out lookin’ too if I had to. Now tell me what you saw here, Angela.”

“I din’t see nothin’,” she insisted.

“For real? See, that don’t make much sense to me, ’cause if I wanted to be scoring I wouldn’t be hidin’ in a goddamn alley, I’d be out cruisin’, hustlin’. You know what I mean?”

She nodded her whole torso up and down, hugging herself.

“And that little guy over there? He says you’re hangin’ around the store all the time. Now the way I see it you’d be out cruisin’ near the store, waiting for guys to walk in and maybe lay a little green on you ’fore they drop it in the store. Am I right?”

“Yeah, you right,” she agreed, then realizing her mistake she started shaking her head back and forth. “But I din’t see nothin’.”

Shoving off the wall, Frank spoke almost absently. “I don’t have time for this. Bring her in for loitering with intent.”

As Frank moved out of the alley the crackhead shouted, “Hey, you can’t do that! I ain’t done nothin’ wrong!”

Frank spun quickly and took two strides toward Angela, who involuntarily stepped backward.

“Whoa,” Johnnie said as he placed himself between the two women. “I’ll get her, Frank,” he said over his shoulder, then to Angela he whispered, “See? Now I gotta take you in. It’ll be hours  before you can score.”

Frank stayed where she was, glaring at Angela, who wailed, “I don’t want no trouble.”

Johnnie draped beefy wrists on her shoulders and drawled, “I know, darlin’. Just tell me what you saw and then I can let you go. “

“Fo’ real? You gonna lemme go?”

“For real.”

“On’y thing I seen was a tall dude come outta nowhere, come ’roun’ the corner. I sees him liftin’ his arm at Smack-Mac and I run down here.”

Angela swallowed hard as Frank turned away. Johnnie took out his notepad and started writing. Angela Barry was suddenly very cooperative. Frank had that effect on people.

Two hours later Frank watched the dawn sky transform itself from gray murk to a pale, delicate blue. Johnnie was driving back to the station house. Noah leaned over the front seat and said to Frank, “You know, if there really was such a charge as ‘loitering with intent’ we’d have to run Johnnie up on it.”

“Yeah,” Briggs agreed, “loitering with intent to get laid.”

“Nah. Loitering with intent to work.” Noah laughed at his own joke and Johnnie said, “Yeah, yeah. I can do more work in one day than you can in a month.”

“That’s true,” Noah conceded, “you can. But you never do .”

The RTO interrupted the boys’ banter. She was radioing a patrol car about a possible 187 on 8th and 52nd.

“That’d be Ike and Diego’s,” Noah said merrily. “Geez Louise. Not even seven o’clock and we’ve already got a double-header.”

Frank didn’t share Noah’s enthusiasm. “Let’s go look,” she said tiredly.

Spying the Winchell’s Donuts on the corner Johnnie said, “I gotta get some coffee first.”

They followed the dispatcher’s address to Crenshaw High School where two squad cars were working the area. One of the patrolmen was stretching tape around the scene while another stared uselessly at the body. Two other cops were talking to a clump of onlookers.

The detectives carried their coffee to the edge of the tape.

“Haystack!” Johnnie greeted the old cop pulling the tape, then motioned to the cop hovering over the body.

“What’s with the zombie?” he asked, shoving the last bite of a Bavarian cream into his mouth.

Tying off the last knot, Officer Heisdaeck straightened and pushed his hands into the small of his back. He ambled over to Johnnie.

“Well if it ain’t the Happy Clapper,” he grinned, euphemistically referring to the detective’s legendary propensity for women as well as his frequent, nonchalant bouts with various STDs. Glancing over at the rookie, he explained, “Second day on the job.”

Johnnie grinned happily. He loved rookies.

Looking toward the body, Frank asked, “What do you know about her?”

“See that lady over there? The one in the brown dress?” Haystack squinted dramatically and pointed to a bent, gray-haired woman who was talking to a female officer. “She found it.”

“It?” Noah frowned, shooting the officer daggers.

“She was walking down to Price’s,” Heisdaeck continued, tossing his head in the direction of the grocery store on Crenshaw Noah interrupted, “They don’t open until seven.”

Heisdaeck pasted Noah with an exasperated glare, as if he hadn’t been working the Nine-Three since this putz was still a wad stuck up his daddy’s Johnson. He sighed with infinite condescension and said, “You watch her walk, kid. If we let her go right now she might make it there by eight o’clock.”

Noah rolled his eyes and went to talk to the old lady himself.

“Punks got no idea what it’s like to get old,” he complained to Johnnie. Briggs was only a few years older than Noah but he nodded sympathetically.

“So the old lady found her, then what?” Frank prompted.

“Then she goes across the street—she’s been livin’ here all her life, knows everyone in the ’hood—and knocks on the green house over there.”

He indicated a fading bungalow across the street, framed in orange and red bougainvillea. It needed some new paint, but like the little houses next to it, the bungalow was tidy and squarely framed by a trim green lawn.

“Her friend lives there,” Heisdaeck was pointing to the crowd again. “The lady in the pink bathrobe. The old lady tells her there’s a white girl laying out there and her friend invites her in for a cup of tea and calls the cops. I’ll betcha the tea came first,” Heisdaeck grumbled.

