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"I definitely have body issues, but everybody does. When you come to the realization that everybody does that — even the people that I consider flawless — then you can start to live with the way you are."
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Part One

Imperfect










Chapter One







One year after becoming the youngest-ever detective in the Clayton, Connecticut Police Department, Valorie Dawes reached a dismal conclusion.

She hated night shift.

For so many reasons, too. The boredom. The chained-to-her-desk monotony. The crank calls, which tripled after most normal people’s bedtime. The disruption to her sleep patterns—and to having any sort of home or social life.

And the bodies. Why, oh why, did so many dead bodies turn up at night?

“We’ve got another one,” her partner said. Wesley Tate, a twenty-year veteran of the Clayton PD hung up his phone and slid a yellow-lined notepad across his desk onto Val’s. The convenience of having their desks pushed together, facing each other, was for ease of communication, according to her boss, Sergeant Brenda Petroni. A woman who, at that moment, was probably snug in her bed, spooning her husband and watching late-night TV. With her phone turned off. So much for easy communication.

Val picked up the notepad and, as expected, couldn’t read a word of Tate’s illegible scrawls. She held it up facing him and said, “Interpret for me, please?”

Tate sniffed—he did that a lot—and ran a pudgy hand through his U-shaped crown of dark, curly hair. He grimaced, parting his lips so that his caterpillar of a mustache hid half of his coffee-stained, crooked upper teeth. For a man who complained so often about the cost of his kids’ braces, he didn’t seem to believe in them for himself. “Eastside,” he said. “Alphabet Soup District. Asian female, late twenties to early thirties, wearing no jewelry, no purse or ID. Dressed for work, if you catch my drift.”

Work, for a woman in the Alphabet Soup District, meant prostitution. At least when Tate said it. Though only in his late forties, he was old school in ways men twenty years his senior had outgrown. He wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, either. But he followed orders, didn’t mind grunt work, and was honest to a fault. Qualities Val could work with.

“Let’s go,” Val said. “You drive.” One thing he excelled at. She grabbed her jacket. Late March nights got cold in western Connecticut. She also pocketed a mask. The entire office had received COVID-19 vaccinations, part of the early experimental group for first responders. However, most folks out in the world had not. Even with the steep decline in the disease’s spread over the past few months, the pandemic had not yet ended altogether.

“What about the phones?” Tate frowned. “Maybe you should go without me and I’ll hang here.”

Val sighed in exasperation. Tate had walked patrol for two decades and made no bones about his desire to ease into early retirement—at a desk. With a promotion, if possible.

“Dispatch will cover them,” she said. “Come on, the body’s getting cold.”







Val preceded Tate out the door, hustling toward the elevator. She preferred the stairs, but the office for WAVE—the Women’s Anti-Violence Emergency Squad—sat in the middle of a long corridor on the fourth floor. Close to the elevator, far from the steps. Tate would never keep up with her and she’d end up waiting for him anyway. She pressed the elevator’s “Down” button and speed-dialed her favorite person.

“Dispatch,” Sergeant Gil Kryzinski answered in a teasing tone. Her boyfriend of two years, the man she lived with, ran the Dispatch Unit and set his own hours. So, he reasoned, why not match her schedule? “Want to catch some dinner? I know it’s early, but I’m starved.”

“Can’t,” Val said. “Got a case on the Eastside. Can you guys cover our calls?”

“On one condition,” Gil said, his tone still light. “Bring back some Daisy’s Hot Chicken.”

“It’ll be a while,” Val said. “You might starve half to death waiting.”

“It’s worth the risk,” he said. “Especially if I get to see you.”

“Deal.” The elevator door dinged open and she held it for Tate, ambling down the hallway and pulling on his jacket. “Gotta go.”

“Can’t we send a patrol unit?” Tate shuffled to the back of the elevator, arms crossed. “It’s raining out, you know.”

“They have. We’re a detective squad, remember? Focused on crimes against women?” Val pushed the button for the basement garage. “Besides, didn’t you tell me last week you needed a big case to boost your career? Or have you changed your mind about going for Sergeant after all?”

Tate shrugged. “I’ve taken the exam a dozen times and I never get the call. Not even an interview. System’s friggin’ rigged. I ain’t the right color or gender, I guess.”

Val rolled her eyes at the familiar whine, repeated whenever a woman or person of color earned their next step up the ladder. “Don’t give up, Wes. They’re bound to recognize your talent sooner or later.” Left unsaid: Their superiors had recognized the limits of his abilities…which is why he’d retire a patrol officer. But discouraging him wouldn’t help, either.







With Tate’s skillful navigation around Clayton’s busy Friday night entertainment districts, Val and her partner reached the scene minutes later. Patrol units had taped off the area and kept their blue-and-whites flashing, making the spot easy to find. After pulling on her mask, Val jumped out of the cruiser. She grinned when she spotted the guy in charge, a bear of a man with blond-gray curls which he refused to spoil by wearing a hat, even in the cool, steady rain.

“Travis!” Val high-fived her former precinct squad boss, Sergeant Travis Blake, who pulled her in for a rib-crushing hug.

“I know hugs are unprofessional, but damn, it’s good to see you, girl,” Travis said. “Congrats on making detective, by the way. Glad you’re here. They’re sending out the A-Team, eh?”

Val waved off the compliment. “Why are you on the Eastside? Did you move on from Liberty Heights?” 

 “I’m helping out the East Precinct for a bit,” Blake said. “They’re understaffed as usual. What the hell are you doing out here at this hour?”

“Gil said he wanted some hot chicken, so I figured I’d stop by the local crime scene on my way,” Val said with a grin.

“Did you bring me any?”

“I’ll hit you on the way back,” she said, her grin widening.

“Good thinking.” Then his smile faded. “This is a grisly one, though. It might spoil your appetite.”

“Oh? What ya got here?”

Travis jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Young Asian woman, sliced up pretty good. Could be a hate crime.”

Val’s senses went on high alert. Travis didn’t often jump to that sort of conclusion. “Why do you say that?”

“Because,” he said, frowning, “the killer left a message.”

“You mean, like a note or a racial slur?”

Travis’s frown deepened. “Look and see.”

Val ducked under the yellow tape, and Tate followed her over to the body, lying in the concrete drainage gutter on the side of the road. Twice Val stumbled when she stepped in deep, rainwater-filled potholes along the way, soaking both shoes. She pulled her jacket hood back, letting the gentle rain darken her chin-length light brown hair, and knelt by the body.

The woman lay on her side, facing the street. Val put her at about five-foot-two without her spike heels, a hundred forty pounds. Her dress, a shimmery blue wisp of a thing that might have covered her underwear, if she’d worn any, was sliced open from her waist up. Gashes up her abdomen reached her chest, and the knife had sliced clean through her bra between the lacy black cups. Her arms, legs, and face were also slashed, though Val didn’t notice much blood on her. Washed away by the rain, perhaps?

“Jeez, he butchered her,” Tate said over Val’s shoulder.

