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ONE

Despite the rain, Finch stayed.

All day ninety-degree heat had cooked the garbage cans behind the restaurants that lined the street. The stink of discarded food mingled with the smell of the prostitutes’ sweat and perfumes. Musk and pickles. The men who usually drove up and down the street hunting for hamburgers and hookers had stayed away. At dusk came the rain, making a sizzling sound like meat hitting a hot pan. One by one the women left their corners, a parade of bored sentries abandoning their posts.

But Finch stayed.

She was the only daughter of western Wisconsin dairy farmers. At fifteen, she had been crowned princess in a county pageant and waved from a paper-flower float. Even then she knew she wasn’t the prettiest, that she got by on her hair and her breasts. On her seventeenth birthday she decided that even though she was only a little pretty, she shouldn’t have to put up with all the farm crap. All the family crap. She scribbled a three-word note to her mother and thumbed her way to St. Paul.

Now twenty-three, she waved to johns from the city’s sidewalks. She wasn’t even a little pretty anymore.

“Hey, Finch. Call it a day?” asked Charlene Rue. She and Finch shared a corner and were always the last to leave the street; their pimp wouldn’t have it any other way. He told them the ugly ones had to stay out later because he couldn’t stand looking at their faces in the daylight.

Together, the pair ducked under the awning of a secondhand store. A sign in the window said ANTIQUE PARLOR, but it was a junk shop, specializing in chipped dinner plates and broken table lamps. Rue took one last drag down to the filter and flicked her cigarette into the gutter, where a stream of water carried it and a string of French fries into the sewer. She was fat, and older than Finch. She’d dressed up her short brown hair with a garage-sale braid clipped to the back of her head, but the rain made the hairpiece stink like a wet dog. Rue yanked the braid off and stuffed it in the back pocket of her shorts. “Come on,” Rue said. She set her umbrella down on the sidewalk, pulled another cigarette out of the pack tucked in her bra and lit up. “Let’s pull the plug. I’m drownin’ and so are you.”

“I can’t go yet,” said Finch, using the bottom half of her pink tank top to wipe the water from her green eyes. The rain made her pale skin appear shiny and translucent, like the inside of a seashell.

She took a pull from Rue’s cigarette and handed it back to her. “Gotta turn one more trick.”

“Whatever you say, darlin’,” Rue said. She slipped in and out of an accent that was vaguely southern. She handed Finch her yellow umbrella. It had a busted spoke and sagged at one end. “Don’t lose it and don’t get sick, or Sully’ll beat your bony behind.”

“What about you?” asked Finch. The ugly ones looked out for each other.

Rue spotted a rolled-up newspaper resting on the junk-shop stoop. She picked it up, unfurled it and held it over her head. “I’ll make a run for the house,” she said. Finch watched her go and smiled; the braid in Rue’s back pocket looked like a tail.

As soon as Rue was out of sight, Finch folded up the umbrella. The thing was useless. The rain had already soaked her through to her skin, and her long, red hair hung in heavy strands. She felt like she was wearing a wet mop on her head. On nights like this, she thought about slicing it off, getting a dyke cut like some of the other girls. Sully liked her hair and wouldn’t allow it, said she’d be even homelier if she cut it. “Who’d want you then?”

He used to call her pretty. She sometimes wondered when she’d crossed the line. Had there been a particular day when she’d woken up suddenly ugly? Or had it been a gradual thing, like aging? Had there been a middle stage when she could have rescued her looks? Would her face have lasted longer on the farm, or faded even faster? It didn’t matter. Now all she had was her hair and her breasts.

Sully had long red hair, too. He kept it pulled back in a ponytail to show off the diamond earrings that studded his lobes. When they were out together—buying condoms at the pharmacy or beer at the liquor store—people mistook them for siblings. She hated that but Sully got a kick out of it. Called her “Sis” and pinched her ass in public, and watched their faces.

If they’d seen what he did to her in private . . .

When they didn’t bring home enough money or when they mouthed off to him or when he was drunk enough or high enough or feeling mean enough, Sully LePlante beat his whores with plastic clothes hangers. The white one was for the white women, the black one for the black women. He saved a special red hanger for Finch.

“To match your hair, baby,” he said when he used it on her, and he used it on her a lot. Some of the other pros called her “Flinch” behind her back.

She hadn’t yet met her quota for the evening and she wasn’t anxious to feel the sting of that hanger against her buttocks and thighs, so she stayed on her corner after Rue and the other hookers had left.

Finch stepped off the curb and tried to make eye contact with the driver of a maroon station wagon. It sped by, kicking up a jet of water that barely missed her feet. Several minutes passed. A semi rumbled up the street. She waved; he slowed and honked but didn’t stop. Window-shopper. Two men in a pickup truck followed.

“Get off the street, you stupid cunt!” one of them hollered out the window. They steered into a puddle, splashed her legs and laughed.

A white van crossed the street. The front passenger-side window was missing. A plastic Target bag was taped over the opening. She recognized the car. Didn’t waste her breath. They were from the neighborhood, and people from the neighborhood would like to run her over. Run all the pros over. She fiddled with the umbrella and popped it open again, for something to do.

