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CHAPTER ONE

The sun is about to
set. I check myself in the mirror—glowing eyes, dark brows, small
triangular face, medium-length dark hair parted on the side. I
brush down some wisps so they fall across my forehead, then dress
to go out—black T-shirt, jeans, black leather jacket, sneakers,
Contax camera around my neck.

I wear black to blend in. My hope is that by
dressing dark and with my face half concealed by my hair, I can
slink along the streets, barely seen, covertly stealing images.

I pause at my living room window. Dusk is
magic time, the sky still faintly lit. Streetlamps are on and
lights glow from windows, making the city look mysterious and
serene. The view's so spectacular it's hard to tear myself away:
North Beach, Telegraph Hill, the Bay Bridge sharply defined, all
still, silent, glowing behind the glass.

I move to my telescope, set the crosshairs on
a penthouse terrace just below Coit Tower. The image is so clear I
feel I can touch it if I reach out. Garden chairs, pots overflowing
with geraniums, sliding glass doors leading to an art-filled living
room behind. No lights on inside.

The Judge must be working late. I know him
well. I have no lover now.

I take another moment to take in the view. I'd like
to stay, watch the sky turn black, perhaps wait until the lights
come on in that living room across the valley. But it's time to go
out; I have an appointment with a friend.

It's chilly tonight.
I turn the collar of my jacket up, peer around. A cable car is
poised at the top of Lombard. Tourists disembark to descend the
famous crooked street. I enter the park in front of my building,
named for George Sterling, poet of the city. He composed some good
lines, was eloquent on the fog, wrote "its touch is kind,"
described San Francisco as this "cool gray city of love." He also
wrote: "At the end of our streets are stars." Not bad.
Unfortunately, Sterling was no Carl Sandburg, but then San
Francisco isn't a "city of the big shoulders" either.

I pause by the Alice Marble Tennis Courts,
turn to look back at my building, slender in the dusk. I make out
lights in some of the apartments and the glow of a Japanese paper
lantern in mine. I shrug, cross the park, look for the young
bearded homeless guy who sometimes sleeps amidst the bushes.
Failing to find him, I take the stairs that descend the steep
western slope of Russian Hill.

Polk Street: It's quiet, residential at its
upper end, but as I stride south it takes on a different character.
Apartment buildings give way to stores and restaurants, then,
slowly, block by block, to sleaze.

Around California Street they begin to
appear—the crazed, the addicts, the dispossessed. Sad, sick,
broken, they perch on the sidewalk beside signs and cups, or slouch
within doorways against glossy garbage bags filled with their
possessions.

I pass a cavernous old movie house, a trio of
junk shops, a metaphysical bookstore, cheap Chinese restaurants,
funky hotels and saloons, sleazy erotic boutiques and adult-film
rental joints. The strip here, called, sometimes affectionately,
more often disparagingly, Polk Gulch, intersects with alleys
bearing the names of beautiful trees: Fern, Hemlock, Myrtle, Olive,
Willow.

In these passageways I observe young men
poised alone against the sides of buildings, others lingering in
small groups, twos and threes. There's a glow about them, a force
field of energy. Hustlers of different races, objects of desire,
they stand still, silent, awaiting clients.

I've been roaming this neighborhood since the
beginning of the summer, always at night, always armed with my
Contax. Those first weeks I didn't take pictures, preferring simply
to look, explore, make my presence known. As I picked out probable
subjects, they too began to notice me. Spotting my camera, they
gave me a name, Bug, short for Shutterbug. I disliked it but
pretended I didn't, since a street name here connotes
acceptance.

"Hey! It's Bug. She's on the street." Word
flashes down the Gulch as if by semaphore.

Some also note my affliction.

"You blind, girl?" a scrawny, tattooed kid
bellowed at me yesterday as I staggered along on one of my rare
daylight excursions. "What's with the shades, Bug? Drugged out?"
Then, when I ignored him: "Think you're a fuckin' star?"

I know better than to respond to taunts, a
lesson I learned painfully on school playgrounds years ago. But to
those who become my friends, I cheerfully reveal my handicap.

I'm an achromat, which means I'm completely
colorblind.

The correct name for the malady is autosomal
recessive achromatopsia. It's rare; I doubt there're five thousand
of us in the U.S. I lack cone function in my retinas and thus
cannot see colors. My visual acuity is poor, though better than
most complete achromats. My biggest problem is photophobia, the
reason that in daylight I must wear heavy, dark red wraparound
shades. Outside, on a brilliant sun-filled San Francisco afternoon,
the rods in my eyes become saturated, the world goes white, I
become lost in a dazzling blizzard—a sensation, I'm told, close to
what vision normals experience as snow blindness.

But there are advantages. One is aesthetic—seeing
the world uniquely in terms of gray tones instead of hues. Another
is good night vision. In darkness, I like to think, I can see like
a cat.

I'm searching for
Tim. He called this afternoon, said he needed to talk. There was
urgency in his voice, perhaps even fear. I offered to meet him at
once, but he said he had to see someone first. We agreed to meet at
his spot on Hemlock Alley at seven then go up to the Richmond for
dinner since he didn't think he'd feel like hanging around the
Gulch.

It's 7:10 now and I see no sign of him as I
occupy his niche beside the dumpster. The brick wall behind me,
against which I've photographed him many times, is thickly layered
with graffiti—names, symbols, dates, obscenities, most fading, a
few freshly applied. I wait as the traffic thins out on Polk, but
few passersby peer down the alley. It's still too early for the
chicken hawks.

Tim and I met when I started taking pictures
here. Of all the street people I've come to know these last months,
he's the only one I think of as a real friend. He doesn't know it
yet but he's also on his way to becoming the central actor in my
project. All my best shots frame him—alone, surrounded by others,
or on the periphery of a group. As for the formal portraits, his
are the strongest. It's his eyes, I think, so large and luminous,
and the fine shape of his chin and jaw that make the camera love
him. He's got the cheekbones of a Greek god, the unruly hair of a
savage. Whether pouting in his niche against the graffiti-scarred
wall or posing bare to the waist on Angel Island with the city
gleaming white behind, he emerges as a splendid modern ephebe—urban
warrior, heroic, fragile, seductive. Yes, the camera loves him. The
photographer loves him too.

Seven-thirty, getting cold, not a typical
October night. Where are you, Tim?

He claims he's twenty, but barely looks
seventeen, perfect disproof of the adage that a life of vice will
mark your face. His unsullied beauty is his capital. Creamy of
skin, fair of cheek, he's the eternal adolescent of his clients'
dreams. He tells me he intends to work the street a few more years,
save his money and retire. He pauses, then confides he's already
got fifty thousand dollars stashed. When I stare at him in
disbelief, he shows me the smile of a sphinx. Surely if you have
that much, I tell him, it's time to quit right now.

Gently he shakes his head. "Not yet, Kay. I
still enjoy it. The people." He laughs. "Well, most of them. The
adventure too, not knowing what'll happen, who I'll meet. It's like
an addiction—the money, being desired so much, people pay big-time
just to touch me. And it's fun playing diamond-in-the-rough." He
shows me his sweetest grin. "Or rhinestone, as the case may
be."

Clever boy!

Yet even as I'm appalled by his casual
disregard for my warnings—that sooner or later he'll fall into the
clutches of a sociopath or be infected with HIV—I'm still beguiled
by his glamour. Street hustler as psychic explorer—that has emerged
as my theme. In my pictures I want to capture the lives of those
who, by offering their bodies to danger and to lust, risk all and
by so doing achieve a kind of stature.