Frank ducked under the tape to leave the two men bullshitting, or “networking” as Johnnie likened his endless hours of griping and bragging.

“What do you have?” she said, strolling up to the pale rookie who was struggling to keep his breakfast in his belly. Frank didn’t expect to learn anything from her question. She’d asked it to get the rookie focused, moving around, looking for clues. Though she doubted she’d get any of those from him either. This already looked like a dump job.

“Ma’am?”

“I want you to go to that unmarked over there. Find the bag in the back seat and take it to that detective talking to Heisdaeck. “

“Yes ma’am.”

Frank sipped from her Styrofoam cup, kneeling before the body. Dump jobs were the worst. The killing was done one place, the body dumped in another. Then she saw the KTLA news van rolling down the street. She watched Johnnie offering the rookie a donut from the bag he held open under the kid’s nose. The kid groaned and finally set his breakfast free. Johnnie neatly stepped aside, shooting Frank a thumbs-up. Frank nodded, pointing to the woman exiting the news van. Johnnie returned the nod and went to intercept her.

Frank cringed as she turned back to the Jane Doe and heard Johnnie holler, “Hey good-lookin’! Out slumming this morning?”

Momentarily free of distractions, Frank scanned the body. The victim appeared to be in her early teens, probably Caucasian. Livid bruises covered almost her entire body. There was no obvious cause of death, but blood crusted around her rectal area suggested a possible internal trauma.

Two facts immediately bothered Frank: the lack of clothing and the dump site. That the girl was completely naked indicated somebody had taken the time to undress her, either before or after she was killed. Second, there were plenty of better spots to leave the body. Even in a panic their perp probably wasn’t dumb enough to just open his car door as he was driving by the high school and push her out. That he chose to dump her in an area where she’d be quickly found, and where he could easily have been detected, indicated further deliberation on his part.

Within half an hour two more detectives from Frank’s 93rd Squad showed up, Ike Zabbo and Lou Diego. Wide and blocky, Ike looked like a gangster in his flashy three-piece suit, diamond pinkie rings glinting in the new sun. His partner was a thin, wiry Hispanic everyone called Taquito. Frank briefed them on what Briggs and Noah had culled so far, which took all of five minutes.

The coroner’s tech pulled up soon after. He was still in the area from the Mackay pickup so the detectives were ready to bag the body in a few hours. That was the only good thing about this case so far. Instead of decreasing as the scene processing dragged on, the number of news vans ominously increased. Frank had called in the crime scene unit. Although they’d bitched her out, telling her it was obvious to a five-year-old with a blindfold on that there wasn’t any evidence at the scene, sixteen years with the LAPD had taught her to always plan ahead. She could already see brass  written all over this case and Frank was carefully covering her ass.

“Ready for the shit storm?”

Noah grinned at her, rubbing his hands together with glee.

Frank surveyed the fleet of news crews behind a second line of police tape, then scouted the crowd for any brass that might have shown up. Nine times out of ten they barged onto the scene fresh from a good night’s sleep and power breakfasts, only to contradict everything she’d said.

“No Fubar yet,” Noah said, almost reading her mind, also looking around for Captain Foubarelle. The SID techs had left already, disgusted with Frank, and as she headed toward the hungry cameras, she told Noah to take the tape down after the news vans left.

Paul Massey, from the Times, was the first reporter in her face. He was tall, balding, openly queer. Over the last year she’d watched him thin and lose color. Makeup didn’t conceal the bruises and blotches that erupted on his skin. Pain in the ass that he was, there was no pleasure in watching the man slowly die from AIDS.

“Do you know who the girl is?” he asked. “How old is she? “

“We don’t know who the victim is. She appears to be in her mid-teens but we won’t know until we have a positive ID.”

“What was the cause of death?”

That was Sally Eisley, from KTLA. Loud, obnoxious, in your face, absolutely without scruples. Absolutely knockdown gorgeous. “We don’t know yet. The—”

“Oh come on, Lieutenant! You must have some idea.”

Lieutenant Franco twitched her lips in a semblance of a smile but her eyes remained cool, locked onto Sally’s.

“I have plenty of ideas,” she admitted, “but no facts. When I know the facts—”

“You’ll know the facts,” Sally finished in a frustrated sing-song.

An Asian woman Frank didn’t recognize said, “Lieutenant, you’ve been here for over three hours. Do you have any indication who might have done this?”

“We do not.”

“She looked pretty battered. Do you think it was a hate crime? Racially motivated?” asked Tom Blake, from the L.A. Weekly.

Frank slid around the battery comment. “At this time we have no motive.”

“Doesn’t it seem obvious that a white girl killed in a black neighborhood might involve a racial motivation?”

“That is not at all obvious.” Frank didn’t add that the girl was dumped there but not necessarily killed in the neighborhood. 

“But it could  be,” Blake persisted.

Frank reiterated, “We have no reason to suspect that at this point.”

They both knew it could be a race crime, but admission would come across as confirmation that it was a race crime. Frank wouldn’t take the weak bait and Blake shared Sally Eisley’s frustration.

Above the din of questions Frank could hear a siren wailing toward them. That could only mean Foubarelle or some other brass-hat was on the way.