She figured it was raining on the farm. Since it was June, the lilacs would be done. Her mother’s pink peonies would be in full display, the dark green stems bending from the weight of the heavy flowers. She fingered the crucifix hanging around her neck, a Confirmation gift from her parents. Instead of throwing it away with the rest of her past, she clung to it like a drowning woman clutching a life ring. She never took it off, even when Sully complained that it spooked the johns. Like a thousand other nights, she thought back to the note she had left in her mother’s sock drawer. Finch wondered if she should have left clean. No note. No nothing. Those three words. What good were they? They only kept her from ever going home again. Three words. Ten letters: “Dad raped me.”

She saw another car coming down the nearly deserted road. One last john, she thought. One last trick.

He peered through the windshield of his black Chevy Suburban. The wipers struggled to keep up with the downpour. The car radio was tuned to a hard-rock station: Friday night, and a weekend of the Rolling Stones had started, kicking off with their Exile on Main Street album. He bobbed his head to “Tumbling Dice” and brushed a shock of hair from his eyes. GQ handsome, but with an angry edge. Whenever he entered a room, he looked as if he’d just come from an argument. He wasn’t a wheat-colored blond with blue eyes. He was a winter blond: gray eyes and almost white hair. He favored dark or neutral clothes. Color photos of him looked identical to black-and-white ones.

He came to a red light and stopped. What was that noise? He turned down the radio and held his breath so he could hear it again. Buzzing. The fly was back. Damn. Deal with it, he told himself. Handle it. He inhaled deeply and gripped the steering wheel. The wedding band on his left hand bit into his flesh. He imagined he was wrapping his fingers around the submissive throat of a tiny woman. He exhaled. Slowly.

The light changed, but he didn’t notice. The driver of the car behind him honked once and then pulled around to pass him. He snapped to attention and stepped on the gas. The St. Christopher medal and coach’s whistle, both dangling from chains draped over his rearview mirror, swung wildly and smacked against the windshield. In the rear storage area of the big vehicle, a half dozen soccer balls bounced around.

Driving west toward the Minneapolis city line, he scanned the corners but found nothing on the drenched, darkening streets. He braked at a traffic light and looked to his right through the windows of a Burger King restaurant. Maybe they were inside, drying off and waiting for the downpour to let up. All he saw through the window was an old man in a T-shirt hunched over his coffee cup like a human question mark. The light changed. He drove on, searching.

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered to himself, not in prayer but in frustration. He stopped himself. He looked at the religious medal hanging from his mirror. He knew the engraved words by heart: “St. Christopher, protect us.” He wondered if he swore too much, then set aside his moment of Catholic guilt. His life was neatly compartmentalized and piety belonged in another box, to be opened later.

The buzzing again. He turned up the radio, let the guitar riffs drown it out.

He thought back to the accident of several weeks ago, in the spring. That’s what it was, an accident. He had gotten too rough. If she hadn’t liked it rough, Miss Accident, what was she doing hanging out in that kind of bar? She had been a slut, anyway. Deserved it. Like that nurse in the incident during his fellowship. Miss Incident. Neither had been his fault, really. As long as it hadn’t been deliberate, then there was nothing to confess. Nothing to reconcile. He was clean. Blameless.

Certainly he was usually more in control than he had been with those two, able to take things to a certain point and then pull back. Sometimes he miscalculated the boundaries of the women he laid, especially the bar pickups and the prostitutes. With strangers, you don’t know how far you can take it. He always tried to ease them into it. He would start with a little rough handling. A couple of slaps. Some shoving. He’d grab their hair. Couldn’t keep his hands off the hair. Before he was really satisfied the way he wanted to be satisfied, they were pulling on their clothes and sobbing or screaming at him.

“You sick bastard! What’s your problem?!”

He laughed and repeated the question out loud: “What’s your problem?”

Miss Accident and Miss Incident had gone beyond miscalculations. They’d died on nights when his life’s problems had sent him spinning out of control. Miss Incident had been the night his father succumbed to cancer. Miss Accident happened after his wife miscarried his son. That same anxiety he’d felt those other two nights was working his gut now, but he didn’t know why. There’d been no new train wrecks in his life, no new catastrophes. Yet for some reason, in the back of his throat, the coppery taste of adrenaline mixed with the smoky flavor of Scotch.

For some reason, the buzzing in his head was worse than ever.

The rain refused to let up. He was ready to quit the hunt and go home to his bottle of eighteen-year-old Macallan and forty-year-old wife. On any given day he far preferred the former to the latter. A bottle of single malt didn’t whine or complain or ask where he was when he should have been coaching the kids’ soccer game. It didn’t demand to know why he hadn’t come home all night or ask for explanations when there were buttons missing from his shirt and mud on his shoes. Scotch didn’t ask for much, save the occasional splash of water.

He was pulled from his whiskey reverie when something caught his eye. A flash of yellow, a beacon in the rain. She was soaking wet and the only thing more pathetic than her skimpy pink outfit was her broken umbrella. She was petite. He liked that. He could see her nipples under her saturated shirt. He liked that, too. She had hair that reached all the way down to the small of her back. He liked that best of all.

He navigated the Suburban to the curb and rolled down the front passenger-side window. Standing on her toes, she poked her head in, dripping water onto the leather interior. The last of her mascara was running down her cheeks in brown rivulets; they looked like muddy tears.

“Hey, baby, lookin’ for a date?” she asked.

