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  Chapter 1: The Law of the Give-a-Damn Factor


  The degree of cynicism, pessimism, general distrust of mankind, and a negative view of the future, increases in direct proportion to the number of years a cop works on the streets.


  “Balls, balls, balls,” shrieked Dallas Police narcotics cop Muscles Malloy. Then, he morphed into the exact imitation of an electronic siren—for good reason. A midget was trying to bite off his balls.


  July, 1985. It basically all started that blazing Dallas summer when the midget tried to de-ball Muscles Malloy. Funny thing, the little guy wasn’t mad at Muscles Malloy in particular, just doing his job. Really, there aren’t too many reasons for a midget to bite off a man’s balls, anyway.


  From the infliction of this ultimate act of indignity would erupt a sordid tale of debauchery, cruelty, deception, and brutal murder so bizarre, the case almost hit the dead file before I got enough brain around it to put the horrible puzzle into one piece. Even then I never came close to understanding.


  I guess I’d better tell the whole story from the get-go, just as I did to Internal Affairs. Well, pretty much the same.


  I’m Stephen Kobok. I’d been a Special Agent, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms, U. S. Treasury Department for fourteen years at the time. Eliot Ness had held down the same job and all he ever seemed to do was machine gun bad guys and never, ever, write a report. For some of us, things were a tad more complex—sort of like struggling through the Valley of the Shadow of Death naked and blindfolded, dragging a dead mule behind on a rope.


  I didn’t fit the clean-cut standards of most of the other agents. I must have slipped in the back door during a year when they were having trouble making their quota. I never felt quite at home amidst the gaggle of Ivy League types on the payroll.


  I had gotten into a minor shooting scrape in Kansas City five years before and had been transferred forthwith to Dallas. In those days, things were different. One more screw-up and I was a gimme for the dope detail in Miami.


  In the mid-eighties, the cops, particularly the Feds, were in a shooting war with dope traffickers who thought Miami was a free port of entry. We weren’t winning, and nothing appeared likely to improve. Violence is easier to handle when you are young, quick, eager, convinced of immortality. I was none of the above. We had lost too many young men and women down there to toss an aging stumblebum like yours truly into the arena.


  The Summer had been inordinately long, hot, and unlucky. I had seen a half dozen prime, kick- ass felony investigations dissolve for one reason or another. The rule was simple: no production, off to the war zone. To avoid taking up residence in Miami or someplace with no zip code, I needed to hit the jackpot on a decent case.


  The agency had what they called the “No Potential” rule. No Potential was back stab code for “failure to find out whodunnit.” Enough files stamped with the red “no potential” kiss of death stamp and back then an agent would find himself in a place with no zip code…or Miami. Boy, I needed a ground rule single.


  Quit, you say. Hey, I was halfway to fifty when I could retire at half pay. That meant finding another job, but not doing what we did.


  My squad supervisor, H. D. “Howdy Doody” James was certifiably nuts. In later years he was confined to the Longview State Hospital where he resided, comfortably in a rubber room. But until then, he was my chief tormentor.


  I was 36, stood six feet or so, was not the badass some of the boys in the squad room tried to be, and hadn’t eaten right in years. Truthfully, I was prone to drink supper far more often that Dr. Feelgood would have preferred. Somebody far wiser than me had once said “A man who doesn’t drink has no idea how long the next day can be.”


  The Feds have agents in several agencies—“several” to preclude the possibility of a national police force. Most, including the ranks of ATF, were represented by a sort of cookie cutter type—clean cut, pretty hair. But we had a special outfit where being shiny was not necessary, the Arson and Bomb Squad. Grubby, bleary eyed guys who spent too much time studying the bottom of a bottle, had no need to look first rate. Digging in burned dreams, shattered hopes, and mangled bodies was an invisible science for which there were no volunteers.


  The Muscles Malloy disaster, as it came to be known, developed from an investigation with which he had nearly zero connection.


  A good friend, Jackson “Three Hairs” Dorsen, an investigator in the Dallas Police Intelligence Unit asked me for help. He didn’t need ATF help in trapping a no-good mope like Willie “Slow Bill” Harris, one of the sorriest mopes ever hatched. Three Hairs needed cash—buy money. The cops had personnel and brains, the Feds had cash. Contrary to the false image of federal-local animosity ginned up by TV cop shows, we had plenty of thugs around to keep everyone supplied and we worked together just fine.