"So," I ask him, "when you retire what will
you do?"

"Live the good life," he says softly. He's got it
all figured out. He'll move down to Mexico, a town called San
Miguel de Allende. Already, he tells me, he's picked out the
house.

"Yo! You there! You for sale?"

It's Tim's friend Crawford, a lean, blond
Minnesotan hunk who somehow manages to maintain a permanent
tan.

Crawf beams. "You look really hot there, Bug.
If I had some bucks I'd buy you in a flash."

Hustler's banter . . . yet to be thirty-five
and female and told one is attractive in a milieu where maleness
and youth are the sole components of allure—I'm flattered.

"Waiting for Tim," I tell him.

"Saw him last night. Not since."

"If you do, tell him I'm here, okay?"

Crawf nods, smiles, tells me again how hot I
look, then saunters off like a panther.

In fact, I've discovered, hustlers sometimes do
purchase one another's services. Tim says it's fun to play the john
once in a while, and that he's always flattered when another street
kid wants to pay him for sex. When that happens, he tells me,
street etiquette requires he approach the kid a few days later and
reciprocate.

It's a quarter to
eight and I'm getting impatient. I've never known Tim to be late. I
decide to cruise the Gulch awhile, then check back. I slide over to
the intersection, turn the corner, become part of the stream.

Silver-haired businessmen hauling briefcases,
sweaty evening joggers in Lycra workout suits, frugal shoppers,
doting couples, apprehensive tourists—we all run the gauntlet here,
never certain what the street people will do.

An old Asian lady, Mao-era haircut and crazed
eyes, gesticulates angrily at my camera. Stepping toward a
storefront to avoid her, I nearly trip over a street vendor in
swami position presiding over a display of flashlight batteries and
tattered paperbacks.

"Watch it, Bub!"

Is he mispronouncing my streetname, or does
he think I'm a guy? No matter, I hurry on.

Nearly everyone here under twenty-five
displays a piercing. I note ringed eyebrows, lips, tacked tongues.
If this is what they show, I wonder, what baubles must dangle
beneath their clothes?

I'm fascinated by the hustling scene, though
it was fear and revulsion that originally drew me. Last spring,
Maddy Yamada, my photography coach, suggested I get out of the
studio, go into the street, start photographing what I feared.
Struck by her advice, I realized that for years I feared the Gulch
. . . and so decided to take it on.

At first I didn't know what I was after. It's
easy and glib to document commercial sex. But on the Gulch, I
became aware those early weeks, there were more interesting images
to be captured. Meeting hustlers, I discovered unexpected
qualities—gentleness, courage, love of adventure, even a desire to
heal—which gave the lie to the view that those who sell their
bodies must be desperate or hold themselves cheap.

With Maddy's help, her critiques of my proof sheets,
I began to sharpen my vision. It wasn't, I understood, just the
hustlers I should shoot, but the reactions to them in other
strollers' eyes. Not just apprehension or fear . . . also cunning,
avarice, lust. So, I asked myself: Who here really are the stalkers
and the prey? And I thought: Perhaps with my camera I'll find
out.

I spot Knob at the
corner of Polk and Bush. He's talking to a middle-aged bald guy in
a cashmere turtleneck. Knob's nearly thirty, old for the Gulch,
sports a goatee, has close-cropped hair and a husky fireplug build.
Tonight he wears tight jeans, dark T-shirt, leather vest.
Occasionally, I've heard, he'll do a session himself, but more
often he acts as broker, negotiating deals for kids whom chicken
hawks, fearful of jailbait, are too timid to approach.

Knob gestures, Baldy nods, the conversation
appears intense. Then Baldy thrusts something into Knob's hand and
moves away, casting down his eyes as I approach.

"Knob!"

"Bug!"" Knob furtively sticks whatever into
his pocket. I figure I've been witness to a drug deal.

"Negotiating?"

Knob sneers. "Cheap guy. Too cheap to
close."

"What'd he want?"

"The usual." Knob turns away. He's wary of
me, thinks I'm a do-gooder, perhaps even an undercover cop.

I change the subject: "Seen Tim?"

He shakes his head.

"Well, if you do..."

He makes an imaginary pistol with his hand, aims it
at me, squeezes off a shot and winks.

Eight-fifteen. Tim's
more than an hour late. I'm worried—he's never stood me up before.
I go to a pay phone outside the Wing Mai, call up my answering
machine. No messages. Perhaps he lucked into a score. He couldn't
have forgotten; his tone was too urgent. I feel something's wrong,
but can't wait longer. I'm cold and hungry. I decide to get
something to eat.

Two blocks south there's a Korean barbecue
place I like, but tonight the smell out of the Wing Mai is good. I
peer through the window, spot Alyson sitting with Doreen. The
tables are linoleum and the lighting's fluorescent, which hurts my
eyes, but the girls are fun. I slip on a pair of shades, enter,
present myself.

"Hey, Bug !" Doreen gestures me to a chair.
"We'll have a real girlie dinner now."

They're pecking with chopsticks at a whole
cooked bass. I summon the waiter, order a bowl of hot-and-sour
soup. As usual Alyson and Doreen are dressed hot. They have slim
figures, nice breasts, wear makeup. In most ways they're more femme
than I.

"How're tricks?" I ask.

Doreen moans. "You want war stories?" She's
the more ironic of the two. She and Alyson refer to one another as
"mates," room together, ply the same trade. I've been in their room
at the Hampshire Arms—one huge bed, dirty windows, overstuffed
closets, jumbles of clothes on the chairs. They rarely take clients
home, prefer to perform out, or, as a last resort, in cars. The
clients don't mistake them for women. She-males, girls-with-cocks,
are what they want.

"There was this john two nights ago."

"Monday, Doreen," Alyson corrects.

"Whatever. It was a scene."

She describes an equestrian scenario they
performed in a grand house on Tiburon Island: pony saddles, reins,
horsetails, the works.

"See, we're supposed to be mares," Alyson
explains. "The props were pretty good."

"The john was the 'stallion'?"

They smile, exchange a look.

"More like a gelding," Doreen retorts.

Such stories fascinate me. I'm full of
questions. Was it apparent that the Tiburon man had enacted the
scene before, or did he strike them as a novice? And where did he
get all those elaborate props?

My queries confuse them. They're not
interested in the hows. It's the experience they savor, entering a
client's madness, his fantasy.

"Actually, he was fine," Alyson concedes.

"If you like dead horse meat," Doreen
adds.

Alyson breaks up. We share a sweet cooked
banana dish for dessert. I ask if they've seen Tim.

"Yeah, yesterday," Doreen says. "He had
attitude."

"How do you mean?"

"Like he was on the warpath or something. He
pranced."

Alyson laughs. "That's what we did Monday—oh, Lord!
we pranced! Till our tails switched up and down. 'Not side to
side,' the john kept saying. Should have seen him, Bug—he was
practically in tears. 'You're not flicking flies off your rumps,
girls. You're horny horsies!' Eventually we got it right, made him
happy."

Ten p.m. I decide to
go home. I'd like to stay, perhaps take a few pictures, but because
of the cold there's little going on. Also I'm feeling low. I
thought Tim needed me, that confidences would be received. I was
looking forward to playing the role of stand-in mom, since, until
now, he and I have been mostly an older sister/ kid brother
routine. He's rarely spoken of his family, mentioning only that
they live back east and are estranged except for an outcast gay
uncle in New York. Tim is decent, loyal, and soft-spoken. I'm sure
there's an explanation, but I can't help but feel stood-up.