He hated hooker-speak. Why not call it what it is? How about the direct approach: “Hey, mister, want to pay me to wrap my mouth around your organ?” Or “Hey, big guy, I charge reasonable rates for sexual intercourse.”

“Get in,” he said flatly.

She folded the umbrella and shook it a bit. She jerked open the door, climbed in with a little hop and slammed it hard. He winced but said nothing as she leaned forward and squeezed water from the hem of her shirt onto the carpet. Like most whores, she looked prettier from the curb. Up close, he could see the freckles fighting the acne for space on her face. The pimples were winning. There were tired circles under her eyes and fine lines creeping across her forehead. By the time she hits forty, her face will need a lot of work, he thought. Still, she had fabulous, long hair.

Then he noticed the small crucifix around her neck. Catholic. It made him uneasy. She saw him staring at it and quickly tucked it under her tank top. She turned around in her seat and tossed the umbrella on the car floor behind her. She spotted the lab coat he had thrown on the backseat.

His jaw tightened as he watched her eying his name tag. Damn, he thought. He should have stuffed the coat under the seat before leaving work for his excursion.

“You a dentist or somethin’?” she asked.

“Or somethin’,” he said.

He sounded snotty and sarcastic, and sarcastic customers made her feel stupid. She wanted a sharp comeback: “What’s the A on your name tag stand for? Asshole?” She laughed.

He didn’t like it at all. He was supposed to be in charge, piss her off, make her mad. The bitch was the one laughing. In a smooth move that was almost reflexive, he slapped her across the face with the back of his right hand.

She yelped. “What the fuck was that for?” she cried, holding her left cheek with her hand. He could see it was red, see the stripes from his fingers. Her skin marked easily, and that aroused him. He could also see she had her right hand on the door handle, ready to open it. He didn’t want her to leave. Things were getting interesting.

“I’m sorry,” he said, slipping into his best altar-boy face. “God, I don’t know what got into me. I had a really bad day. Stay. Please stay.”

He sounded genuine; the sarcastic snot was gone. She slid her right hand off the door handle and looked at him. She noticed how handsome he was, how well built. He had to be at least six feet tall. She guessed he was in his mid-forties. He smelled good. Clean. Most of her customers were paunchy old men who, on their best days, smelled like Old Spice and onion rings. Still, he had hit her. Only Sully could hit her. She straightened her back, sitting as tall as she could with her slight frame. “You had a bad day. Big deal. Join the fuckin’ club. That’s no reason to haul off and . . .”

“Look, let me make it up to you,” he said, quickly interrupting her. “Whatever you usually charge, double it.”

The rain was slowing. He pulled away from the curb, veered into the left lane and made a squealing U-turn around the concrete median and headed east, back toward downtown St. Paul.

“Hey, where’re we goin’?” she asked, an edge of panic in her voice. “I’ve got a parkin’ lot one street over.”

“I want something more than a blow job,” he told her. “Don’t worry. I’ll pay for it.”

“Where are you takin’ me?” she asked. She was frightened. She couldn’t read this guy. Couldn’t get past the pretty hair and eyes.

“What can I call you, anyway?” he asked, trying to lighten things up. “What’s your nickname? Please don’t tell me it’s ‘Red.’”

She laughed nervously. “Finch. That’s what the other girls call me. Finch.”

“Finch? Well, that suits you,” he said, his voice smooth and soothing. “You are a delicate little bird.”

“Okay,” she said. She had to get down to business. “Where’s the cash?” she asked. “I haven’t seen any paper yet.”

When he stopped for the next red light, he reached into the right pocket of his windbreaker and pulled out a money clip stuffed with folded fifties. He peeled off three of them and threw them on her wet thighs. “You’ll get the other half when we’re through,” he said. “Okay, Finch?” She picked up the bills and paused with them in her hands. It looked like she was doing some adding in her head. Math probably wasn’t her best subject in school, he thought sardonically.

She was mentally tallying what her total day’s earnings would be with his contribution and dividing it by her hours on the street. The little game she played with herself made her feel better. She thought of herself as a contracted professional paid by the hour, as opposed to a common prostitute paid by the sexual act. “That’s cool,” she said, stuffing the bills into the pocket of her shorts. She leaned forward and turned up the radio volume.

They cut through downtown St. Paul and drove south across the Wabasha Bridge, crossing the Mississippi. They took a right after the bridge and passed a recreation area along the riverfront, following the Mississippi until they were in the thick of Lilydale Regional Park. “I don’t like it here,” she said. “It’s too creepy.” She told herself she’d messed up; it was too late to bail out. On one side of Lilydale Road were thick woods that ran along the river. On the other side were tree-covered bluffs dotted with caves, where teenagers partied all summer and homeless men hung out.

He pulled off the road, turning into a sandy clearing on the river. The rain had stopped. Some daylight was lingering. Without saying a word, he turned off the ignition, slipped the keys into his pants pocket and got out of the driver’s seat. He slammed the door hard behind him. Finch sat for a minute, reassured herself he was tame—he wore a lab coat with a name tag, for God’s sake—and followed him outside.

