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POD Book Reviews &
More: “Nothing like this ever happens to Kinsey
Millhone!”

R.E.Conary took a big risk with this
novel. I was blown away by the surprising turn of events, and my
first thought was: “Nothing like this ever happens to Kinsey
Millhone!” After reading Life’s a Bitch. So am I., I can say
with certainty that R.E. Conary plans on being anything but
formulaic. I could not have predicted in advance where she would
take this book, and I have no idea where she will take Rachel Cord
in the future. In my mind, that makes R.E. Conary an author to
watch! See full review at 
http://podbram.blogspot.com/2009/01/lifes-bitch-so-am-i.html

 


 


Rainbow Reviews: “a great detective novel with sarcastic humor and gritty
realism.”

The mystery is solid and complex, and
Conary does an excellent job of presenting several different
threads...and painstakingly weaving them together, so that the
resolve at the end is deliciously satisfying. The book is loaded
with well-defined and interesting characters, and the writing is
clean enough to stay out of the way... Conary does a wonderful job
describing the details of Rachel’s investigations. See full review
at http://rainbow-reviews.com/?p=933

 


 


Reader Views: “one of the
most memorable P.I.’s that I have ever encountered”

I have read many, many detective
novels over the years and some are really good, but few have such
well-developed characters as this one. The story was very well
written, with lots of great detail and some huge surprises! It had
me sitting on the edge of my seat to the very end. See full review
at http://www.readerviews.com/ReviewConaryLifesABitch.html

 


 


 


 


 


One

 


 


My curse preceded me into the squad
room. I hate it. A dozen faces swiveled, work ceased, sound
stopped. A dozen mouths gaped in slack-jawed awe. It’s a reaction I
get all the time. I hate it, but it’s the albatross I
bear.

Polite people say I’m buxom. My
breasts are huge. I didn’t ask to be built like an unmilked
Guernsey. The weight and strain can leave me in tears. I keep
promising myself I’ll get them cut down to a modest C-cup. Or
better yet, a B. That would be heaven. Meanwhile, they’re a pain I
live with; especially when they don’t get me the kind of respect I
feel I deserve.

I walked over to the first occupied
desk. The nameplate read “DET. JABLOWSKI.” I didn’t wait for the
fat slob sitting there to force his eyes up to my face.

“Is Captain Rodecker in?”

“Who wants to know?”

“I do.” I handed him my
card.

“Hey, Carson,” he said turning to his
neighbor. “Check this out. We got us a dickless dick.”

Jabba the Hutt thought he was cute,
but I’d heard it before. That and other tasteless comments. That’s
one of the things I mean about no respect.

“Better than being a useless
one.”

I let him cogitate about which
one I meant—in his case it could be either. I don’t take
crap from anyone, especially men.

Before the slob thought of a comeback,
Carson got up, took my card and read it as he came around the desk.
It’s a nice card. Crisp, white, high-quality cardstock. Black
lettering. Engraved, not raised. It has my name, Rachel Cord,
Confidential Investigations, an address and a phone number. Very
professional. Just like me despite my affliction. Oh, yes, one more
thing—my agency motto: “Life’s a bitch. So am I.”

I don’t claim originality for the
phrase, but the motto fits my attitude. When I chose this business,
the detective who taught me said I’d need an attitude to survive.
Life’s difficult at best; at times it’s downright nasty. When
things get tough, I try to be tougher.

Carson’s eyes went directly from my
card to my eyes without a pause along the way. I raised him a rung
on the evolutionary ladder.

“Is Captain Rodecker expecting you,
Miss Cord?”

There was a bit of questioning
emphasis on the “Miss.” I didn’t see a wedding ring so maybe he was
wondering if I were available. Not my type, but let him
wonder.

“No, but I think he’ll see me if he’s
in. We used to know each other.”

“I’ll check if he has time to see
you.”

Carson headed for a glass-walled
office with its blinds closed. Jabba gave a last glare before
pecking at his computer keyboard. Everyone else went back to doing
whatever it was they were doing before I walked in. Two “ladies”
handcuffed to a bench seemed to be comparing my attributes to
theirs and probably discussing the business pluses of getting
implants. I wanted to tell them it wasn’t worth it, but, hey, who
was I to judge.

Captain of Detectives Rodney Roderick
“Hot Rod” Rodecker III came out of the office with a big grin on
his face. He hadn’t changed a whole lot since our Army days during
Desert Storm: hair thinning, maturer maybe, but all in all the same
rock-hard force of nature I remembered.

“Rachel Cord, it’s great to see you.
Come on in.”

I noticed several interested stares as
we went into his office, which was half the size it needed to be
and overflowed with paperwork. He closed the door and offered me
coffee. Then he sat behind his desk and I took one of the chairs
facing it.

“God, you bring back memories. Your
card says you’re just across the river. What took you so long to
look me up?”

“Serendipity. I didn’t know where you
were until I read about your recent promotion. How many Rodney R.
Rodeckers can there be?” Besides your father and grandfather, that
is. “I don’t usually work outside the city, but I needed to come
over here. It seemed pleasantly fated that you were here
too.”

“What, you don’t think we’re a city?
We’re thirty thousand strong and shrinking. “ Rod flashed his grin
again. “Anyway, how long’s it been?”

“Twelve years. Not since you shipped
out for OCS.”

“Right. I remember hoping you were my
going away gift.”

“It wasn’t in the cards, ‘Hot
Rod’.”

He blushed and raised his hands.
“Please, easy with the ‘Hot Rod’ stuff. I hope I’ve left that
reputation behind. But I may have trouble with the rumor mill I
think you just started.”

“Okay, Rod. But first, settle one
question I’ve always had. Was I the only female on base you didn’t
bed?”

“You and the African Queen.” He tried
to be glib, then turned redder. “Seriously, Rachel, there must have
been two hundred women there. I couldn’t possibly have slept with
them all.”

True, but not from lack of trying. Rod
was wild and carefree back then—a nineteen-year-old, long-horned,
Oklahoman stud fresh off the range—sniffing at anything that showed
an interest. How he avoided court-martial or paternity was anyone’s
guess. “Hot Rod” did not refer to Rodney, Roderick or Rodecker. Not
that I was any less randy—truth to tell—just more discreet. Many of
those women he failed to entice were curled in with me.

Oh, and the African Queen. There’s a
sweet memory. Captain Helen Abernathy, the toughest, stracist MP
commander any soldier would wish to follow. And I would have
followed her to bed if she’d been bent the right way. She
encouraged Rodecker to apply to OCS. She also convinced me, in a
motherly and subtle way, that no matter how good a soldier and cop
I wanted to be, the Army was not the best career choice at that
time for someone of my persuasion.

There were a lot of us in uniform
then, men and women, who were gay. I’m sure there are even more
now. We were proud to serve, “to protect and defend the
Constitution of the United States of America against all enemies.”
But Captain Abernathy was right. Even after “Don’t Ask/Don’t Tell”
went into effect, it was too hard, at least for me, to live a lie
and pretend I wasn’t what I was—or too scared of getting
caught.

Funny, I hadn’t seen Abernathy or
Rodecker in more than 10 years and they were both, now, successful
civilian cops. Yet within the last six months, I had spoken with
Helen looking for someone and here I was with Rod looking for
another.

“The reason I’m here, Rod, I’m looking
for a girl. No wise-ass remarks are necessary. She’s a
fourteen-year-old runaway her family wants found.” I gave him two
photographs from my shoulder bag.”

“Missing Persons is down the
hall.”

“I know. I filed a report with them
before coming in here. I’m hoping to spread the interest. The
portrait is this year’s school photo. The other was taken last
summer. She’s been missing three weeks.”

Rod stared at the photos: a close-up
of a blonde freckled serious-faced teenager and another full-length
of the same girl in a bathing suit.

“Did you look like this at her
age?”

“Same hair, same eyes, same bosom.
Which is partly why I want to find her. I think she’s ripe for
exploitation. You know what I mean. The longer she’s out there, the
more dangerous life can be. Her family’s worried and wants her
home. I’ve been working it nearly a week but haven’t found her yet
on my side of the river, so I’m trying over here.”

“What’s her story?”

“Her name is Linda Miller; small town
farm girl. Again, a lot like me. She started blooming in sixth
grade. Her father had a hard time resisting what he saw and started
sexually abusing her when she turned thirteen. I’m surprised he
waited that long. It went on for months before anyone found out.
The bastard’s in prison now. The girl was in therapy and living
with her mother and grandmother when she ran away. She thinks it’s
her fault that ‘Her Daddy’ went to jail. Last week she called a
friend from the bus station. That’s when the family hired me to
find her and get her home. I’m hoping she’s still somewhere in the
area.”

Rod focused on a picture on his desk.
It was of a nice looking woman and three young children. Two girls
and a boy. Was there another Triple-R out there? Rod’s expression
said he’d like to kill someone. I would too, but I could only
wish.

“Is this just a job or a personal
quest?”

“The grandmother’s ill. There are
three younger daughters. The mother’s hanging on the best she can.
With ‘Daddy’ in prison, the farm’s suffering. I may charge them
expenses, but I’ll probably waive my fee. You saw her picture—she
has the face of a young kid but is built like a brick
you-know-what. What you don’t understand is what she’s endured: the
teasing at school, the come-ons from older boys and men, the trauma
of being a pedophile’s victim. Yes, it’s personal. I could easily
have been her.”

I left it there. I’d never been
sexually abused, luckily, but I knew all about runaway. My last
time was the day I turned 18 and ran off to join the
Army.

“I’ll put the word out. See if we can
get a lead on her. Can I keep these?”

“Sure, but I had these made to pass
out.”

I pulled a packet of 4x6 photos from
my bag and put them on the table. Her school portrait was inset in
one corner. The swimsuit shot filled the frame. On the back were
personal details and contact numbers.

Rod looked at my card again. “Is your
license any good here?”

What license? Another reason for lack
of respect. My state doesn’t require one and Rod wouldn’t be overly
impressed with my city-issued business license or my SAPI
membership card. The State Association of Private Investigators has
been lobbying for licensure for years to no avail. Maybe
someday.

“No, but there’s no law against a
private citizen looking for someone or asking questions. I won’t
misrepresent myself on your turf, Rod. That’s not how I do
business. That’s why I came to you. If I can find her, I will. If I
need legal back-up, I’ll call you. I’m no Lone Ranger.”

“Okay, Rachel. We’ll help as long as
you know the rules. I can’t cut corners for old friends. I’ll call
as soon as I find out anything.”

 


 


 


 


Two

 


 


Margo Lane was a statuesque silhouette
at the end of the aisle. Hand on hip, Margo spoke to several people
on the lighted stage in the background.

“Ladies, please. We can do this. Let’s
try it again. Single line. Number three and number six please step
forward. On toe. Pirouette. Again. Thank you. Step
back.”

“Excuse me,” I said as I
approached.

Margo turned. “The club is closed.
We’re conducting an audi... Whoa, Elsie! I think you have the wrong
audition place, Honey. The Cadillac Club is twenty blocks west on
Cutter.”

The Cadillac Club was a T&A strip
joint. The bigger the T the better was their business
plan.

“I don’t work with rubber women.” I
hate my breasts, but I can’t let them be insulted.

“Are you implying that those are the
natural you, Honey?”

“More natural than anything you’ve got
swinging, Sweetheart!” As I’ve said, I don’t take crap from men;
not even transvestites. I held out my card. “Phil sent
me.”

