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“Wash me thoroughly from my wickedness and cleanse me from my sin. For I acknowledge my faults and my sin is ever before me.”

—Psalm 51, Book of Common Prayer

 

 

john (noun): “A prostitute’s client. Origin early 20th century … from the given name John, used from late Middle English as a form of address to a man, or to denote various occupations, including that of priest (late Middle English) and policeman (mid 17th century).”

—New Oxford American Dictionary




Prologue

It wasn’t enough that she was with me. What woke me at three in the morning were her sins. Original and then some.

She had been with men. Her secrets—what they did to her, the things she had endured—I knew they were hidden. The scars I could see. The secrets I couldn’t.

What they did to her body.

I listened to her breathe as she slept, the subtle wheeze of her rest, until I couldn’t stand it any longer. I got up, felt the cold stone floor under my feet, poured water for coffee.

The window let in a damp breeze from the rain, so I tucked her in tight.

Outside, all was dark. The street above our basement room was quiet, for the time being.

During the day I hear confessions, save souls.

But I did things in my past that would shame a heathen. All the atoning in the world wouldn’t save me.

Then she came to me, the innocent I might still save.

I saved her body, not her soul. Treated her and nursed her back to health. Protected her.

But her soul wasn’t clean yet, wasn’t ready to greet Him. Not yet. All she had done needed cleansing. Erasing. The things she did. The men who did them to her. I would work back through these sins, start where they began.

These men needed to be brought to Him. To judgment. Only in this way could she be absolved.

First, the men.

I started with two names.



PART ONE

Sunday to Tuesday



 

~



Chapter One

Donner

Our first call of the week took us to a man’s apartment in the Marina—not the nicest place on the block, even a little on the small side, but that had no bearing on the extent of what we found.

The building was a four-story walk-up with the victim’s place on the third. Small black-and-white squares tiled the downstairs hall, reminding me of the floors in lower Manhattan buildings where I’d grown up.

I climbed the stairs with Hendricks behind me, neither of us dragging. It was only our first day on call.

When we arrived at the apartment, uniformed officers in blue stepped aside to clear our path. I could see by their eyes that they were ready to turn this one over, get as far away from the scene as they could. A rookie I didn’t recognize gave me a double take, confused about a woman working homicide, thinking I shouldn’t walk into this kind of mess.

Or maybe he could tell I didn’t mind and that’s what caused his confusion.

And I didn’t mind. It was my job.

I was a homicide investigator like my father before me. Just on the other coast. It would have driven him mad to see a woman working these cases, and maybe that’s why I got involved. At first.

Now I wouldn’t give this up for the world.

As we walked in, my favorite medical examiner met us in the hallway: Dr. Marlene Ibaka, who always wore a smile, even in the worst situations. This was that rare occasion when she didn’t.

We all have our weaknesses, the things that get to us.

God knows I have mine.

“Guy has his own dungeon in here, Donner. A real sleazebag.” She pointed at a bookcase just inside the entry. “You’ll want to check out this vic’s pics.”

I found myself facing a shelf of Polaroids featuring skinny young blondes tied up and mostly nude or in various states of undress. A few had fresh cuts, blood dripping.

Bondage, S&M, torture: these could be bought in San Francisco like bread and milk. The Rice-A-Roni of the streets.

Hendricks leaned in over my shoulder. “Lovely citizen we got here, Donner. The kind of turd you like to bag and tag.”

“Careful,” I said.

He was right: the guy who lived here, our victim in this case, was the kind of perp I loved to take down during my four years on vice. Now homicide put me on the other side of the line, investigating his killer, walking into a job I might have fantasized about doing myself. But I couldn’t talk about that here, not even as a joke.

“One pic is missing,” I said. There was a gap in the middle of the shelf, just the right size for another photo.

“Already in my notes,” Ibaka said. “Come on. You got to see this.”

She led us off the hall into a side office that had been fitted with pads covering the walls and floor. A padded cell, his dungeon. No windows. One wall had handcuffs mounted high, medium, and low. The high ones had held the wrists of the women in his photos. With their arms raised, they’d have barely toed the floor.

Thick black blood pooled in a corner.

“That his?”

“Your lucky day.” Ibaka pointed at more of the mess. “All this came from the owner of this nice little enclave.”