  Dorsen had been awarded the nickname “Three Hairs” via the marvelously accurate and imaginative cop squad room banter system. Although he constantly wore a Dallas Cowboy “gimme” cap, it was rumored that he was down to three head hairs, each forty feet long, which he carefully wound ’round and ’round to provide some semblance of hair cover beneath the cap. True? Who knew, but it made a hell of a story over an after-work beer.


  Slow Bill Harris operated shot club on Jeffries, off Second Avenue, within eyesight of the Cotton Bowl. A shot club is one of many in Dallas which operates after hours as an unlicensed tavern out of a private residence. The Dallas Police Department, constantly swamped with violence and mayhem, simply didn’t have the manpower to snuff every such operation.


  Slow Bill pimped whores out of his establishment and offered a full gambling menu, complete with a pool table converted to shoot craps. He was also known to provide hitters for contract killings and was a suspect in the murders of two rival pimps. He was suspected of, but not charged with, murdering one of his girls with a poker the year before.


  Dorsen’s snitch, “Grabber” something or other, took my 100 bucks, swore he could buy heroin from Slow, and disappeared into the night. Dorsen and I sat on the darkened street, waiting—hoping to hell, really—Grabber and my hundred were not several blocks away, fleeing at speed.


  Grabber slid into the rear seat waving a half pint of Johnny Walker Red like he’d won the lottery.


  “New kinda heroin?” asked Three Hairs.


  “Naw, mu’fucker said he didn’t have no skagg, man. I bought this instead. Sucker also tried to sell me a chrome plated .32, but y’all didn’t gimme whut I needed to buy it.”


  “Tell me this booze didn’t cost a hundred, dude,” I said back over the seat.


  “Naw, man. Cost ten.” He lied. The going price was five. Hell, it was 1985.


  “Keep the rest, for services rendered,” I said. What the hey, nobody else in the federal government gets their whitey tighty’s in a wad about handing out taxpayer dollars.


  “Christ,” declared Dorsen, frustrated.


  “Look, a half pint of illegally peddled booze at 2:57 A. M. is probable cause just as good as a kilo of California Brown. Slow will probably still have that shiny .32 pistol. That’s an ex-con in possession, another felony. We can get a warrant, come back tomorrow night, and tear Slow a new ass.” It was late and judging the exact outcome of that statement was difficult.


  So, most of the next day, I spent typing, then re-typing, the typing again, an affidavit for search warrant for Slow’s place. The clap trap you see on TV where somebody says, “have a search warrant sent over” is somewhere on the level of Santa. Search Warrants and the Fourth Amendment are tough twins to master. The judge signed off at five P. M.


  We clustered up at ten P.M. at the Southeast substation, which was on Bexar (pronounced Bayer) in those days. The warrant was to be served when Slow showed for work around midnight. Sounds easy enough.


  All cops throughout the world love to serve search warrants. They sometimes—maybe often is more descriptive—get to break things. Unless you’re actually holding the warrant, no officer who assists has to write a report—unless the fructus hits the fan. Declare your intent to serve a search warrant around any police squad room, and the crowd of volunteers will accumulate exponentially.


  We ended up with enough hired help to quell a small riot, which was good, because that was what was about to happen. Included in the mob was a squad of guys from the Tactical Unit, commonly called “Swat”, Homicide Detective Bull Hooper, and a guy from Vice, Muscles Malloy. Tac was known for being tough. Hooper was known for being very tough. Malloy was known for being six feet six and so skinny he could stand under a clothesline to avoid rain.


  A word about Hooper. Thirty years with the DPD, eighteen in Homicide, he was recognizable at 200 paces by the thin rim of red hair that surrounded the rear of his head just above the ears. Husky and sometimes short on patience, a wide circle of the Dallas area crime crowd knew him as an extremely poor choice to piss off. He was only a year or so from mandatory retirement.


  With four ATF agents, and half the DPD, we caravanned to Slow’s joint. The deal was for Dorsen, Hooper, me, and four Tac guys to take the front door. Four Tac officers were assigned to the rear door. The rest were to remain on standby until needed. Listen, I explained all that to IAD several times.


  As we sat in a string of cop cars in the humid night air a block down, Slow pulled his Lincoln Continental Mark V into the front yard at 12:12 A. M. We attacked in force at 12:15.