As I walk toward the Bay, I recognize a
sports car, a silver Mercedes 600 SL, patrolling Polk. The driver
guns his engine. He's a hawk, I know, one of the rich ones who
often hang around. The car's flamboyant but the occupant thinks
he's invisible in darkness behind the glass.

One little-known fact about us color-blind:
We can see through most camouflage. In World War II we were used as
bombardiers, and many of us are good at spotting birds and snakes
whose coloring conceals. The reason, of course, is that we're not
distracted by color, concentrating instead on tonal values and
shapes. So I'm able to make out the man in the Mercedes, not
clearly but well enough to recognize him. It's Baldy, the guy I saw
talking earlier with Knob.

Then, as he drives by, gunning his engine again to
show off his power, I catch a glimpse of his profile and from that
understand more: I've not only seen him before, I've
surreptitiously photographed him several times. I didn't recognize
him at first because he wasn't wearing his toupee.

I shiver as I climb
the Chestnut Street steps. It's windy on Russian Hill. Too late now
to safely venture across Sterling Park, so I follow Chestnut, turn
right on Hyde, pass the crooked block of Lombard on my way up to
Greenwich beside the cable car tracks and the endless cable that
rumbles beneath the street.

My building's at the crest. Constructed in
the 1920s, slim and elegant, it offers some of the city's finest
views. The rent's high; I sacrifice to live here, but have never
regretted it. If by some fluke I should someday strike it rich,
I'll probably buy a few things but I won't move.

I let myself in through the gilded grille
door, step into the elevator cab, push the button for the ninth
floor. For me it's early. I adore the night; no photophobia, colors
mean little, I don't feel caged in and my vision's at its best. I
needn't blink, rarely have to squint. Horizons are limitless. It's
a world of grays, a world I can roam and understand.

I enter my flat, go to the living room
window. The whole city lies before me like a bejeweled carpet
spread across the hills. The high-rises of the financial district
glow against the inky sky. The Bay Bridge appears delicate. Coit
Tower, illuminated, is a pillar of power sprouting from the peak of
Telegraph Hill. Some say it resembles a giant nozzle, but I always
see a phallus. The water in the Bay looks like roiling oil.
Oakland, a distant galaxy, twinkles in the east.

I move to my telescope, still aimed at the
penthouse. Now the living room lights over there are on.

So tell me, Judge, what are you doing tonight?
Reading a brief, meditating over Justice, or perhaps bedding down
some girl, young, slim and petite the way you like?

I spend half an hour
gazing through the telescope, swinging it slowly across the city.
Strange how the windows lit up night after night are usually the
same.

There's something comforting in this. I like
checking on windows I know, seeing familiar furniture, lamps,
flickering TVs . . . familiar people too, like the night-gowned
lady on Leavenworth who putters endlessly in her kitchen, or the
long-haired guy in the high-rise on Green who performs slow tai chi
exercises on his terrace late at night. They're like friends, these
stay-at-homes. I respect their privacy; I'm not looking to catch
them in their undies. When I do stumble upon an intimate event, I
usually turn my telescope away. It's not that I'm so
high-principled; with a camera in hand I'm a mad-dog voyeur. But
San Francisco is a city replete with telescopes, and since we must
live together here, we observe a certain code.

The lens in the lighthouse
tower on Alcatraz revolves. High-masted ships, tied down at the
Hyde Street Pier, creak on gently lapping waves. On the street a
car passes in low gear, emitting an expensive growl. Is it Baldy in
his Mercedes, unable to score, grinding out his frustration on the
hill?

I'm seized by dread.
I must have closed my eyes, fallen to sleep on the couch. I wake up
suddenly, terrified. Did I hear something in the distance, a
scream, a wail?

I listen attentively. A sound is missing. It
takes me several seconds to understand: the rumble of the Hyde
Street cable; they turn it off around two a.m. So . . . it was
silence that woke me up.

I stretch, stand, go to my telescope, frame
the Judge's penthouse once again. Now the windows are dark, the
roof limned by moonlight. San Francisco is asleep.

I move to my bedroom, pull down the blackout
shades, take off my clothes, slip naked beneath my sheets. I want
to dream tonight, perhaps even dream in color. To do this once is
my longest-held desire. To really understand what people mean when
they call something blue or green, to see tomatoes as red instead
of black, to see the sun as yellow instead of a shade of off-white,
to understand the true meaning of such expressions as "I'm feeling
blue this morning,"

"He's yellow, a coward," "I'm green with envy,"
"Look at that red-hot mama dance !" I wish!

The shrill ring of the phone cuts through my
dream. I awaken with a start, grasp for the receiver, knock the
apparatus to the floor. I fumble for it; bring the handset to my
ear.

"Bug?"

"Yeah?"

I hear sniffling. "It's me, Crawf."

"Crawf! Jesus, what time is it? What's going
on?"

"Tim," he says. "You were waiting for
him."

I check my watch. Seven a.m. "What're you
telling me? That he just showed up?"

A long pause. "He's gone, Bug."

I'm silent. Then I start to tremble.

"You know that old black guy, Rory, the one
sells empty soda cans?" I know the man he means. "He was messing
around an hour ago, going through this dumpster on Willow. Found
these parts, you know—body parts. Got spooked, called the cops." I
hold my breath. "They came right over, dug around, found a head."
No! "It's Tim. He's dead, man." Crawf is sobbing now. "Someone
wasted him . . . then cut him up."

 



CHAPTER TWO

I throw on last
night's clothes, pull on sneakers, grab my camera and a heavy set
of shades. I don't own a car; can't get a license because of the
achromatopsia. For a moment I think about phoning for a cab, then
decide to go on foot. I know that if I move fast I can get over to
Polk and Willow in ten minutes.

At the door I expect to be hit by harsh
morning light, but soupy fog has settled over Russian Hill. The
light's subdued, the tones muted, so I hang my shades around my
neck and take off bare-eyed across Sterling Park.

Sorrowful foghorns resound from the Bay. I
take the steps two at a time, then, on Larkin, begin to jog,
causing my camera to bounce against my chest. I turn right at the
Chinese church, descend to Polk, then run flat out.

Few people about. Most stores are shut.
Grocery trucks are making early deliveries. Half-awake people
blinking at newspapers sprawl at the tables in front of Starbucks.
A lithe young woman in black sweatpants races past; except for a
sports bra she's bare above the waist.

The fog's less thick here, I start picking up
glare. I slow to fit on my wraparounds. Once on the Gulch, I notice
a change in mood. The trash is out, the sidewalks are littered, but
instead of the usual morning energy, I sense despair. Homeless men
and women, reclining in doorways, peer out with haunted eyes.

I spot the patrol cars three blocks up,
parked at angles, lamps whirling on their roofs. I know the lamps
are red but they appear dark to me, revolving beams of charcoal
light.

Crawf, in white T-shirt and jeans, sits
slumped on the curb, head cradled in his arms. I settle beside him,
put my arm around his shoulder. He turns to me, sobs against my
jacket.

I wipe away his tears. He's freshly shaved
and his long blond hair smells of coconut shampoo.

"Thanks for calling me, Crawf."

"You two were tight. Lucky I kept your
card."

Gently I push back his head. I want to look
into his eyes. "Tell me what happened."

Crawf blinks. "Some john, I guess. One of the
bad ones. Must've been."