Val nodded and looked for the message Travis had mentioned. It didn’t jump out at her, so she peered closer. The woman’s skin seemed so red, so raw…

She realized why, and bile pummeled up into her throat.

“What do you see?” Tate asked.

“It’s what we don’t see that matters.” Val pointed to her abdomen first. “What’s unusual about this?”

Tate gazed at her bloody stomach area, sniffed once, and shook his head. “The cuts don’t seem deep. Like, not enough to kill.”

“Right. Because they’re not.” Val waved her hand over the entire area. “Look at the periphery of the cuts. What’s there?”

Tate stared, hard. “Nothing. Other than, she’s not wearing a mask, but do these girls ever?”

Val sighed. “Look again.”

He did, his face curled into a puzzled frown. “A little hair, is all.”

“Exactly. And her face?”

Tate’s eyes widened. “I can’t tell. Her upper lip is gone.”

“Why, do you suppose?”

Tate shook his head, wordless.

“My guess? Because she had a mustache,” Val said. “Her arms? Black hair all over where he didn’t scrape her damned skin off.”

Something occurred to her. She felt creepy looking at the woman’s privates, but sliding her dress up a few inches confirmed her suspicion.

Tate’s shallow breathing threw Val off for a moment. He seemed unnerved—traumatized, even. “Did he…was she…?”

“Waxed,” Val said. “And undamaged.”

Tate sighed as if in relief. Weird dude. “You think he killed her for being too hairy?” he said, shock evident in his voice.

“That’s my working theory.” Val pulled out her phone and took some photos. She stepped over the body to get a view of the woman’s back—and found the message Travis mentioned. She zoomed in and snapped a few more.

“What is it?” Tate asked.

Val showed him a photo of the inscription, block letters scraped into her skin with what she guessed was the tip of a sharp knife.

“H-R,” he said. “What does that mean? Someone’s initials? Human Resources? What?”

“There’s more,” Val said. “Check out the next photo.”

“Slash-M-I-T,” Tate read aloud. He thought for a second. “Hermit?”

Val shrugged. “If that’s what he meant, why not just spell it out? No, he’s trying to tell us something.”

Tate handed back her phone. “Those cuts aren’t deep, either. Her back looks kind of scraped up, too. You think he shaved her back?”

Val grimaced and nodded. “Someone really doesn’t like body hair on women.”

“Shaving her wouldn’t have killed her, though,” Tate said. “Nor those cuts on her gut. What do you think is the COD?” Cop shorthand for Cause of Death.

Val pointed to her neck. “Notice the bruising? The bulging, bloodshot eyes? We’ll find out when the coroner does his thing, but my guess is, he strangled her.”

“The Hermit Strangler,” Tate said. “I can envision the headlines how.”

Val cursed under her breath. That was exactly the type of headline the killer might want. And therefore, the exact headline she wanted to avoid.







Beverly Leota’s eyes fluttered open, the morning sun’s bright rays alerting her to two important facts.

One, she’d slept late—much later than usual. Even on Saturdays, she always rose before dawn. Except, apparently, on those unusual weekends which began with an extended happy hour with her workmates. Too many drinks…her head felt heavy. As heavy as her body—and she didn’t want to dwell on that unfortunate circumstance first thing in the morning.

The second fact was, she wasn’t alone.

Next to her on the queen-sized bed lay a man, sleeping on his back. A big man—bigger than her, even. His dark, hairless chest rose and fell in a slow rhythm, exposed to the elements, with the top sheet horizontal across his belly. She rose up on one elbow and snuck a peek at his round, bearded face. Not a bad-looking guy. Better than she usually got, anyway.

Bev thought hard. Tried to place him…

No. Blame the drinks, or the hangover, whatever. She didn’t recognize him.

Fear gripped her. Who was he? How had he gotten here? Why—?

Oh, wait. She remembered. Sort of.

They’d met at the bar. Not the first bar, where the office girls always went on Fridays, most of the time without Bev. She usually avoided that scene, the whole drunk-girls-getting-rowdy thing. Too many of her friends got into trouble that way. Like them, Bev struggled to control her drinking. She loved the sugary, colorful cocktails that tasted like sweet punch. Trouble is, one led to two, and she’d lose count of how many…and she always paid for it the next morning.

Like now.

They’d flitted from bar to bar, the group’s membership flexing with each stop. A friend of Frita’s joined at the second bar. Two of the girls never made it to the third—got lost or something—and at the fourth, the men joined in, buying drinks and asking them to dance. One even asked Bev, and she said yes, and…ten hours later, his heavy breaths warmed her bedroom air.

Had she—had they—?

Bev couldn’t remember.

She blacked out at some point—the thing that happened whenever she drank too much. She remembered dancing with him, real close because they’d played a slow song, and he’d bought her a few drinks. He kissed her a few times, then buried his face in her neck in that spot she loved, and placed his big, powerful hands on her ass, and that was it. That’s all she could remember.

She still had her camisole on that she’d worn under her blouse, and her panties. Which proved nothing, but it gave her a clue.

Bev glanced around the room. No condoms or wrappers in sight. No men’s undies, either, for that matter.

She checked herself, rubbing a few fingers inside her underwear. Nothing wet or sticky. No pain, which her sister had told her she’d experience the first time. And no blood.

Bev breathed a sigh of relief. Still a virgin at twenty-five. She hadn’t missed it. That would be the worst—having sex for the first time, with a Tall-Dark-and-Sorta-Handsome, and not remembering anything.

That made her giggle a little, though she wasn’t sure why. It struck her as silly—

“What’s so funny?”

DeWayne—suddenly his name came back to her—rolled over onto one elbow, their faces mere inches apart, an easy smile creasing his adorable face. The aroma of sour whiskey competed with man-sweat and musky cologne. He rested a hand on her hip, his brown eyes bright and bloodshot. “You have a crazy dream or something?”

“Good morning to you, too, handsome,” she said in a voice she almost didn’t recognize. She’d wanted to sound husky, but it came out raspy and weak. Bev cleared her throat. “Sorry to wake you.”

“S’awright, I kinda need to use the bathroom anyway,” he said. “Remind me where to find it? Things are a bit…foggy from last night.” His smile gave way to a sheepish grin.

That reassured her. Shared mind-blur. “Yeah, things are a little foggy for me too. Like, did we…?” Bev ducked her gaze from his. “I mean, we didn’t do…it, did we?”

DeWayne could have answered any number of ways. Yes or no, for example. A gentle reassurance, or an embarrassed confession. A little hemming and hawing, even.

He didn’t have to laugh.

“Girl!” He guffawed, then rolled onto his back, holding his belly. That big ball of jelly around his midsection, shaking out of control, laughter escaping his mouth like hissing steam. “Do it? You mean, me and you? Last night? Come on!” He slapped his thigh and laughed some more.

“Don’t laugh at me,” she said, heat rising. “It ain’t that far-fetched.” She rolled away from him, pushed the covers aside and plopped her pale, bare feet on the floor. She needed to pee, too, and the hell with letting this rude asshole go first.