  His dive was a more or less public facility and the door should have been unlocked. But somebody hadn’t read the rule book. Dorsen hit the door with his best pee wee football shoulder block. Tom Landry might have been impressed, but the door was not. The locked and immovable door failed to cooperate. Dorsen’s head collided with the doorframe, opening a nasty cut which would eventually cost him all three of his head hairs. Forty feet of carefully cultivated, treasured top-cover gone in a heartbeat.


  The four TAC guys, not known for hesitating when adrenaline was at max, and close behind Dorsen, hit and drove him into door at full bore. All plunged through, knocking the entire doorframe into the room behind, which just happened to be surrounded by a group of men shooting craps on the pool table. The glut of cops, including Dorsen, plus two or three gamblers and Slow Bill himself, slid under the table in a jumble of arms and a philharmonic caliber symphony of profanity.


  Of critical significance at this juncture was that that damned snitch had neglected to tell us that Slow had a broken jaw—laid low with a muscatel bottle by an irate customer. The jaw was wired shut. Slow could talk, sort of, but had been on a liquid diet for the past week. The upshot, he could not open his mouth more than a half inch.


  Now, a small army of backups, deciding that help was needed, piled into the room, led by none other than Muscles Malloy. As TAC guys tried to restore order, Malloy managed to be swept under the table, already occupied by ten or so people.


  Slow Bill, struggling to extricate himself, showed his head, doing his dead level best to talk. But the jaw wouldn’t cooperate. Muscles Malloy, last man in, emerged beside Slow.


  Muscles took one look at Slow’s clinched jaw and shouted the universal dope cops’ mantra, ”He’s eatin’ the damned dope!”


  Muscles and three TAC guys pounced on Slow and began a full assault on his disabled jaw. One of the Tac officers managed to insert a baton between his front dentures. The score: Two lost front teeth. A baton blow to the head and Slow fell, limp and semi-conscious. Someway, Muscles Malloy ended up on the bottom.


  Enter Thomas Ray Jones, Jr., commonly called “Short T”, three feet six inches tall, seventy-six pounds, forty years old, a long record of arrests, and mad as hell. A fixture in the place as a sweeper and general flunky, Short T had long since learned that to try to strike a blow against another man invariably resulted in a severe ass-kicking. But he had acquired a method of attack that seldom failed.


  Seeing his boss and benefactor, Slow, in the clutches of the law, with Muscles Malloy’s lower half turned upward, Short T, being about half Malloy’s length, attacked. He fell upon Muscles and took a giant, little person bite of his scrotal area, to wit, Muscles Malloy’s balls.


  At first, Muscles began the aforementioned “Balls” alarm, a reasonable reaction considering the situation. His shrieks quickly blurred into the electronic siren imitation. Although ten or twelve cops extricated Short T from his bite-hold, Malloy continued to make electronic siren noises until a real ambulance with a real siren took him off to Parkland Hospital. After the fifteen-minute brawl, two cops and five patrons, including Short T, were also ambulanced to Parkland.


  We learned of Slow’s impairment, but only after an officer named Hancock, joining the fray late, spotted the clenched jaw and—you got it—shouted, “He’s eatin’ the damned dope.” Hancock grabbed Slow in a choke hold. Slow was unconscious again before we drug Hancock off.


  I wrote a note, “This man is not eating the dope. He has a broken jaw which is wired shut.” I signed the TAC sergeant’s name to it and taped it on his back. I should have taped one on his forehead, too.


  When they rolled Slow into Parkland emergency, the officer on duty, seeing Slow regaining consciousness and grinding his jaw, shouted, “He’s eatin’ the damned dope.” Two nuns, doing benevolent work at the hospital and trained in karate, piled on the gurney with the officer and began clawing at Slow’s now mangled mouth. They managed to break two fingers on Slow’s left hand and his left femur before knocking over the gurney. Slow was out cold again.


  Slow’s lawyer showed up. Slow agreed to allow the Doc’s to re-wire his jaw and set the broken bones in his left arm and hand only if a male nurse was posted outside his door in the event the cops returned to finish him off and Short T wasn’t around to protect him.


  Slow sued the City of Dallas and the Federal government for several million. However, we had enough dope, guns, illegal gambling, and general negatives, that a trade was negotiated. Eventually, he got thirty days in the county jail and I would get three days off without pay. But I bet his lawyer cost more.