That much I already figured out.

"How come you're sure it's Tim?"

"Rory said so. And that old bag lady, Marge.
Tim used to give her money. She went up to the cops, made them show
her."

"That's what I'm going to do."

I stand, uncap my lens, approach a
mustachioed cop standing in the intersection of the alley. His
hands are linked behind his back. He rocks back rhythmically on his
heels.

"Pardon me." He turns slowly. Just as he
notices my camera I squeeze off a shot.

"What're you doing?"

"Taking pictures."

He puts out his hand. "Press pass?"

"Don't need one. This is a public
street."

"This is a crime scene, ma'am."

I sweeten my tone. "I hear the victim was a
friend. I want to see him, make sure."

He stares at me. Confused by my shades,
perhaps he wonders if I'm a druggie. "Stay here. I'll check with
the detective."

He stoops under a band of tape suspended
between sawhorse barriers, approaches a frizzy-haired man in a
rumpled suit. They confer, Frizzy Hair turns to me, beckons. I
cross the crime scene line.

"I'm Detective Shanley," he says. "Who're
you?"

"Kay Farrow."

"You knew the victim?"

"I think so. I hope not."

"Yeah. . . ." He gazes at me. "Why the
shades?"

I touch them lightly. "Photophobia."

His smile's slightly crooked. He looks about
forty. In a few years he'll have a turkey gobbler neck.

"But you can see all right?"

"Depending on the lighting, yes."

"This isn't going to be a pretty sight," he
warns.

"I've seen plenty of ugly things."

"Oh, have you now?" He guides me toward the
coroner's van.

"My dad was a cop,'' I tell him.

He stops, peers at me. "Farrow. . . . there
was this Jack Farrow."

I nod.

"Jack Farrow's daughter. I'll be damned." He
gazes at me. "How is old Jack?"

"Happy," I say. "Retired."

"Now how 'bout that!"

At the van he takes my arm. "Like I said,
Kay—this is going to be rough."

I remove my shades, raise my camera to defend
my eyes. I've been coping like this for years. By interposing a
lens I stylize reality and by so doing shield myself from pain.

I want to shoot even as the coroner's
assistant starts to lift the cloth. I'm too horrified. Seeing no
body shape, I feel my knees go weak.

The hair, as always, is wild and beautiful,
the oversize eyes still gorgeous. There's a terrible wound in
what's left of his neck. His expression spells bewilderment.

I turn to Shanley. He's holding a
handkerchief to his face.

"Well?"

"His name's Timothy Lovsey," I tell him. "On
the street they call him Rain."

I start to take pictures.

"What the hell!" Shanley grabs at my camera.
I evade him, squeeze off three more frames.

"I've been photographing him for months,"' I
explain. "These'll be the last shots."

I lower the camera. He gazes at me.

"You can't take pictures anytime you feel
like it."

"I think I can."

He shrugs. "Tell me about Timothy. What did
he do? Did he have family? Where did he live?"

"Where's s the rest of him?"' I demand.

"We got his arms and legs. Haven't located
his torso yet."

I glare at him. "You better fucking well find
it!"

"Look, lady!" Now he's pissed too.

"Don't 'Look, lady' me!" I take a step back.
"'Scrounge around, Stanley. There're plenty of dumpsters. He used
to stand by the one on Hemlock. I'd start there if I were you."

"We already checked that one," Shanley says.
"Come on, Kay, help me out."

I shake my forefinger at him. Shanley peers
at me like I'm a loon. I hand him my card. "Call me when you find
the rest of him," I tell him. "Then maybe I'll help."

I stalk off, turn, take a final photograph. I want
to capture the hideous, lonely, sorrowful end, what it's like when
you're beautiful as a Greek god, and end up beheaded, your head
tossed in a rusty dumpster on an alley littered with discarded
condoms off Polk Gulch.

I grab hold of
Crawf, pull him into a coffee shop—not a yuppie place with gleaming
chrome machines but a hole-in-the-wall called Roy's, where the
counterman's got a cough and there're stale doughnuts and wedges of
pie displayed on tiers in a plastic vitrine.

"You're sweating," Crawf says. He picks up a
napkin, wipes my forehead. "Shaking too."

"I feel bad," I tell him, "like I'm going to
puke."

The counterman gives me water. I drain the
glass, motion for a refill.

Crawf slurps his coffee. "Glad I didn't look.
Couldn't take it. I got a really weak stomach."

"Who was he seeing, Crawl?"

"Johns? I don't know. Maybe someone new."

"He told you that?"

"No, but he seemed different last couple
days."

"Different how?"

Crawf shrugs. "Like he was angry about
something." He wipes his mouth. "I'm getting out of here, Bug. Just
made up my mind. Going down to L.A., stay with my brother. Don't
think I'll be back."

"It's no better down there," I warn him.

"I know. But I'm not going to work the
street. I'll sign up for acting classes like I always wanted. Maybe
I can make it. What do you think?"

"Maybe, sure."

So many of them, I know, share this fantasy,
remember it when they get scared or fed up. A few even end up in
triple-X films . . . if they have the skill to orgasm on
demand.

Tim only wanted to retire. I think about what
he told me. Did he really have fifty thousand saved? If so, could
he have been killed for it? Where would he have kept it? In a bank?
Not likely.

I grab Crawf's arm. "Let's check his
place."

Crawf doesn't like the idea but changes his
mind when I point out there might be something there he can
use.

"I always liked his bomber jacket," he says. Then,
appalled, he brings his hand up to his mouth.

Tim's studio is in a
tenement building on Mission south of Market. The neighborhood's no
treat: a needle-exchange parlor on the corner, a tough leather bar
called The Tool Box, from which an odor of disinfectant permeates
the morning air. But the building itself isn't bad; the stairwell
graffiti's been erased. I smell cat piss and roach spray and am
pleased by the sound of Verdi. Someone in the building's playing an
old Callas record loud.

Tim kept his spare key in the hall molding
above the fire extinguisher. I'm too short to reach it, but Crawf
lunges, brings it down. He tells me he played basketball in high
school.

I hesitate. What if there's someone inside?
Crawf must have the same thought for he's poised to run. I meet his
eyes, then knock loud. No response. I insert the key.

The room's empty, sparse, neat as a pin. Tim
repainted it a month ago, also installed new vinyl tiles in the
bath. I start to take pictures. I want to document his nest, which
certainly doesn't appear inhabited by a man with fifty thousand
dollars saved.

No phone; he used the pay phone on the
corner. No stereo, just a Walkman on the dresser beside a stack of
neatly folded underwear. On the floor his futon, his sleeping bag
rolled and tied on top. A trestle desk supports a steam iron, a
guide to Mexico and a Spanish-language workbook spread open
awaiting study. I turn to the walls: a Body Heat poster and,
opposite, a dozen prints of portraits I took of him taped to the
plaster. His ravishing, large eyes meet mine. I lower my camera. My
anger dissolves. I perch on his bedroll and start to bawl.

Crawf opens the closet. Six ironed denim
shirts on hangers, four pressed pairs of jeans. Sneakers, shoes and
boots aligned. No cowboy belt or bomber jacket. Maybe he was
wearing them when . . . I choke up.

"Too weird," Crawf says. Suddenly he looks
frail. "I don't know, Bug—maybe we shouldn't've come."

"You're right. It was a lousy idea. Let's get
out of here."

Crawf nods; he can't wait. I lock the door
and pocket the key. If Stanley finds the torso, maybe I'll give it
to him. On the stairs, opera music still pouring down, I work to
compose my face.