“Bevvie, no,” he said, resting a hand on her shoulder. She shook it off. His fingertips brushed her arm. “I didn’t mean it like that. I promise. It’s just…we were so damned drunk, I’m amazed we even made it up the stairs here.”

“Oh. Well, yeah.” Relief and embarrassment flooded over her. DeWayne wasn’t laughing at her, per se. Perhaps at her inability to remember, but not at her.

Bev was done with men laughing at her.

“I mean, I coulda, but not, you know…” He caressed her arm. “I would never take advantage of a girl like that.”

“Of course. I know that.” She turned to face him…and didn’t like what she saw. He was still laughing. Or, at least, trying hard not to, with that stupid grin plastered all over his face.

What did he see in her in that moment? Her long, dark hair? Her almost perfect olive-brown skin? Oh shit, did that pimple on her forehead poke through her foundation—

“Sorry,” he said. “I really got to pee, and if I don’t go right now, I’ll wet your damn bed.”

“Go then,” she said, growing impatient. “First door on the left. Do what you gotta do.”

DeWayne’s face fell. Crap. Bev had misread him—and hurt his feelings. She smiled to soften the moment and lay down on the bed. Maybe there was still hope. She slid the covers down below her breasts, her dark nipples easy to make out through the sheer fabric of her camisole. “I’ll be right here waiting when you’re done.”

“Uh…yeah, okay.” Still wearing his boxers, he slipped out of bed and padded over to the rest of his clothes piled by her dresser. He pulled on his trousers and carried his shirt with him down the hall. Moments later, a door closed, and the bathroom fan hummed to life.

Bev took a deep breath, letting it out over several seconds, her heart pounding. What the hell had she just said? What had gotten into her, inviting him back into her bed like that? She’d never done that before. Never came anywhere close to doing what she’d just proposed, either…other than last night, of course. She didn’t even know if she had a condom anywhere in the house.

She’d always imagined her first time to be special. A romantic evening of dinner and quiet conversation, lots of smiles as she and her man grew more comfortable and desirous of one another. A warm kiss at the door. Inviting him in for coffee or a nightcap. Sitting on the couch, close, touching, their drinks forgotten as her lips found his, their tongues tasting of sweet wine. The coy invitation to her bedroom—

The bathroom door creaked open, and footsteps padded down the hall. She closed her eyes, feigning sleep, wanting to present to him the image of an angel in her bed, ready, waiting to be romanced, loved, wanted—

The front door to her apartment slammed shut.

“DeWayne?” she called.

No answer.

“Are you there?” she said.

Silence.

She waited until the sound of a car engine rumbled through the parking lot two floors down, and the car’s tires crunched across the blacktop and into traffic.

Then she let the tears flow.










Chapter Two







The late-night discovery of the murder victim’s body meant that Val and Wesley Tate needed to stay after their shift for an 8:00 a.m. all-hands WAVE Squad staff meeting. Getting her partner to work overtime took a court order sometimes, so it surprised her when he agreed without protest. Until, that is, she recalled two key facts: one, a sergeant’s exam was coming up, and he seemed determined to earn the promotion next time. Secondly—and related—he’d complained multiple times about how he needed to boost his income, with his oldest kids now nearing college age.

WAVE Squad boss Sergeant Brenda Petroni, her brown and gray curls still damp from a hasty shower, called the meeting to order. She gulped coffee from a large mug, then slammed the half-full cup on the long, black table that occupied one end of the office’s airy bullpen. Petroni hated coming to work on her day off as much as Tate did.

Detective Bobby Grimes, with whom Val partnered before getting promoted to detective a year before, perked up from his slouching position at the end of the table opposite Petroni. Next to him sat the young, handsome patrol officer who’d replaced Val as Grimes’s partner, Isaac Levin. “Jesus, Sarge,” Levin said. “Couldn’t you just ring a bell or something?”

Grimes shushed him with a wave of his hand. “Don’t poke the bear, kid, or you’ll be spending your next shift cleaning the latrines.”

Grimes and Levin could not have been more different. Grimes, a forty-something paunchy curmudgeon with a balding pate and salt-and-pepper stubble lining his firm chin, wore a cheap off-the-rack suit and a coffee-stained tie. But he was a wizard at suspect interrogations. A former vice squad detective, his trademark gallows humor had faded after he spent the last year nurturing his son through successful chemotherapy treatments for brain cancer. However, he’d lost none of his tenacity, and he held the department record for obtaining thirty-six confessions in a single month. Granted, half of those came in one drug bust, but still.

Levin, at least fifteen years younger, dressed in the latest fashion—when he wasn’t in uniform. Regardless of what he wore or to whom he spoke, he talked faster than a carnival barker. Tall and wiry in an athletic sort of way, his bulbous, bright-blue eyes and large Roman nose competed for dominance over his angular, clean-shaven face. Both were overshadowed by his omnipresent big, toothy grin.

“Okay, you’ve all read the report, right?” Petroni said. “Thoughts on a perp?”

“Looks like we’re after a modern-day Barber of Seville,” Levin said. One of his endless supply of one-liners. He unwrapped the cellophane from a chocolate cupcake that had spent half an eternity in the fourth-floor vending machine. “Cool. Another exquisite corpse from Kung Fu and Panda.”

Val ignored Levin’s use of his taunting nickname for her and her partner. He gave nicknames to everyone, none of them flattering. Instead, she spun to face him. “How’d you already get info on the perp’s MO? I haven’t even written that part of my report yet.”

Levin grinned. “You can’t keep a secret in this building.”

“In that case,” Petroni said, slumping into a chair, “give us the nickel tour. And save the bloody details until after I’ve finished my coffee. I can’t do gore on an empty stomach.”

“Better get her a straw,” Levin said to Val. “From what I hear, this one’s all blood and guts.”

“Not guts, but plenty of blood, yeah,” Val said.

“Didn’t I tell you to wait on all that?” Petroni snarled and picked up her mug, taking another long sip.

“Right. Sorry.” Val glanced at her case notes and cleared her throat. They’d spent the night gathering information about the victim, interviewing acquaintances and finding whatever they could online. “Victim is one Jade Suong, a.k.a. Cherry Spice. Korean American female, twenty-six years old. Sex worker, short rap sheet for soliciting. Jade’s manager—”

“Pimp,” Grimes interjected.

Val glared at him. Grimes didn’t seem to notice.

“His name is Jerell Hines,” Val went on. “He goes by Spice Rack on the street. All of his girls go by ‘spice’ names of some sort.”

“Spice Girls, I love it,” Levin said with a laugh.

“That Black chick, Pepper, in Clayton Cottage,” Grimes said, using the department’s slang for city lockup. “She’s one of his.”

“Talk to her after we’re done here,” Petroni said. “Go on, Dawes.”

“Trash collection crews found the body in the Alphabet Soup District. Time of death around 11:00 p.m. I interrogated Hines—Spice Rack—but he provided an alibi with tons of witnesses to corroborate.” Val paused. “Better finish your coffee, boss. The rest gets pretty grim.”

Petroni grimaced and downed her drink. “Go on.”