  After several days with Internal Affairs Ghouls in squeaky chairs and shrinks in even squeakier ones, I was cautioned, whispered to be partially insane, and sent back to the street. How that caper avoided a move to Miami was heavier than I ever let myself consider.


  The next couple of weeks, I caught a couple of bar fire bombings in the July swelter, both of which had a transfer to Butte, Montana or Miami engraved on the assignment sheet. Damn, I needed a case with a live defendant sewed on the end of it.


  One quiet Tuesday evening, I stopped by Adair’s, a cop and cop groupie hangout on East Commerce for a quick beer. I had eight. I met, then mixed with a 2:00 A. M. Queen who said she worked in records—I forget which records. We ended up in my apartment and the evening lasted until just past 4:00 A. M. Damn, was I drunk on a seemingly normal Wednesday morning?


  Yeah, I was the duty agent that week. That meant any calls of any significance were routed to a beeper I carried in those days before cellular phones. Nothing important had happened all week. What harm could come from a wee hour of the morning orgy?


  When the beeper I carried screeched, chickens, then the chicken coop began coming home to roost. If there was ever a night I ever should have bedded down at a reasonable hour.


  Chapter 2: The Law of Chance


  One who lives by the luck of the draw long enough will eventually draw a loser, ending the game.


  The dream was intense. Somebody had firebombed the backyard rose garden of the mayor of Highland Park. The mayor had showed up in my office wearing a dinner jacket and pink tennis shoes, and I was taking a statement from him. Every time he tried to talk, his voice rang.


  “How many rose bushes did you have, Your Honor?”


  Blurb… ring… ring… ring. “What a strange thing for a mayor to say.” Ring… ring… ring.


  “This rings of No Potential.” Ring. … Ring. … Ring.


  On or around the eighty-ninth ring, I answsered the telephone beside my bed. It was Bull Hooper, the Homicide detective who’d been a willing destroyer in the Slow Bill search warrant.


  “Asleep?” he asked.


  “Oh, good God,” I managed. I couldn’t do any better.


  “What were you doing? The phone’s been ringing for five minutes.”


  “Studying my Sunday School lesson, hoping you’d call.”


  “Are you awake enough to understand me?”


  “Yeah,” I gasped.


  “Kobok, wake up and get down here? We’ve got a homicide by arson fire bombing. White female, tied to bed, telephone up her ass.”


  “Oh, good God,” I groaned.


  “Wake up and get over here,” he said. “And say something besides, ‘Oh, good God.’”


  “Ooohhh,” I said.


  Hooper gave me an address on Lemmon Avenue. “Are you coming right away?” he growled.


  “Yeah, yeah, I’m code three,” I managed and hung up.


  Code Three meant “blow the siren.” I couldn’t actually blow the siren on my “take home” car since it had been inoperable for the last six months. I would hurry, though, and just pretend the siren was on. Siren noise would have been more than I could handle anyway.


  As I struggled to my feet, the pain was close to terminal. I couldn’t tell exactly what hurt. I felt my way down the hall, into the bathroom. Lying face up next to the commode was a skinny woman who was what my mother would have termed buck nekked. Hooper had just called me about a woman with a telephone up her major area. Lost in the distant brain-fog of sin and degeneracy I tried to concentrate on Hooper’s call. Had he said she was in my bathroom?


  John Wayne style, I hooked my toe under her back to flip her over. An inspection of the proper area showed she was telephone-free. It was the 2:00 A. M. queen I had brought home the night before. She opened one semi-uncomprehending eye and tried to focus on me.


  She rose to a half-sitting position and hugged the commode, retching about twenty-five dollars’ worth of vodka Collins into the sewage system. I shaved in the shower and let my mind refocus on the phone call that had awakened me. It had been Hooper all right, but the girl with the phone problem was at Lemmon Avenue, not in my bathroom.


  When I stepped out of the shower, the girl without the phone was still frozen in an embrace with the plumbing. She vomited and heaved until she appeared to be out of ammunition.


  “Top of the morning,” I greeted.


  She dry-heaved some more and was still death-locked to the stool when I left for Lemmon Avenue. I didn’t have anything worth stealing, and she appeared healthy enough to eventually survive. She and the commode made a handsome couple. Funny how bar-room queens always look better at 2:00 A.M.