“Sorry. That’s really all we have right now. We’ll let you know as soon as we learn more.”

Frank spun on her heel, motioning Johnnie and Noah toward the unmarked. Sally Eisley and her cameraman tried to block her path.

“How do you think she was killed, Lieutenant? Just between you and me?” Sally spoke in the confidential tone of a co-conspirator. She was new to the station, but aggressive and a real go-getter. Frank doubted she’d be on the morning crew for long. Frank offered another neutral comment and tried to move around Sally, but again the reporter dodged in front of her.

“Off the record, Lieutenant. I swear.”

The tic of a smile Frank had given Sally earlier was a little wider this time and lasted a second longer. It almost reached her eyes.

“Promise?” Frank asked, and Sally agreed eagerly. The lieutenant lowered her head toward Sally and glanced around as she opened the car door. Then she bent closer to the perfectly coifed hair framing Sally Eisley’s perfectly gorgeous little ear. Frank’s lips moved against the starched blond strands.

As Captains Foubarelle and Bedford stepped self-importantly from their car, Frank slipped into hers. Johnnie steered them quickly into the light traffic and Noah leaned over the seat.

“Hey. What’d you say to Sally?”

Frank was mulling over the peculiarities of the case and she answered laconically.

“Told her she’d stepped in dog shit.”

Johnnie chuckled. Twice already Frank had made his day.



Chapter 2
 

The way he stormed into her office, Frank knew that if she had balls, Fubar would be busting them. Almost shouting, he demanded, “Why didn’t you wait for us at the high school this morning?”

Frank sighed and tipped her chair back, steepling two fingers against her lips.

“What the hell was going on out there?”

The captain wasn’t a bad guy, just incompetent, and Franco resented incompetency. In her line of work it got people killed. She’d admit he’d only been captain for six months, but she was sure if his learning curve was graphed it would show up as a horizontal line.

In a monotone Frank explained, “We’d been on that case for hours. Before that we were at another scene for three hours. The good citizens of L.A. pay us for an eight-hour day, John. We were already into the seventh hour of our day, with no paper generate don either case. We could have wasted more time standing around like idiots for the cameras or we could have come back here to do some work.”

Foubarelle opened his mouth to interrupt but Frank dropped into her chair and leaned toward him.

“If you want to pay my guys even more overtime I’ll have them jumping around in monkey suits for you, but until then, we’ve got murders to solve. We don’t get that seventy-four percent clearance rate by dicking around with Tom Brokaw all day.”

Finished, Frank sat back. Foubarelle hadn’t come up through the ranks and at times it cost him. In eleven short years he jumped from patrol cop to patrol sergeant, served briefly in Vice before making lieutenant, then on to Homicide captain. He was making strides in the political process but at the cost of respect among the people he supervised. They knew he fell asleep at night dreaming that CHIEF was stenciled on his office door. But Foubarelle wasn’t out to bust chops, he was merely being politically expedient. When his chain was yanked, he turned around to yank Frank’s.

Now he took a softer tack with his contumacious lieutenant. She was right that he enjoyed supervising a homicide squad with such a large percentage of cleared cases, large at least for the Figueroa district. He knew Frank was responsible for that number and he knew it made him look very good.

“I’m sorry,” he offered, turning up his hands in conciliation. “I know you’ve got a lot of work to do. Tell me about this girl.”

Frank ignored the patronization, wondering just how much she could trust Foubarelle with. He had a tendency to leak valuable details, but then she realized they didn’t have any valuable details. Yet.

“White girl, mid-teens. Noah may have ID’d her on an MP bulletin. I asked Crocetti to do her ASAP.”

She paused for a moment, knowing the captain’s next step would be a call to the coroner. He never actually went to the morgue but he was the first to redball the old coroner when a hot case was pending. That was good for Frank. Foubarelle’s phone calls usually got the autopsy done faster while keeping the heat off Frank and her squad.

“Valley girl coming to score a little coke?” he asked.

“I don’t think so.”

The girl didn’t have any of the earmarks of a kick down. Frank explained how the victim had been brutally assaulted, how some of her bruises looked older than others. She told Foubarelle what the coroner’s tech had told her, that the cause of death was possibly due to internal trauma. There were no obvious external causes. Usually someone in a jammed-up drug deal was capped or stabbed and just left for dead.

“But she was dumped?”

“Yeah. Nothing at the scene. I called SID in just in case—you might get a call about that.” Frank shrugged again, then added, “I’m going to work this with Noah.”

Foubarelle nodded, pleased.

“Keep me posted on this, Frank. I want to know everything you know, when you know it, okay?”

“Sure.”

Foubarelle turned to go, adding the final word. “And I want to see the protocol as soon as you have it.”

What an asshole, Frank thought, watching him leave with his imaginary dignity intact. She picked up a stack of messages and sifted through them, crumpling some and tossing them in the trash. She pulled the phone toward her but then sat back, rhythmically tapping the small slips of paper into a tidy pile.

Frank visualized the dead girl sprawled naked on the concrete. She’d been mauled, from her neck down to her knees. Some of the bruises looked older than others, indicating she’d been beaten over a period of time, not just in a sudden pique of anger. Frank remembered her face was oddly unscathed.