“Apparent cause of death: strangulation, though the ME hasn’t confirmed it yet. Suong had bruises around her throat, bulging bloodshot eyes, the usual signs. She also,” and Val took a deep breath before continuing, “was pretty sliced up. The perp apparently hates body hair, because as Isaac alluded to, he’d shaved her head to toe—well, chin to toe. He left the hair on the top of her head, and that’s about it. Also…let’s just say, it wasn’t a professional coif.”

“She looked like raw hamburger,” Tate said with an audible sniff.

“Yikes,” Levin said. “What’d she look like before? Sasquatch?”

Tate guffawed, and Grimes snickered along with Levin. Petroni and Val shot them all icy stares.

“Get to the good part,” Tate said. “You know. The initials?”

Grimes stopped laughing and leaned in over the table. Petroni gestured for Val to continue.

“The killer also left a signature.” Val showed them a photo she’d taken on her phone of the letters carved into her skin.

“What’s that say?” Petroni said, squinting. “Hermit?”

“We call him the Hermit Strangler,” Tate said, grinning.

“We do not,” Val and Petroni said together. Val would have high-fived her, but Petroni didn’t do high-fives.

“So he’s a psychopath,” Grimes said. “Any prior cases match the MO?”

“Searching back case files is next on my to-do list,” Val said. “Nothing recent springs to mind, at least in Clayton.”

“Any other suspects besides Spice Rack?” Petroni asked. “Customers, rival pimps, boyfriends, anyone?”

“The Spice organization uses a custom app to arrange their rendezvous,” Val said. “Shelby Clearwater in IT is analyzing her phone—the app, her contacts, and socials. We should have a list by close of business.”

Heads nodded around the table. It gratified Val to see the team shared her confidence in her friend’s abilities.

“All right, then. Grimes and Levin, help Dawes out with the legwork. She’ll tell you what she needs. Val, get me your preliminary report ASAP, then go get some sleep. Tate, you too. I’ll work with the public information unit to feed the press. Let’s get going, team. We don’t know when this guy will strike next.”

“Don’t worry about feeding the press,” Levin said, glancing up from his phone. “Looks like they’ve already eaten.” He slid his phone down the table, and it came to a stop between Val and Petroni. The screen displayed a headline and article from Val’s least-favorite local police blog, Clayton Copwatch.




Hermit Strangler Slices and Dices

Clayton PD Clueless—Again

By Paul Peterson




Val groaned. She didn’t need to read the blog entry to know how bad it was. Paul Peterson had it in for the Clayton PD, and especially for Val, it seemed.

“How the hell did this already get out?” Petroni shouted, grabbing the phone and scrolling through the article.

“Like I said.” Levin shook his head and grinned. “There ain’t no secrets in this building.”

Petroni shoved Levin’s phone back to him. “Dawes, did you—?”

“Absolutely not,” Val said. “I hadn’t even told anyone on the squad, much less that muckraker.”

“Where did you hear about it?” Petroni asked Levin.

“Overheard a couple of uniforms talking in the coffee line outside. Seems like everyone knows about it.”

Val rubbed her temples in frustration. If Peterson published details of the case, it would compromise the investigation, possibly to the point of making it impossible to solve. And if he hadn’t, he would, soon.

That meant she needed to solve it even sooner.







Unbelievable. How stupid could they be?

The man who’d rid the world of one of its lesser specimens, the hirsute streetwalker from some godforsaken Asian hellhole, calmed his breathing. He paused in his task, weeding a late-blooming flower bed, and gazed out over one of Clayton’s beautiful, grassy parks. All around him, daffodils and tulips, springing into bloom, released their scent and their perfect DNA in the form of pollen to the wind. Soon it would land on the stigma of another specimen, yielding a seed that, once planted, would produce another flawless bloom. A process that would create more beauty to see and smell—for those who could appreciate it.

Not the idiots who called him “The Hermit.”

He understood the media—in particular the idiot blogger, who’d probably never worked a day in his life on either side of the law—getting it wrong. But the police, too? Something as basic as a signature left at a crime scene?

If you wanted to label what he did a “crime.” Ridding the species of such trash, such substandard, mutated DNA, should earn him parades and awards. Perhaps his own TV show, where he could explain to the uneducated how his actions benefited humanity.

But to nickname him “The Hermit Strangler,” of all things! They’d gotten it wrong on so many levels.

He jabbed his hand trowel into the dirt, stabbing at a stubborn dandelion root. It, too, needed purging.

The whole situation infuriated him. First, the “strangler” label. They made it sound as if he enjoyed strangling someone, or that it somehow defined him. Oh, sure, this one died by strangulation, but what about the others? None of them died that way. Morons.

The dandelion root broke off in the dirt, and he cursed its stubborn insistence on survival.

Second, and most important, the Hermit thing. Where did they get that? Hermits shunned humanity. They drifted about from place to place, begging for their sustenance. He, The Engineer, had a job, a home, friends, a community. He liked people. Some of them, anyway. The ones whose DNA hadn’t mutated in some bizarre, almost unthinkable way.

Yes, The Engineer. That was the signature he’d left behind, scratched into the whore’s freakishly hairy skin. How could they interpret his message so wrong? M-I-T, for God’s sake. The best engineering school in the world. How much more obvious could he be? What’d they want him to write? “College of Engineering?”

He tore at the deep root with his long, forked hand-weeder, yanking it this way and that, loosening its grip from the loamy soil. His heart pounded, his skin growing warm. Not from effort, and not from the sun that kept ducking behind dark gray nimbostratus clouds, promising more rain to nourish the park’s beautiful flowers. Next week they’d wilt in the heat, if weather forecasts proved correct. Which they might. Meteorologists were often wrong, but never as wrong as the morons in the media and police department.

That made him laugh a bit, which calmed him, and the calm brought clarity. He realized their mistake: concatenating the “HR” and “MIT” clues. HR, as anyone knew who’d ever studied genetics—obviously not required courses for journalists and forensic investigators—was the name of the gene associated with hair growth. The whore’s DNA had clearly regressed to an earlier humanoid state, when semi-intelligent bipeds covered in fur roamed the planet. Not a gene that deserved to continue on to the next generation. With her in the business of sexual intercourse, that continuance seemed inevitable.

Unless someone did the planet a favor and engineered that gene back out of existence.

Not a hermit, for Christ’s sake. Nor a “strangler,” a person who relied on a single, crude form of genetic cleansing.

An Engineer.

He filled in the hole he’d left in the dirt, leaving no evidence that a dandelion had ever thrived there.

He’d make sure they understood. Next time.







One of Val’s enduring struggles with night shift was day sleeping. Diurnal by nature, she found it difficult, even wearing a night mask, to doze off while the sun shined. Even with Gil slumbering beside her.

She must’ve drifted off, though, because she stirred awake, alone in their bed, around 4:00 p.m. Not quite enough sleep, but she had the night off, as did Gil, and they could make up for it after dinner. She tried to maintain the same sleep schedule on her days off so it wouldn’t throw her off again during the week, but her body refused to cooperate.