  Armed with a cup of 7-Eleven’s finest caffeinated, I found the crime scene in a nearly new, fairly expensive, two-bedroom apartment facing the pool. The apartment and the complex that housed it were clones to hundreds of others in the Dallas “Uptown area” just north of Downtown and not far off Central and running several blocks along Lemmon Avenue.


  Among the glut of emergency vehicles parked around the complex were the Dallas Police Department crime scene search van and a car from the Dallas County Medical Examiner. The fire appeared to have been largely confined to the one unit, which was now occupied by about twelve police officers, four firefighter’s residual from the fire, a police photographer, and a fire department photographer, flanked on the outside behind the yellow tape by a glut of newsies and spectators. I could smell gasoline when I climbed out of the Chevrolet.


  I badged past the uniform on the door and worked my way to the rear bedroom. Bull Hooper, plus a field agent from the medical examiner’s office and about ten other assorted cops and fire department personnel were standing around a pile of burned debris that had once been a human being. Inside the room, the smell of gasoline and burned flesh was overpowering.


  “Hot damn, the Feds are here. We can all go home,” somebody chided from the group. No offense was intended. None would have been taken, even if I wasn’t near death.


  The Field Agent, Herman Jones, looked up at me soberly. He and his peers managed to provide a measure of stability in these situations. They were dead-level serious toward matters that most police officers would tend to pooh-pooh, but they offered shocking dry-humor quips about bloody matters of gore when least expected.


  They also tended to overplay their casual disregard for blood, mayhem, or misery by having regular gross-out and smartass contests. They were just as revolted by things like the mess on the bed as anyone else, but they compensated by affecting a nonchalant attitude that was only a facade. Either that or they were all nuts.


  “Had breakfast, Kobok?” Herman Jones asked.


  “Yeah,” I said, the room spinning.


  The thing on the bed was only barely identifiable as human. The flesh was charred black, hair burned away, probably nude before the fire. The remnants of electrical wire circling the remains of wrists and ankles. She had apparently been spread-eagle face down, with each limb tied with the electrical cord to a leg of the bed. Flammable liquid had been poured over her upper body and head, then a Molotov thrown atop the heap. Broken bits of a wine bottle were strewn about the bed and floor. The results were horrifying.


  The scene was ghastlier than anything Hollywood could ever concoct. Jones rolled the thing on the bed onto its back. The mattress had partially shielded the chest from the fire, and from the front she was vaguely recognizable as female. Teeth marks on the chest were vivid evidence that the nipple area had been bitten or partially eaten off.


  I doubted I’d ever have another sexual thought. Why the hell hadn’t I found a job in a bank? Unbelievably, an image of Short T darting out of a shadow and biting Herman Jones in the balls tickled the back of my mind. A continuation of a dead-end summer of dead-end cases loomed.


  But the shadows remained stationary as the group ginned up the crude jokes—the defense mechanism which were nearly always a part of such crime scenes. Leaning slightly on a soot coated wall, I braced against fainting in the middle of the carnage.


  “Maybe it was the Wolfman,” said one of the crime scene search officers, entering the smartass contest.


  “Or my supervisor,” added Jones, warming up.


  “The apartment manager says her name is Katherine Mae Pritchard, early twenties, single, and employed by the Texas Bell Telephone Company,” Hooper said, to no one in particular.


  “Texas Bell!” said the fire department photographer. ”Y’all always thought all operators had their heads up their asses. Now you know the rest of the story.”


  “Oh, good God,” I said. “I need to step outside for a breath of fresh pollution.”


  I found a cup of coffee from the American Red Cross coach that frequently appeared at major fires that had been mentioned on the early morning news.


  “Are you sick?” asked the old man who dispensed the coffee.


  “Yeah. Touch of flu.”


  I re-entered the devastated bedroom in time to see Herman Jones probing at the end of a yellow telephone receiver that had been forced into the victim’s vagina. Don’t confuse the sensitive instruments used by your family physician with the burglar tools used by medical examiners, pathologists, or field representatives of the local medical examiner’s office during examinations of a possible homicide. Jones was digging at her private parts with a chrome plated number six tire iron—or a reasonable facsimile.


  Herman Jones drew a plastic body bag, technically called a “disaster pouch” from his satchel, and I knew that I was through with that phase of the torture.


  Hooper and I retreated to the parking lot and began the “It ain’t our damned deal” contest, a regular feature of crimes like the atrocity we were witnessing.