We cut back through the Tenderloin, past
malodorous curry joints protected by grilled roller screens, past a
Laotian grocery and a pitiful storefront dental clinic. A woman in
thigh-high boots, a regular, is out early strutting her stuff.
There may be colors on these streets, but everything looks gray to
me.

The Gulch is busy, cars and buses jammed up,
pedestrians marching briskly to work. Some regulars are out, people
who normally don't eat breakfast till afternoon. Word's spread. I
see faces creased with fear: Who's going to get it next?

Lots of cops, but I don't see Shanley, only
uniformed people climbing around dumpsters and emptying bins. A
sharp-looking female cop expedites traffic at the intersection of
Sutter and Polk.

I'm sick at heart, my eyes hurt, and my
friend was killed. At first I loved him for his beauty, later for
his gentleness. Now, I realize, I knew him hardly at all.

"I'm going home," I mutter to Crawf. He nods,
probably glad to be rid of me. "Catch you later."

Then I remember. "Good luck in L.A."

"I'll send you a postcard," he says.

To get away from the
traffic and noise I take California over to Larkin, a residential
street. I walk slowly. I want to remember Tim as he was, erase the
image of his separated head. That he's gone, is dead, cuts too
deep. That he was mutilated makes the loss too cruel.

Who else cared for him beside Crawf, myself
and a few others on the Gulch? There was a girl he once mentioned,
said he wanted to get us together. He'd told her about me, he said,
and she was anxious to meet me too. He was sure I'd want to
photograph her. I remember the way he smiled when I asked him
why.

Then there was Uncle David in New York. Tim
mentioned him a couple of times. I try to concentrate, remember his
last name. I should call him so he can pass word to Tim's
folks.

There's still fog on Russian Hill. Strange
how this city has so many microclimates, the banana belt that cuts
across Noe Valley, the chilly mists of Seacliff, the bitter-cold
summer mornings on Pacific Heights. When there's an earthquake the
Marina district, built on landfill, turns to jelly, while on the
shale-rock hills we feel the temblors less. It can rain furiously
in San Francisco, while the sun bakes Berkeley dry. Sometimes the
fog clings to the Bay, other times to the peaks.

I spot Shanley standing in front of my
building. He's conferring with a woman, taller than me, with short
dark slick-gelled hair. I approach warily. Shanley introduces us.
She's a detective, Hillary Lentz. "People call me Hilly," she says
cheerfully, extending her hand.

I look hard at Shanley. "Found the rest of
him?"

"Not yet.''

"I told you—come see me when you do."

He's annoyed. "Christ's sake, Kay, wasn't us
cut him up. Give us a break. We're doing all we can."

Hilly joins in. "If we're going to find the
guy who did this, every hour counts. This is someone you cared
about, right?"

A good argument, so I relent, invite them up.
In the elevator Shanley asks if I have photos of Tim. I tell him I
have hundreds. He asks if he can borrow one.

"What for?"

"Posters. We'll plaster the Gulch, ask for
leads."

"No one there'll talk to you."

"They will if they think about it. The person
who did this could easily do the same to them," Hilly says.

Suddenly I remember how decent cops can be,
how a job one would think would harden people often has the
opposite effect. Dad was a softy, still is. I decide to trust them.
I unlock my apartment door.

"Why keep it so dark? You gotta have great
views," Hilly says.

"Sunlight hurts my eyes and the views are
just as good at night."

They peer around. Hilly studies my decor. "No
colors except the books," she observes. "Nice effect."

"It's not an effect. I want it this way. I'm
color-blind." They stare at me. Shanley muses: "Color-blind
photographer. Interesting. . . ."

"I shoot in black and white," I tell him.
"You're thinking: 'I thought only boys were color-blind.'"

"Actually—" Shanley says.

"That's not color-blindness, that's red-green
confusion. The inheritance pattern's different. Anything else you
want to know?" '

"No need to get hostile."

"Guys!" Hilly shows her palms. "We got a
homicide to deal with. How 'bout we work on that?"

I take them into my office, converted from
the second bedroom, open a drawer of my flat file, pull out a box
of prints. I show them only the formal portraits, not the more
intimate shots.

"Good looking kid," Shanley comments.

"You liked him a lot," Hilly says.

"You can tell?"

"Definitely." She picks up my Angel Island
portrait. "The way you photograph him here—it shows."

It feels good to hear her say that. For the
first time since Crawf woke me, I think maybe I can handle
this.

"This street name, Rain," Shanley asks,
"what's that all about?"

"Just a name. He had this kind of . . . I
don't know. . . inner sorrow, I guess."

"Poetic," Hilly says. "Who gives out these
names?"

"'Someone starts it, and if you don't act
offended others pick it up."

"Yours, we hear, is Bug," Shanley says.

"Great detective work. You investigating him
or me?"

We go back to the living room. They want to
know what Tim did. I gaze at them. Are they putting me on?

"He was a hustler."

"So we heard. How did you two get
involved?"

"Involved how?"

"However," Shanley says.

I gaze at him. There's meanness there. Hilly,
on the other hand, seems decent enough. Good cop/bad cop. I turn to
her.

"When I started shooting on the Gulch, Tim
Lovsey was one of the first people I met. We liked each other,
started hanging out. I saw him maybe four, five times a week.
Whenever I was down there, we'd have coffee or a drink. He called
me yesterday, said there was something important he wanted to talk
about. We agreed to meet at seven. I waited on Hemlock for over an
hour. When he didn't show, I checked around. No one had seen him
since the day before."

"What was on his mind?"

"He didn't say. I could be wrong, but I think
he sounded scared."

"You think—"

"—there's a connection? Sure, otherwise I
wouldn't be telling you this."

"What else can you tell us?"

Hilly, I observe, is taking notes.

"Not much. Couple weeks ago he told me he had
fifty thousand stashed. You might want to look into that." Shanley
nods. "What was that wound in his neck?"

"He was shot before he was beheaded."

"That's how he was killed?"

"Probably. Think it could've been a
john?"

"I'd say that's a good possibility, wouldn't
you?"

I stand. I've had enough of them. I give them
the Angel Island print, which they like because Tim looks sexy in
it and that'll draw attention to their posters. I promise to think
hard and come up with his uncle's name. Finally I give them his
address and hand Shanley the key. I don't mention that Crawf and I
were just there.

"Let me know when you find the rest of him,"
I tell them at the door.

"Sure. Any particular reason?"

"I want to arrange a funeral."

I'm sitting in my
office, shades down, studying photos I took of Tim. It's my way to
recall him, honor his memory.

Suddenly I'm angry. He knew what he did was
dangerous. At least twice we discussed the risks he took each time
he went home with a stranger. I lectured him: sex workers are
targets; the encounters are anonymous, giving confidence to johns
who feel sadistic fury toward figures in their pasts. When the sex
worker is chosen to represent that figure, he or she can end up the
victim of a murderous rage.

I told him how often I'd read about slain
prostitutes and about the series of homicides in Britain where the
killer picked up his victims in gay bars.

Tim nodded. He knew about all that. It's
dangerous too, he reminded me, to cross the street.

That was the only time I blew up at him. "Are
you looking to get killed?"

He smiled at me, his special tender way. "You
don't understand, Kay. Most of my johns are sweet. I tune in to the
vibes. When they're bad, I pass."

"How can you tell?"

He shrugged. "You're on the street awhile you
get a sixth sense for stuff like that."