I clapped my hands. “Well, I’m done here. Hendricks?”

He laughed his fake laugh. “Ha-ha. Now we work this.”

“You bet.” I hit him on the shoulder.

“How old is the blood?”

“We put the body at eight hours.” Ibaka tilted her head toward the back of the apartment. “Perp left him in back, on his bed, but it looks like he did the business of it in here.”

I wanted to spit, get the stench and taste of the place out of my mouth, but couldn’t contaminate the scene. The last thing I wanted was some tech picking up my DNA and submitting it, throwing a lawyer grounds for dismissal if we ever got into court. That, and the jokes I’d hear about being one of this idiot’s tricks.

Instead, I hawked a greener into a coffee napkin from my pocket. That cleared the taste but not the smell.

Hendricks started back over the particulars. I’d read them out loud in the car, but sometimes going over them again at a crime scene helped us develop our process.

“Victim is a white male. Last of Piper, first of Jay. Thirty-four. Lived alone. No criminal record. Employed by tech firm downtown. Never married, no kids, blah, blah, blah.” He scanned the notes.

“Upstairs tenant comes home, sees the vic’s door open, pokes his head in to make sure everything’s okay. It isn’t. He finds the blood in here, gets upset, runs home, and calls the Northern. When they get on scene, they find the body and call us.”

“Neighbor didn’t stick around to see the body?”

“Apparently not.”

Ibaka and I shook our heads. Our kind of curiosity was definitely not universal.

Hendricks said, “Did I miss anything?”

“That.” I pointed to the floor beneath the cuffs.

“What is it?”

Ibaka and I answered at the same time. It was one of the vic’s little toes.

“Jesus,” Hendricks said. Then he crossed himself in apology. As a recovering alcoholic, he had only recently come to find religion.

“Looks like a left toe, if I had to guess.”

Ibaka said, “I was going to bag it but figured you’d want to see the placement, get a sense for where it fell. You know the pictures don’t do these details justice.”

I winked at her. “I know. Live in the flesh.”

We smiled at one another: two women on a job we loved, in departments that grudgingly acknowledged our existence. We had each other though, which was nice.

I crouched to get a better look. “Clean cut.”

Hendricks said, “Maybe our perp’s a butcher.”

“Not for this much meat,” I said. “Throw it on rice, this’d barely qualify as a nigiri.”

Ibaka said, “Maybe a maki roll. One piece.” She laughed, then went on. “More of a torture sadist is my thinking. Likes turning the tables on his vic.”

She knelt down by the wall, shining her flashlight on something small and pink. “Check this out.”

I came over, saw what looked like a piece of a tongue.

“Took him apart in pieces,” I said. “Bloody lovely.”

“That’s nasty,” Hendricks said. “What is it?”

I pointed. “See the taste buds there?”

“Butcher.”

I looked up at him, shrugged. “It’s a theory.”

Around the tongue was more blood, by now half dried.

“This guy’s trying to do something else with his cuts. He likes it. This is personal.”

Hendricks followed me around the room, taking notes as I ticked off what I saw: blood spatters; footprints in socks, a lot of them from the same feet; the lack of a scuffle; blood and skin fragments left on the highest handcuffs; several kinds of whips and ticklers, unused, along with a series of gags in varying sizes and shapes in a corner; as well as a few pairs of extra handcuffs and some thick rope.

Ibaka gestured toward the hall. “Ready for the body?”

“Most definitely.”

She led us to the back and inside Piper’s bedroom. Three young male techs stood around our victim, who was laid out like he’d been taking a nap—except his throat was cut. The techs huddled over his face, shining little flashlights into his mouth. Something human stuck out of it.

One said, “Looks like tendon.” He held a forceps and a flashlight, leaned in even more over Piper. “I got twenty says it’s from an Achilles.”

Just hearing that word turned my blood cold. I felt my palms tingle as I remembered the pain and weakness I’d felt when my own Achilles had snapped in the state basketball finals against Chabot College. All I did was plant my right foot, then I heard a pop! I was never the same player again. Next thing, I was transferring from City College to Berkeley on the strength of my academics, not my jumper.

The second tech said, “You’re on.” They bumped fists, and I wanted to strangle each of them.