Gil poked his head in the door before her feet touched the floor. “Oh, good,” he said, grinning. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Wake me? Why?”

He sat on the bed next to her and held her hand. “I don’t ask you to do this type of thing very often,” he said, “but would you mind getting dressed up tonight? I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“I hope it involves dinner,” Val said. “I’m starved.”

“It does. And wine.” He kissed her and helped her to her feet. Only then did she notice he wore a button-down shirt and dress slacks, smelled shower-fresh, and had shaved. On a Saturday.

She shuffled off to the bathroom, her mind running through her inventory of dresses or skirts she would consider “nice.” Not many, and fewer still in her closet at Gil’s. Most of her non-work clothes remained at her dad’s house, for no good reason other than she’d never gotten around to moving them. She should do that. Soon.

Val lingered in the shower, luxuriating in the abundant supply of pulsating hot water pounding her skin. She wondered what would inspire Gil to suggest this impromptu date, what he might be celebrating. It wasn’t her birthday, nor his. Not a holiday of any kind. However, it was the one-year anniversary of her promotion to detective. Could that be it?

No, this felt more romantic than that.

Or—perhaps—a slightly early anniversary of them getting together two years ago? They hadn’t celebrated it on the first anniversary, mostly because they’d never settled on what the date would be. There’d been no first date, per se. One day they weren’t a couple, and then, almost without realizing it, they were.

She nodded. That had to be it. That silly, lovely, romantic fool.

Still, she couldn’t let on that she’d figured it out. That would spoil it for him.

She cleansed her body twice—the first time didn’t quite wash the stink of the long night’s work away, nor the memory of the mutilated body they’d found. Soaping up a second time, her skin felt rough to the touch. Every freckle, pimple, and mole stood out, ugly to her critical eye. Her hips ballooned out to the sides, while her breasts shrunk flat against her chest. Even her hair seemed thin and stringy, and far too short. Such a drab color, too. Had Gil given her some warning, she could’ve made an appointment to get it done.

Reaching for her towel, she discovered a mugful of hot coffee—with cream, as she liked it. From Gil, the most perfect man alive. She took sips while toweling off and applying a modest layer of makeup.

Val was so lucky to have him, and she looked forward to the evening’s celebration.







“So, where’s dinner?” Val asked once they’d climbed into Gil’s Ford Explorer and rolled into Saturday evening traffic. She smoothed the fabric of her blue, knee-length sheath dress, one Gil loved because of how it flattered her figure. In this dress, and with Gil, she saw herself as slender and sexy. Bathroom mirrors be damned.

She rested a hand on his thigh while he drove. “I hope it’s not too fancy a place. I’m so hungry, I don’t think I can be elegant while I eat tonight.”

“You’ll see,” Gil said, an enigmatic smile on his face. He turned on some music, a playlist he’d built of her favorite songs, but kept the volume on low. “Let’s just say I had to make reservations.”

“Ooh, super-fancy.” Val grinned. “Do they use real silverware and glassware?”

“Cloth napkins and everything,” he said, matching her grin.

“I’m intrigued,” she said. “What’s the occasion? I’m dying to find out.”

“You’ll see.”

Ha! She knew. He was so transparent.

They pulled into a long driveway in front of an impressive Colonial-era mansion, a three-story inn with white Roman columns, a wraparound patio, and black wooden shutters contrasting with the building’s pristine white siding. Its sprawling lawn looked golf-green perfect, and well-manicured shrubbery sported early blossoms of spring.

“Chez Martin?” Val covered her mouth in surprise. “I’ve never eaten here. I hear it’s good.”

Understatement of the year. Chez Martin was the only restaurant in Clayton with a Michelin Star rating.

“I figured as much,” Gil said. “How’s your French? I might need help reading the menu.”

“Nonexistent, unless the words match what I can remember from Spanish 101,” Val said. “Wow, Gil. This is a nice surprise.”

“Oh, this isn’t the big surprise,” he said. “It’s just the beginning.”

“Of what?”

He grinned. “You’ll see.”

Doubts crept in. It wasn’t the beginning. They were two years into the relationship.

She studied his expression. He gave away nothing. Complete poker face. “Okay,” she said, “I get it. Be patient, right?”

“Your most endearing quality,” he said with a wink.

A tuxedo-clad valet met them at the entrance to the building and helped Val out of the car. Gil took her by the arm and escorted her inside. The restaurant’s interior decor exceeded Val’s expectations. Glittering chandeliers hung from high ceilings, and widely spaced tables sported tall ivory candles, fine china, and pressed white tablecloths. The maître d’ held the chair for Val when they sat and filled their tumblers from a bottle of sparkling water. All the staff wore light-blue surgical masks.

“This is all so beautiful, Gil,” Val said, sipping from her glass. “Come on, you’re killing me. What’s the occasion?”

“You’ll see.” He looked so elegant in his navy-blue jacket. And unlike her, not the slightest bit nervous.

They laughed while deciphering the menu, and thank God for the server, who rescued them from ordering dishes containing animal parts she couldn’t even name in English. Their five-course meal looked, smelled, and tasted heavenly, right down to the last spoonful of crème brûlée.

“Amazing,” Val said, dabbing her lips with a napkin. “The best meal ever.”

“We’re not done yet.” Gil signaled the server, who set twin flutes of champagne on the table, then disappeared.

Val started to take a sip, but Gil halted her with a raised hand, then lifted his glass as if to make a toast. She followed suit.

“Val,” Gil said, “since I met you, my life has been nothing short of magical. What you’ve done for me, how you’ve changed my outlook on things—well, I never thought a person could be this happy.”

Val’s hands trembled, and the bubbles in her champagne fizzed to the surface. Where was he going with this?

“But I am that happy,” he said, “and I hope you feel the same.”

“Of course.” Val’s voice sounded distant and strained in her ears. Would he hear that as doubt or insincerity?

“Good,” he said. “Because I can’t imagine my life without you. I want to be with you forever.”

Forever? As in—?

A jewelry box materialized on the table in front of her. With his free hand, Gil pried it open to reveal a beautiful gold ring, attached to which was a huge, sparkling diamond. He reached out to her, and, numb, she rested her hand in his.

Still holding her hand, with his champagne in the other, he got out of his chair and dropped to one knee next to her. Didn’t spill a drop, either.

“Valorie Dawes,” he said, “will you marry me?”

Val stared at him, paralyzed. She gripped the stem of her champagne flute, then relaxed her hold on it, fearing she would break it. She gazed over his face—tense, yet smiling, a sheen of perspiration on his cheeks, his eyes blinking as if to force away tears. His awkward pose, balancing on one knee and holding a wine glass, teetering, no doubt placing undue pressure on the hip forever healing after being shattered by a bullet two years before. So confident, yet so vulnerable.

“Well?” Gil surrendered a nervous smile. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

Val inhaled an unsteady breath. How long had she sat there, staring at him, mute and afraid? What must he be feeling after that long wait?