I stare at a photo I took of him juggling
rubber balls on the ferryboat to Sausalito. He wears a tank top and
shorts, and his hair is mussed. I remember the day well, a Sunday.
On the spur of the moment we decided to cross over for lunch. The
water was choppy, the ferry left a churning trail, kites flew over
Alcatraz, the Bay was filled with sailboats bent sharply to catch
the wind.

There were kids on board and as we approached
Sausalito Tim entertained them with his juggling act. He was
terrific, kept four balls going. Later I asked him where he learned
to do it. He said he ran away with a circus when he was ten.

He was joking of course, but he did have
offbeat and engaging skills, was facile with close-up magic,
pulling coins out of ears, then making them disappear. He could
stick a knife down his throat, and, he told me, knew how to charm a
snake. He wanted me to know he had a past, even as he refused to
reveal it. Enjoying his mystifications, I played along, figuring
sooner or later he'd tell me the story of his life.

I open the box that contains the nudes. I can
hardly bear to look at them. Why, I wonder now, didn't we have sex?
He considered himself bisexual, told me he'd had girlfriends and
said he'd enjoy accommodating women if there were female takers for
what he had to offer.

"There are," I assured him. "I see older
women with young hunks all the time."

"Gigolos," he said with contempt. "I'm a
hustler."

"Is that better?"

"Freer." He seemed certain about it. "No one
controls you. You live the way you like. You hustle, make things
happen, don't dance for anyone, do your thing."

It was from such conversations that I
developed my notion of hustlers as free spirits and psychic
explorers. A flawed perception perhaps, a romanticized view of a
sordid way of life. But that was where my pictures led me. My eyes
were my guide. I shot what I felt.

The phone rings. It's Shanley. He's calling
on his cellular from Tim's apartment.

"Who else has keys?" he demands.

"Why?"

"Someone's been in here that's why," he says
angrily. "Place is ransacked. Everything's fucking upside
down."

I cry a little, then
pace like a caged beast, then put on my shades and pull up the
blinds and stare out at the city smothered in late-morning fog.
Low-pitched horns moan from the Bay. A naval hospital ship, heading
for Oakland, slips between the Embarcadero and Treasure Island. The
ship is white, ghostly, and bears a huge cross which I know is red
but which appears black to me.

I'm torn between grief and anger, and my
anger, I fear, is gaining the upper hand. My mother shot herself
when I was twenty, stuck my father's spare gun in her mouth, then
pulled the trigger like a cop. That happened fifteen years ago and
I still feel anger more than pain. I think anger's a way to hold on
to someone who's died; if I can feel angry enough, memory of the
person won't fade.

Noon. I'm trying to
center myself. I keep thinking about Shanley's call. Between the
time Crawf and I were at Tim's and the time Shanley got there,
barely an hour passed. By then a lot of people found out what had
happened. Any one of them could have broken in.

Except . . . Shanley didn't say there'd been
a break-in; he asked who else had a key. So it must have been
someone Tim trusted, or the person who killed him . . . since he
would have had his own key with him when he died.

David Jeffrey—Uncle David's name flies into
my mind. He's in the entertainment business, lives in Manhattan, is
the only member of Tim's family who didn't disown him, rather took
him in, and helped him come to terms with his sexuality. It was
Uncle David who loaned him money to move out to San Francisco. He
doesn't know that Tim became a hustler, thinks he's working here as
a waiter. He also doesn't know where he lives, since Tim, moving
often, kept a private mailbox at one of those wrap-it/ship-it
stores in the Castro.

I pick up my phone, dial New York City
information. There're two David Jeffreys, three people listed as D.
Jeffrey, and, using alternate spellings, half a dozen more David
and D. Jefreys and Geoffreys. I take down the numbers even as I
know I won't place the calls. Too many names, too many times I'll
have to ask: "Are you Tim Lovsey's uncle?" Better to let Shanley do
that. But then, I remember, I don't really want to talk to Shanley
anymore.

I go into my darkroom, process a couple of
undeveloped rolls, mechanical work that keeps me busy. After I hang
up the rolls to dry, I retrieve a negative strip from my safe—the
one that contains my favorite of the Angel Island shots. I place
the strip on my light-box, examine it with a magnifying glass.
Seeing Tim this way, with the blacks and whites reversed, fills me
with a mellow sorrow. I feel that this negative, being the piece of
film upon which light he reflected actually fell, contains more of
his essence than prints made from it.

Color blindness,
which I once viewed as a curse, has turned out to be a gift
enabling me to see the world differently than others. People think
they understand color blindness: "Oh, must be like looking at
black-and-white movies all day long." Perhaps it is. I have no
idea. The concept of gray as a color doesn't mean anything to me
either. I see black and white and shades in between, "a world cast
in lead," as Greta Benning, my favorite high school art teacher,
used to say. "Consider taking up drawing or etching, Kay," she
advised. I tried both. All my life I wanted to be an artist, I just
wasn't sure what kind.

When I started at the San Francisco Art
Institute, it was with the intention of becoming a sculptor. Since
sculpture materials are generally monochromatic, color perception
isn't vital to success.

Everything was going fairly well, when, my
second year, I took a course in studio photography. Within a week I
knew I'd found my medium. My dad, responding to my enthusiasm, gave
me his camera, an early-model Nikon. I started carrying it with me,
shooting everything that interested me, often also using it as a
telescope to see things when the rods of my retinas got saturated
by brilliant light.

A camera around my neck didn't look nearly as
odd as the handheld monocular most achromats carry. Soon it became
a part of me—my tool, limb and shield. Since I couldn't see very
well in daylight, my camera became my eyes; later, looking at my
photographs, I was able to see what I had "seen."

Since I graduated from art school I've worked
as a photojournalist for an alternative newspaper, a portraitist
and, for five years, a studio and location fashion photographer.
I've covered sports, rock concerts, political campaigns;
photographed politicians, writers, dogs; shot spreads for Details,
GQ, and Elle.

Three years ago I went cold turkey on
commercial work, determined to devote myself full-time to personal
projects. I'd always wanted to be a fine-art photographer. Finally,
with a little money saved, I decided to take the shot.

I've been fortunate. Last year I published a
book, Transgressions, the best of two years' worth of pictures in
which I used black-and-white studio fashion lighting techniques to
glamorize and thus counter-document the pain of battered women. The
idea was to show the pride of women who, though beaten in body,
were unbowed in spirit. Reviews were good though sales were not.
The high priestesses of political correctness called me
traitor.

The controversy helped get my pictures shown
in New York. I exhibit and sell locally through the Zeitgeist
Gallery. Having turned art photographer, I earn a lot less than
when I did fashion work, but I get by, and most important, feel
fulfilled.

My Polk Gulch project is different than
Transgressions, executed not in the studio but, in
accordance with Maddy Yamada's advice, entirely on the street. The
working title is Exposures. Again I'm looking to glamorize
what most people regard as sordid, but this time my technique is
different: whatever glamour accrues to my hustler-models comes from
within, not from lighting and directed poses. And the glamour
portraits are only half my project; the other half is my
documentation of transactions of the flesh. I've amassed hundreds
of grainy images, shot candidly with available illumination at
night, of my heroes interacting with johns, meeting, negotiating,
driving off. The best of these, the ones I intend to use, catch the
looks on the faces of hustler and john as their eyes meet; they
inspect one another and forge the deals that lead to intimate acts
unseen.