From where I stood, all I could see was about an inch of flesh sticking out of Piper’s mouth.

Ibaka stepped in. “How about a little respect for the deceased.”

They laughed. “Right on. We got you.”

To them we were just old-school. Just dinosaurs following rules that no longer existed.

Hendricks stepped up to see what the techs had going. I could tell he still wanted to develop his butcher theory.

With the forceps, the first tech removed the meat. By its length and thickness, I could see it was an Achilles. He’d been right, and I hadn’t taken anatomy for nothing.

The other tech held up his twenty. “Double or nothing it’s his.”

“Who else would it belong to?”

“Fine.”

They exchanged the bill. Ibaka frowned.

“Where do you find these kids?” I asked.

She shrugged. “You know how this is. They all think they’re on an episode of CSI.”

As the tech slid his finding into an evidence bag, I saw the bite marks on it that struck me cold. Our guy had done this when Piper was alive.

“You okay?” Hendricks asked.

I nodded, never wanting to show weakness. But he was barely aware of me. He stood transfixed by what he was seeing. “Someone wanted this pervert to bleed. Bad.” He coughed into his hand, and I could see him getting a little squinty around his eyes. I hadn’t seen him like this in years. Not since the birth of his daughter.


Chapter Two

When we finished examining the bed, we rolled Piper over and found his right leg cut from calf to foot, his jeans a mess of blood. The Achilles had been ripped out in a mess of a job. I didn’t want to guess at the tools used.

“Off the bone,” I said.

“Left foot.” Ibaka pointed to where the little toe was missing.

Other than what had pooled in the bed underneath Piper’s foot and neck, the bedroom was surprisingly free of blood. All the cutting had happened in his torture room, just like this victim had liked it. I could almost admire the logic.

Hendricks said, “Even with all he did on his own pain trips, what all he did to those women in the pics? I almost feel sorry for this guy.”

“Can’t say I do. Slug like this? Dime a dozen in vice. You saw those girls. How many of them had cuts?”

“Not like this. Nothing deserves this.”

I turned on Hendricks faster than he was ready for. He stepped back. Big as he was, I didn’t worry about scaring him.

“You sure? You ever been tied up and tortured?”

Hendricks stepped around me to the bed. “This guy had a family somewhere. Think about that.”

I did. But I also thought about how I’d have done it to Piper: I’d have made a few changes. Nothing as dramatic. More with his gags and whips, perhaps, unless he liked that. Wouldn’t want that.

Imagining what I’d do to the bad guys was a little game I liked to play in my head, but I was never serious. This was what I always told myself.

“I got a ball gag here.” Hendricks bent over to pick something up. I could almost see it before he showed us: a black leather strap and a standard hard rubber ball. Just like the others in his dungeon.

Then he lifted it up, and there it was, hanging limp on the end of his pencil. It had teeth marks deep into the rubber. Multiple sets. And blood.

Hendricks said, “I’m gonna need a bag for this.”

Ibaka handed him a large.


Chapter Three

That night I had to blow off steam, so I went to the Potrero Rec Center, a gym near my condo in Potrero Hill that had open court four nights a week. Basketball for the guys, mostly, but on plenty of occasions, I brought the discomfort of having a girl in the mix.

Ever since junior high, basketball had been my release valve, my way away from whatever troubled me. Now I played to get away from the visions of bodies, the thoughts of pain, memories of my Achilles tear that had come up at Piper’s. I shot by myself on a corner basket while a three-on-three went on at the other end.

Hooking in layups from both sides—my own Mikan Drill—not only built up a good sweat, but also helped with everything going on in my head. Almost everything, that is. Even shooting around can’t take away some things, like what it was like being single at my age, watching all your friends first get married and then start having kids. Now I was old enough that they were starting rounds of divorce, definitely not something I minded missing out on, especially with kids in tow.

As the daughter of a single-parent father, I knew all about what it was like growing up in a broken home. Not that my dad hadn’t done everything he could, anything possible to give me a leg up in the world. But like I was relearning in my own life, the days, nights, and long hours of a homicide investigator didn’t leave room for much else.

On a break from shooting, I watched the guys play three-on-three on the other court. They were into their second game, all of them sweating and holding their knees at any opportunity. They were tired and out of shape, which was true for most of the guys my age or older who still played.