And why was she dumped in plain view on a sidewalk in front of a school? Vacant lots, weedy road shoulders, empty buildings those were common dump areas. Ike and Diego were working a possible connection to the school, either the girl’s or the killer’s.

She traded the messages in her hand for the MP bulletin. It looked like the same girl. Melissa Agoura. Sixteen years old. From Culver City. She’d disappeared from the Kenneth Hahn State Recreation Area three days ago. The bruises could be consistent with those dates.

She’d been  attractive, Frank thought, sailing the bulletin back onto her desk, then dialing the phone. Returning her calls and waiting for a correct ID was more productive right now than speculating.

 

Noah was bent over one of the two typewriters in the office that actually worked. Slipping into her jacket, Frank informed him, “Coroner called. Handley matched our girl to the bulletin. And Crotchety’s ready to cut. Let’s go.” She slapped him on the back and started walking away.

“Aww, man, Leslie’s got a game at three thirty. If I left now I could just make it,” he pleaded.

“Come on. It’s good for you. Builds character.”

“I’ve got  character,” he argued, rising nonetheless. He grumbled all the way to the morgue and Frank let him. Noah was off hours ago, adored his kids, and hated autopsies. She’d have watched the autopsy alone on a less sensitive case but she wanted him in on this one.

Awkward, skinny, all flapping hands and feet, Noah looked more like a scarecrow than a crack homicide detective. He was consistently the worst shot in the department and the best cop Frank had. What he lacked in physical presence he compensated for with instinct, intelligence and compassion. He was rarely more than a step behind Frank and often one or two ahead. She’d felt a twinge of guilt reassigning this case to Noah, knowing it could be messy. It was already distracting Noah from the little family life he had, but selfishly, Frank was glad to be working with her old partner. The least she could do was let him carp. Besides, that was another of Noah’s specialties.

Noah grimaced when they entered the cool, tiled autopsy room and started breathing through his mouth. The girl’s body was on a metal autopsy table. An assistant was measuring it. Frank didn’t recognize the woman in scrubs standing next to Crocetti.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen—” he peered over bifocals at Frank—“and I only use the term ladies  because Dr. Lawless is present, let us begin.”

Unlike many of his contemporaries Crocetti didn’t mind women in law enforcement. In fact he rather liked it, but he expected them to act like women. Frank was more like one of the guys and this irritated the old man. He was cranky by nature and getting crankier the closer he got to retirement.

As he swabbed the body, the coroner made introductions.

“Dr. Gail Lawless, Detective Noah Jantzen,” Noah extended his hand, “and Lieutenant Franco.”

Frank nodded curtly, not even looking at the woman she was being introduced to.

Crocetti continued, “Dr. Lawless is my hapless, though far more attractive replacement.”

The old man swung his head from one woman to the next and remarked curiously, “They certainly grow you girls tall these days. It must have been all that Wonder Bread.”

Frank glanced at the new ME. She was indeed tall, but flat and thin, like Modigliani’s blue woman. Frank thought Bobby Taylor her detective who had minored in art—would be pleased with the analogy. Dr. Lawless smiled wryly at Crocetti’s comment, and Noah was grinning goofily. He had a thing for tall women. Frank could tell he was already smitten.

“Any idea what made the bruises?” Frank asked, all cool business and efficiency.

Bending intently over the body, Crocetti responded, “Hasn’t anyone ever told you, lieutenant, that patience is a virtue?”

He poked and prodded for a moment, made a few comments to his colleague, then straightened, frowning sourly.

“It looks like this poor girl was mistaken for a bowling pin. There are so many bruises here it’s hard to tell where one ends and another begins. You know,” he said toward the body, “I have a granddaughter this age.”

A shake of his head chased the thought away, and he gruffly asked for details about the case. Noah told him what they had so far.

“Well,” the old man sighed, “let’s see what we can find here.”

Crocetti lowered his bald head over the table, enunciating carefully for the microphone.

“Victim appears to be a healthy teenage Caucasian female.

Brown hair, brown eyes, height—?”

“Sixty-four inches,” Handley responded loudly.

“What?” Crocetti asked.

“Sixty-four inches,” the tech shouted.

When he asked for the weight Handley called out, “One hundred twenty-four pounds.”

“You don’t have to scream,” complained the old man, then calmly continued.

“Victim has all her teeth, in good condition. No apparent scars, tattoos or abnormalities. Right shoulder appears dislocated.”

Crocetti measured a cut on the left side of her chin and noted the associated hematoma.

He carefully examined the rest of the bruises, asking Dr. Lawless for her opinion.

She outlined specific ones with a gloved finger, noting, “The patterns appear more rounded than linear where the contusions don’t overlap. The bruises are deep but the absence of laceration suggests she was hit with something relatively flexible or soft. The varied discoloration suggests they were inflicted over time.”

“Do they look like they could be older than three days?”

“It’s possible but these are certainly consistent with that time frame . . . don’t you think?” she asked Crocetti.

He was beaming at his replacement. “I do indeed, my dear. Now tell me what else you see.”

“Well, there are slight adhesive traces on her wrists and ankles, along with a mild abrasion, and the skin’s a little paler there, suggesting she was bound with some sort of tape.”