Three p.m. The fog
has lifted. I put on my shades, grab my gym bag and walk down to
Cow Hollow for aikido class. The dojo, Marina Aikido, is above a
store on the corner of Laguna and Lombard, one of the most heavily
traveled streets in the city. The instructor, a black woman named
Rita Reese, is tough, sinewy, a former marine. Not too many
mystical Zen-like utterances from her; she's more contemporary
woman warrior than classic sensei.

I change quickly, then move out to the floor
to stretch. Today our class has nine women, three men. There are a
couple of high-school girls, several women in their thirties, and
Justine, a lithe middle-aged woman with gray bangs, an advanced
student with whom I often work out. I'm one of the smallest in the
group: five feet four, 114 pounds. I make no claims to being a star
martial artist. I attend because I love the beauty of aikido, the
clarity, the concentration, the spiritual practice. My efforts to
achieve mastery make me feel powerful. And, too, I enjoy the
exercise.

"You're not concentrating, Kay. Claim your
space! Blend your energy!"

Rita, so elegant in her hakama, the split
floor-length black skirt that, being a black belt, she's entitled
to wear, is a caring instructor. But today I'm not in the mood to
blend my energy; I've come here to release it.

We pair off for freestyle practice. Justine
and I face one another. We bow to show respect, that we hold no
anger, that it isn't hostility that drives us, but love of sport
and art.

Suddenly I attack. Justine grabs my arm,
turns, throws me down. I don't fall well. It hurts when I hit the
mat. Aikido is not only beautiful, it can also be very painful.
Today I welcome the pain. I want to fall hard, again, again and
still again, want to leave class sweaty and sore.

Again I attack. Again Justine throws me. Her
moves are circular, balletic, her throws nearly effortless. Rita, I
see, is watching us. Up from the mat, I check myself in the mirror.
I look, I think, like a rag doll, broken and spent.

By the end of practice, my jacket's drenched
with my sweat, my hips and shoulders are bruised. After we bow,
Justine embraces me.

"Next time I'll attack, you'll apply
techniques," she promises.

Rita approaches shaking her head, causing her
braided cornrows to flick. I'm breathing hard. She brushes
something out of my hair. "You're a punching bag today,
girlfriend," she says.

I nod. She stares into my eyes. "I've seen
you do much better. You seem vulnerable. Don't forget, Kay, on the
mat all secrets are exposed."

I stare back at her, tears pulsing from my
eyes. "I lost someone close," I blurt.

Suddenly she hugs me. "Oh, Kay, I'm so sorry."

I won't let this go,
I decide, as I walk back up the hill. The light is dazzling; I
blink even though I'm wearing heavy shades. You can't kill someone
I care about, then chop him up and throw the pieces away like trash
and get away with it.

Questions flood in: Who was Tim? Did he have
enemies? Where did he learn to juggle and do close-up magic? Who's
his Uncle David? Who's the mysterious girl he wanted me to meet?
What did he want to talk about yesterday? Did he really have fifty
thousand stashed? Who turned over his flat?

I want to know all these things because he
was my friend and because, I've just decided, his life and death
will be the subject of Exposures. I'll change my concept.

The book will no longer be about Gulch
hustlers among whom he will be a featured player. It will be
entirely about him, how he lived and died. I already have the
pictures. What I need now is the story.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Tonight before
venturing out I wait till magic time is over, until the failing
light drains away the colors from the city, colors I know are there
but cannot see. Then I enter the nightscape.

This evening Polk Street is the same yet
different, crawling with cops, patrol cars parked on every block.
No dealers are out, few street people. The human flotsam has
retreated to the alleys of the Tenderloin. With the law so visible
the habitués deem the Gulch unsafe.

At the corner of Polk and Bush, I pause to
examine a poster stapled to a power pole. It's my portrait of Tim,
beautiful and bare-chested, the city gleaming behind. The image is
mine, but the light values are not—the contrast has been pushed.
Tim's skin has gone swarthy, making him appear a sunburnt soldier
rather than an androgynous ephebe.

The caption below is straightforward enough:

TIMOTHY LOVESY (A.K.A. "RAIN") ') WAS FOUND MURDERED
THURSDAY NIGHT, HIS BODY LEFT IN A DUMPSTER ON WILLOW ALLEY.
TIMOTHY FREQUENTED THE POLK GULCH AREA. ANYONE WITH INFORMATION
REGARDING THIS VICTIM'S DEATH AND/OR RECENT CONTACTS IS ASKED TO
NOTIFY DETECTIVES SHANLEY AND/OR LENTZ, 270-7111. ANONYMITY
GUARANTEED.

I stand back, take a shot of the poster.
Suddenly I feel a presence behind.

"Not bad, huh?"

I turn. It's Hilly, wearing dark slacks and a
black leather blouson jacket much like mine.

"Sorry, forgot to give you photo credit," she
says.

I smile, ask if she and Shanley have gotten
any calls.

She shakes her head. "We've only had these up
since five. Took all afternoon to get them made." She grins. "The
mills of the gods grind slowly at S.F.P.D."

"You haven't found the rest of him?"

Again she shakes her head. "I promised I'd
call when we do. I meant it."

I turn from her, peer south down Polk.
Something in her gaze upsets me. Also, I don't want her to see my
eyes.

"Shanley told me Tim's studio was
messed."

"Yeah, like the shit hit the fan."

"Tim was neat. He didn't have much
stuff."

"Whatever he had was tossed. Futon and
bedroll slit, goose down churning in the air."

"Money?"

"If there was, it's long gone now."

I turn back to her. "What do you think about
the mutilation?"

Her eyes are steady on mine. "It's s a
goddamn shame."

"Ever seen anything like it?"

"No, but Shanley has. I've only been in
Homicide since January. Before that worked sex crimes seven
years."

"Isn't this a sex crime, Hilly?"

"Don't know that yet."

I understand what she's saying, that without
Tim's torso they can't be sure.

"We're having a little problem," she says.
"We need information, that's why we put up posters. But soon as we
put them up people rip them down. Doesn't help the cause."

I'm not surprised. Posters are bad for
business. Life goes on; there're livings to be made.

"Is that why so many cops are around?"

"They're more like, you know, a
presence."

"Here today, gone tomorrow?"

She shrugs. "There's a great big city to
patrol."

"And who cares about a murdered hustler,
right?"

She stares at me, offended. "You don't think
we care?"

"I'm keeping an open mind."

"Got any suggestions?"

"Me?"

"Sure, why not?"

Our eyes meet. Is she coming on to me? I
check her ring finger for a wedding band. "Here's s one
suggestion—get the uniforms off the street. You want to cover the
Gulch, do it in plainclothes, otherwise none of the hustlers'll
work and none of the johns'll come around."

"Good idea. Thanks." She looks at me. "Do you
live with someone . . . have a boyfriend?"

"Not at the moment, no. "

We walk a block in silence. There's traffic
but not the cruising kind. I tell her a little about my project. I
don't mention the hundreds of shots I've taken of johns.

"I care about people," she says. I wait for
the other shoe to drop. "I didn't know this kid, so I can't care
about him as much as you. But I do care, I want you to know that."
She stops, peers into my eyes, shows me her sincerity. "Shanley and
me—we've got a heavy caseload, but I'm not letting this one go. We
won't solve it picking up fibers and prints. The only way's with
faces, descriptions we can tie to names. We need informants with
good information. Otherwise. . ." She shrugs.

"I understand."

She smiles slightly. "I'm a lesbian. Better
you hear it from me than hear it around."