Usually I waited until they were winded before I asked into the game. Tonight none of the regulars who knew me were around though, so I had to give “the guy thing” its wide berth. Some didn’t like to play with a girl. A woman, sergeant, investigator, hot chick, whatever they called me in life or out on the street, even if they called me for a date—here on the court I was always “a girl.”

And that suited me fine. They were guys; I was a girl. And if I could come in and show a few of them I could play, even drop a few outside shots on their heads and get them to play real defense, I was winning a personal battle all my own.

I dribbled in zigzags with my left hand, still watching their game, waiting for my chance. One guy was good: an Asian kid in his late twenties with a nice body and a full head of hair. He faked, then drove by his man after a quick crossover and laid it in. His teammates gave him high fives, but the one guarding him was pissed.

I had to laugh. It really was a nice move.

I started flipping the ball out to myself with backspin, gathering it, then popping jumpers from the elbows. Shoot, rebound, dribble to the other side, flip it out, catch, turn, and shoot. All in rhythm. It felt good, the back and forth, images from Piper’s and thoughts of my Achilles tear nearly forgotten.

“Hey, you want to play?”

I turned toward the game. One of the older players had pulled up lame, something with his hamstring or quad, it looked like. Everyone else stood around, hands on hips. At this late hour, we were the only ones here. With no one else to ask, they all looked at me.

“What do you say?” the young Asian guy asked. This close up, I could see he was cute.

“I’ll play.” I bounced my ball into the bleachers and jogged over to their end, trying not to look like a happy puppy whose owner had just picked up the leash.

A bald guy, in good shape and with a handlebar mustache, passed me the ball on a bounce. He was shirtless, clearly confident in his frame. “Take a few shots. Get used to the weight.”

I dribbled a little, then passed it right back to him. “I’m good.”

“Ooh,” his friends teased. Nobody wanted to be shown up by a girl, which was the main reason it was hard for me to play with them. Anyone guarding me was in a lose-lose situation. If I did well, they looked bad, but if they were actually trying, then they looked bad too. Maybe I liked making guys look bad.

Maybe I liked it a lot.

This guy was okay though. He smiled instead of getting upset.

“My bad,” he said. “This girl knows her balls. What can I say?”

The others laughed; I had to smile. Call it an extension of the Hall of Justice, the locker room, or whatever, I just managed to gravitate to these situations.

Instead of explaining that I always shot with a guys’ ball, I said, “Who’s my team?”

The cute guy pointed to himself and a white guy my age wearing a swoosh T-shirt and SB Dunks. I was already unimpressed.

But I knew I had one good player to work with.

Turns out, the game was already half over: 13–11 with my guys up and the game to sixteen. For some reason, I have never liked playing to even numbers. No idea what it is, but back home we always played to fifteen or eleven, and that felt better. Never sixteen. Sometimes twenty-one, though that was a different game altogether.

“What’s your name?”

I held out my hand. “Clara.”

We shook hands. Too formal. “Alan.”

“Or Claire is cool too.”

On the court, little details like how to say my name didn’t matter. I offered the option so people could choose what they thought was easiest. Honestly, I’d have been fine with just C.

SB Dunks was Edgar.

The oldest, shortest, slowest guy from the other team stepped up to guard me. He was in his late forties, I guessed. Bearded Caucasian male, 155 pounds. This would be fun.

Alan checked it up and passed off to me. I dribbled my guy around the circle, watching Alan to see what he would do. When he caught my eye and went backdoor, I scorched a pass in off the bounce, exactly where he wanted it. He laid it right up and in off the glass.

14–11.

“Nice.” Edgar slapped my hand and then, when Alan ran by, patted his butt. I didn’t need to be one of the guys like that. I could get posted up, guys would get a little touchy, but mostly I stayed away from hands on my ass.

I checked it and passed to Alan on the wing. He faked a drive, jab stepped, then faked a shot. His man bit, and Alan took two dribbles toward the middle, just enough to pull my man in, and then passed it to me on the opposite wing for a wide-open jumper.

I took the shot, hit it—all net!—and everyone stopped playing. It was only then that I realized they were playing ones and twos and that I’d lined up just outside the three-point line from force of habit. I’d ended the game without even knowing it.