  “Kobok, it’s as clear as the mole on my secretary’s nose, this is a fire bombing. The Feds always have primary jurisdiction.”


  “Bull, dammit, this was a murder. The vic was tied, then the Molotov tossed in. The DPD owns this one.”


  “Yeah, dude, but a Molotov was tossed in. We both know that’s a federal offense.”


  “We didn’t see any gas can either.”


  “Perp took it with him.”


  A second homicide officer called Hooper over to an unmarked squad car. He leaned in, picked up the radio microphone and spoke for less than a minute. He strolled back, poker-faced, sweat forming on his brow in the early morning humidity.


  “My lieutenant has been in touch with your idiot supervisor, whatsie’s name. We work the case jointly.”


  Working double with a hoss like Hooper beat going it alone. But I wasn’t about to admit that. Howdy Doody James. Hard to believe he’d gotten up in the middle of the night.


  “Have you got enough stroke with Texas Bell security to get her file?” Hooper asked.


  “Yeah,” I replied, adding that Texas Bell would probably like to be notified that their employee, Ms. Pritchard, had been converted to a crispy critter.


  Then, like an apparition from the gloom, Bruce McClain, pudgy director of security for Texas Bell walked up, a folder in hand. McClain had been a Fed, but habitually unable to push away from the table before dessert, he’d grown tired of the struggle to maintain a weight standard. Lured to greener salary pastures of private industry, he now carried around fifty extra pounds.


  “DPD Alarm Office called me.” He handed me the thin folder. “They’re digging out her master file, guys,” McClain said in his fat man’s wheeze. ”She’s worked for us two years as an operator, native of Brown County, Oklahoma, good work record, no record of having been married. She seems to be the all-American girl your mothers wanted y’all to catch. Next of kin is her mother back in Oklahoma.” He concluded his synopsis in about ten percent of the words that would have been required if he was still writing government reports.


  I asked Bruce, “What the hell do you pay telephone operators? Her apartment is furnished like the Taj Mahal.” The burned remains of her apartment indicated that Katherine Mae Pritchard may have been receiving a little financial assistance in maintaining her lifestyle. I asked Bruce if his file would have the victim’s photograph. He opened the folder and tapped a head shot of an attractive blonde.


  It was past 8:00 A. M. I said, “Gents, earlier, I was sick enough, I was afraid I’d die. Now I’m afraid I’m not. I’ve got to puke, take something for this headache, and call the office.”


  I walked over to the management office of the apartment complex, and made the calls. The office was at the far end of the complex and service had not been busted. I also performed the other two chores, both in the office restroom.


  It would take several hours to make proper inquiry throughout the apartment complex. From a side window, I saw Herman Jones supervising two paramedics as they loaded the black-bagged body into the M. E. dead-wagon. An autopsy would follow shortly.


  I tried to figure out which would cause the least agony: Witnessing the inevitable autopsy at the county forensic lab or spending the day in and out of the man killing summer heat, interviewing the assortment of uncooperative people in and around the Rose Garden apartment complex. Hooper must have been reading my mind.


  “Kobok, if you’ll cover the autopsy, I’ll do the neighborhood inquiries,” Hooper said.


  I nodded, too sick to care.


  Hooper said, “Manager and a couple of tenants confirmed she had lots of male visitors.”


  A hooker’s income would explain the upscale furnishings in Ms. Pritchard’s apartment. ”Prostitute, you think?”


  “Could be. Or maybe she picked up a cannibal,” he added somberly.


  I walked out into the humid heat to the Chevrolet and started out toward the Southwest Institute of Forensic Sciences, tucked behind Parkland Hospital, near the south end of Harry Hines Boulevard. The institute was housed in a four-story building that contained a marvelous assortment of scientific types vital to law enforcement—firearms experts, handwriting specialists, and the like.


  Tucked in the basement was the end of the world, literally, for some. The morgue was sort of a dark secret that society tends to ignore. Fifty thousand people passed the Parkland complex daily. Very few ever realized a glimpse of hell was secreted in the rear of the sprawling facility. Even fewer could imagine the horrors there. And they sure as hell didn’t give tourist tours.


  Chapter 3: The Law of Work Ethic


  Most labor at what they must; a few at what they choose. Then there’s that fortunate few who manage to labor at something they actually enjoy.