What was she feeling? She didn’t know. She couldn’t put it into words. Happiness, yes, but also surprise, stress, uncertainty, fear…

“Gil…” Val’s eyes strained, and she blinked, surprised to discover tears flowing from them. “I don’t know what to say.”

“How about ‘yes’?” His voice wavered, his smile seemed to lose energy, and his eyes betrayed sudden doubt. “If…if that’s what you feel.”

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what I feel. I mean I do,” she said, her words rushing out. “I know I love you, and I want to be with you forever, too. I just…”

A lifetime of uncertainty, of self-doubt, of self-loathing, surged within her. Years of avoiding romantic entanglements, dating back to her middle-school years when her mother deserted the family, throwing her into emotional turmoil when all her friends seemed obsessed with boys. Years of ignoring the insults and taunts about her underdeveloped body, her plain face, her boyish haircuts. Rejecting advances from men seemed second nature to her, as recently as two years before, on blind double dates she’d attempted with her friend Beth. Even when she first met Gil, she thought of him as a mentor and partner at work rather than someone she could love.

After a few months with Gil, though, something changed within her. Her disdain for romance dwindled away, her desire for connection overcoming her fears in the comfort of Gil’s uncompromising commitment to her. He made her feel safe, wanted, and loved—not just desired, the way those other men did. He was different.

But marriage? The idea hadn’t entered her consciousness. It never seemed like a reality she could envision for herself. Even as she realized that she never wanted to live without Gil.

“If you could somehow come up with an answer, I’d appreciate it,” he said, still kneeling. “This isn’t the most comfortable position.”

“Maybe you should sit again and we can talk about it,” she said.

He said nothing, but the hurt in his eyes spoke volumes. He let go of her hand and lumbered to his feet, then retook his chair, avoiding eye contact.

“Just tell me no and get it over with, then,” he said in a raspy voice.

Val’s throat tightened, and she thought she’d choke when she tried to speak. “I’m not saying no,” she said. “I’m just…surprised, that’s all. I had no idea this was coming.”

“No idea? Really?” His gaze met hers, fierce, perhaps angry. “After two years together, living together for half that time? How many times have we told each other that this was long term? I believe we’ve both used the word ‘forever’ more than once. But you’re still surprised?”

“Gil—”

“Have you changed your mind?”

The force of his words surprised her as much as the proposal, and not in a good way. “No, of course not. I still want that.”

“So,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, “what’s the problem?”

“I didn’t say there was a problem,” she said. “I wasn’t ready for the question, that’s all.”

“Okay.” He nodded and seemed to calm himself. “Fair enough. What can I do to help you get ready?”

She took a deep breath and thought about it. “I don’t know. This may be something that I can only do for myself. I mean, talking about it would help,” she added in a rush when he seemed agitated again. “Other than that…I guess I never really saw myself as married, you know?”

“I see.” He averted his gaze again. “Not even to me.”

“Only to you, if anyone. But…” How to explain this? Her words came out in a frenzied rush. “There’s so much to consider. Like kids, for example. We’ve never talked about that. And if so, how many? When? Who stays home to take care of them? What about our approaches to child-rearing? We had very different experiences growing up—different role models. Where would we live? Do we blend our finances or keep them separate? All that stuff, and so much more.”

He slouched in his seat, defeated. He sipped his champagne, then made a sour face and pushed it away. Stared at his plate for a while, while her gaze never left him.

Then he signaled the server for the check, and paid it in silence.

It was a long, quiet drive home.










Chapter Three







Sunday morning took forever to arrive. Val dozed rather than slept, and from the amount of tossing and turning Gil did, she guessed he suffered a similar night.

However, neither spoke about it, or much of anything else, besides “Coffee?” and “Eggs and toast for breakfast is fine.” They kept a polite distance, mostly in separate rooms of the house. He checked his email at the counter while she browsed hers on the sofa. He threw laundry into the wash while she poured a second cup of coffee. And so on.

Until Val ducked into the bedroom and got ready for work. Gil stood in the doorway, glum-faced and arms crossed, while Val applied her makeup.

“I thought you had Sunday off,” he said after she set down her lipstick.

“I’ve got to go in for a short while. We need to discuss the new case and chase down a few leads.” She pivoted to face him. “I’ll be home by two or three.”

He cleared his throat. “Maybe we can talk then?”

She nodded. Maybe.

She dabbed a hint of blush onto her cheeks. When she looked up again, he’d disappeared from the doorway.







Val got caught in early churchgoing traffic, heightening her tension even more. The slow-moving minivans confirmed her belief that the worst drivers took to the road only on Sundays and Monday mornings. Hoping for a change of pace at work, she was disappointed there, too: the mood in the office was as tense as at home and on the road.

“We still need the ME’s report on that dead body,” Grimes complained before he even said hello. “What, are we the only ones who work weekends around here?”

“Medical Examiners never work weekends,” Wesley Tate said without looking up from his keyboard.

“Too bad murderers don’t take weekends off,” Isaac Levin said. “Homicide tells me two more DBs turned up on the Westside. Some sort of gang fight, I think.”

“The good news for us is that gang murders don’t often involve women,” Grimes said. “Otherwise WAVE would be up to our ears in cases.”

Val poured herself a cup of coffee, shaking her head. Despite her two and a half years on the force, she still couldn’t talk about dead human beings in such a cavalier way as her colleagues.

A few minutes later, a buxom woman with spiky black hair rushed into the bullpen. Shelby Clearwater, their best security and data analyst in the department’s IT division, was also Val’s closest friend in the department, other than Gil. She tossed Jade Suong’s phone onto the long, rectangular meeting table on the far end of the room from Val’s desk, then pulled on a KN95 mask and thumped down into a chair. “Well, that was a giant waste of a Saturday night. Sorry, Val.” She rubbed her eyes, and the dark circles underneath them gave testimony to her exhaustion.

“Don’t tell me you got nothing off that thing,” Grimes said, his irritation growing. He sat across from Shelby, and the others took seats around them.

“Oh, a little,” Shelby said. “Not enough to justify losing eight hours’ sleep over.”

“Welcome to my world,” Val said. “Anyway, what did you find?”

“Phone and text history, her contact list, and access to her bank account, for a grand total of two hundred and twelve dollars. No transactions—our girl pays no bills online.”

“Well, what’d you expect? She works in a cash-only industry,” Levin said with a smile.

“You know this from personal experience?” Tate said with a sly grin.

“No, from being a cop for more than twenty minutes,” Levin shot back.

“All right, calm down, everyone.” Sergeant Petroni strolled in from her office during their bickering and it looked like she, too, hadn’t slept much. “What about that streetwalker app, what’s it called? Did you get anything from that?”

“It’s called Spice Track. Like everything else in Spice Rack’s organization, it’s branded. But no, I couldn’t break in. It’s unlike any of the other apps we’ve come across—very secure. I need biometrics to break in—her fingerprint or facial image—which means the ME needs to report to work one of these days. And I’m not even sure that will work.”

“Good thing they don’t need hair samples.” Levin glanced around the room, as if expecting a reaction to his joke, but got none. “Come on, that was a good one.”