“Was she gagged?” Frank thought aloud.

Lawless bent closer to Agoura’s face.

“Probably.”

With a gloved index finger she indicated faint traces of adhesive around Agoura’s mouth.

“This looks consistent with the other adhesives, and we’ll see what we get back from the mouth swabs.”

“Well done,” Crocetti said, snapping his gloves off. Except for Noah, everyone waited patiently while Crocetti wrote down notes. Although he taped the autopsy proceedings he still insisted on hard copy. Frank appreciated his lack of faith in technology, even though it slowed the whole process. She looked around at four other steel gurneys, each being autopsied by one of Crocetti’s staff. She knew there were plenty more bodies waiting in the cooler and was pleased the old man had gotten to Agoura as soon as he had.

“Were any of those blows enough to kill her?” Noah asked.

“I can’t say for sure until I see inside,” answered the coroner without looking up. “From the bloat on her abdomen it feels like we’ll find a significant trauma of some sort.”

That told them nothing and Noah continued his restless pacing, biting on a thumbnail. Pulling on new gloves, Crocetti turned and said, “All right, Jack. Let’s scrape the nails, and Dr. Lawless, if you would care to comb her hair out I will proceed with the rape test.”

The three whitecoats went efficiently about their tasks, wresting clues from the hidden holds of the victim’s body. Frank watched Crocetti apply toluidine solution to the oral, anal and vaginal areas while Noah continued his pacing.

“I wonder if they’ve put Les in the game yet,” he said to Frank. “We’ve been working on her dribble and I hope she keeps her head up like I showed her.”

He turned around when Crocetti murmured, “There we go.”

The toluidine had showed up on the anal cavity, staining the entire area dark blue as it reacted to the polysaccharides on the abraded skin tissue. Frank found that curious. Whoever had this girl had plenty of time to rape her, in any way he wanted, yet curiously he’d only sodomized her.

With the external exam over, Crocetti was ready to cut the big coroner’s Y that would show them the inside of Melissa Agoura. The two doctors and two detectives peered into the body and no one there needed a medical degree to realize blood had pooled in places where it should never be.

Crocetti’s replacement said, “Wow,” and as the old coroner cut away the chest plate he noted into the mike, “Massive hemorrhage is apparent.”

The old man could probably do this with his eyes shut and one arm tied behind his back, yet he cautiously and daintily cut the thoracic organs from their moorings, another meticulous attention t odetail that drove detectives batty. After examining the right lung he put it in a weighing pan and instructed Dr. Lawless to explain what she saw. She rearranged the organ and studied it for a moment, then pointed at a tear.

“You can see where it’s been punctured at the bottom here. The tissue is ripped, not cut, and the puncture doesn’t extend more than,” she grabbed a ruler, “four centimeters.”

“What made it?” Noah asked but Crocetti shook his head at him. He didn’t want to commit to that yet and Noah returned to his frustrated pacing. Chin in hand, Frank continued her impassive observation. When he was satisfied the young woman on the table hadn’t been asphyxiated, Crocetti turned his attention to the abdominal cavity. He poked and prodded, then straightened, arching the stiffness out of his back.

“What do you see, Doctor?”

Dr. Lawless quietly poked and prodded too, finally saying, “There’s considerable trauma to numerous organs, any of which could have been the cause of death.”

Pointing with a scalpel tip she traced the path of the injuries, starting with the grossly ruptured rectum. Perforations in the bladder and intestine followed the trajectory of perforations in the liver, stomach and pancreas.

“Good,” Crocetti commented when she was done, then continued excising and measuring organs. Further inspection showed that the bruising continued well below the skin, involving numerous bones and organs as well. She’d been hit pretty hard, but the lack of lacerations suggested she may have had some type of padding between herself and the assailant’s weapon. The doctors couldn’t say what sort of weapon that might be.

With a flourish, as if he were asking her to dance, Crocetti asked his replacement if she’d like to finish the autopsy.

“Sure,” she said, proceeding to excise the neck organs.

Without flinching, Frank could watch the torso being slit and eviscerated, or see the skull-saw spray hot bone before the brain was lifted out with a last, small gasp, but cutting into the neck still made Frank glance down at her feet. When Dr. Lawless moved on to the head area, Frank resumed her observation. Other than a mild concussion, the doctors found no further injury to Melissa Agoura. 

“Jack, please finish.”

Handley proceeded to replace the various body parts while the old man gave the detectives his back to write further notes. Noah rolled his eyes at Frank and tapped his watch. Arms folded patiently, Frank nodded. Finally the coroner gave them his full attention.

“Well, detectives. I think you pretty much have your answer. In my opinion, this girl died of a massive internal hemorrhage induced by multiple organ rupture, seemingly initiated by a pointed, long-handled instrument. The shape of the perforations seems consistent with the use of an irregularly-sided instrument, such as,” he held up a small specimen bottle, “a tree branch. I believe the lab analysis will conclude that these fragments, found around various perforations, are wood. Dr. Lawless?”

“I’d say that’s it in a nutshell.”

“Oh, one more thing,” Crocetti added playfully. “According to the path of insertion, the fellow you’re looking for will probably be left-handed.”