Margo Lane was long and sinuous. Great
muscle tone without bulk and no fat. Not my type, but I bet the
boys loved him. He wore a black silk teddy, skin-tight black jeans
and heels. The heels made him longer and leaner. I stand five-nine
in flats and it was a long reach to meet his eyes. The eyes were
deep brown. The creases around them and at the edge of his lightly
rouged lips were happy lines. Margo Lane either laughed a lot or
was constantly amused by life.

He studied my card in the low light
and apparently read my motto. His eyes crinkled and his lips
curled. Constantly amused had my vote.

“Ooooh, I’ll just bet you
are.”

It started with that drawn-out
“ooooh.” His voice dropped several registers to the
basement—every word resonated—sending vibrations that plucked a
string deep within me. The string must have been attached to my
clit because I was suddenly wet. I couldn’t breathe, my cheeks
burned.

I was shocked and awed. I hadn’t felt
anything that intensely since... What the hell was going on? This
was beyond my experience. Nothing—no one—had ever hit me quite like
this. Not even... Certainly never a voice. Shit! Definitely never a
man. My expressions must have said everything, because Margo seemed
equally wide-eyed shocked by my overreaction.

Margo recovered first. “You said that
Phil sent you?” Thank God he said it in a normal tone.

“Yes...ahem. About the beatings.” I
squeaked out trying to find my voice.

 


* * *

 


Two hours before meeting Margo Lane, I
rushed into Phil’s Tearoom. Traffic was slower than expected coming
back from seeing Rodecker. The Big Ben mantel clock over the hearth
chimed the half-hour as I walked up to the hostess. I’m rarely so
exactly on time for an appointment. I prefer to arrive early. I
hate being late. It’s part of the discipline the Army drilled into
me.

Philadelphia’s Tavern & English
Tearoom are two establishments that fill the entire first floor of
a four-story brick building on Cutter Avenue six blocks from the
river in the heart of the South Ferry district. The Tavern is an
English-style pub that fills the larger space.

The Tearoom is cozy with 12
lace-covered tables for four plus three sitting areas by the
windows, at the back, and near the hearth. The east wall is filled
with tall French windows and two sets of French doors that lead
onto a garden patio where more tables are set up. A large portrait
of Queen Elizabeth II sits above the hearth. English landscapes and
cottage paintings decorate the cool blue-green walls.

Philadelphia Long, the owner, is an
Anglophile. Every spring she makes a trip to London and comes back
with a ton of stuff as well as many English college-aged women she
hires on one-year contracts. They get a year in America, and Phil
gets real English atmosphere.

The hostess must have been one of this
year’s acquisitions. I hadn’t seen her before. She had long
chestnut colored hair done up in a French braid and was wearing
tuxedo pants, a black vest, a frilly white blouse, and a cameo on a
black ribbon choker. I liked what I saw.

“I’m Rachel Cord. Miss Long is
expecting me.”

“Yes, she said to show you right
in.”

The hostess’ gaze lingered on my bosom
a moment longer than necessary. I thought I caught a slight gleam
in her hazel eyes, but that may have been wishful thinking. Some
people I don’t mind taking an interest in my breasts. If that seems
a contradiction, then it’s a contradiction. I’m still going to get
them fixed.

She looked at my bare hands. “Do you
wear a size six?”

I liked the sound of her accent but
wasn’t sure if it was from Chelsea or Devonshire.

“Eight, actually.”

The hostess gave me a pair of fawn
colored, two-button shortie gloves she took from the cabinet beside
her. I didn’t tell her that I had my own pair in my bag. I was
touched that she made the effort to pick a pair that complemented
my outfit: a rather sporty and lightweight set of alpaca trousers
and jacket and a cream blouse. Think Kate Hepburn in Pat and
Mike. At Phil’s, ladies wear gloves.

I followed her through the room to the
first set of French doors. It was too early for high tea, but
nearly all of the tables were occupied, as were two of the sitting
areas. There were very few men, probably tourists placating their
wives, all looking uncomfortable and wishing they were in the
tavern next door. They wore the ugly ties that Phil’s
supplies.

At the far end of the room a violinist
and cellist played something by Chopin. At least I think it was
Chopin. Behind them on the wall was a large black-draped oil
portrait of the late Princess Diana. We went out onto the garden
patio. It was a perfect spring day, the first we’d had in weeks,
but only one table was occupied.

“Dahling,” said Philadelphia as we
approached. “Thank you so much for coming. Sarah, we will start
with tea, please. I will ring when lunch should be served.
Otherwise, no disturbances, please. Thank you.”

I watched Sarah walk away.

“Luscious, isn’t she? She isn’t dating
anyone, if someone wanted to ask her out.”

I tore my eyes from Sarah. “A ‘right
tasty bit of crumpet’ I think is the expression. I saw the choker.
Where is she from?”

“East Suffolk.”

So much for my ear for English
accents. The women Phil hires may be straight or gay. It doesn’t
matter to Phil. But she makes sure that they understand the
clientele that Phil’s attracts. The cameo choker prevents
embarrassing incidents. It identifies those with a like bent and
who wouldn’t mind being asked out. Otherwise, hands off; no
exceptions. The lack of a choker didn’t mean that the woman wasn’t
gay. It simply meant she wasn’t available for the asking. The
Tearoom is a femme haven; a great place to meet someone or to bring
a date. It was always my favorite place, but I hadn’t been there in
a long time. Sarah could make me wish to come back more
often.

“Phil, you didn’t ask me to lunch to
discuss my love life, did you?”

“Of course not, Dahling. But you could
use one, you know. How long has it been?”

I didn’t like where her question was
headed. “Why did you need to see me?”

Phil smiled at my evasion but didn’t
pursue it. “We can discuss that after the tea is
served.”

A waitress wheeled over a cart with
teapot and cups and left. No choker.

“Shall I be Mother?” The question was
rhetorical as Phil began pouring.

Phil speaks with an ersatz “veddy
British” accent. She’s from North Carolina where her parents had
owned a high-end furniture manufacturing plant and she was their
only heir. You’d have to go back to before the Revolution to find
the English in her family tree. She’s a handsome woman. She looks
50, but is really somewhere between 60 and 75. No one knows for
sure, and she doesn’t tell. No one knows for sure which way she’s
bent, either. That’s another secret she keeps to
herself.

After sipping tea and exchanging
pleasantries on the wonderfulness of the weather and the flowers
blooming in her garden, Philadelphia finally came to the
point.

“Rachel, I need to hire you. The
police have been no help at all.”

I waited for her to tell me the
problem. She rarely called me Rachel. “Dahling” was her preferred
usage.

“As you may or may not know, I own the
Kathouse on River Drive. Over the past two months several of the
girls who perform there have been beaten after leaving the
premises. The police say it’s a rash of gay bashing that will run
its course. The police ‘claim’they have no leads. I can’t believe
that. I don’t think that they are trying all that hard.”

The Kathouse is Miss Kitty’s Kathouse
Kabaret, a song, dance, and comedy revue heavy on sexual innuendo
and political satire. The “girls” are drag queens and transsexuals.
They put on a popular show that brings in audiences, straight as
well as gay, from all over the region. It’s the type of place you
expect to find in San Francisco or maybe New York, but not here in
the Heartland. I try to catch the act every couple of months or so,
but it’s another place I haven’t been in a while. I knew that Phil
owned a lot of property, but hadn’t known she owned the Kathouse. I
hadn’t heard about the beatings and I couldn’t recall the last time
there had been “a rash of gay bashing.” Most of the relevant news
of late was about same-sex marriages and its pending legalization
in Massachusetts. Had that stirred things up?

“What do you want me to
do?”

‘Find out who’s doing this. These
attacks are frightening. The last girl is in the hospital. He may
die.”

“Who is he?”

“Oral Roberts. He was new at the
club.”

“Oral Roberts?” I felt my eyebrows
lifting.

Philadelphia smiled. “I know. Isn’t
that name simply marvelous? Rachel, please, will you help
us?”

“Phil, the police are better equipped
to handle this kind of thing, and they don’t like
interference.”

“But they aren’t doing
anything.”

“I’ll just be stumbling over the same
information they already have. I don’t want to waste your
money.”

“It’s mine to waste.”

Phil freshened our tea as she awaited
my answer. I try to avoid butting in on police business and knew
from past experience that my efforts weren’t always appreciated.
Still, the only thing I had going was trying to find Linda Miller.
I had done everything on that that I could and was waiting for
feedback, and it was unlikely the case would pay for
itself.

I average three full-pay clients a
month. This isn’t exactly a get rich line of work. Many of my
clients are families looking for runaways like Linda Miller—though
I don’t always have such a personal interest—or they’re wives
trying to get trash on their husbands for a larger divorce
settlement. Occasionally a defense lawyer hires me to check out an
alibi or witness. Once in awhile, someone will want me to
investigate a scam or embezzlement, or something more serious. It’s
a mixed bag: an hour here, an hour there, then a lot of time
in-between waiting for information to flow back in. Nothing
continuous, so when I can, I work several cases letting progress
determine what I do when. Eventually the hours add up. And the
in-between I try to fill with process serving, skip tracing and
routine background checks. Anything to keep the income flowing.
After taxes, office lease, secretary service and expenses, I manage
to cover everything else—like my condo mortgage, food, clothing,
etc. Anything left over—if there is anything left over—goes into my
“boob” fund. One of these days I’ll unload my albatross.

“Phil, I charge $100 an hour with a
ten hour minimum, no refunds, no guarantees. If I haven’t found a
solution, I’ll give you a report and you can decide if you want me
to continue or not. If I find out anything useful, it goes to the
police. If that’s acceptable, we have a deal.”

Phil reached into a straw bag lying
beside her. She pulled out three slim bundles of cash and laid them
on the table.

“Here is $3,000. I don’t expect
refunds. Find these miscreants, Rachel, as soon as you can. Please.
I don’t want anyone else hurt.”

I put the money in my jacket. “Will
any of them talk to me?”

“Speak with Margo Lane, my manager at
the Kathouse. Margo was the first one beaten. He will know with
whom else you should speak.”

 


* * *

 


Margo turned the auditions over to his
assistant while he and I retreated to the end of the bar. He drew
each of us a pint of beer, and we sat there not speaking for
several minutes. Neither of us seemed anxious to explore what just
happened. I still tingled from whatever it was his voice did to me.
I had no idea what he was thinking. He refilled our glasses. I took
out a notepad and pen.

“Tell me about the
beatings.”

My voice was back to normal and,
fortunately, he kept his voice that way also. The first beating
happened the Saturday night after Philadelphia left for London. It
was 2:45 a.m., and Margo was the last to leave. The only vehicles
in the lot were Margo’s car and a refrigerator truck used to store
extra beer for the weekends.

“I started across the lot to my car
when four men appeared. They looked like college jocks dressed in
warm-up suits. Maybe football players. Big. One came out of the
shadows from across the lot. Another came from around the front of
the club. The other two appeared from the shadows behind the
reefer, surrounding me.” Margo paused and took a deep breath before
continuing.

“Someone yelled, ‘Hey, faggot! We
don’t want your kind in our town.’ Then they started hitting me.
They only used their fists, but they hit hard.” Margo paused again.
“I broke loose and dove under the reefer. They couldn’t get at me
without crawling under the truck. A few kicks at their faces and
they stopped trying. They shouted obscenities and more warnings,
and then they left.”

Margo didn’t report the attack to the
police.