"That's fine."

"Anonymous consensual sex doesn't bother me.
As for sex for money—seems like a reasonable exchange. But hurting
and killing because it gets somebody off—no, Kay, this dyke won't
stand for that." She relaxes. "I saw your book last year, liked it,
even stopped by the gallery to see the originals. Beaten-up
women—in Sex Crimes they were my stock-in-trade. Took Polaroids of
them all the time. Not like your stuff. In mine they looked"—she
shakes her head—"kinda wretched. The way they looked in yours even
with the bruises and black eyes, I don't know—they seemed like
movie stars almost. Which got me thinking." She smiles broadly.
"Enough flattery for tonight?"

"Actually," I tell her, "I can never get
enough."

She laughs. "Don't know what your angle is on
this hustling scene, but you've got contacts here." I nod. "Maybe
you'll pick something up."

"I don't know," I tell her. "I'll check
around."

She squeezes my hand. "Thanks !" She turns, strides
off.

I wander down to
O'Farrell, then over to Larkin. Some of the Gulch action has moved
here. I see several female streetwalkers but no hustlers. I
recognize Silky, a mid-thirties black woman with huge lips,
cornrows and a swagger.

I approach. "Where're the guys?"

She gives a twirl with her thumb. "Freaked
out tonight, child. Try Van Ness."

I take Myrtle Alley over to Van Ness, walking
quickly, spooked by the lack of people lingering against the walls.
Van Ness, an avenue with a center strip, doubles here as U.S. 101,
a major route that cuts through the city.

At the corner I look both ways. Cars and
trucks speed by, the sidewalks are deserted. I start toward Civic
Center, then catch a glimpse of a familiar form turning into Olive.
I pick up my pace, follow him into the alley.

"Knob!"

It's him, I'm sure, though he speeds up,
keeps his head down and doesn't turn.

"It's me, Bug!" I yell after him, then start
to run. He sidesteps into the portal of a garage. When I reach him,
I'm out of breath.

"Fuck you want?" he demands. His expression
is surly.

"Tim and me were tight. What d'you know?"

"Fuck ask me?"

"You know the Gulch, Knob. Cops think the
killer's a john."

He sniffs, then makes a gesture as if to push
me back.

He wants to intimidate me. I hold my ground.
He's four inches taller and eighty pounds heavier; he could knock
me over with a swat. In his eyes I see the calculation of a
ferret.

"What's the problem?"' I ask.

"Don't like cops."

"I'm not a cop."

"So you say."

We glare at one another. "I'm a photographer,
Knob. Ever seen me without a camera?"

"Taking pictures—that's what cops do."

"Why?"

"Catch people."

"What kind of people?"

"People with stuff to hide."

"What kind of stuff?"

"Married guys, like that. Who they are, where
they live."

"Like Baldy from last night?"

"Who?"

I find his dumb act pathetic. "The bald guy
in the Mercedes," I explain. "The one you were talking to, the one
who wanted chicken and wouldn't close."

"Don't know what you're talking about."

"Guy flaunts a car like that, he's asking to
be noticed. Not that difficult to check out a license plate."

Knob narrows his eyes. "Fuck you want?"

"I want to know who's violent, who could've
done this to Tim. I'm not a cop, but I'm going to start working
with them if his friends here don't cooperate."

"I don't know nothin'."

I soften my tone: "You liked him. I know you
did."

I lie: "And he liked you."

Knob considers that. He's not big on human
sentiment. I press him a little more.

"You're slinking around now because you're
scared. And you're right. What they did to Tim, they could do to
you, to anyone."

"Who says it's a 'they'?"

For the first time he surprises me. "Okay,
suppose it's one guy—does that make any difference?"

"What do you mean?"

"Built-in risk, isn't it? Risk of the trade.
Stop one there's always another, right?" I pause. "Or were you—"
Suddenly I think I understand what's on his mind. "You're not
planning on taking care of this yourself?"

He snorts, pushes me. This time I yield; the
push is real, not a gesture as before.

"Tell me?" I plead as I stumble back.

"Outta my way," he says roughly. He shoves me again
hard. I fall to the pavement. He walks away.

My knees are scraped. They smart as they rub
against my jeans. If I hadn't needed to protect my camera I'd have
used my hands to break the fall. My knees can take it; my Contax
can't.

This is the first time I've been hit since
coming to the Gulch. I'm more shocked than hurt. Now the security
I've felt here gives way to apprehension. It's been my illusion, I
realize, that this place has grace. Yes, I've witnessed moments of
unexpected gentleness, but basically, I know, the Gulch is a
jungle.

I pick myself up. Knob's gone. At least he
didn't kick me, then stand around and gloat. I remember a book by a
gonzo journalist who hung out with a motorcycle gang. He thought
he'd become one of them. The day they turned on him and stomped him
he learned he wasn't.

Suddenly I feel a need to take pictures. But
what is there to shoot? I stride back to Polk, start blasting away
at the cops. Then I stop. These shots won't get me anywhere. If Tim
is to be the subject of Exposures, I should capture the grief of
his friends.

I go into Walgreen's, purchase bandages and
disinfectant, then limp my way over to the Hampshire Arms. The
hotel, now seedy, has seen better days. Squares of the marble lobby
floor are broken and the rough stucco walls are dark with soot. I
approach the desk. A young man with bad skin is reading a comic
book. He doesn't look up.

"Doreen in?"

He scratches a pimple. "Who?"

"Doreen. . . . of Alyson and Doreen."

"Room three-fourteen."

I find the house phone, call upstairs.

They're both in, too brokenhearted, Doreen
tells me, to play the street.

"Can I come up?"

"Sure," she says, slurring her words. "Just
give us a couple minutes to straighten the joint."

I dress my wounded knees in the lobby, then
take the elevator to three. I think it's more like straighten
themselves, since, when Doreen opens the door; I find the joint in
its usual disarray. The gals are wearing unisex underwear, not the
frilly kind I'd expect.

Doreen glances at me, then at herself in the
mirror. She isn't wearing makeup and her wig's askew.

"Hell with it!" she says, pulling it off. Her
head, I see, is shaved. Her hands shake as she flings the wig
across the room. Alyson immediately follows suit. Her head is
shaved as well.

"Don't feel all that girlie tonight," Doreen
explains, voice a half-octave lower. The floor is cluttered with
high-heeled shoes and boots, the air pungent with stale cigarette
smoke, cosmetics and gin.

"Night like this you just want to sit home
and cry," Alyson says.

The two of them plop down together on the
bed. I take a chair, perching atop a pile of wrinkled tutus and
lingerie.

"I'm here to take your
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THE ILLUSION

Theillusion is performed out of doors,
oftenina dusty field. The magician works
inside a circle surrounded by spectators,
assisted by a young gil, his obedient
daughter.

Nearthe end of his show, the magician
suddenly and unexpectedly takes hold of
the girl, pulls a dagger from beneath his
cloak and slits her throat.

Blood spurts, spattering their smocks
and sometimes the clothing of spectators
nearby.

The magician stuffs the body of the girl

into a bulb basket he has used throughout
the show. Once sheisinside, he covers the
basket with a cloth, and mutters
incantations.

Removing the cloth, he showsthe
audience that the basket is empty, the body
of the girl gone.

Justthen the spectatorshearashout
from beyond the circle. They turn to see the
girl gaily running through the crowd into
the magician's waiting arms.

— IM. Frost
Strange & Extraordinary Feats of Indian Magic

(1888)
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