“Aw, man.” Noah flapped his arms and shuffled in a tight circle. He complained to Frank, “For this I’m missing my kid’s ball game?”

 

He’d really enjoyed the first few games. He was barely able to keep the football helmet above his eyes but he’d had fun anyway. His dad seemed to enjoy it, too, and he’d been struck with wonder: for the first time in his six years he was having fun with his father. It was an unusual feeling, but a good one, and the boy wanted it to always be like that.

Sometimes his father would yell when he dropped the ball or tripped over his own feet. Once, the Pop Warner coach had gently interceded, explaining to the angry man that six-year-olds weren’t very coordinated, that would come with time.

“It better,” his father had menaced.

By the next year, he made it clear that he thought the boy’s coordination should have arrived. Shoves and smacks replaced the verbal threats. The other parents would look away. The coach refused to have the boy on his team if the father continued hitting him. So his father stopped.

In public.



Chapter 3
 

Franco spent most of her days and many of her nights in Figueroa, the LAPD’s roughest division. The ’hood had started as a peaceful community in which mainly black sharecroppers strived for their piece of the American Dream. As industry waned over the ensuing decades, crime and inevitably the profitable drug markets became the ’hood’s economic mainstay. With more crackheads and gangbangers in Figueroa than any other division in the LAPD, the American Dream had twisted cruelly into a nightmare. Now the population was largely Hispanic, with blacks accounting for slightly less than twenty percent of the residents. Asians, many of them Korean, rounded out the demographics.

Taquerias crowded next to fried chicken stands, and Easter egg-colored stores advertised fish cleaned and fresh chitterlings. Old brick buildings, peeling paint and heavily graffitied, sported architectural flourishes that were too high off the ground to be ravaged by vandalism and testified to the more optimistic roots of South Central Los Angeles.

Frank had been assigned to Figueroa right out of the Academy, probably with the assumption she’d quit. But instead of leaving, Frank had embraced the ’hood, sharply aware no other division could challenge or test her as much. At thirty-nine, her mastery of the mean streets was no longer a question, either for herself, her colleagues, or the veteranos and OGs within the division. Except for the unending mysteries of who killed who and why, Figueroa offered few surprises.

After a grueling sixteen-hour day, Frank pulled gratefully into her driveway. Though she lived in an old suburb of South Pasadena, her house was not the typically modest Los Angeles bungalow. Its last owner was an architect with more imagination than money and a penchant for split-level ranch houses. Consequently, the center of the house was dominated by a huge sunken living room with a beamed ceiling. It was surrounded by two tiers of polished wood leading up to a tiled corridor. On the north and south sides doors opened off the corridor into various rooms, but to the east, behind the living room, the floor widened to accommodate an open corner kitchen and a large dining table that Frank used as her desk.

Loafers clicking on the tiles, she walked to the bedroom, turning lights on along the way. She paused in front of the old mahogany dresser, dumping her service revolver, badge, ID card and beeper, then emptied her pockets of coins, latex gloves, her wallet, notepads, pens, scraps of paper and an unused roll of film. Feeling ten pounds lighter, she changed out of her work clothes into ripped shorts and a holey T-shirt that Mrs. Fontina had laundered and folded as carefully as if they were part of Frank’s trousseau.

In the den at the other end of the house an expensive stereo system nestled between walls of books. Frank checked the CDs in the turntable then hit the play button. Van Halen pounded through the house. Frank padded into the adjacent room, a garage that years ago she’d converted into a gym. A Soloflex was bolted in the center of the room, a bench and racks of weights lined one wall, and a punching bag hung on the opposite side next to a treadmill. Frank set it for the highest angle and started burning off the day while David Lee Roth begged a pretty woman to stop a while. But Frank didn’t hear him; she was busy thinking about the Agoura case.

She and Noah had spent the evening first with the girl’s parents, later with her boyfriend. They had quickly ruled out Fubar’s idea about a drug buy gone bad. Agoura had no reason to be in the area and no one could think of who she might know in the neighborhood or at Crenshaw High. Although the Agouras lived only a dozen miles from the high school and had been in Culver City for eight years, they never had occasion to venture into even the fringe of South Central.

From all her family said, Melissa Agoura seemed like a pretty typical teenager. She was a sophomore at Culver City High, a B-C student with no extra-curricular involvements. She babysat for a couple of neighborhood kids, made enough money that way and from her allowance to go to the mall with her girlfriends and the movies with her boyfriend. He’d admitted they liked to drink and smoke dope, but adamantly insisted they never used anything harder.

He and Melissa had been going together for almost a year. On weekends, if the weather was good, they liked going to the beach but a lot of times they just went over to Kenneth Hahn and hung out in the sun or splashed around near the fish ponds. He admitted that he fooled around in the scrub with her and was trying to get her to go on the pill but she wouldn’t do it. His grades were a little lower than Melissa’s. He didn’t like school, worked part-time at a mechanic’s on Cienega and said he wanted to drop out of school and work full-time.