“I didn’t think it would do any good.
It could have been worse. I had a swollen ear and some scrapes and
bruises. A couple blows hit me hard in the kidneys. I peed pink
part of the next day. I stayed home. I didn’t go to the hospital or
come back here until we needed to open on Tuesday.”

Margo took a deep drink of his beer.
“I didn’t want to come back, you know. These guys scared me. I’ve
heard nasty comments before. That’s nothing. It’s part of life.
Even nasty things thrown at you, you can usually handle. This was
different. I didn’t know what to do.”

They called the police after the
second attack. The attacks were pretty similar: at or after
closing, when few people were around; a single victim within three
blocks of the club; and, at first, on a Friday or Saturday night.
The assailants were four, white, college-age men with short hair
wearing dark colored warm-up suits. They were big and muscular like
bodybuilders or football linemen. They seemed to come from nowhere
and then disappear. After the second attack, they began wearing ski
masks. Whether or not they were the same men each time, no one was
sure, but it was probable according to the police. The descriptions
were too generalized for a positive ID.

The police investigated each attack.
They found no witnesses—except for the victims—nor did they find
any evidence worth using, or so they said. After the third attack,
increased police patrols made random passes of the area, especially
around closing time. There were even a couple of
stakeouts.

Then the attacks happened on other
nights of the week. The ferocity increased also. The assailants
began using sticks and bricks. Bones were broken. One performer was
sodomized with a stick. The last attack, the one on Oral Roberts,
happened last Thursday while the club was still open. Roberts had
just walked out of the front door when he was hit up side the head
with probably a baseball bat and then thrown through the front
window. It happened very quickly. Somehow, no one saw who did it.
There was only the sound of a vehicle speeding away. Roberts was in
a coma.

The club didn’t open Friday or
Saturday. Everyone was too upset. Too scared. No one went anywhere
alone. Several performers quit. Some left town. Others found work
at other clubs.

Margo was having a difficult time
getting new performers, but he wanted to open a new revue. “We
can’t close down. I can’t let these attacks beat us.”

“What are the other clubs
doing?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think they’ve
had any trouble.”

 


 


 


 


Three

 


 


It was three in the morning. I had
eaten every piece of food in my place that didn’t require cooking.
My bottle of Glenfiddich was two-thirds empty. I was agitated. I
couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t think. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t
concentrate or make real sense of anything I had learned that
afternoon.

When I left the Kathouse, I stood
outside for a moment looking at the plywood that replaced the
window Oral Roberts had been thrown through. There were two
streetlights that would light the front of the building and
sidewalk at night. Even at one in the morning, someone should have
seen what happened. River Drive is a busy four-lane street along
the river from one end of the city to the other. It starts at North
Ferry and runs south past Lincoln Heights. Beyond the city limits
it’s County Road 1.

I went around the side of the building
to the parking lot where Margo was attacked. This was out of the
way. It wasn’t that well lit. There were places to hide. I could
picture an attack happening here rather than out front. I made a
note to tell Phil or Margo that they should add lighting and some
outside security cameras. I came back to the front of the building
and looked across to Riverside Park.

Most of the nightlife in the area is
clustered along Cutter Avenue. The Kathouse, on the other hand, has
a wonderful location seven blocks north of Cutter that overlooks
the park and the river. The park starts three blocks north of
Cutter beyond the wharves where the land begins to rise in low
bluffs above the river. It’s a narrow swath of green space between
a hundred yards and two hundred yards wide and more than a mile
long. There are places along it where you can climb down to the
river to swim and fish. Private places where you could skinny-dip,
if you dared, or have a quiet tryst with your girlfriend. The
park’s open with well-spaced trees, picnic areas and public
restrooms. Parking is in a narrow lot that runs the length of the
park and is separated from River Drive by a grassy divider strip
with “In” and “Out” cutouts.

I walked across to the park. After
talking with Margo, I spoke with George Dunn, the bartender and
second victim. The second attack occurred in the park parking lot
where George liked to leave his car. On busy nights, a lot of the
club’s customers parked there also. There were no lights in the
parking lot. The only illumination would come from streetlights on
the other side of River Drive. This area would have been ill lit at
the time of the attack. Just like the attack on Margo.

I looked back at the Kathouse. It was
a converted two-story warehouse that had kept its original
exterior. Neon lights on the front of the building formed an
outline of a giant green cat winking at the world. This had been an
aging industrial area. Renewal began in the late eighties. The
factories and warehouses south of the Kathouse had been renovated
into offices, apartments and river view lofts. The city had built
Riverside Park then. The building north of the Kathouse was another
warehouse that had seen many uses over the years and was now closed
up. A bold “SOLD” was pasted across a large “For
Sale”sign.

I crossed back over River Drive and
walked north past a moving and storage company, an auto parts
store, a second-hand furniture store, and, incongruously, a deli
and catering shop. Beyond that the factories and warehouses had
been torn down, and there was a large construction area announcing
a new condominium and townhouse community: “The Bluffs at
Riverside, Phase I. ‘Your dream come true’ for under
$200,000. The Riverside Development Company.” An eight-foot high,
chain-link fence to keep out trespassers ringed the
area.

The third attack happened at the
corner by the deli a little after two in the morning. The victim
had been grabbed, pulled down the side street into the dark, and
then beaten. There were few windows on the side of the building
housing the deli, but maybe someone living upstairs had heard or
seen something. Across the street was the construction site that
would have been deserted at that time of night. Maybe there was a
night watchman I could interview. I was sure the police had asked
around, but Margo claimed they had no clues. Once again, the attack
had been out of the way, in the shadows—not like the attack on
Roberts.

The attackers were getting bolder.
They hadn’t been caught. Maybe they were feeling invincible. What
were their motives? They were going to make mistakes. I was sure
the police thought so, too. The police were waiting for those
mistakes; waiting for another attack. More attacks meant more
chances for clues and more chances of catching the perpetrators. I
didn’t want that to happen: more attacks meant someone could
die.

There were three more attack sites I
should have gone to, but I was having trouble concentrating. Every
time I tried to recall details of what Margo and George told me, I
kept hearing Margo’s “ooooh.” A shiver knifed through me and
I’d squeeze my legs together. I couldn’t handle it, so I went
straight home.

Margo had said something that bothered
me—besides the sound of his voice, that is—but it eluded me all
evening. I tried to think about Linda Miller, but had no idea where
I was going with that. Phil’s personal questions vied for attention
but I easily avoided them. There weren’t any new messages on my
voice mail that I could look to for help. The TV offered no
distraction. I couldn’t concentrate and I couldn’t relax. Margo’s
“ooooh” kept taunting me.

I took the hottest shower I could
stand. I let the water blister me red as I turned round and round
beneath the spray. Let the heat melt the tension, the tingling.
Then I switched the spray to cold and stayed there till I was
thoroughly chilled. It didn’t help.

So I ate and I drank and I
obsessed.

Now it was three in the morning. I was
drunk enough to do what I rebelled against all evening. I sat on my
bed and punched in the phone number Margo gave me and held my cell
phone to my ear. I didn’t want him to answer yet I was dying to
hear that voice again. I had to know if that afternoon was just a
fluke.

“Hello?”

I couldn’t say anything.

“Is anyone there? Who is this? What do
you want?”

What should I say? Tell him why I
called? Tell him I wanted to hear—

“Ooooh, it’s you.” His voice
dropped down to that same low vibe.

The phone provided no buffer. It hit
me again, just as it had at the Kathouse. It wasn’t a fluke. I
couldn’t believe it. I was instantly wet. Every nerve ending
twitched. I could barely breathe. My heart thumped like a
jackhammer. I don’t know if I made a sound or not.

“Is this a one-sided conversation?”
His voice returned to normal and I held my breath. “I guess it is.
You’re not calling about the attacks, are you?”

No, I’m not. I couldn’t speak out
loud.

“You must be one sick
bitch.”

Yes, I am. I would have to be to be
doing this, wouldn’t I?

“Still not talking? I should hang up
on you; you know that, don’t you? There are more... Aw, to hell
with it. I know what you want.”

I squeezed my thighs together and bit
my lip. I hoped he couldn’t hear the moans welling up in me. I
wanted to hang up, but I couldn’t. How did he know who this was?
“Caller ID,” probably. It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter as long
as he kept speaking in that special way. And he kept speaking. I
hated it. I loved it. I don’t know how long he talked or what he
said or how many orgasms wracked my psyche. I didn’t care. I just
wanted it to continue. In the end, I knew he could hear my
fluttered breathing and the mewing sounds I made. It no longer
mattered. I vaguely heard him say “Good night.”
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I awoke surprisingly clear-headed.
Surprising because I was at a complete loss to explain how or why
what happened happened. I also knew how much I had had to drink.
The nearly empty bottle was on the nightstand.

I had been totally possessed. I
couldn’t explain it. I certainly didn’t understand it. My body
still tingled from the rhythm and tone of that voice plucking my
strings. This was crazy. A Man? Never! That bastard defiled me! No,
wait. I called him. I did this to myself. I betrayed me, but why?
This was crazy. It was nasty, dirty—but damn—I felt
wonderful.

It was past noon; I should have been
out already, getting information, searching. Instead, I wandered
through my place lazily picking up chocolate wrappers, empty chip
bags, banana peels, apple cores, an empty pint of Cherry
Garcia, and the rest of the assorted debris from what I had
consumed the night before.

I stopped at the bookcase; hesitated;
felt the emptiness, the heartache. I picked up the picture that had
lain face down in its frame for too many months. Dust outlined the
shape of the frame clearly on the shelf. Karen stared at me with
her impish smile. Longing filled me, overpowered me.

“I miss you so much.”

My sight blurred. Tears streamed down
my face. I wanted to hold her. Feel her body against mine again.
Taste her raspberry lip balm. Hear her voice whispering into
my ear, not Margo’s low vibrations. Feel her bubbling laughter as
her tongue tickled me.

I wanted Karen—God! I wanted Karen—but
she was gone.

“Eight months, Karen. Why? I love you.
I thought you loved me. Where are you? Why won’t you come
home?”

I blinked her picture back into focus.
Her dark, almond-shaped, sparkling eyes that accentuated her
Japanese heritage, her black silky hair blown back by wind from the
river. Her smile that always seemed to say she had a
secret.

“My sweet, gentle Sansei. It must have
been my fault. I’m sorry. Please come home.”

I placed Karen back on the shelf, as
she should be, looking out on the world with unrepentant optimism.
She was gone, but I could not deny how much a part of me she was.
Deep down I knew I would have to accept her leaving, for whatever
reasons she had, would have to try to live only with memories, but
it hurt. The loss still hurt.

Maybe Phil was right. Maybe I did need
a love life again. Maybe what happened with Margo was a
catharsis—or something—I needed to break a shell I hadn’t realized
I had built, reawakening feelings I had hidden. That had to be it.
Maybe his voice was a fluke after all; something I could now deny
and be cured of.

 


* * *

 


I strode into Phil’s still in a Kate
Hepburn mode. Casual tan trousers. Comfortable shoes. A man’s white
dress shirt with open collar, the cuffs rolled back above the
wrist. A pale new-bud green sweater draped over my shoulders. My
hair was cut way too short, and my breasts were too large, but what
the hell, I felt like Kate, anyway. I carried a pair of four-inch
slip-ons in the same shade of green as the sweater.

Sarah wasn’t there to greet me, which
was a disappointment. I had hoped to see her again. Elspeth had the
hostessing honors, and her soft burr of the Scottish highlands was
as much a delight to the ear as she was to look at. I knew it was a
Scot’s burr because she had told me where she was from once before.
She wasn’t wearing a choker. Too bad.