“Good shot,” Alan said. We touched hands.

Then the old guy with the hamstring problem jogged back onto the court, and Mustache passed him the ball.

“Run it back?” someone said, and just like that I was on the outside again, heading over to my own hoop to shoot around by myself. I glanced over my shoulder, and Alan winked.

“That was a nice pass,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see you next time?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Cool.” I went over to retrieve my own ball and shot around for a few more minutes before I got bored. I decided to head home. Once I got the rush of a game, shooting around didn’t cut it anymore.


Chapter Four

Michael

The first name I had, Jay Piper, lived in the Marina. It was these types of guys—the ones who had cash and a need for what Emily provided—who lived there. They were who I’d find as I tracked back through her past.

I headed to his place on my night walk, cruised through North Beach, asking for him, but he hadn’t been around. I saw fewer girls out this time of year. Maybe the January cold. Maybe someone had cleaned up the streets.

But not likely.

Used to be, the area near the strip clubs offered crowds and protection, the right kind of men: guys who liked women and girls. Every part of the city had something, whatever you wanted. You only had to know where to look.

I broke into his building, knocked on his apartment door. The light in the hallway, the speed of the dust in the air said he wasn’t home. Hadn’t been in a while. I could wait out in the hall, hanging in the shadows until he came home, but that wouldn’t be much fun.

Instead I broke his lock and let myself in. The first sight was a dark hall, its smell money and leather. There was another sensation, one that disgusted me. Partway down the hall I found a locked door, broke the handle, and opened it.

Inside, a small office had been converted into a padded cell: studded handcuffs fastened into walls, extra sets on the floor with shorter chains, whips and crops, nipple clamps, a few small knives. This was the first I must clean from His earth, absolve before Him to make Emily whole again.

This was more than I wanted to see, worse than I could have expected. Whether a hunch or my interpretation of Emily’s breath when she slept, my study of her scars, I could not have guessed at these acts, this depth. That her past featured this kind of pain—that’s what I was there to absolve.

At the end of the hall, his bedroom: normal looking, the kind of place he could bring any girl. In the dresser I found stacks of Polaroids. All of girls. They sickened me. I wanted to hurt him, make him bleed.

Emily’s picture was among them.

I had to sit. I waited and counted to forty to catch my breath. Then fifty. Seventy.

At one hundred, I opened my eyes and could see without red. I stood, put the photos on a shelf in the front hall so he could see them first when he got home.

I wanted him to know exactly why I was there. Why he was getting what I had to give.

Back in his bedroom, I waited by the closet, the dresser beside me to support my weight.


Chapter Five

He came home after sunup.

Jay Piper.

If he were clearheaded, he might’ve noticed his pictures of the girls in the front hallway or seen me by the dresser near his bed. But he wasn’t. Didn’t. Light of day, and I was standing right there—him too drunk or too stupid to notice.

He threw his jacket on the chair, took his shirt off, and walked back out to the hall. I heard him piss for a long time, groaning, the bathroom door open. His jacket smelled of cigarettes.

I waited, counting breaths.

He came back and flopped onto the bed, yanked a pillow over his face to block out the sun. I stepped softly, even if he was too oblivious to hear, and leaned down with both hands and all my weight on the pillow.

He scratched at my hands, kicked his legs, tried to push himself up.

I bore down harder, holding his head in place until the kicking slowed. When I took the pillow off and rolled him over, he showed no signs of recognition, no respect for who I was. Of course he missed the presence of God.

I choked him out with my hands, then dragged him into the other room, his dungeon, where I bound him against the wall with his short-chained cuffs.

He was out when I started to work his ribs. I had my shoes off and bag gloves on. I started in with light jabs and straight rights, warming up, doing him like a heavy bag.

When I brought left and right hooks, I heard breaking: a few ribs.

He came to before I finished a round but by the end of the second three minutes was out again. I hadn’t even started in on his face yet.

I took a break, hung my shirt on a hook in his bathroom, pissed in his tub, and wiped my face on a clean towel. At least he was good about laundry, his place far from a mess.

This was the kind of man to have a woman come in once a week to clean. Paid her cash under the table, didn’t think twice about the world she lived in. Didn’t care.

I did. I saw women like her in church every day.

When she came to clean, he would always keep the door to his dungeon closed and locked.