A lone picnic table in the middle of the clearing was covered with carved initials and messages. “Black Magic Woman 7-24-95.” On one side of the clearing was a railroad bridge that crossed the river and snaked through the park. On the other side were four massive concrete pillars anchoring the tower of a high-voltage power line. Spray-painted in script on the pillars: “Well-cum to my garden! Black Magic Woman.” Down a small hill that led to the river’s edge, a decrepit fishing boat moored close to shore. The boat appeared dark and unoccupied. Across the Mississippi was an old power plant.

He was in back of the vehicle with the gate open, rifling around for something. Several soccer balls rolled out. He quickly picked them up and threw them back in. He pulled out a picnic blanket with wool on one side and waterproof canvas on the other. He shook off some cookie crumbs and laid it wool-side-up on the wet, sandy ground.

“Strip,” he said.

“What?”

“Take off your clothes.”

“It’s your money,” she said with a shrug. She kicked off her sandals, stepped into the middle of the blanket and started peeling off her damp tank top.

It had stopped raining and the heat had returned. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his jacket sleeve. He took off the jacket and tossed it on top of the picnic table, and then sat down at the table to watch her as she wrestled with the wet shirt. The straps were tangled in her hair.

“How ’bout giving me a hand here?” she asked.

He didn’t answer or move. He watched. She pulled the shirt hard over her head. Her necklace flew off and landed on the ground at his feet. She didn’t notice. He thought about picking it up for her, but didn’t want to make the effort. He decided at that moment she was stupid and clumsy, and he didn’t like stupid, clumsy people. She dropped her shirt in a wet knot on the blanket. He stared at her breasts. Small, he thought, but nicely shaped. He got up from the table and started toward her.

She was looking down to unzip her shorts when he slapped her so hard she thought his hand was a brick. She fell backward, stunned. She scrambled to her knees to get up and run, and he slapped her again and again. She couldn’t catch her breath enough to scream. When she finally sprawled flat on her back, he leaned over her smiling, grabbed her by her hair and pulled her to her feet. He held her an arm’s length away from him, by the hair on top of her head. For an instant she couldn’t feel the ground; her toes swung in the air. She regained her footing and whipped her arms around like a cockeyed windmill, finally finding a voice to scream. “You son-of-a-bitch!” she shrieked.

He laughed. She couldn’t believe he was laughing. She had been slapped around by johns before, but not like this, not with such perverted relish. “You goddamn sick bastard! Nut case! What in the fuck is your problem?”

“I knew you had a good fight in you,” he said. “Redheads always do.”

“Fuck you!” she said, and spat in his face. The spit was mixed with the blood oozing out of her nose and split lips. He didn’t like being spat upon. Didn’t like it at all. He pushed her backward onto the blanket and fell on top of her.

She screamed.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Who’ll hear you?”

She pulled her right arm out from under him, reached up and gouged his face with her nails. Deep, bleeding scratches. He didn’t even grimace. He looked right through her, as if she didn’t matter. She retreated to the one place she had left. She shut her eyes and started praying under her breath. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name . . .”

This wasn’t what he wanted to hear. This wasn’t the time or the place for prayers. He wanted screams. Screams muffled the buzzing.

“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done . . .”

The walls separating the different sections of his compartmentalized life were losing their structural integrity, threatening to collapse. He had to shore them up. Shut her up.

“Stop it!” he growled. “God doesn’t give a damn about whores.” He wrapped his right hand tightly around her throat and with his left, pulled down her shorts. He put his mouth to her ear:

“The fly shall marry the bumblebee,” he whispered.

At the water’s edge, in the waning daylight, another man watched through the fishing boat’s porthole.


TWO

Paris Murphy rolled over with a groan and reached for the ringing cell phone, inadvertently knocking it off the nightstand. “Aww, man,” she mumbled.

Under the bed and still ringing.

“Answer the phone,” the naked man said into his pillow. He was sprawled out facedown, taking up three-quarters of the bed. At six-three, he couldn’t help it.

It kept ringing. She stretched her arm down and felt around the floor with her fingertips.

“Please answer your fucking phone,” he said.

The phone stopped ringing. She rolled back over to look at him. He’s pretty damn gorgeous, she thought. Curly brown hair, broad shoulders, smooth back. Men don’t realize how much women appreciate a nice back, she reflected.

The naked man flipped onto his back and opened his soulful brown eyes. “What if it’s your mother? Do you want her to come knocking because she didn’t get an answer? All we need is for her to find me here, screwing her daughter.”

“Number one, my mother doesn’t come knocking. She thinks my house could sink and she doesn’t know how to swim,” Murphy said, running her fingers through her hair.

“And B, she would be thrilled if you and I . . .”

“You mean number two,” he said, smiling and scratching his crotch.

“What?” she said, resting on her elbow.

“The last time I checked, babe, number two followed number one. B doesn’t follow number one.”

“I’m trying to make a point,” Murphy said, laughing.

“That point would be?”

“That point would be that my mother would be thrilled to find out we’re sleeping together,” she said. “You are my husband.”

“But we’re supposed to be separated,” he said, pushing her down and rolling over on top of her.

“This doesn’t feel too separated to me,” Murphy said. She gently raked his back with her nails.

“Give me a minute and I’ll show you some real separation,” he murmured, forcing her thighs apart with his knees. He kissed her. His tongue darted into her mouth.

The ringing resumed.