The Tearoom wasn’t as busy as the day
before. As we walked through the room, several women looked
interesting. I knew a couple of them casually, but hadn’t ever
dated them. Maybe I should. One woman, having lunch with I presumed
her husband, watched me as I crossed the room. She fingered her
chin like you might see a roué finger his beard and she smiled at
me with a gleam in her eye. I smiled back. Did her husband know?
Were they looking for a threesome? Not my style. Or was she just
thinking of trying the better side? Hmmm. Margo’s voice was
awakening a lot of feelings.

Elspeth seated me on the garden patio.
I asked if Miss Long were there and if she could join me. Elspeth
went off to check. Phil lived on the top floor of the
building.

I ordered a three-egg omelet with
fresh asparagus and Gruyere, rye toast, the fruit of the day, and a
pot of Earl Grey. The tea came first and I let it steep as the May
sun warmed me. I suddenly realized that I was thirty-three years
old. I was so busy looking for Linda Miller yesterday—and then
Margo—that I missed my birthday. Oh, well. Time flies, they say. So
do birds. Several sparrows flitted about the patio looking for
tidbits and crumbs. Bees hummed amidst the plethora of colors,
textures, scents and life. Two yellow butterflies performed a
swirling dance, each trying to get above the other—spinning,
twisting, dancing, higher and higher, thirty, forty feet or
more—till one broke away and they descended lazily back to the
garden only to find each other again and begin their dance
anew.

Honeysuckle and jasmine floated on the
air mixed with juniper and rose. Within the maze of flora were
hidden trysting places where couples could sip their tea in private
intimacy or birds could seek grubs or worms or bathe in a shallow
fountain. Beyond the hedges were the parking lot and Sixth
Street.

When Phil was renovating this building
for the Tavern & English Tearoom, what became the garden and
parking lot had been two derelict buildings. One night both
buildings burned. Phil bought the lots, cleared out the rubble and
built her patio, garden and parking lot. Some said that she paid to
have the buildings torched. They may be right or not, I wouldn’t
know; I’m neither judge nor jury. I came across the story though
while doing research on another matter. It was a large fire that
nearly included neighboring buildings—including this one—before it
was brought under control. It was ruled an accident: a homeless
person trying to stay warm started the blaze. In July.

Phil joined me as I finished my
omelet. She carried a cup and saucer and a pot of fresh tea. She
sat down and poured for both of us.

“Dahling, you look like you swallowed
a canary. Was it anyone I know?”

My smile broadened into a Cheshire
grin. “A lady never tells.”

“Well, whomever it is, it’s an
improvement. You look better for it.”

I didn’t feel comfortable telling her
what happened with Margo. I was still wrestling with that whole
weird concept and it was defeating me, so I was trying to ignore
it. Still, I did feel better and I guess it showed. But that wasn’t
what I wanted to see Phil about.

“Phil, is anyone trying to buy the
Kathouse?”

“Of course, Dahling. Developers are
always making offers. But it is not for sale. It’s the most
profitable property I own. Why?”

“Just an idea I’m trying to work out.
Has anyone been particularly persistent?”

“One or two, I would imagine. Does
this have anything to do with the attacks?”

“It might. But I want to check a few
things first. Could you get me the names?”

“Certainly. I will speak with my
business advisor today. Will you tell me what you think it
is?

“Not yet. It’s still too nebulous. I
could be wrong. I’ll let you know.” I stood and picked up the lunch
check.

Phil reached for it. “I will take care
of that, Dahling.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m on an expense
account. I have a rich client, you know.”

I was still smiling when I walked out
onto Cutter Avenue and headed west. A neatly dressed man with a
clipboard stopped me.

“Excuse me. Are you a city
voter?”

“Yes.”

“We’re petitioning to change the name
of Cutter Avenue to South Ferry Avenue. South Ferry is—”

“I’ve already signed it. Twice, I
think. Good luck.”

Cutter Avenue was originally South
Ferry Street, from the name of the community when ferries were the
main way to cross the river. As the city enveloped the area, the
name survived as both street and district. The street was renamed
in the mid-1900s after some politician or war hero. Many locals
want to change the name back as part of the current historical
preservation kick; and, there is a North Ferry Avenue on the north
side of the city where another ferry service once operated. But,
actually, in a tongue-in-cheek way, the petition is an effort to
recognize the gay community. There are more gay businesses
concentrated along Cutter Avenue than anywhere else in the
city.

Which is what had bothered me about
what Margo had said. He said that none of the other clubs had had
any trouble. Why not? What about other businesses? If this was a
gay-bashing streak, it wasn’t logical that only one gay business
would be targeted.

Why the Kathouse?

This was what I wanted to check out.
If the Kathouse were the only place targeted, then this probably
wasn’t gay bashing. It was a direct attempt to hurt the Kathouse.
Which was why I wanted to know about any persistent buyers. This
could be gay bashing. Or, it could be a personal vendetta: maybe a
straight customer had been hit on or embarrassed and didn’t like
it; or someone was fired and wanted revenge. But I didn’t think so.
It didn’t feel right; it had been going on too long. As Gene Vidoc
taught me, “Follow the money. Whoever profits most likely did
it.”

I crossed Cutter to get to my bank on
the corner at 12th Street before heading to the office. The JJ
twins were coming out of the First State Bank &
Trust.

“Where are you two going all dressed
up?”

Janet Petrie and Janet Gentry were
identically dressed in men’s white dinner jackets, lilac dress
shirts with black bow ties, black dress slacks and cummerbunds and
black patent shoes. Each wore a rosebud boutonniere. One of them
wore it on the left lapel. The other wore it on the right. They
both had blue eyes and long straight blonde hair. One parted hers
on the left, the other on the right. They looked like twins,
although they weren’t related, and always dressed as mirror images
of each other. I never knew who was who.

“We’re on our way to City Park,” Janet
started.

“To get married.” The other Janet
finished.

They always finished each other’s
sentences. They had been a couple for years longer than the four
that I had known them.

“I didn’t know it was legal yet. When
did we win?”

“It isn’t,” one started.

“And we haven’t, yet.” The other
finished. “We’re part of the national protest.”

“For same-sex marriages. Fifty of us
went down to the County Clerk this morning.”

“To apply for marriage licenses. Of
course we were refused.”

“But it was fun watching them scramble
around. We’re all gathering downtown this afternoon in City
Park.”

“The South Ferry Faeries have a permit
to throw a party in the park from four to ten. We don’t think the
city knows.”

“That it’s going to be a wedding
party. We have four Unitarian ministers.”

“Who are going to conduct religious
wedding services at sunset. Join us.”

“And help us celebrate.”

“Everyone will be there.”

Janet and Janet are loads of fun, but
you can hurt your neck swinging back and forth to follow their
conversation. I usually just step back and look between them and
let their images merge in the middle. I wished them happiness and
said I would try and make it, but that my schedule was pretty full.
I watched them walk away hand-in-hand.

Would Karen and I have married had it
been legal? Would she have run away if we had?

After depositing most of Phil’s money,
I walked south to where 12th Street ends at Mann Avenue and the
Mann Avenue Plaza. The plaza is an old U-shaped high school
building fitted around a large courtyard that was redeveloped into
offices in 1990. I moved in in ’98 when I started my agency. If you
can call a one-woman operation an agency. I don’t know what else to
call it. I’ve never heard a detective business called anything
else. My office is on the second floor of the west wing.

At the top of the stairs, Doris
Garrity was in the round reception center in the hall. Doris and
Mary Farr provide secretarial services to many of the small
businesses on the second floor.

“Hi, Rachel. You’re getting a late
start. I have two messages and here’s your mail.”

“Long night. Thanks Doris.” I read the
messages as I walked down the hall.

On one she had written, “P. Jays
called. Has info you wanted.” PJs is a grandmother who runs an
unofficial center for displaced youth out of her two-story home.
There’s a home in every neighborhood that just seems to draw young
people to it. Mrs. McComber’s was where I remember practically
living at as a teenager. That’s PJs’ place. It’s been that way for
more than 40 years, she says. Ever since her own children started
walking and brought friends home. Nowadays nearly every runaway in
the city seems to gravitate to PJs, just as I always headed for
Mrs. McComber’s. I hoped the message was good news about Linda
Miller.

The other message was from Frank
Taylor. “Turn your cell on or check your voice mail.” His message
made me realize that my cell phone still lay on the bed. A flash
memory of Margo’s voice twanged me.

Frank is a police detective in the
South Ferry District I’ve known for six years, ever since I started
this business. We met on a case. He’s my other best contact and a
good friend. His message could be about Linda Miller also. But
Frank’s messages often bring bad news.

My office is half of an old classroom.
These old rooms had two entrances. To make affordable office space,
the developers split many of the larger classrooms in two by adding
two large closets. One for each office. The room was still large
and the tall windows make it light and airy. I keep the schoolroom
look. My desk is an old oak teacher’s one from the 1930’s that sits
in front of the blackboard. I have two rows of three tables where I
spread out the cases I’m working. I use the blackboard to work out
problems. There are two loveseats set by the near window corner
where I interview clients.

I tossed the mail on my desk—there was
nothing interesting except the latest issue of PI
Magazine—and called Frank. If he had bad news, I wanted to get
it over with.

“Taylor here.”

“It’s Rachel. You’ve been trying to
reach me?”

“I got a lead on your lost runaway.
I’m on my way to lunch. Join me and I’ll fill you in.”

“Okay. I’ll be there in twenty
minutes.”

At least he didn’t say they had found
a body. I called PJs.

“City Morgue. You stab ‘em, we slab
‘em.”

“Let me speak with PJs,
please.”

“Just a mo.”

“This is PJs. How may I help
you?”

“This is Rachel. Who’s the comic that
answered the phone?”

“That was Erica. I hope she wasn’t
offensive.”

“Not at all. I got your
message.”

“It’s about the girl you’re trying to
find. Two of the girls staying here saw her last week.”

“Do they know where she
is?”

“They might, but they’re being
cautious. They don’t want to get her into trouble. They’re afraid
you may be from the police or Social Services. It would be best if
you spoke to them directly.”

“Are they there now?”

“No, but they will be here for dinner.
This is meatball and spaghetti night if you would care to join us.
We eat at five o’clock.”

“Thanks, but I’m having a late lunch
so I don’t think I’ll be hungry. Would it be all right if I came by
between five-thirty and six?”

“That will be fine, dear. I do hope
that you find the poor girl.”

“I’ll try. Thanks again.
Bye.”

Two leads on Linda Miller. Things were
looking up. I told Doris I wouldn’t be back and went to meet Frank
for lunch. Lunch with Frank Taylor means Charlie’s Chicago Hotdog
Stand. I didn’t need to eat again so soon, but when you lunch with
Frank, you better eat lunch. He doesn’t understand how anyone could
pass up any chance at eating an authentic Chicago
hotdog.
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Frank sat at one of the picnic tables
in the shade of a large spreading oak. It’s a surprise that no
one’s ever cut it down and put an office building on that corner.
Charlie’s is a small white building with half a dozen parking
spots. There are some counter spaces inside if the weather is bad,
but most people order from the window and sit under the
tree.

Frank was contentedly chewing and
holding half a hotdog. Another one waited on the platter in front
of him. Frank’s a big brown bear. He looks soft, but there’s taut
muscle underneath. His skin is polished chocolate and gray salts
his short kinky hair. Frank transferred here from Chicago about 15
years ago because of illness in his wife’s family. He wants to put
in another five years before retiring, hopefully, back to Chicago.
He’s a die-hard Cubs and Sox fan who still misses going to
home games. His one pleasure is his daily hotdog fix.