  Texas law required that, when possible, an investigating police officer was to be present during the mandatory autopsy when homicide was a factor. It supposedly facilitated proving that a crime actually had been committed. The autopsy was scheduled for 8:30 A.M. I made a point not to be early. I had another cup of 7-Eleven caffeinated en route. I also threw it back up, beside the Chevrolet, before I went inside.


  That morning, as always, naked bodies, whole or in various portions, lay on wheeled, stainless-steel carts that were tumble-parked in every open space in the morgue. Each cadaver, face up and naked, bore a tan identification tag wired to a toe. If the body had no toes, the tag would have been wired to any appendage that was available.


  Portions of human bodies of various shapes and sizes, sealed in plastic bags, were stacked in heaps on and around several shining, stainless-steel sinks against the outer walls. Visible on shelves everywhere were clear-glass crocks of about five-gallon capacity filled with assorted body parts sealed in those little plastic containers with formaldehyde. I never did understand how the hell they ever found the proper remnant when it was needed. The overwhelming stench of burned, rotted, mutilated flesh mingled with the odor of formaldehyde, alcohol, and other necessary chemicals. The smells tended to stay with the visitor’s nostrils for days.


  On a stainless cart near the center of the room lay the unblemished, nude body of an elderly white man, watery blue eyes fixed steadily on the glaring overhead light. His genitals were pathetically shriveled as if attempting to evade the final indignity of the examination by the glaring light. He appeared to be able to sit upright at any moment and demand a blanket against the chill.


  I asked an attendant, “What happened to the old man?” You’d think I would have known better.


  “He died, man,” giggled the skinny tattooed youth on duty, ecstatic at his opportunity to play the morbid-in-the-morgue game on a member of the police establishment. I fantasized slapping him off the stool but didn’t have the energy.


  Dr. Paul Westra strode into the room. A textbook pompous ass, he was shadowed by his faithful sidekick, Jesus, a scrawny Hispanic wiseass. Westra always managed to enter with the bearing of General George Patton. Jesus always followed with the bearing of Patton’s mule. Like all of us, Westra was only doing what he had to do, but he loved it. Jesus, having achieved the highest status of his life, also relished his bloody occupation.


  I had hoped for one of the female pathologists on the chance of enduring a minimum of morgue jokes on a raging hangover. But lately, the women had become almost equal to the men in gross-out remarks directed to test the fiber of any outside observers to that ghastly scene. I had witnessed an autopsy the week before where the female pathologist had actually eaten a jelly roll while directing the procedure. Any veteran will tell you that the jelly roll deal is designed solely for introducing rookie cops to the morgue. Chances are good that every morgue in the world keeps a supply of the things on hand.


  Pathologists and their assistants wear rubber aprons over their traditional green surgical gowns. In general, most pathologists tend to be gentle people, who attend their patients with respectful sympathy. It is difficult, however, to face thirty examples daily of the injuries people inflict on each other, without becoming at least surface-tough. Stop to shed tears for every sad scene in the morgue and they’d dissolve like a pop cycle on a July Dallas sidewalk.


  The pathologist has very little actual contact with the cadaver. He or she directs the operation, which is carried out by one or more enthusiastic assistants called dieners. Jesus was Westra’s Number One diener. The process generally involved the diener doing the cutting, chopping, tearing, and overall removal of the pieces, while the pathologist examined and dissected extracted parts.


  “Kobok,” Westra nodded to me in greeting. Jesus looked sullenly in my direction without speaking.


  “Good morning,” I said in the abstract. If I said much to Westra, I’d barf again.


  In a corner of the spacious room, the skinny, goateed attendant on duty, who had made the crack about the dead elderly man, was eating a cream-filled pastry and reading a Spiderman comic book. A dedicated professional.


  The charred remains of Katherine Mae Pritchard, late of Brown County, Oklahoma, had been dumped from the black body bag onto one of the stainless carts. The charred remains were a stark contrast to the steel table under the powerful overhead lights. As I had already observed in the apartment, she had burned while face down. The mattress had partially shielded her face and upper chest.


  Her fingers had burned away, leaving the hands as blackened stubs. Portions of the flesh bore lesions and ruptures that allowed blood, grease, and other body fluids to spread onto the table. The smell of burned flesh, flammable liquid, and discharging body fluids was overpowering. Amid all this was the outrage that only a few hours earlier, the terribly violated form on the table had been a young woman.