“That could be work. I’d better get it,” she said, rolling him off her and getting out of bed to search for the insistent cell phone. She found it and sat naked on the edge of the bed to answer it. “Hello . . . Ah, man. Not Finch. Shit. Did anyone pick up LePlante on this? . . . No kidding? What time Friday?”

Her husband reached over from behind and cupped her left breast with his left hand.

“Damn it, stop it,” she told him, putting her hand over the mouthpiece.

“Look, I’ll be right down there,” she said into the phone.

She set the cell phone on her nightstand and stood up.

“Have I told you lately how much I hate your job?” asked her husband as he lay back in bed.

“Not for at least five minutes,” she said. She yawned, stretched her arms over her head and walked over to her dresser.

Murphy was tall for a woman, at five feet ten inches, but small boned, giving the illusion she was petite. She had a small waist and narrow hips, but larger than average breasts. She worried they made her look fat. They didn’t. She carried herself like a hockey player. Quick. Graceful. Ready to slash. She never smiled at strangers. Most men kept their distance. Even though by her age—thirty-six, six years her husband’s junior—most women need makeup, she didn’t need a thing. Her eyes were almond-shaped and colored violet and framed by lashes so long and thick they looked fake. Her olive skin was a gift from her Lebanese mother, as was her long, black hair. She usually wrestled it into a ponytail behind her head for work, but sometimes, in her off-hours, let it go free.

There weren’t too many off-hours for her—or her husband, an emergency-room doctor at a downtown hospital. They knew it was one of the many problems in their on again–off again marriage of eight years.

More ringing—

“That’s your phone, Jack,” she told her husband. She pulled a pair of panties out of her dresser drawer and stepped into them.

He groaned and reached over to the nightstand on his side of the bed, and picked up a cell phone. “Jack Ramier here.”

Murphy always liked the way that sounded. “Ramier here.” She smiled to herself. God, she missed having him around regularly, especially at night.

“Yes . . . yes,” he said into his cell phone. “No. No. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a problem,” he said, smiling at his wife. He put down his cell phone.

“I thought you weren’t on call this weekend,” she said. She scanned the floor for her jeans. They were under the bed. She pulled them out, shook off the dust balls and wiggled into them.

“I’m not, but they need some extra help in the E.R. They’re stacked up in the hallway like firewood,” he said. His clothes were folded in a neat pile on the nightstand. He sat naked on the edge of his side of the bed and pulled on his socks.

Mr. Methodical, she mused, starting from the bottom and working his way up. That’s how he did everything. It drove her nuts. She wished he’d put his baseball cap on first. Just once. For variety.

“It must have been one hell of a Friday night around town last night,” he continued, slipping into his boxers. “What’s your Saturday-morning mayhem, my desert flower?”

She loved it when he called her that, even though his tongue was firmly planted in his cheek.

“I’ve got a dead hooker,” she said distractedly as she rifled around in her dresser drawer for a bra. Her own insensitivity gave her pause. She didn’t like it when the job did that to her. She didn’t want to be another prickly homicide cop. Too many of those already.

“Knew her?”

“Yeah. Wisconsin girl,” Murphy said. “Sexually abused as a kid. Ran away. Ended up on the street.”

“Ended up dead,” said Jack.

“Yeah,” said Murphy. “Ended up dead.”

“How about dinner back here, tonight?” Murphy asked, as they walked down to their cars.

They stopped in the parking lot. She looked down and dug in her purse for her car keys; she didn’t want him to see her face when he answered. A “Yes” wouldn’t necessarily mean much of anything, other than that he missed her cooking. A “No” would speak volumes.

“Absolutely,” he said. He opened his car door and slid into his silver BMW. “I’ll bring some champagne.”

She looked up and smiled. An “absolutely” accompanied by champagne was very promising.

“Meet you back here at six,” he said. He smiled back at her and pulled on his baseball cap.

“Here” was her floating home, a houseboat moored on the Mississippi below the Wabasha Bridge, across the river from downtown St. Paul. She’d bought it after she and Ramier had split the first time. He kept the Dutch Colonial they had purchased together in St. Paul’s Macalester-Groveland neighborhood. She’d hated cutting the grass and doing routine home maintenance, but what he didn’t know was that she would mow a football field now to have him back. The riverfront had its charms, but it couldn’t match the heat of his arms and legs wrapped around her at night.

The riverfront also had its dangers, as poor Finch had discovered Friday night, Murphy thought as she rolled down Lilydale Road in her Jeep Grand Cherokee. She snapped on the radio. Her favorite rock station was playing some old Rolling Stones tune. “Let’s Spend the Night Together.” She flicked it off impatiently. She hated the Rolling Stones.

Snaky Swanson curled up in the bowels of the fishing boat and wept. When he went off his Risperdal, he imagined snakes were following him. These were not ordinary snakes. Schizophrenics rarely suffer from dull delusions. They sang, read poetry—William Blake—and when the St. Paul Saints were at home, delivered play-by-plays of the baseball game. This wasn’t always a bad thing. Sometimes Swanson found his slithering pals good company. They could be entertaining and even made him laugh out loud on occasion with their dry, reptilian wit. He found their observations on the human condition to be insightful. Mostly he found the snakes annoying, however, and so stayed on his antipsychotic medicine as well as he could while living on the streets. The Risperdal made him tired, a problem when you’re moving from one home under a bridge to another. Sometimes he started doing so well he forgot why he was taking the medication, and stopped.