“Hi Rachel. Charlie said he’d fix
yours as soon as you got here. It’s paid for.”

The classic Chicago hotdog is a work
of art, and Charlie’s version is no exception. A huge all-beef
hotdog nestled in a toasted poppy-seed bun and covered with yellow
mustard, onions, chopped cucumber, tomato wedges, neon green
relish, Greek peppers and celery salt. Hotdog and salad all in one.
Charlie serves it with a dill pickle spear, or with fries or slaw
and a drink. Charlie also serves a slaw dog and a chilidog, and
chili fries or a bowl of chili, but that’s it.

Don’t ask for ketchup for the fries,
because Charlie doesn’t have any. He’s afraid you may put it on the
hotdog and will give you a five-minute lecture on such
blasphemy.

Frank started on his second hotdog as
I took my first bite.

“A guy was picked up last night
peddling kid pix at the Cadillac Club. This morning, I found your
girl in one of them.”

I stopped eating. I didn’t want to
ask.

“It was tame. Just a bikini shot
showing off her breasts and young, but pouty, face. Not as bad as
some of the others.”

“Who’s the guy? Was he the
photographer? Does he know where she is?”

“Just a smut peddler. Won’t give us
his source yet. We’re trying to convince him and his lawyer that
cooperation is in his best interest. All we have so far is that he
bought the pix across the river.”

Across the river. Glad I went to see
Rodecker. I’d let him know about the photos.

“Speaking of across the river, I’m
hearing tales about you and ‘Hot Rod’ Rodecker.”

Frank smiled and took another bite of
hotdog. I’m not sure what my face looked like, but he seemed to
find it amusing.

“Come on, Rachel. Don’t you think we
cops talk to each other? You probably weren’t back before I had a
call wanting to know who you were.”

“What did you say?”

“Just the truth. That you’re a private
dick that plays fair and knows her place. That’s a stretch, I know,
but, hey, we’re friends. They were hoping you were Rodecker’s
secret mistress.”

“His what?”

“Mistress. Rodecker came in there as a
hotshot a few years ago and the brass just promoted him to captain
over many senior people. That’s why they call him ‘Hot Rod.’ Figure
he’s racing for the top spot in record time. He’s too young and
jumped to the head of the line. He’s stepped on toes, so someone
wants to rein him in with a little leverage.”

Damn. That explains those looks I
got.

“Frank, when you talk to them again,
tell them that Rod and I were both MPs during the Gulf War. I went
to see him strictly in connection with trying to find Linda
Miller.”

“No problem. I want to call them this
afternoon, anyway. See if they know who the photo source could be.
If she’s over there, they’ll find her. It’s good you brought them
into it.”

If Frank were going to call, I
wouldn’t need to. Rod didn’t need to hear from me so soon under the
circumstances, and, hopefully, the rumors would quiet
down.

“One other thing, Frank. Do you know
anything about the beatings at Miss Kitty’s Kathouse
Kabaret?”

“Not a lot. That’s Ed Montero’s case.
I know he’s pissed about it. It’s been going on for a couple of
months and he hasn’t made any progress. What’s your
interest?”

“The Kathouse people are pissed
there’s been no progress so they’ve hired me to look into it. Any
idea what Montero’s problem is?”

“Ed’s no homophobe, if that’s what
you’re thinking. He’s pissed that he hasn’t caught these guys and
that the brass are playing the thing down. It’s low priority. The
official stance is that it’s an isolated temporary thing. There’s
only Ed, his partner, and two beat officers working it. But that
could change if the guy in the hospital dies. But you better be
careful about interfering in an ongoing investigation.”

“I will. Have there been other gay
bashing incidents?”

Frank chewed on his hotdog as he gave
the question some thought. “We get fights and muggings and such all
the time. But nothing you would call gay bashing. Just these
beatings. That seems kinda strange, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I do.”

 


* * *

 


The Cadillac Club was only a few
blocks from Charlie’s. It was a little after four; I had time
before I needed to be at PJs. I wanted to know if anyone there
could give me a lead on the porno peddler or photographer that they
hadn’t passed on to the police.

On my way there, I had to pass
Brownie’s, a gay country dance club. Jeremiah T. Browne, the owner,
was outside leaning back in a chair with his eyes closed. His
ever-present weathered Stetson cocked back so that the sun shone on
his face.

“Hey, Brownie. What are you doing out
here?”

“Workin’ on my tan, Big Mama. What did
you think?”

Ask a stupid question. Tan would not
have made my first ten guesses. Brownie has dusky blue-black tones
that evoke images of deepest Africa. His place is decorated with
the images and gear of Black cowboys like Bill Pickett and the 9th
and 10th Cavalries. If you let him, he’ll bend your ear all night
with stories of how the Black Man helped build the West. Which is a
good way to learn some history. When Brownie’s storytising, the
beer’s free.

“Have you heard about the beatings
over at the Kathouse?”

Brownie sat up. “They’re a terrible
thing, Rachel. Good people are gettin’ hurt. I hope they catch
those bastards.”

“Have you had any
problems?”

“Nah. Everything’s quiet around here.
Seems like it’s jest the Kathouse those assholes are messing with.
Are you looking into it, too?”

“I’m trying. The owner doesn’t think
the police are doing enough.”

“Yeah, the police do what they can,
but sometimes that doesn’t cut it. If you find out who it is, I
know some Buffalo Soldier reenacters who would be happy to form a
firing squad.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. Don’t
get a sunburn.”

“Never fear, Big Mama. Never
fear.”

I left Brownie soaking up the rays and
went on to the Cadillac Club. The guy inside the door said,
“There’s a five dollar cover and two-drink minimum.”

“I’m not here for the show. Is the
owner here?”

He stared at my bosom. “No, but the
manager’s at the end of the bar having his dinner. He just hired a
coupla girls, but he might take on another in your
case.”

I left him with his misconception. Two
young women on the stage in nothing but G-strings were doing
sensuous bumps and grinds to a slow jazz piece. A couple dozen men
watched and sipped beer, trying to make their two-drink minimum
last. About half of them were wearing nametags for a local
convention.

The guy at the end of the bar was
working on a steak and baked potato. He was at least sixty and
going bald. He looked at me when I stood beside him. “If you’re
looking for work, you can start tonight.”

“I’ve got a job, and you can’t afford
me.” I handed him my card. “I’m a private investigator and I’m here
about the kiddie porn guy last night.”

He didn’t look at my card, but flipped
it onto the bar and resumed cutting his steak. “Talk to our lawyer.
We got nothing to do with that guy. If we’d known what he was
doing, we’d have taken him to the river and tossed him in.” He took
a bite.

“Sure. I know you wouldn’t condone
that kind of trade in your place.” Not unless you were getting a
cut, that is. “I’m not with the police. What I hear stays with me.
I’m looking for one of the kids in the photos he was selling. She’s
a runaway and her family is worried for her. I’m trying to get a
lead on the photographer. Find out where the girl is.”

“Can’t help you,” he said and stuffed
a hunk of steak in his mouth.

I pulled out Linda’s picture. “This is
her. She’s only fourteen.”

He was wearing a wedding ring, so I
took a final shot. “You have any daughters?”

He put down the knife and fork. “Yeah.
Two. That’s them on the stage right now. Working their way through
college.”

He wiped his mouth and continued. “I
know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. I said we don’t peddle
that shit and I meant it.” He paused and kind of sighed. “But
you’re right, I wouldn’t want that crap to happen to one of my
girls, or anyone else’s, for that matter. Talk to Carl at Triple-X
Video over on Thirtieth. I hear he’s not too particular about the
stuff people bring him. But you didn’t hear it here.”

He turned back to his steak, but his
appetite seemed to have waned. He sat there with a disgusted look.
On my way out, I stopped for another look at the two girls on the
stage. They were between eighteen and twenty and could be sisters.
It was only late afternoon but they each had lots of bills sticking
out of their G-strings.

Bob with the Regional Air Traffic
Controllers’ Convention got up from a crowded table and stumbled my
way. I knew all about him because that’s what it said on the label
pasted on a loud sports coat any car salesman would envy. He had
had a bit more than the two-drink minimum.

“Wow! You got BIG honkers. Honk!
Honk!” He squeezed my breasts.

I quickly squeezed his crotch—hard.
His face paled and his eyes widened. No sound came from his gaping
mouth.

“Thanks, Bob.” I squeezed again. “And
you got BIG cajones.”

 


* * *

 


I arrived at PJs at 5:45. I had gone
back to my condo to get my cell phone and car. I could have walked,
but I wanted to make it to J and J’s wedding if
possible.

The house was large on a street of
large, privately owned homes south of Martin Luther King, Jr.
Avenue in Lincoln Heights. PJs and her husband, Horace Johnson, had
bought it after their third of six children was born. They had
owned a successful liquor and convenience store at the corner of
13th Street and Division Avenue. Division is now Martin Luther
King, Jr. Avenue.

Business and life had been good for
them. Until the night Horace was killed during a robbery attempt at
their store. He had a gun and was aiming it at the two thieves when
the police arrived. The police officers didn’t know him, thought he
was the robber and shot him without warning. The police officers
were white. The thieves were white. Horace was black.

PJs went into a long period of deep
depression. Her children, neighbors, and the long string of young
people who kept coming to her house eventually brought her out of
it. During her depression she started wearing nothing but her
husband’s pajamas. Day or night, it didn’t matter. When she
recovered, she decided that pajamas were the most comfortable
clothing anyone would want to wear. So she went on wearing them.
All styles, all colors, all kinds of material. Everywhere she went.
That, and fuzzy slippers. She became the fashion queen of pajamas.
That’s how she got her name.

The tragedy of Horace’s death caused
two weeks of riots when the shooting was ruled an accident. The
city finally made a large settlement. The settlement paid off
mortgages on the house and store. Put her children and now her
grandchildren through college. Let her provide a small annual
scholarship to underprivileged young people. Let her run her home
as a haven for any youngster who needed love, attention, or just a
place to crash for the night.

As far as the city is concerned, PJs
home is neutral territory. Police and Social Services go there only
when invited. Her husband’s death was long ago, but the
neighborhood has a longer memory.

I went up the steps and in the
ever-open doorway and stood in the hall. Sounds of clattering
dishes, laughter, talk and music came from everywhere. The dining
room on my left had a dozen people seated and eating happily. In
the living room to my right, card tables had been pushed together
and another group was eating there.

PJs oldest daughter, Ruth, came down
the hall from the kitchen carrying a huge bowl filled with more
spaghetti, meatballs and sauce. Ruth is a large breasted,
big-hipped woman like her mother with the same rich mahogany skin.
When I’m around Ruth and PJs I’m less self-conscious of my breasts.
“You don’t need to worry about your breasts, girl,” Ruth would
often tell me. “Just add some to your hips to balance
them.”

“Hey, Rachel. Mama’s in the kitchen.
Grab a plate and join us.”

“Thanks, Ruth.”

In the kitchen, three small children
in highchairs were covered in sauce and slurping spaghetti. Another
four children were eating at the table. The fragrance of oregano,
garlic and hot grease filled the room. PJs supervised a youngster
at the stove who was browning meatballs in a skillet. PJs wore an
apron over a pair of Chinese red silk pajamas decorated with birds
and cherry blossoms. Her fuzzy slippers were a matching red. I took
a few black olives from a relish tray on the counter and
waited.