“Show some damned respect, Levin,” Shelby said. “The woman was brutally murdered, and her killer’s still running around loose.”

“No thanks to you, Tits McGee,” Levin snapped back.

“That’s rude, Isaac,” Val said, irritated.

“You think you can do better, Levin? Here.” Shelby shoved the phone at him. “While you’re at it, could you perform the autopsy? That’s running behind, too.”

“I said that’s enough bickering!” Petroni said, raising her voice.

“Why are you so cross, anyway?” Levin said. “Afraid the Hermit’s going to shave your back next?”

Shelby lunged across the table at him, her fingers missing his throat by inches. Val and Tate held her back.

“Levin! That’s over the line. My office, now,” Petroni said. “Shelby, cool it. Yes, Levin was inappropriate, but so were you. Take another swing at one of my crew and I’ll bust your ass to the curb. The rest of you, get back to work.” She yanked Levin’s chair away from the table—with him still in it—and pushed him toward her office, following one step behind.

Val pulled Shelby back into her seat, keeping an arm around her friend’s still-shaking shoulders. Shelby bent over, snorting out shallow, rapid breaths.

Grimes and Tate sat frozen for a moment. “Wes,” Grimes said after a few seconds passed, “why don’t you and me go down the street and get some quality coffee for the gang? I think we all need it.”

“But there’s coffee—”

“Let’s go, Tate.” Grimes shot Val a look. She read it as: Help your friend out, here.

After the men left, Val took Shelby by the hand and led her over to her desk, easing her into the guest chair.

“How you doing, Shel?” Val asked between Shelby’s loud, anguished breaths.

“Not…good,” Shelby said. “That fucking creep, I could’ve killed him.”

“Deservedly so,” Val said, “but this isn’t like you. What’s up?”

Shelby sat back, her breaths calming. “That asshole…he picked the wrong person on the wrong day.”

“I understand,” Val said. “We’re all short of sleep and—”

“It’s not that,” Shelby said. “I’m a wreck. It’s been a tough day, tough week…tough year.”

Val nodded. Shelby was still recovering from being kidnapped and tortured by anti-trans madman Theo Cox a year before. She’d endured multiple rounds of reconstructive surgery, a challenging recovery, and endless hours of therapy in the months since.

“You shouldn’t go through this alone,” Val said. “I haven’t been there enough for you. I’ll do better, I promise.”

“You’ve been great,” Shelby said. “The best. But…” She turned aside and rubbed her face. When she pulled her hands away, tears wet her cheeks. “Sanjit called me yesterday.”

Val’s stomach fell. Shelby and Sanjit dated for months leading up to her attack, but he disappeared and was no help at all during her ordeal—and after.

“What the hell did he want?” Val said.

Shelby shook her head at the ceiling. “To get back together, the fucking moron. As if I could forget what a no-show and a coward he was when it mattered.”

“I’m sorry, Shelby.”

Shelby barked out a harsh laugh. “Sorry! That’s what he said, the sniveling little shit. As if that erases what a horrible person he is. Oh, and get this. First thing he asks me is, ‘How’s the surgery going? Have they finished?’ Jesus! The only thing he cares about is whether the doctors have made me fuckable again!”

Piercing pain stabbed Val’s chest. Her whole body sagged under the emotional weight of her friend’s burden. She wanted to say something like, I’m sure that’s not what he meant, but who was Val to second-guess her? “I hope you hung up on him,” she said at last.

“Whatever.” Meaning, no. “I told him to rot in hell and I never want to hear from him again. But Val,” and now her tears turned into sobs. “Since my transition, he’s the only guy who ever wanted anything to do with me. The only guy who found me sexy.” Her shoulders shook again, and Val drew her in for a tight hug.

“I’m so fucking ugly,” Shelby said.

“No, Shelby, you’re—”

“Please don’t, Val.” Shelby pulled back from the embrace and stared into her eyes. “You don’t know what it’s like. You’re so perfect, so pretty—”

“Oh, come on, I’m pretty ordin—”

“With a big, handsome boyfriend who loves you—”

Val couldn’t argue with that point, though she felt a pang of guilt over how the previous night had gone.

“You have no idea,” Shelby said, “what it’s like. I’m so…so mutilated and broken. So ashamed of my body.”

“You have nothing to—”

“Oh, save it,” Shelby said. “I don’t need platitudes.”

Val’s turn to take a deep breath. “Tell me what you need, then,” Val said, “from me. Anything. Name it.”

“Just be here,” Shelby said. “Like you always are.”

They sat together for several quiet minutes, only the sound of Brenda Petroni’s muffled shouts at Levin emanating from her office.

“I’d better go,” Shelby said. “Before that idiot comes out here full of insincere apologies. Talk later?”

“Any time,” Val said. And she meant it.







Contrary to Wesley Tate’s claim that the city’s Medical Examiner never worked weekends, Val received a draft “update on progress” from their office late Sunday morning. She shared it with the team, and they reconvened at the meeting table a few minutes before noon.

“Death by strangulation, as you suspected, Dawes,” Petroni said. “Less than an hour before they found the body.”

“The mutilation and the signature—those letters carved into the victim’s skin—suggest a serial killer,” Val said. “Although I haven’t found any similar cases in our files, or in the surrounding area.”

“Any luck locating the pimp?” Grimes asked.

Isaac Levin shook his head. “We put out an all-points on him, but the guy’s some sort of vampire. Only goes out at night. And his residence turned up empty.”

“Could he be The Hermit?” Tate asked, smoothing his mustache. “He sure sounds like one.”

Val frowned in disgust. She hated that moniker. Before she could speak, though, Levin said, “Cutting up your clientele is usually considered bad for business.”

“Don’t assume anything,” Petroni said. “Not about him, and not about whether it’s a serial killer or a one-off. Investigate the case on its own terms.”

“On that note,” Val said, “can we stop calling him The Hermit? A, we’re guessing that’s what the letters mean. B, it only plays into the guy’s desire for notoriety and increases the chance he’ll strike again.”

“Talk to your pal Peterson about that,” Grimes said. “He’s the one who put that out there for the public to chew on. Fucking idiot.”

“The Chief sent out an email to unit commanders, directing them to stop using the term and to clamp down on leaks,” Petroni said.

“Barn door, meet horse,” Levin said, shaking his head. Val chuckled along with the others. Sometimes even she appreciated his strange humor.

“The other things I found interesting in the report,” Val said, “were the findings of terrestrial debris ground into the victim’s heels and some of the wounds. Grass, dirt, lawn fertilizer, and coarse sand.”

“What do you make of it?” Petroni asked.

Val pondered a moment. “The body was dragged across a park or lawn—a well-maintained one. There’s none within a half-mile of the location where we found her, which means, the killer probably loaded her into a vehicle and drove her there. We should start checking for signs in city parks and green spaces.”

“That’ll only take a hundred years,” Tate said, groaning.

“That’s why you get paid,” Petroni said. “If it were fun and easy, you’d do it for free.”

“Not friggin’ likely,” Levin said. “Grimes, perhaps, but not Tate.”