He had been taking it lately, however, and that was why he was weeping. He was perfectly sane and healthy, and clearly remembered that the night before, he had watched a man murder a woman along the shore. He had been too terrified to do anything, even yell, as he peeked through a grimy porthole. He felt weak and vulnerable himself and was certain if he tried to stop the killer, he would be the next victim. All he could do was watch while the woman tried to fend off her attacker, her skinny white arms thrashing. When she screamed, he covered his ears. He hardly slept that night, feeling guilty for his inability to help.

Come dawn, he heard a train screeching to an emergency stop. Not much later, sirens. He looked through the porthole. A lone train engineer standing over the white, waxy figure on the ground. It wouldn’t be long before the cops would arrive, swarming around the body and the riverfront like blue vultures. They’d find him on the boat and blame him. At the very least, he had done nothing to save her, and he was trespassing to boot. He could be arrested and thrown in a jail cell, and he didn’t like sharing such close quarters with his slithering friends.

“What am I gonna do? What am I gonna do? Oh, God, help me!” he whispered to himself. He wrapped his arms around his backpack as he continued to watch through the window and listen to the sirens. Louder, closer. Finally the engineer turned to take the steps back up to the train. That was his chance. Swanson threw his backpack over his shoulder. He slipped into the brown water, waded the short distance to shore and ran into the woods.

He had one person in the world he could trust with his secret, and he wasn’t sure it was her weekend to work at the soup kitchen.

Four squad cars and a hearse from the medical examiner’s office blocked the dirt turnoff leading to the murder site. Beyond them were vans with call letters belonging to three television news stations and behind them was the beat-up Ford F150 pickup truck belonging to the Pioneer Press police reporter. No company name or logo decorated the sides of the cop reporter’s truck—it was his own—but a bumper sticker clearly reflected the owner’s attitude: SOME PEOPLE ARE ALIVE ONLY BECAUSE IT’S AGAINST THE LAW TO KILL THEM. Murphy pulled up behind the truck and dodged the television cameras and reporters. Two uniformed patrolmen were keeping them on the paved road, away from the dirt turnoff. A television news helicopter hovered overhead.

“Hey, Murphy?” hollered the newspaper reporter, a tall man in his late twenties with a shoulder-length brown mop and John Lennon eyeglasses. “Who creamed the dairy queen?”

“Lose the attitude, Cody,” Murphy said as she brushed past him. He was dressed in his usual Hawaiian shirt and jeans.

The murder scene was deceptively festive in its yellow color scheme. Yellow police tape was staked around the body, a crime-scene photographer in a yellow polo shirt snapped pictures, all pulled together by a yellow Union Pacific train stopped on the railroad bridge at the side of the clearing. A glum train engineer sat in the middle of the steps spanning the twenty feet from the railroad bridge to the ground below. Erik Mason, an investigator for the medical examiner’s office, was talking to a couple of uniformed patrolmen. Evans Bergen, the night guy in homicide, was standing around with his hands in his pockets. Murphy thought he was a worthless turd. He was the master of under-time—got to work late and left early. He was young, short and had blond hair that was already thinning on top.

Then there was the body itself. Finch was on her back on a plaid wool blanket. Her face was battered and bruises dotted her throat. On the blanket next to her was her tank top, and on the ground next to the blanket were her sandals. Her shorts and panties were tangled around one leg. A wad of bills was sticking out of her pocket.

“Finch,” said Murphy, carefully stepping over the police tape. She crouched down to get a better look at the hooker’s body. Mason started toward her. “Semen?” Murphy asked, without looking up.

“Yup,” said Mason.

“Hair?”

“Got some.”

“Skin?”

“Loads of it. She clawed a good chunk out of him.”

“Good,” she said.

“We’ll give her a full workup,” Mason said. He was a tall, athletic-looking man in his late thirties with short, walnut brown hair and hazel eyes. Like Murphy, he was a runner. She hadn’t worked with him for a while and she was glad. He attracted her and she didn’t need that. He drove a sapphire XK8 Jaguar convertible, a $75,000 car. Rumor was that he bet the horses.

“It won’t take a forensic genius to figure this out,” said Murphy, standing up.

Bergen walked over. “Why does the media give a crap about this case?” he asked, nodding toward the road where the crowd was gathered. “Since when do they give a damn about a dead whore?”

Murphy cringed. To be reduced at life’s end to two hard words, dead whore, was cruel. “Finch tried to leave the life,” said Murphy. “The newspaper did a profile of her. She grew up on a dairy farm. She even won a beauty pageant.”

“Bergen says her pimp has an airtight alibi,” Mason said, peeling off his latex gloves as a couple of other staff from the M.E.’s office started loading Finch into a body bag.

“Yeah,” said Murphy. “Airtight.” LePlante had been in a bar on West Seventh Street most of Friday afternoon, shooting pool and boozing it up. He cracked a cue over another drunk’s head and spent the night in detox. He was still sleeping it off Saturday morning. “He doesn’t even know Finch is dead, not that the sleazebag would give a rat’s ass one way or the other,” Murphy said. She looked over at the M.E.’s staff guys as they pulled a bag over Finch.

“Hey—wait!” she yelled. “What the hell?”