Ruth came into the kitchen. “Mama,
Rachel’s here to see you.”

“Oh, Rachel, honey. Thank you for
coming. Are you hungry?”

“No thanks. I just had
lunch.”

“Ruth, dear, would you please take
over here? Rachel and I have some things to discuss.”

PJs and I went out into the
hall.

“The two girls I told you about should
still be in the living room. I’ll get them and we can go upstairs
where it’s quieter.”

PJs came back with two teenaged girls.
The younger one was barely thirteen. She was fair-haired and
fair-skinned and was wearing jeans and a T-shirt for a band called
the Flat Truants. There were spots of sauce on the shirt.
The other one was probably fifteen, but looked twenty-one. Her hair
was dyed ink black and her make-up was overdone, heavy purple eye
shadow and purple lips. She wore a low-cut red sheath that barely
passed her crotch, and red heels but no pantyhose. Her outfit
screamed “Hey! Look at me! I’m a stereotype! Don’t I shock
you?”

PJs said, “This is Barbara. This is
Jennifer. Girls, this is Rachel Cord. The private detective I told
you about who is trying to find your friend.”

I handed each of the girls one of my
cards. The younger one, Jennifer, giggled when she read
it.

“Are you really?”

“When I have to be.”

PJs led us upstairs to her sitting
room. The girls sat on the loveseat. PJs sat in her rocker and I
took the overstuffed chair.

“PJs tells me that you may know where
I can find Linda Miller. Is this her?”

I passed them one of the pictures I
had of Linda. I wanted to be sure that they weren’t mistaken about
whom we were discussing. Jennifer looked at the picture and back at
me.

“Are you and she related?”

“No, we’re not. Her family hired me to
find her. They’re very worried about her.”

I understood Jennifer’s question.
Linda could have been a younger sister. My hair has turned browner
over the years than Linda’s blonde, and the freckles have all but
disappeared, but the blue eyes are the same, and the bulging bosom
completes the family picture.

Barbara was leaning back and biting
the purple-painted nail of her thumb. “She’s not going to get into
any trouble, is she?”

“I think she may already be in
trouble. The police arrested a man for selling pornographic
pictures of children. Linda posed for some of them. If I can’t find
her, who knows what could happen to her.”

They looked at each other. Jennifer
nodded to Barbara.

“We were at this party last week,”
Barbara said. “That’s where we met her. She said she was new in
town. She came with some people she met at the bus station. We told
her about PJs, but she went off with some photographer that was
there. That’s the last we saw of her.”

“Where was the party held?”

“A big house on the north side by the
river. Close to North Ferry. It’s a pretty ritzy place.”

“It is so cool,” Jennifer added. “It’s
like a mansion and there’s this huge lawn that goes down to a dock
on the river. There are two cool speedboats there. But I like the
gazebo at the end of the dock best. I think it’s
romantic.”

“Do you remember what night the party
was?”

Barbara gave it some thought. “I think
it was Saturday night. Not this last one, but the one
before.”

Jennifer shook her head. “No it
wasn’t. It was just last Wednesday. We were with Sheila. She
drove.”

“That’s right. Wednesday. Not
yesterday, but last week. Sorry. Sometimes it’s hard to remember
which party is which. Carl has parties there all the
time.”

“Who’s Carl?”

“The rich guy that owns the place. He
says kids should have a good time. Carl says there aren’t enough
party places. He’s right, you know. This town’s a drag.”

“Do you know Carl’s last
name?”

“No. Just Carl.”

“How did you know the guy Linda went
with was a photographer?”

“He’s always there taking pictures and
he was trying to hire a bunch of us as ‘fashion models’ he
said.”

“He offered us fifty dollars each,”
said Jennifer.

“Yeah, but he was really coming on to
Linda. He was telling her ‘You are so beautiful...a natural model’
and things like that. It was just a line. I mean, you could tell
she was just a kid with big tits. Sorry, no offence. I heard him
offer her two hundred dollars and he said that he could get her a
job modeling. That’s when she left with him.”

“Do you remember his name?”

“Calvin. I remember ’cause I asked him
if he was Calvin Klein.”

The girls gave me a few more details
about the parties at Carl’s and offered to show me where it was the
next day. I thanked them for their help and gave them each $20.
They were surprised. They weren’t expecting money. They gave the
money to PJs for the house food fund; maybe there’s hope for
today’s youth after all.

I added my own contribution to the
fund and thanked PJs for all of her help. She didn’t really need
the money, but she understood that it was good to let people
give.

As I left PJs, I wanted to call
Rodecker about the photographer named Calvin. Maybe it would help
Rod find the guy. However, I was still leery of fanning the rumors
about Rod and me. I called Frank instead and asked him to pass the
info along. I didn’t tell him about the sex shop or the party
house.

Were sex-shop Carl and rich Carl who
throws parties the same guy or was it only a coincidence? I never
put much stock in coincidence. I’d have to check that out, but
first, there was a wedding to attend.
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The wedding party at City Park was
going strong. The mood was giddy and light. Several hundred people
sang and danced. Vendors passed out free food and soft drinks. A
rainbow of balloons floated over the park’s central fountain. Even
the sky celebrated with blue and pink and purple and gold as sunset
neared.

The park is one block square across
from City Hall. It was cordoned with rainbow streamers to limit
access to the paved entrances at each corner and center of each
street. Streamers were tied to most of the trees. Some
rent-a-cops—off duty police and sheriff’s deputies—wandered about
the perimeter.

In front of City Hall, a couple dozen
protesters shouted and waved signs with typical slogans like
“Homosexuality is a Sin,” “Marriage = Man + Woman,” “Gays Will Go
To Hell,” “Remember Sodom & Gomorrah,” “Gays Aren’t GAY!!!”
Police officers kept them on the sidewalk. Once inside the park,
the party drowned them out.

There were dozens of people I knew
well. Scores I recognized. And hundreds I had never seen before.
All of us brought together at this time and place to celebrate an
event as old as society. I found J and J and wished them good luck
again. I wished again that Karen would be there, that we’d find
each other, but knew it wasn’t going to happen. Instead I let the
joy of the moment and that of my fellow sisters and brothers fill
me, quell the pang and ache of emptiness, and carry me
along.

As the sun went down, all of the
couples and the ministers gathered in the center of the
park—walking right into the shallow pool of the fountain where
children splashed in the summertime. There were matching tuxedos
and matching wedding dresses. There were Earth mothers garlanded
with flowers. There was a young Adonis and a young Apollo: two
bronzed gods in tunics and laurel wreaths. The rest of us formed
three large rings around them, our arms linked. Three rings of
unity. Three rings of love. Three rings of defense should anyone
try to stop this wondrous moment.

The ceremonies were brief, filled with
magic and pride. I watched two crones jump a broom with a splash;
the two gods share a cup; J and J sing a paean of love to one
another.

This was jubilation. Celebration. We
swayed to music like ocean waves or vast prairie grasses moved by
the wind. We laughed. We cried. We sang. We sang of love. We sang
of joy. We sang of freedom. We sang our American dream.

I was euphoric: filled with rapture,
delight; giddy with joy, cheer, elation; merry, blissful,
lighthearted, zany. Hell! I was totally, wonderfully
gay.

Then I saw Sarah. She was with Elspeth
and others from Phil’s. The weddings made them bubbly.

“Rachel,” Elspeth said, rolling the R.
“Wasn’t that fantastic. I feel so grand. Do you know Eloise and
Iris? And this is Sarah. Sarah just started this week at the
Tearoom.”

“Hi, everyone. Yes, I met Sarah
yesterday.” On my birthday. Sarah’s eyes sparkled and the confetti
in her hair glittered.

“I’m happy to see you again,” Sarah
said.

The others were talking and going on
about the weddings, yet all I heard over and over was “I’m happy to
see you again.” The joy of the evening filled me, but those six
words sent me to heaven. I was ever so happy to see her
too.

Somehow we wandered away from the
others. There were people and sounds and happenings all around us,
but we floated in a bubble of our own making.

She wore her hair down and it caressed
her bare neck and shoulders. We shared a funnel cake from one of
the booths. I brushed powdered sugar from her cheek. She fed me a
piece of the cake. We touched in a dozen subtle, sensual ways. I
was quivering inside. Did she sense it?

We were high on the night’s
experiences. I wanted to stay: chat with her, spend time with her,
get to know her better, tell her about me. I wanted to continue the
rapport—the feelings—we were building, but I couldn’t stay. I
needed to check out the Triple-X Video Arcade. I needed to find
something to lead me to Linda Miller.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“I don’t want to go. I’d rather stay
here with you. I... I have to work.”

“Could we meet later?”

“I’d like that. Very much.
Where?”

“There’s a wedding reception later at
Miss Kitty’s cabaret. It’ll probably last all night. Do you know
it?”

“I do. I’ll see you there as soon as I
can.”

“I’ll wait for you.”

I wanted to kiss her right then. Hold
her tightly, passionately. Never let her go. I thought she might
want that too. But we were shy, nervous, anticipatory. Like two
teens on a first date. She squeezed my hand and smiled.
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The Triple-X Video Arcade was in a
strip mall facing 30th Street a few blocks north of Cutter and just
outside of the South Ferry district. Strip mall fit: there was a
strip joint, two XXX-video places and a bar & grill. A
Christian Science Reading Room on one corner provided the only
class. The parking lot was about half full.

Several men were studying video boxes
as I entered. As usual, my leading elements captured everyone’s
attention. I ignored the adulation and walked up to the guy behind
the counter.

“Are you Carl?”

“No, I’m Rudy. Carl doesn’t work
nights,” he said to my chest.

“Do you know how I can reach
him?”

“It’s a party night, so he’s at his
house.” He still spoke to my chest. “Were you supposed to meet
him?”

I picked up on his error and lied.
“Yes. I thought we were meeting here. I’m new in town and running
very late. I don’t know the address. I’d hate to get
lost.”

I gave him a big smile, not that he
noticed.

“It’s out by the river. 8715 North
River Drive. That’s the river side of the street.”

“Thanks, Rudy. I’ll find it. I’ll tell
Carl how helpful you were.”

“Yeah. Have a good time.” Rudy’s gaze
never shifted.

I wished all my interviews were that
easy. I wanted to meet Sarah, but I couldn’t pass up this
opportunity. Barbara and Jennifer hadn’t mentioned a party tonight,
but there couldn’t be two Carls having parties on North River
Drive. I hoped Sarah would wait for me. I drove back to my condo to
change clothes. I thought something like Barbara’s look might be
more appropriate.

 


* * *

 


North River Drive is one of the
wealthier neighborhoods. And along this stretch, individual
addresses are easily a quarter mile apart. You can’t see the river
along here because of the walls, hedges and shrubs the owners use
to insure their privacy.

I found 8715 and turned into the
drive. There was a closed gate and a guard. The guard had a
clipboard and walked over to my car. I lowered the window and took
a deep breath. The spaghetti straps of my low cut sheath strained
and added to the “I may pop out of my dress” look.

“I am lookin’ for a party.”

The guard grinned from ear to ear. “I
think you’ve found it. Follow the drive down to the main house and
someone will park your car.”

“Why thank you so much.”

He opened the gate with a remote
control. It was a winding drive. Jennifer was right; it was a
mansion. I counted 18 windows on the second floor and saw balconies
at both ends of the red-brick house. All the lights seemed to be
on. I heard music before I reached the house. Beyond the house a
broad lawn led to the river. I could just make out the gazebo
Jennifer liked so well silhouetted against the water.