“Anyway,” Val said, her weariness making her impatient with the banter, “I’m also intrigued by the cuts. The ME said the skin was torn and scraped as much as sliced and shaved. That means the killer used a blade that wasn’t very sharp. A serrated knife, perhaps. Definitely not a razor.”

“Not the sharpest tool in the shed?” Levin said. “Like Tate here?”

Tate shot Levin an angry look, but Petroni cut off any further sniping. “Isaac, I warned you—”

“Sorry,” Levin said. “You know I love you, Wes.”

“Go fuck yourself,” Tate said.

“So, he used whatever was handy,” Grimes said with impatience. “That means he might not have planned it in advance. A crime of opportunity?”

“So, maybe not a serial killer,” Petroni said. “Too soon to tell, anyway.”

“I wouldn’t rule it out, though,” Val said. “Definitely a hate crime, though, with all that cutting and the signature.”

“In that case, we need to figure out what he hated about her, and who else is in his cross hairs,” Petroni said. “Dawes, you’ll stay in the lead on this. Keep us posted.”

Val nodded. This one might absorb a lot of her time—including overtime.

Time she’d prefer to spend figuring out her situation with Gil.







Val’s cell dinged a short while later—a text from Shelby.




Lunch? Claytown Café?




A grin crossed Val’s face. She replied:




Pick me up out front. Business or personal?




“Both,” Shelby said when she pulled up in front of HQ five minutes later. Val climbed into her friend’s WRX and strapped in. Just in time, too—Shelby shoehorned into a minuscule gap in traffic at high speed, causing at least two drivers to slam on their brakes and honk their horns. Despite working for the police department, or perhaps because of it, Shelby maintained only the most casual relationship with traffic laws such as stoplights and speed limits.

“Why the off-site location?” Val asked once they’d parked. She’d held her breath the entire ride, one that reminded her of her mortality at least a dozen times.

“Walls have ears,” she said. “And I need good coffee today.”

Val frowned. Shelby didn’t usually worry about what people heard her say. She wondered what was up with her friend.







A sign outside the café read “Masks Recommended Unless Seated,” but it appeared none of the customers or employees followed the recommendation. The café’s tall, slender barista, Pinkie, greeted them with hugs and exclamations of it having been “fur-EV-errrr,” and seated them closest to the bar so she could chime in on their conversation as much as possible. Or so Val guessed. Pinkie’s high-energy personality and rapid-fire verbal cadence dominated the room no matter where she stood relative to her favorite patrons. Which was, everybody.

“Girlfriends, I have sooo missed you,” Pinkie said when she brought them their coffees. She knew what to bring without asking—Val, a cinnamon macchiato, and Shelby, a double espresso. “I was beginning to think you were ghosting me.”

“Never,” Val said, sipping her coffee. “Oh, this is delicious. You’re the best, Pinkie.”

Pinkie grinned, and her slender, pierced tongue clicked against diamond-studded teeth. In fact, Pinkie’s entire face looked like it had been pinned together by a master jeweler, with silver studs poking out of her nose, eyebrows, and both lips. Her short-sleeved, low-cut shirt revealed arms, neck, and chest that resembled an art gallery, with colorful tattoos carpeting most of her visible skin. “You guys want nosh? I’ll be back in two shakes to take your order.” She sashayed off to the next table, engaging them in equally bubbly conversation.

“She’s…a lot,” Shelby said under her breath. “Love her to death—in small doses.”

“Some days, I want to be her,” Val said. “Her energy, her confidence, her positivity—I could use more of that in my life.”

“Me, too.” Shelby’s expression turned serious. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you offsite today. I…I’m struggling, Val.” She glanced away, tears welling.

“Because of Sanjit?” Val seethed. That selfish, cowardly prick had done more damage to Shelby’s self-esteem than he’d ever know.

“Not just him,” Shelby said. “He was just the most recent reminder of my predicament.” She indicated her body with fluttering hands. “No man will ever want to be with me. I’m…hideous.”

“You are not.” Val slid her chair around to sit next to Shelby. “You’re beautiful and special—”

“Stop, please,” Shelby said, on the edge of tears. “I’m ugly—in ways and places you can’t see. And…not just because of…what Theo Cox did to me.”

Val shuddered. She could imagine the scars, physical and emotional, from the mutilation and kidnapping she’d endured. “No, Shelby, listen—”

“Val, please. Hear me out.” Shelby grabbed both of Val’s hands. “This is not self-pity. I hear it all the time. Isaac Levin’s crass insults are mild compared to what I get on the street, in bars, in shopping malls, every single day. People think I can’t hear them, but I do. ‘That chick needs a shave.’ And, ‘Ew, is that a girl or a boy?’ ‘Are those tits real?’ Oh, and the jokes—‘That dude’s lucky, she can fuck herself.’ It’s too much, Val. I can’t stand it anymore!”

“Preach, sister!” Pinkie sat on the empty seat opposite Val and rested her arm across Shelby’s shoulders. “People are horrible!”

Shelby enveloped the barista in a massive hug that went on for hours, or so it felt to Val. When they broke the embrace, Shelby wiped tears from her face with a napkin. “Thanks, Pinkie,” she said. “Coming from a girl as pretty as you, though—well, you and Val both. You can’t imagine the shit I hear.”

“Ha!” Val and Pinkie said at the same time. Pinkie fist-bumped Val and turned Shelby by the shoulders to face her. “Girlio, you think because I’m skinny and friendly, I got it all figured out? And Val-pal with that tight little body of hers, you think men leave her alone? Forget it, right, Val-pal? Oh, and don’t even get me started on what women say. Women are the worst!”

“Truth!” said a stout, forty-ish woman seated at a nearby table. “Sorry to eavesdrop, but that is spot-on, girl.”

“I don’t know,” her table-mate said, a large, silver-bearded white guy. “Men are pretty damned awful.”

Shelby surrendered a sad smile, not bothering to wipe away tears anymore. “You guys are awesome. How do you cope with all this crap, though? I’m about at the end of my rope.”

Val considered inquiring about how her counseling was going, but not in public. Besides, she already knew the answer: not well.

“You should come to my Group,” Pinkie said. “It’s all peeps who’ve suffered body-shaming—by themselves or others. It’s helped me so much. We meet at St. Mary’s Catholic Church on Mondays and Thursdays and share our stories, support each other, and help each other get through the day. You need a current member to sponsor you, but you’ve got one. Me. Girl, please come. I want you there.”

Shelby glanced around at the faces staring at her—Val, Pinkie, the couple at the next table—and took a deep breath. Then she nodded. “I will,” she said. “I’ll be there. Thank you, Pinkie. You’re a lifesaver.”

“Hey, no probs. But do me a solid?” She lowered her voice and leaned closer. “At the group. Call me Alexa. My real name.” She brightened, pointed to her short, pink locks, and resumed full volume. “But not here. To the world, I’m Pinkie, and I want to keep it that way.”

She breezed away to serve another customer, and Val couldn’t help but smile. The woman could restore anyone’s faith.

Maybe even her own.
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