She knelt on the ground next to the bag and carefully lifted Finch’s head.

“What’s wrong?” asked Mason. He crouched down next to Murphy.

“Finch never cut her hair. That asshole, Sully, wouldn’t let her. Ever,” said Murphy. “I saw her on the street a couple of days ago. She was bitching about how this hot spell was miserable with long hair.”

“So?”

“So someone gave her a pretty shitty haircut.” She turned Finch’s head so Mason could see that a wide section of the young woman’s long red hair had been sloppily chopped from the back of her head.

“Now that is weird,” said Bergen, looking down with his hands still in his pockets. “Hair fetish?”

“I’d say so,” Murphy said.

Mason stood up. “I’ll give you a call when I have something. You’ll be out on the street all day?”

“Yeah. I have to talk to some of the other ladies,” said Murphy, setting Finch’s head back down. “I’ll give you my cell-phone number.”

She stood up and looked around the immediate area. She’d have some people sweep it, but it wasn’t very promising. This ratty part of Lilydale was especially isolated. When she was a uniform, she’d occasionally come across a teenage couple pulled into the clearing. Busted up a kegger along the shore here once. She looked down the small hill to the river. The power plant and the fishing boat were possibilities. Street people set up camp anywhere they could.

Bergen shuffled next to her. “Need anything from me?” he asked. “I want to file my end of the paperwork and hit the road.”

“Go,” Murphy said, waving him away. “I’m on it.”


THREE

Dr. A. Romann Michaels used his hands to wipe the steam from the mirror. He was damp and pink after a few Saturday-morning laps in the pool and a long, hot shower. He still had a slight headache. Nothing too serious. He’d had much worse, and he had something to take care of it. He took a drink of Scotch and shuddered. Hair of the dog. He set the glass down on the bathroom counter and leaned closer to the mirror. “Bitch,” he said. He ran his fingers lightly over the scratches on his left cheek and glumly studied the three red stripes. They were deep and wouldn’t fade quickly.

He needed a story for his family.

His two girls were attending a soccer camp in Denmark, and his wife had decided to stay longer at their Lake Superior cabin. The two of them had just spent a week there, joined by the queen mother. The entire vacation was an unpleasant haze. He couldn’t stand being alone with the two of them for such a long stretch, even with Scotch as a buffer, so he’d driven back early. Work was a good excuse. Plus he did have a soccer tournament coming up. As the coach, he had to show up whether his daughters were around to play or not.

As far as the clinic was concerned, he’d come up with something by Monday to satisfy his gossipy staff. He could tell them he’d taken a spill into some bushes while biking. Something like that.

More bothersome than the scratches was the burning knot in the pit of his belly. Things had gotten out of hand last night. He was sure no one had seen the girl and the park would be empty by dusk. Despite being drunk, he still had managed to collect his souvenir. He had to wash her hair, of course. God knows what kinds of things could be crawling around in it.

“What’s your problem?” he asked himself in the mirror. “Hell, what problem? I don’t have any problem.” Then, more honestly, “Maybe a couple.”

He slipped the red hair out of the plastic bag.

Michaels’s problems, like nearly everyone’s problems, could be conveniently blamed on crappy parents.

His parents were rich.

He’d played on the lawn of a Summit Avenue mansion that had been in his mother’s family for two generations and eventually passed on to him. The place was a rambling 1880s Queen Anne with a high-pitched roof and gables, turrets and towers. A greenhouse squatted on the east side, a sleeping porch on the west and a swimming pool in the basement. The house was in a neighborhood bordered by two Catholic colleges and sprinkled with churches. He and his parents walked to mass together on Sundays, strolling past other historic Victorian homes.

He was an only child and his mother and father lavished things on him. A massive train set complete with a miniature Bavarian town, a hand-carved rocking horse imported from Italy, radio-controlled cars and boats and chemistry sets. Private French instruction, private fencing lessons, private tennis classes, private everything. He attended Catholic elementary and prep schools in Minneapolis and plush summer camps in northern Minnesota.

He wanted for nothing, except sane parents. Behind the wrought-iron fence, behind the leaded-glass windows, behind the Irish lace curtains, the banker and his pious wife fought like demented dogs.

As a boy, he would sit watching as his father and mother hurled insults and objects at each other. He learned to study the level of Scotch in their glasses to anticipate the severity and duration of the evening’s fight. They drank out of tumblers with painted pheasants on the side—funny how those fragile items were always spared in his parents’ mad scramble for ammunition—and when the booze covered the hen resting on the ground, it would be a brief battle. When the whiskey reached as high as the cock in flight, the boy knew it was time to take cover behind the couch. They would slap and punch each other, scratch and claw, kick and flee to opposite corners like spiteful children. The banker usually won. He once dragged his wife all the way up the stairs to their second-floor bedroom by her long, golden, beautiful hair. The son loved his mother’s hair.

Their battles always ended in the bedroom, finishing the fight with a good fuck. They never shut the bedroom door.

Michaels coped. When he was very young, he saw a television report about a girl who fell down an old well. Her playmates ran for help, leaving her alone. The girl said she wasn’t afraid until she looked up and saw daylight beyond her reach, so she stopped looking up. She imagined she was sitting in a cardboard box in her bedroom. He’d admired the girl’s survival technique and, as it turned out, spent his life using it himself. As long as he didn’t look up and see the daylight, as long as he properly boxed his life and compartmentalized his world, he could keep everything under control.