I waited for a moment adjusting my
dress and my Marilyn Monroe styled platinum wig and watched the
valet park my car. The dress was longer than Barbara’s, but not by
much. I checked the numbered tag the valet gave me against its
place on a pegboard filled with keys. If I needed to leave in a
hurry, I didn’t want to waste time searching for keys or car. There
must have been a hundred vehicles packed together in a makeshift
lot.

Hopefully, Calvin was here and I’d get
the chance to go off with the bastard. It was remotely possible
that Linda Miller was here too. I didn’t expect it. Life rarely
cooperates that easily.

This was my second party of the night
and they were worlds apart. Competing noise assaulted me as I
entered. I should have brought earplugs. This wasn’t celebration.
This was frantic survival.

Punk rock blasted from a darkened room
to my left. Across the infield-sized entry, I could feel the beat
and cadence of hip-hop coming full tilt from another darkened room.
Strains of country rock filtered down from the second floor.
Something for everyone. Strobe lights flashed above the heads of
people crowding the music rooms’ entries. People were everywhere.
Young people. Kids. Why weren’t they home studying instead of here?
Sitting on the stairs. Flopped on chairs and couches or on the
floor against a wall. Coming and going. Drinking canned sodas,
bottled water, beer in plastic cups, or red-colored concoctions in
plastic margarita glasses. The average age seemed to be sixteen,
and there were many who were definitely younger. I felt old and
didn’t like it. Jeans and T-shirts prevailed, but there was some of
everything. Two pale girls who could have been twins of Barbara
slinked by and gave me the eye. They were too young for my tastes.
A cradle robber I’m not. Hairstyles ranged from pixie to outlandish
in every color from a 64-piece box of crayons.

A man nearer my age sauntered toward
me doing a Hugh Hefner impression. He wore a chocolate lamé smoking
jacket and gold chains around his neck. All he needed was the pipe.
He seemed as out of time and place as I did. I doubted that any of
the young people here would be attracted to him. I certainly
wasn’t. Maybe Margo would go for him.

“Hello there. Welcome to the party. I
know I’ve never seen you here before.”

He had to speak loudly over the noise
and it ruined the affect he was trying for. Also, his musky cologne
was much too heavy.

“No, suh. You certainly have not. This
is my first party since leaving Biloxi. I’m Charlotte. Are you my
host?” I extended my hand palm down and he actually kissed
it.

I don’t know why I do it, but whenever
I put on this type of outfit I become a sweet molasses-tongued
coquette from the Deep South. Over the years, my “Shaaaa-let from
Bi-loooxi” has gotten a rise from many suspected philanderers for
my divorce-seeking clients. It’s only playacting to verify the
wanderers, but I always feel a double tinge of guilt when I do it.
Not because I’m putting on some sleazeball guy, but because I’m
self-exploiting my deformities and because I knew a Charlotte from
Biloxi in the Army. Charlotte Grey. A sweeter lady you could never
hope to meet. She was small, petite. Charming, but, unfortunately,
not bent the right way. She certainly wasn’t a coquettish sex
kitten. But it’s her voice that comes out when I do my act. Sorry,
Charlotte.

He continued to hold my hand.
“Regrettably, no. Carl’s upstairs at the moment. I’m John, and I
would be delighted to give you a tour, Miss Charlotte.”

“You are just too kind, sir. Might a
lady acquire a drink to carry along the way?”

“She may. Right this way.”

A double staircase created a horseshoe
arch to the second floor. John offered his arm and led me through
the archway beneath the stairs into a large banquet room with a
panoramic view of the river. I had a flash image of the two of us
and wanted to laugh. All I needed was a pair of ears and a
cottontail.

Buffet tables were set up along the
windows and people were helping themselves. The food was mostly a
variety of pizzas, boneless chicken strips and bags of popcorn. No
veggies except for the mushrooms and green peppers on the pizzas.
There were trays of iced canned sodas and bottled water. Most of
the activity was at the bar at the end of the room. Beer and
strawberry margaritas were being passed to anyone who wanted one.
The three bartenders were asking everyone if they were over
twenty-one, but weren’t turning anyone away or checking ID.
Naturally, everyone was saying yes.

John brought me a margarita. I took a
small sip. It was sweet and on the weak side. “Aren’t you afraid of
the police with all this underage drinking.”

John shrugged. “That’s not a problem.
They’re just having fun. Let me show you around.”

Fun?

The kitchen was stacked with pizza
boxes from several delivery places and boxes of chicken. Two
servants were filling trays and placing them in heating ovens.
Someone removed a bag of popcorn from a microwave and started
another bag popping. We went through a billiard room and peeked
into a crowded home theater. What I thought might be an old copy of
Debbie does Dallas was playing on a 60-inch rear-projection
TV. There was a scent of incense mixed with sweet marijuana and
sweat. Someone yelled, “Shut the door. You’re letting the light
in.”

We went out a side door to the patio.
The sound level dropped to where you didn’t have to scream to be
heard. There was a heated pool where several young people were
swimming. I couldn’t tell if they wore suits or not.

“Would you care for a
swim?” John asked.

“I do not believe those youngstahs
would care for an ole lady like me interfering in their
fun.”

“You’re hardly old. It would do them
good to see a real woman.”

“You are just so sweet.” Gag. “Perhaps
another time.”

“I look forward to it.”

The patio ran around the back and went
the length of the house with entrances to the kitchen, banquet room
and a living room with fireplace. A second story balcony from which
I could hear country music covered part of the patio.

We passed a girl lying on a chaise who
appeared to be unconscious. She looked sixteen or seventeen. She
lay there like a discarded Barbie doll. Her lipstick was smeared.
Someone had tried to redress her. Her skirt was twisted and her
blouse misbuttoned.

“Is she all right?”

“I’m sure she is, but I’ll get someone
to look at her. I’ll be right back.”

I put my nearly full drink down. The
girl’s pulse was strong and her breathing was normal. There was no
smell of alcohol or marijuana. Her pupils were pinpricks. I didn’t
know what she had taken, but whatever it was, she was out for the
night. A quick look under her skirt confirmed she wasn’t wearing
panties. I looked in the purse that lay beside her. Her driver’s
license said she was Kayla Barnes and she was nineteen. Hard to
believe. She lived at 6044 N. 128th Street, Apt. 2B. I read the
address several times to memorize it. There was also a current
student ID from Cramer College. There weren’t any pills or packets
of drugs. I put the purse back and stepped away as John returned
with a tall lanky woman and two men.

“Charlotte, this is Gwen Archer.
She’ll take care of the girl.”

“Shouldn’t we call a doctor? She
doesn’t look well.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,”
John said. “Gwen will take care of everything.”

Gwen gave me a sharp look. It was
obvious she didn’t like what she saw. She was wearing heels, but
she would have been taller than me even without them. She was
dressed mannish in dark slacks and jacket with an open collared
white shirt. Her dark hair was cut short and brushed back. She
exuded a sort of cruel beauty: hollowed cheeks and prominent
cheekbones. I couldn’t be sure which way she was bent, but if I
wanted a dominatrix she’d fill the bill. She knelt by the girl and
made the same checks I had. She stood back up, smiled and glared at
the same time.

“She’s fine. Just too much to drink.
I’ll have someone take her home. Tomorrow, she won’t remember
anything.”

I’ll just bet she won’t. “Well, if you
are sure she will be all—”

“She’ll be fine.” Gwen gave John a
get-this-bimbo-out-of-here look.

“Let’s go, Charlotte. Everything’s
under control.” John took my arm.

I let him lead me away. I didn’t want
to leave Kayla Barnes, but I couldn’t see that I could do anything
for her at that moment. I had to trust that she would be all right.
I wanted to know what happened to her. She hadn’t been drinking; of
that, I was sure. Most likely she was drugged. My questions would
have to wait, but I didn’t feel good about it.

So far I hadn’t seen Linda Miller.
There was only the slightest hope that I would. Jennifer and
Barbara had been here twice since the night they met her and hadn’t
seen her again. I hadn’t seen either of the girls either, nor had I
seen any photographers.

The girls’ descriptions of the parties
hadn’t prepared me adequately. I don’t think they wanted to tell
the total truth around PJs. I’m hardly a prude. What shocked me
here was how young everyone was. This was a very adult happening
with children as participants. It was a bizarre image: Carnivale by
Bosch, peopled by Disney. John’s comment about the police not being
a problem bothered me too. All I could do was pretend to be charmed
and keep looking.

We entered the living room. Like
everything else about the house, the room was oversized. There were
about a dozen adults relaxing, talking and drinking. It was the
largest collection of people over twenty-one I had seen so far. You
could feel the music vibrating from the other parts of the house,
but here it was background noise only. This was where the grown-ups
came to take a break from being chaperones, or whatever they were.
A door across the room opened, and a man entered. I got a brief
look into that room before he closed the door. I glimpsed someone
else seated at a computer. It might be an office.

The man came over to us. He was in his
mid-forties with a bit of gray at the temples of his brown hair. He
had a trustworthy face and dark eyes. He was casually dressed in a
charcoal gray sport coat, black T-shirt and stonewashed black
jeans. He didn’t wear any jewelry, not even a watch.

John spoke. “Carl, I’d like you to
meet someone. Carl Cheswick, this is Charlotte... What’s your last
name?”

“Grey. Charlotte Grey. I am so pleased
to make your acquaintance.”

“I’m glad you could join us.” His
voice was an easy, sincere baritone. His handshake warm and
friendly. If he were running for office, his smile alone would win
him tons of votes.

“Charlotte is from Biloxi. This is her
first time here.”

“How did you hear of us?”

“Some college students in my apartment
building were talking about the parties. They sounded so
interesting, that I just had to come see for myself.”

“Well, I hope you enjoy yourself. This
is one of our teen nights. Young people need places to have a good
time. I try to fill that need as best I can. If you would like a
more adult gathering, you’ll have to join us on Monday
nights.”

“Why thank you, sir. That is so kind.
I will surely plan to do so. This has been—just
delightful.”

“If you will excuse me, I’ll leave you
in John’s good hands.”

“He’s so nice. And I am just so
surprised at how thoughtful he is. So civic minded, as it were,
about today’s youth I mean.”

“Yeah. Carl’s a real
prince.”

Prince of Darkness, maybe. I couldn’t
believe the police would let these parties go on. Surely, they knew
about them. Frank and I were going to have to talk. The scene here
was making me uncomfortable. I wanted to leave, but if I could, I
needed to see the rest of the house. I still wanted to find Linda
Miller if she were here or get a line on her. I also wanted to find
out what happened to Kayla Barnes. Had something similar happened
to Linda?

“John,” I put my hand on his upper
arm. “May we get another drink and finish our tour?”

“Of course. You’ve seen most of
everything down here. Upstairs are mostly bedrooms, although there
is a wonderful view of the river from the central
balcony.”

“That sounds charming. The balcony I
mean. A lady doesn’t let a gentleman show her a bedroom on such
short acquaintance.”

“Then we’ll just have to get better
acquainted.”

Yeah, right.

We went back through the banquet room
for margaritas and then headed for the staircase. On the opposite
staircase I caught a flash of light. I looked over and saw a
photographer taking pictures of two teenaged girls against the
balustrade. It was the two who gave me the eye earlier. The
photographer didn’t look like the description of Calvin that
Jennifer and Barbara had given me.

“Who is that taking
pictures?”