She would have no idea what was inside.

I threw his old coffee down the sink and filled the filter with the best stuff I could find: some Guatemalan single origin that probably cost thirty dollars a pound.

While it brewed, I took stock of his knives, deciding which one I liked most.


Chapter Six

Donner

Our week on call stretched from one Sunday midnight to the next, with Hendricks and me as the primaries and Investigators Jeff Lund and Andrew Peters as secondaries. Accordingly, the next call due to come in would be theirs.

On Monday, Hendricks and I worked Piper and our other cases hard, trying to get anything we could to move forward. I didn’t get out of work early enough to hit the courts, though I thought about getting back and maybe seeing Alan, hoping we’d meet again. The best I could do for my sweat was a long run on a treadmill down at the Hall.

The next call, late Monday night, should have gone to Lund and Peters by all rights, but when they found a stack of pictures at the scene, ones of young girls in bondage situations—just like Piper’s—they called us.

It was close to midnight when they did, and I was home watching SportsCenter, trying to drown out the images in my head with those of incredible athletes doing amazing things. These were far more appealing, and what’s more, I could root for a team over the long term, even believe in it, but have no real consequences if they didn’t win. Given that the closest basketball team was the Golden State Warriors, I was used to this brand of disappointment.

But maybe this year there was hope. Curry and Thompson, the Splash Brothers, were making me a believer. I knew Andre Iguodala would be big for them down the road.

On the flip side, my hometown Knicks were even worse—ruined by Carmelo Anthony and his shot-chucking ball-hoggery. They were on a straight shot to the bottom.

It had been six months since I broke up with my last boyfriend, Tim O’Malley, a good cop who wanted more than what was in my pants: a life together, a house in the suburbs, kids, everything. More than I could give.

We broke up.

What could I say? I wasn’t ready to settle down, wasn’t good at commitment.

Never had been. Except maybe to my job.

All this to say it wasn’t a big deal when the call came. I was happy to get out and away from my life, to have something to focus on other than finding a way to sleep.

I was almost happy to hear about Doug Farrow, resident of the Tenderloin, murdered in his bathroom with a piece of his sink.

When they called, I went because I knew something serious was up, something I wanted in on.

Hendricks came along because that’s what a good partner does.

He picked me up at my place, and we stopped at an all-night convenience store that would brew me a fresh pour-over. I let myself enjoy the smell of the coffee, knowing I was on the job and that my hours weren’t my own for a while.

Hendricks bought a Monster, one of the new-breed energy drinks. Who knows what they’ll realize these do to you in five years? He’ll probably find himself sterile, which he might not even mind.

When we got on scene, both uniforms out front looked more peaked than they had at Piper’s, like they wanted no part of what they’d seen inside. I recognized one of them as a friend of Tim’s. He ducked my glance, something I was probably due. Because I didn’t want to settle down, make nice, and play house, something was wrong with me. That was how Tim’s friends saw it, anyway. Even though they could ride any tail they liked. Some of the old double standards never died.

Going up the stairs to Farrow’s place, another walk-up, Hendricks asked how I was feeling about my love life.

“I feel just fine about it, thanks. And how about you? Judging by that slick tie, you’re probably coming straight from a hot date.”

“As a matter of fact, I…” I could hear the smile in his voice, didn’t have to turn around to see him beaming. That I’d gone the whole ride without mentioning his sixty-dollar tie had likely been driving him nuts.

“Save it,” I said. We were at the apartment, and I walked in.

Doug Farrow’s studio was typical of the Tenderloin and its inhabitants: dirty and dark, drug paraphernalia tossed around, stains on the walls. All it missed from the street outside was a homeless guy in a wheelchair, begging for quarters, scooting himself in front of cars to collect pity or insurance claims—whichever paid out faster.

In a corner of the room was a mini fridge and a hot plate, barely enough of a setup to make a decent bowl of ramen. From the cotton balls, syringe, and burned spoon on the coffee table though, I could see all Farrow had been cooking lately was heroin.

He hadn’t had any girls up here in a while. Getting hooked on smack can have that effect. Even the sex addictions fall away in deference to the bigger need. Farrow’s pictures were strewn across his small desk in a mess. They were close enough to the ones we’d seen at Piper’s, but all the same, Lund and Peters could have at least waited around for us to show before taking off.