Noah was going to run him through the files tomorrow, but it didn’t seem likely at this point that he was involved with Agoura’s death. There were the girlfriends to interview, too. Two of them had called her house when she failed to meet them at the park. They’d planned on watching some boys from their school play basketball, a common activity for them on weekends. Weekdays, the same two friends came over to do homework and watch Oprah. Agoura and her brother were always fighting over the TV. He was only thirteen. Her little sister was twelve and adored Melissa. Posters of Leo DiCaprio and Hanson hung in their shared bedroom between Titanic and Spice Girls posters.

Jaime Agoura managed a tire store in West Hollywood and Virginia Agoura was a bank teller at the Wells Fargo on Sepulveda. The Agouras were struggling to get by and somehow managing. Their kids weren’t exceptional but they were good kids. And now this. Frank had seen the shock and disbelief a thousand times, the certainty that the cops standing in their doorway had to be mistaken, that it couldn’t be their  child.

By the time she slowed the treadmill, Frank’s T-shirt was heavy with sweat. The machine made her feel wobbly so she dismounted carefully, letting the effect fade as she toweled off. She eyed the Soloflex and thought about skipping it. Instead she straddled the seat and briefly worked her torso. She’d do arms and legs tomorrow. Right now she was ready for a beer.

The beer and a warm shower made Frank sleepy, but she sat on the kitchen counter in her pajamas and chugged another bottle, flipping through the paper. After years of nightmares and insomnia, Frank had hit on a formula that usually guaranteed sleep; brutally long hours on the job, hard work in the gym and a specific blood alcohol level. Though she was tired, she wasn’t about to start tampering with the combination.

 

When Noah poked his head in Frank’s office the next morning he could tell his boss had already been there a while. She looked up, saw him grinning at her, and sat back.

“What’s up?” she yawned.

“Looks like you’ve been.”

Frank’s hair was dry where it touched her collar in a sharp line, but it was still damp where she used her sunglasses to hold it away from her face. She was wearing a V-neck sweater over a button-down shirt and her sleeves were shoved over her elbows. That usually happened after at least her third cup of coffee.

“How long you been here?”

Frank ignored the question, holding up the L.A. Times instead. “See we made the third page of the California section?”

“Yeah. The eleven o’clock news too. ‘Racially motivated attack.’ Jesus. Like we don’t have enough trouble already. RHD on this yet?”

Frank shook her head, swinging polished loafers onto a corner of the desk. RHD was the LAPD Robbery-Homicide Division. They handled the more sensitive cases, the ones they thought the average homicide dick was too stupid to work properly. Frank hated it when they snagged her cases and she was damned if she was going to let them have this one. Though she knew she’d be powerless to stop them if they wanted it.

“I’ll work Fubar to stave them off, but I don’t think it’s a big deal yet. You gonna run the boyfriend?”

“Yeah, first thing. Him and her savings account, make sure her money’s where it should be.”

“Good. We need to go to the school, talk to people there. I want to talk to people across the street, too, and get back to Culver City, talk to the girlfriends.”

“Okay. I got a wit coming in at nine to sign a statement.”

Frank nodded and bent back over the stack of reports on her desk. Everyone was in the cramped squad room by 0615 hours. The morning meetings always started late because one of the detectives, Jill Symmonds, was chronically late. It was a condition the squad had gotten used to.

After the briefing, Frank stayed to talk with Jill and her partner, Bobby Taylor. Bobby looked a lot like Johnnie, only black. Both men were tall, big-chested and broad-shouldered. In college Bobby played fullback and Johnnie had been a linebacker, but where Bobby had stayed rock-hard, Johnnie was running to fat.

Frank appraised Jill and asked, “You going to make it a couple more weeks?”

She was seven months pregnant and her huge belly looked out of place on her slight frame. Jill nodded her bright auburn head. She was going out on maternity leave soon and Bobby would be partnerless. Frank talked about their caseload. She didn’t want Jill to be the primary on any new cases. Frank would pick up slack for Bobby unless Fubar drummed up another body. Not likely, though.

The LAPD was notoriously shorthanded and the workload left by a vacancy was usually distributed among the remaining employees. At Figueroa the detectives were already handling more than twice, sometimes more than three times the average yearly caseload. The burnout rate among regular detectives was high enough; at Figueroa it was off the charts. Frank knew she had a pretty good squad and was determined to hold it together, even if that meant shouldering much of the load herself.

Sitting at the desk next to Bobby’s, a red-haired detective who could have passed for Jill’s father, chimed in, “Hey, Freek. Who’s gonna pick up slack for Nookey, when I  leave?”

Peter Gough was fifty-six-years-old and should have been long retired. It was Peter who had given Frank her nickname during her first week on the job. Gough had been a sergeant in the Newton Division when Frank and her partner had responded to a B&E he’d called in. He took one look at Franco and asked her partner, “Where’s your sidekick?”

Her partner, as disgusted with female patrol cops as Gough was, spat bitterly, “She’s it. Meet L.A.  Franco.”

“L.A.?” Gough had puzzled. “What the hell sorta name is that? “

“She says it’s Latin or something and that I wouldn’t remember even if she did tell me.”

With a cold appraisal Gough had concluded, “L.A. Freako’s more like it, you ask me.”