When he was a child he looked up from the hole at times, and it made him envious and angry. Once he was sitting in the backseat of the car after a dinner party. His father was driving, half in the bag and yelling at his mother. His mother was drunk and crying. They were at a stoplight in downtown St. Paul. It was winter and snowing. A family was standing outside the bus depot—mom, dad, three kids. Each carried a suitcase held shut with twine. They were laughing; he wanted to be them.

The older he got, the more Michaels isolated himself. He didn’t go to other kids’ houses because their families were normal. He didn’t bring friends home. He stayed on the fringes of social circles at school. His only playmates were his cousins—most of them had equally screwed-up families. He participated in sports that emphasized individual events; he was not a team player.

He decided to braid the red hair before he washed it so that loose strands wouldn’t be lost down the drain. That would be wasteful. He fished a rubber band out of one of the bathroom drawers and wrapped the band around one end of the twist of hair. Then he carefully separated three sections and started braiding. The work relaxed him. Calmed his nerves. He used to help his mother brush and braid her hair. In her sober moments—she used up most of them when he was young—she held him on her lap and let him play with her long braid while she read nursery rhymes:

“Fiddle-de-dee, fiddle-de-dee,

The fly shall marry the bumblebee.

They went to church and married was she.

The fly has married the bumblebee.”

He and his mother laughed over that one. She nicknamed him Buzzy and he called her Bee. He imagined he was a fly walking down the aisle in a tuxedo, with a bee bride on his skinny fly arm. Sometimes the bee had his mother’s face and hair. Sometimes it looked like his favorite cousin. The one from Iowa. A little younger than he. Long blond hair and gray eyes like his. She’d let him play with her hair, wash it, braid it, tie ribbons in it. She was the only other person who called him Buzzy. She liked the rhyme. His daughters used to like it too, but they pushed him away as they got older. Said they were too old for nursery rhymes. Too old to let him do their hair.

Despite the drinking and the fighting he could have turned out normal, or a little screwed up the way most people are a little screwed up. But then she killed herself, Bee did. Michaels blamed himself. He thought he should have said yes. The fly should have married the bumblebee.

He was a junior in high school. He had gotten home late from swim practice, the smell of chlorine still hanging in his hair. Michaels found her in his bedroom, sitting on his bed with one of his childhood books. The nursery rhymes. “Buzzy, come sit on Bee’s lap,” his mother said. His father had slapped her around and then left to find a hooker, something he’d been doing more and more. The boy had heard his father tell his mother she wasn’t pretty anymore. Her face was puffy. Her figure was gone. Her hair had thinned. Her beautiful hair.

“Buzzy,” she said, patting the mattress. “Come.” He stood in the doorway and stared. One sleeve of her dress was torn and hanging by a thread on her shoulder. Blood oozed out of the corner of her mouth. Her lipstick was smeared around her upper lip like a pink moustache. His father had really done a number on her this time. The boy walked into the room. She smelled like Scotch. She was lit. Of course.

He stepped closer. “Mom . . .”

“No. Bee,” she said.

“Bee, maybe you should go to your own . . .” Before he could finish, she pulled him down next to her and kissed him on the mouth. Lipstick and blood and whiskey. He felt like vomiting. She pushed him down onto the bed and crawled on top of him. His mother’s soft form pressed him against the mattress. Repulsion and panic locked his limbs. He shut his eyes, opened them again and rolled her off him. “Jesus Christ!” he yelled, bolting up from the bed.

“Don’t swear,” she said drunkenly. “It’s a sin.”

“A sin? You’re coming on to me and you’re worried about my swearing. You’re fucking nuts.”

“No, Buzzy.” She sat up and grabbed his wrist with both hands, trying to pull him back onto the bed. He wrestled his arm away from her, drew it back and slapped her. She fell back on the mattress, crying.

He ran out of the house, his face hot and red with rage and shame. He drove to the side of town where he expected to find his father cruising the streets, and instead found his first hooker. He didn’t kill her, but he beat the hell out of her and got away with it. That made him feel better. More in control.

When he got home early the next morning, four police cars and an ambulance were in front of the house. The neighbors stood watching on the sidewalk and in the street. Michaels’s father sat on the front steps, his arms wrapped around his bowed head as her body was carried out on a stretcher. The garbage man had found her floating facedown in the backyard pool. She’d emptied a medicine cabinet into her stomach.

Michaels never told anyone what had happened the night before.

His father filled in the backyard swimming pool.

When he got to the bottom of the red braid, he took another rubber band and wrapped it tightly around that end. He filled the bathroom sink with warm water and opened the cupboard below to look for shampoo. A tangle of curling wands and electric hair rollers fell out, a reminder that his oldest daughter had staked a claim to the hallway bathroom in an annoying burst of adolescent independence. They had long blond hair, his daughters did, and had strict standing orders from him never to cut it short. He didn’t give a damn about what they wanted. His wife got a short haircut once and it made her look like a lesbian, he thought. It had sent him into a rage. Jennifer’s long blond tresses were the best part of her, the only part he could tolerate. She grew it back, promised never to cut it again.

He squirted a dab of shampoo into
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