I flipped through a few of the shots, planning to spend more time on them later, comparing the poses and kinds of knots, looking for the cuts and bruises to tell stories that made sense.

Patterns, predilections, profiles—that’s what I wanted, what I hoped to find.

“We have any way of knowing if one of these went missing?”

No one answered me.

A thin mattress rested on the floor in one corner, a single grungy pillow and a fuzzy fleece blanket shoved out of the way. Someone had opened a window to let some of the stink out. This place was even mustier than Piper’s.

“Don’t these guys ever open windows?”

“Apparently not.” Marlene Ibaka walked in from the small bathroom, smiling, enjoying a nasty late-night crime scene as much as I.

I raised my coffee to toast her. “Do you ever sleep?”

“Not at home,” she said. “The husband and kids take care of that. So I just stay on. You know. Work, work, work.”

“That’s because you married the wrong Ibaka. If you’d gone with Serge instead of his distant cousin Stephon, you’d be made in the shade right now.”

“Aye-aye, sir.” She tipped an imaginary hat at me. Our joke that she could’ve married Serge Ibaka, the forward for Oklahoma City with an eight-figure salary, should have gotten old by now, but somehow it never did.

Hendricks cleared his throat. “You spinsters speak for yourselves. I had a hot date tonight. Dragged myself away from a fine woman to be up here!”

He puffed out his chest.

Ibaka flipped up his new tie. Its gold-and-blue diamonds were fancier than his usual; this one even had texture. “Must’ve been going well too,” she said, “for it to go this late.”

I said, “Rub it in, fine. But it’s better if you give up some details for when we fantasize about it later.” I raised my eyebrows, and he actually blushed.

Hendricks smiled. “So pretty, my dear.”

Ibaka and I laughed. She offered me a knuckle bump, and I gave it.

He said, “We got a body here? Or what?”

“Oh, now he wants to get busy.”

“Oh, we know he already did that.”

We laughed again, but then calmed it down when we saw Hendricks’s face. I almost felt bad for him; at the same time, if you couldn’t laugh on this job, then what did you have left?

“In here.” Ibaka stepped into the bathroom, a small enclosure that contained the place’s lone sink, as well as a toilet and shower. Doug Farrow, the victim, was stark naked, his legs spread out in front of him. He sat in the sink, which had been knocked off the wall and was now on the floor. The pipes above his head were shut off now, but enough water had spewed to soak through his floor, through the apartment below, and to the shower stall of the apartment downstairs from that, where someone had reported the problem.

Other than his pale, water-soaked naked self, the most disgusting feature of Farrow’s corpse was his face: I didn’t need to see the faucet fixture to deduce what the perp had used to beat it in. What was left resembled slices of ham sandwich—flaps of white-bread skin so swollen they’d pass for Wonder and pink, shiny meat underneath. A complete mess.

“Lovely. Hendricks, snap a picture of that to bring back to your date. This’ll get her going.”

He pushed past me into the alcove, dutifully using his digital camera to get shots of the remains.

Then he stopped and whistled. “Look at the cock on this one, Donner. You see that?” He pointed. “Even pickled, it’s got to be an eight incher.”

I cringed and looked away from it, but he’d returned the favor: now I was uncomfortable.

“Always with the cock size, Hendricks. Still hoping to find someone smaller than yourself.”

“Just the opposite. I mean—”

I cut him off with my hand. The idea of him talking about his junk was more than I could take. “Just take the pics, all right? You can compare measurements later.”

He laughed as he got back to snapping.

The faucet fixture leaned against the base of the toilet. It had a flat base and jagged remnants of blood-caked caulk around its edge. The spout made a workable handle, but the uneven weight of the thing would make it difficult to swing with force. This was a crime of pure anger, unlike the calculated torture and patience we had seen at Piper’s. This time our perp had barely thought about what to use. It all felt different, too dissimilar from the scene at Piper’s.

“I think Lund and Peters may have roped us in on something,” I said. “Other than the old pictures, this looks like a different MO.”

“All comes out in the wash cycle, Donner. Calls all even out in the end.” This—Hendricks’s constant refrain for anything that seemed unfair—was the odd element of Zen dating back to before he started AA.