Her partner had laughed and the name stuck. During the disco era there was a popular song that referred to “le Freak” and her name metamorphosed into that. Later, when she was commanding her own squad and it became clear to her detectives that she wasn’t just another stat-gathering bureaucrat, her name evolved again. Frank’s reputation for independence, plus presumption about her sexual preferences, created a play on words meaning she was on her own frequency, tuned in to a different radio band. Since then she was “Lieutenant Freek.”

Gough had been flirting with burnout even then, and now he was completely fried. He’d had it with police work, wanting only to tend to his garden, and start a specialty nursery. Dan Nukisona was the partner Gough had worked with for the last six years. Nookey was only a little younger than Gough but he wouldn’t hear of retiring. Every time Gough said the “R word” Nookey hissed vehemently.

 “Boy-red, you are irreplaceable,” Bobby said.

“I’m thinking Jill’s going to like being a mom so much, she might never come back. So I’m going to throw Nookey and Bobby together and see what happens,” Frank answered, unhinging her long legs from the corner of Jill’s desk.

Jill rolled her eyes skeptically. Nookey pretended to inspect the report he had rolled in the typewriter.

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ve got your Starsky and Hutch, Cagney and Lacey, now we’ll have Nappie and Jappie.”

“No, no, no,” Johnnie said in his rubbly voice. “You’ll be like the Spook and the Gook, like in the book that cop wrote. Goddamn, that was the funniest thing I ever read.”

“That’s the only  thing you’ve ever read,” Gough grumbled. Amidst the chatter, Noah’s witness had nervously entered the squad room. He was dressed down in huge pants and T-shirt, cap turned back, thick gold chains called around his neck and wrists. “Where Detective Jantzen at?”

“Over here,” Noah called, waving the wit into a chair. The young man was hesitant about giving a statement and balked at signing it. It took Noah and Johnnie most of the morning to get his signature against the banger who’d smoked his brother. He was afraid he’d be retaliated against and Noah had to admit he had every reason in the world to be afraid.

 

Gough’s right, Frank thought, we need rain.

The day was mild and clear as she walked toward the Recreation Area office but the sky was smudged with smog. The scrub surrounding the park was pale and dangerously dry from the summer’s drought. Oil derricks pumped behind a fence, bobbing into dusty, raw dirt that contrasted starkly with the parks freshly cut and watered lawn.

Frank eyed the scenery, calculating its strategic cover. The section she was in now contained a shady fishing lake and a large lawn studded with saplings. On the western edge of the park there was a smaller, more isolated lookout planted with trees from around the world, surrounded by vegetation and scrub. A chaparral-covered slope occupied the northern part of the park, with closed trails leading up into a tangle of dense brush and vegetation. She’d been here before and knew a paved road in the chaparral led to a higher section containing another large, grassy area. Sections of Kenneth Hahn were open and grassy, affording little cover, but the huge chaparraled hill to the north and all the wild vegetation surrounding the park offered great hiding spots.

Frank introduced herself to a receptionist and was soon welcomed by an energetic woman in khaki and olive drab. Seated in her crowded office, Frank requested personnel records for all park employees as well as interviews with them. Gravity replaced the ranger’s bubbly ebullience. She was very cooperative, inquiring if a park employee was their suspect.

“That’s a possibility we can’t overlook,” Frank responded vaguely. “I have detectives waiting to talk to your staff and I’d like someone available to us while we’re here, to show us around, help with identification, that sort of thing.”

“I’d be glad to help,” she offered and Frank nodded, standing.

The ranger escorted Frank and the detectives around the Rec Area until a cool dusk descended. Johnnie suggested they compare notes at the Alibi and while they waited for their first round, Noah flipped through the pages of his notebook. He wanted to re-interview one of the landscape staff, a short, Hispanic man who’d been awfully uneasy with Noah’s questioning. Johnnie had two visitors and an employee that he wanted to talk to again.

While Frank described her uneventful interviews, Bobby and Jill walked in. Frank called for another round and Jill slowly sipped a beer. Her colleagues had busted her chops the first time she’d ordered a drink while carrying the baby. She condescendingly pointed out that her mother had produced five fat and healthy babies while puffing Salems, sipping martini’s and swilling coffee. She doubted that nursing one or two beers a week would turn her kid into a dribbling turnip and as the talk shifted from work to bullshit Jill said goodnight. She lumbered toward the door and Johnnie commented, “Goddamn, that doesn’t look like fun.”

Bobby nodded, adding, “She’s tired a lot.”

“Hey, Freek,” Johnnie teased. “When are you gonna have a baby?”

“Christ, I’ve got all of you, what do I need another one for?”

The badinage continued around the table, through another succession of beers and old stories. At one point, after Johnnie and Bobby had headed for the can, Frank stretched her legs out under the table and ran her fingers through her hair. It was dark blonde, streaked with rich colors that could never come from a bottle, and between haircuts it was kept out of her face by the Ray-Bans propped on her head. It was getting long, starting to curl up where it met her shoulders.

“Hey,” Noah warned, leaning on one elbow and grinning tipsily, “You better get a haircut before kids start mistaking you for Butch Barbie.”

Mellowed by the beers, Frank was caught off guard and laughed out loud.

 

During a game three weeks into his third Pop Warner season, the boy stood on
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