  Westra pulled down a built-in microphone from overhead and spoke into a recorder. He gave the victim’s name and other vital statistics, as known, including that the “exterior of the cadaver bore evidence of exposure to an open flame, fueled by flammable liquid, at temperatures in excess of one thousand degrees for approximately five to fifteen minutes.”


  After a thorough look at the charred exterior of the body, Westra said, “You may begin, Jesus.” He pronounced his helper’s name as “Hey-soos.”


  The diener picked up a saw that was similar to, but smaller than the saw commonly used by carpenters. In his other hand he held a clear plastic shield, which he held in front of him to keep off the gore. The ceiling above had no such shield and was mottled brown from the splattering of a thousand previous autopsies.


  Jesus began the procedure, as is usual, by sawing a circle from the top of the cadaver’s head. Using a pointed spatula and large forceps, he cut through the dura-matter, the tough, clear plastic-appearing wrapper of most body parts beneath the skin. He pried the brain out into his hands with a swoosh and handed it to Westra.


  Westra turned it in his hands as if examining a head of lettuce in the supermarket. He described the brain in lengthy terms, concluding by saying that it was not remarkable. I wondered, what in the hell did he expect the thing to be? It looked remarkable as all get-out to me, a gray, mass of substance that, until about six hours ago, had been called upon to perform a wide range of tasks.


  I looked at the thing in Westra’s hands. Which part of that glob of matter had functioned when a lunatic was stuffing that telephone up her private parts? What would Westra have said if the brain had been remarkable? “This kid did well in arithmetic,” perhaps?


  Westra handed the thing back to Jesus, pointing his chin toward a circular spare parts bowl at the head of the cart. The brain of Katherine Mae Pritchard had received its last examination. How remarkable.


  Jesus stepped partially around the table and tossed the brain at the steel bowl, missing by a foot. The brain hit the floor with a sound like a wet towel striking concrete.


  “Headache,” Westra said out of the side of his mouth, Al Capone like.


  Jesus snickered obediently. My vision spun momentarily. I stole a quick glance at the old man on the next cart. He remained quite dead and uncomplaining.


  The procedure passed slowly. Also passing was any similarity between something human and the body of Katherine Mae Pritchard, who would never see Brown County, Oklahoma again except perhaps in a box.


  Jesus methodically attacked the body from head to foot with a combination of axe, tree-pruning shears, meat-cleaver, hog ring pliers, and other tools. Various body parts would be numbered, bagged, and retained in one of those glass urns that adorned the walls for use and evidence at some future time.


  Westra looked at me over his bifocals and said, “Tits chewed partly off.”


  I looked at him through bloodshot eyes and said nothing. Chest quickly became chest cavity. Jesus ripped out a large section and handed it to Westra. Westra turned it in his hands, droned into the microphone, and handed it back to Jesus, who sliced it through with a knife like homemade bread. Westra took it back and exclaimed, “Okay, Kobok, take a look at this.”


  Having no idea what that portion of the body could have been, I waited.


  Westra gave a detailed anatomy lecture on lungs. I concluded that Jesus had dissected a lung. He made a statement about internal trauma and other words that didn’t register. I guess my expression gave away my ignorance.


  “She breathed fire into her lungs, Kobok,” he said paternally. ”She was alive when torched.”


  Jesus carved out a piece of throat that had occupied the space between the base of the tongue and the lungs. To get a better angle, he twisted the head sharply toward me. The distorted mouth gaped partially open, showing a mouthful of gleaming ivory teeth, undamaged by the fire. He handed the foot-long section of throat to Westra, who slit it lengthwise.


  “Trachea,” Westra said, turning toward me. ”Look, the entire length is seared and clogged with soot. She took three or four breaths after the fire started.”


  As he handed the piece back to his diener, he said, “Bag it and tag it, Jesus, and make sure it’s photographed.”


  Jesus received the piece in sullen silence.


  Next, Jesus opened her pelvic area with the meat cleaver and a tire tool. The noise of snapping bones and tissue was surprisingly loud in the still chamber. Then he invaded her crotch with the meat cleaver, splitting her most private areas in three strokes. Indignity does not abide in the morgue.


  The telephone receiver was now fully exposed in pastel yellow. Jesus removed it with chrome-plated channel lock
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