I thought about that sink, wondering what it would take to break the fixture off, guessing a guy would have to be pretty strong to do it, to kill a man that way.

Back in the apartment, I stepped toward the window and took a deep breath. The smell of sweat woke me back to the job. I slurped my coffee, wishing it were hotter, stronger, wanting more.

Then Ibaka was at my side, snapping off her plastic gloves. “Don’t like that business about a dead man’s penis, sister. Partner like Hendricks? You ever think about reporting his ass for harassment?”

I laughed. “That, that would be funny.”

She shook her head, realizing the absurdity of the concept in our work environment. Any report would be a joke. Not only would it go nowhere, but it would be worse for my career than for his.

“Come on,” I said. “It’s all for show, to impress you. He’s actually a really sweet guy.”

“Sure he is. Sweet on you.”

I gave her a wry smile. “We might have had it coming.”

Then we both laughed, the best medicine of all.

“You want to look at the pictures?” She pointed to the desk.

“I guess it’s that time.”


Chapter Seven

I walked across the room in two steps and gave my full attention to what lay on the desk. There were more pictures here than at Piper’s, and they were your standard pharmacy prints, not Polaroids. I saw some of the same faces. Not just the same look, but the same girls. Small blondes, young, but with a look like they’d been here before and knew exactly what they were willing to do for the money.

They were young, their legs thin enough to bulge at the knees. Some wore heels and held their legs together, but most had bare feet, their legs at odd angles to support the strange positions they attempted to hold. Smeared makeup, runny mascara, small breasts with pert nipples, just the smallest pooch around the navel. Too many had track marks on their arms from drug use, a far-gone look in their eyes that came with any consistent use of meth. They were only young enough to have desirable bodies for a little longer, already had started the slide into selling their pain.

In a few more months, the nights and drugs would take more of a toll: they’d put on weight, lose the last veneers of youth, the remaining light in their eyes. Catching tricks would get even harder; they’d have to resort to even more desperate means to score.

During my time on sex crimes, I’d seen the story play out too often and with too many girls, barely women. Many had families somewhere, people who would want them to come home if they knew.

I looked at one picture, a girl with a tattoo on her neck, her nose pierced. Even tied up, her face said, Bring it on. What you got? The john would like that, beat her harder, and maybe she would like it too.

Some got into the pain by choice, but there was always more to the story—a heavy-handed uncle with salty thumbs, a stepfather coming into the bedroom too eager, a first boyfriend who couldn’t comprehend the meaning of no.

I closed my eyes and turned away, said a silent prayer that they’d leave this grind, go back home. I prayed to whomever or whatever I believed in for them to still be in this world, to have hope. Such was my use for religion.

I could still see their faces in my head, tell by their eyes how hard they’d been used. They were hooked, wanted more. It would be a long way back for them, if they could ever get back to being just girls.

“Donner.”

“What?”

Hendricks stood to my side, waving his hand. “You there? That coffee too weak?”

“What?”

“Ibaka just left. She was talking to you, but you didn’t say boo.”

The studio was quiet, just the two of us and yellow crime-scene tape across the door.

“I’m here.”

“Where’d you go?”

I waved at the desk, the pictures, and Hendricks went over. He swore a few times as he flipped through them.

“You know,” he said, “perp like this doing everyone a favor. Getting these animals off the street.”

Farrow’s feet stuck out of the bathroom. I saw his pale, skinny calves and knees. There lay a man who would never take another breath, not another step on this earth.

Hendricks waited for my response.

He didn’t believe what he’d said; he was trying to bait me, draw me in. I had crossed the line once with a jerk named Brian Terranella who’d killed his wife, Jeannine. This was when I had first come over to homicide, about six months back.

Terranella got off, walked on the strength of his alibi—that he’d been at a bar with his brother, who was a Mill Valley DA. I had thought about introducing false evidence, wanting to make sure he went away, but Hendricks talked me out of it, convinced me that wasn’t how things were done here. I still wasn’t sure he did right. In my father’s day, you got your guy off the streets one way or another. When you knew, you knew. And things got done.

The job might be different now, and maybe that was fine. Or maybe it wasn’t.

After the trial, I found Brian Terranella in the hall outside the courtroom and brought him to his knees, broke two of his fingers when
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