John stopped and looked. “I think
that’s Roger Burke. There are usually one or two photographers
around. They’re always looking for fresh faces.”

At the head of the stairs was a
smaller banquet room than the one below it. Hallways led off to the
left and right. From the left, two young men built like defensive
linemen came down the hall giggling and punching at each other. One
of them was adjusting his clothes. As they came near, I could see
that his fly was unzipped. When they saw us, they stopped their
antics. Their faces turned bright red and they passed us with what
could only be described as sheepish looks. Had they been in one of
the bedrooms playing with each other? Or with another hapless
Kayla? I was liking this whole scene less and less.

John led me through the crowded
banquet room where a three-piece country group played a rocking
version of Jambalaya. We went out onto the
balcony.

Lights from across the river reflected
as constantly changing sparkles on the river’s surface. A single
black cloud was silhouetted by silver moonlight. On the river
beneath it a dark boat glided on the shimmering water. I let the
beauty of the scene distract me from the chaos behind me. I
recalled paintings by Albert Pinkham Ryder that Karen had shown me
that looked just like this. Karen would have liked seeing this
scene, painting it. I could picture her joy and passion as she
worked on a canvas. The thought of her was a lingering ache. Then I
pictured Sarah, smiling at me at the weddings, and the ache
lessened. She might like this view too. I felt her hand squeezing
mine.

“This is beautiful.”

“I thought you’d like it.”

John’s voice startled me. He was
holding my hand. I was lost for a moment. I remembered saying “This
is beautiful” to Sarah in my thoughts. Apparently, I had said it
aloud. I played it again in my head. I heard my voice. My voice,
not Charlotte’s. I hoped John hadn’t noticed. I placed my other
hand over his.

“Why sir,” I coated my words in thick
syrup, “are you an irredeemable romantic?”

John smiled, leaned in and kissed me.
I let it go on. Pressed against him. Pulled him to me like a fly to
honey and held him despite his heavy cologne. I had to make him
forget my slip. When I felt he was enwebbed, I broke
away.

“Sir, you take my breath away. What is
a lady to do? I do declare.” This lady needed to wash her mouth
out.

“Tell me you like me as much as I do
you.”

“I don’t know what to say. You are so
exciting.” Get me out of here. “But this is a might too quick for
this little girl to handle. I must say.”

I held my hand just beneath my
breasts. I breathed deeply several times, slightly flexing my
shoulder muscles so that my breasts heaved forward even more so
with every intake of air. I moved my hand to his chest.

“I think I better go now. Before this
gets beyond our control. Please understand.”

“Can I call you?”

“It would be better if I called you.
My phone isn’t in yet.”
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The set-up at Carl’s was wilder than I
imagined. It was hard to believe it had never been raided. Those
Sodom and Gomorrah protesters should have been picketing North
River Drive instead of the weddings.

I accomplished nothing. I didn’t find
Linda or get a lead on her. She could have been there, for all I
knew. The place was swarming. She could have been in the crowds or
in any of the rooms I didn’t go into. I didn’t find Calvin either.
Maybe that other photographer, Roger Burke, knew him.

And what happened to Kayla Barnes? Had
she been roached? Was she sexually assaulted? Whatever
happened, I doubted that it was her idea or done with her consent.
Should I have blown my cover and tried to help her? At least I had
her address to check on her later.

It was past midnight. I hoped Sarah
was still at the Kathouse. What would she think of the way I was
dressed? I hoped I didn’t smell of John’s cologne.

Even risking a speeding ticket, it
still took nearly thirty minutes to get to the Kathouse. As I
approached I saw flashing police lights and emergency vehicles.
That couldn’t be good. What happened while I was wasting time at
Carl’s? An ambulance came toward me with its lights flashing and
siren just starting. I pulled over a block before the Kathouse and
walked down.

A lot of people were crowded about the
street. A TV crew was there. Police had crime-scene tape around a
large area of the sidewalk and most of the club’s parking lot.
Uniformed officers were keeping spectators back. I heard someone
say someone was killed and I felt a chill. Two police officers were
taking names and addresses and asking questions. In the street, one
of the Greek gods I had seen get married earlier was sitting at the
back of an ambulance. He was dressed now in a light blue pullover
sweater and dark slacks. There was blood and dirt on his sweater
and a paramedic was treating a cut over his eye. He was arguing
with a plainclothes detective I didn’t know and pointing in
different directions. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he
was upset. It looked like the detective was asking him to repeat
himself, because he kept making the same gestures over and over.
Streaks of tears glinted in the lamplight.

I tried to get closer to the taped off
area. A police officer in a white paper coverall with paper booties
was taking photographs, while another officer similarly dressed
carefully placed numbered markers on the ground. The markers looked
like place cards at a fancy dinner. At the curb, number 73 marked a
pool of blood that had oozed off into the gutter. The blood was
shiny black in the light from the street lamp.

A policewoman motioned me back from
the tape. “You’ll have to step back, please. This is a crime
scene.”

“What happened here? Was it another
beating?”

“Please. Just step back.”

I wanted to show her my investigator’s
card, tell her I had a reason for being here; but what could I say?
That I could have stopped this from happening if I’d been here
instead of wasting my time at the party house? I didn’t think she’d
be too impressed considering how I was dressed. She probably
thought I was a solicitor from the park. I moved away toward the
entrance to the Kathouse.

People huddled in tight little
clusters. Fear in their faces and in the way they held themselves.
I was afraid one of the gods had been killed. Apollo or Adonis. I
didn’t know which and I felt responsible.

I saw Elspeth, Eloise and Iris. They
were crying and clinging to each other. Fear gripped me.

“Where’s Sarah?”

Eloise looked at me. I don’t think she
recognized me. Her mascara had run leaving her eyes two dark hollow
wells from which black ooze streaked down her face. Like the blood
at the curb. Her friends held onto her. “Sarah?” she moaned.
“Where’s Sarah? Oh, Sarah.” She convulsed and they had to hold her
up.

Elspeth looked at me. “Rachel? Is that
you?”

I pulled off the Marilyn wig and held
it like a dead chicken.

“Sarah,” Elspeth stopped and took a
breath. “Gary and Richard (Apollo and Adonis apparently) left the
club. Sarah went after them. She wanted to congratulate them again
on their marriage. She couldn’t have been gone a minute. Then Gary
came back screaming for Nine-One-One. He was bleeding. They’d been
attacked. Then he ran outside. It happened so fast. We found Gary
holding Richard over there. Sarah was at the curb. Oh, Rachel!
There was so much blood. They just took them away in an
ambulance.”

I turned and looked down the road
where the ambulance had passed me. Sarah had been in that
ambulance. Elspeth hadn’t said that Sarah was dead. I wouldn’t
believe it. Don’t let her die. If someone must die, please, don’t
let it be Sarah.

Immediate shame filled me, yet I
couldn’t help thinking it, wishing it. I was numb. The four of us
clung to each other.

A police officer asked if we had seen
anything or knew the victims. He took our names and addresses and
asked us to wait to speak with detectives.

“Who’s the detective in
charge?”

“Detective Montero.”

I gave the officer one of my cards.
“If Detective Montero has time, I’d like to speak to him. We’ll be
inside.”

More police arrived as we went into
the club. I seated Eloise, Elspeth and Iris and ordered drinks. I
was functioning on autopilot. The place was crowded, but each table
seemed isolated, subdued. Voices were blurred murmurs. There was no
music, no entertainment. A few people seemed perturbed and kept
looking at their watches. Mayhem and death was an inconvenience to
them. I wanted to hit them. Margo Lane sat at the far end of the
bar. He saw me, raised his nearly empty glass and waggled it. I
went over and sat on the stool beside him. Dropped the wig onto the
bar.

Margo wore a curly blonde wig, silk
stockings over his long shapely legs, garter belt and a short
ruffled costume. A white sequined top hat was on the corner of the
bar. Marlene Dietrich from Blue Angel. Had he sung “Falling
in Love Again” earlier? My heart ached. I wished I had been there
to hear it. Maybe Sarah would have stayed with me—not gone outside.
Maybe...

Margo’s face was drawn. His make-up
smeared. The creases around his eyes and mouth were pained, not
happy. I saw my expression reflected in the mirror behind the bar,
my own smeared make-up and mussed hair. We made a sad pair of
Augustes.

“Buy you a beer?”

I was glad that he didn’t use The
Voice just then. I couldn’t have handled it. I might have
killed him and climaxed at the same time.

“No thanks. If you have any single
malt, I’ll take one. No ice.”

He went around the end of the bar,
picked up a bottle of Balvenie and a tumbler and set them in front
of me. I poured a healthy dram while he got another draft for
himself.

I made a hood over the glass with my
hands, buried my nose between my fingers and breathed in the
liquor’s essence. Lost myself in the faint scent of warm honey.
Escaped into the ritual, the savoring of Scotland’s
gold.

The Scotch was not my favored
Glenfiddich, but it would do. For the moment, it would do to carry
me away from horror. Scotch is strange. Each tastes distinctly
different even when distilleries like Balvenie and Glenfiddich use
the same spring water, malted barley and bottling plant. One could
never be mistaken for the other. Maybe it’s the skills of different
potmen, or the different pot-stills they use. Whatever, it’s a
pleasurable mystery.

I missed any trace of smoky peat there
may have been. It’s said that to release the full aromas when you
nose a glass, you should add a measure of pure water. I wouldn’t
know. For me, 43 percent alcohol by volume is watered enough. As
they say, “Rome was built on seven hills, but Dufftown stands on
seven stills.”

God! What banal crap the mind dredges
up to avoid reality. I raised my head.

“I called Phil.” Margo said. “She’s
going straight to the hospital.”

Hospital. Hope. Please. Please don’t
let Sarah be dead. Don’t let anyone be dead, I corrected. I drank
down the Scotch, refilled the glass.

I didn’t know what I was feeling. I
didn’t know the man who’d been hurt; I barely knew Sarah. Surely, I
couldn’t be in love with her already. How could I? Yet I had wished
another’s death over hers. The threat of losing her this soon
emptied me. This wasn’t the way it had started with Karen. Loving
Karen began slow and built over months. She had become my life and
love for three years when she suddenly left. I met Sarah only twice
briefly in the past two days. I liked her. She seemed to like me.
Her smile, the squeeze of her hand, thrilled me. I needed to know
more of her. There was... something... a potential something that
might turn to love. Something that shattered out there on the
sidewalk. She couldn’t die. She couldn’t! I drank my
Scotch.

“I’m going to tell Phil we need to
close down.”

“What?” I looked at Margo. “No! You
can’t do that.”

“Why not? People are getting killed
now. This has to stop.”

“We don’t know that. It will be
stopped. We don’t know that anyone’s died.” Please don’t let Sarah
die.

“I don’t want to close, but what else
can we do?”

“Don’t do it. Please. Margo, this is
war. If you close, whoever’s doing this wins. We may never catch
them. Never find out why they did it. I don’t know if it’s hate or
greed. My gut says greed. Whichever it is, you won’t end it by
avoiding it. You have to fight back.”

“Maybe you fight back. You’re a tough
bitch. I’m not. Look around. Do these look like soldiers who can
fight a war? Who want to fight a war?”

“You’d be surprised who the fighters
are.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I just don’t
want someone else getting hurt. I’m tired of it. I think we should
close.”

“Closing is what they want. Closing is
an insult. It insults you who have suffered and those who
have...have...”

I couldn’t face the alternative. I
drank my drink and poured another. I knew I should stop. I was
wasting good Scotch; my taste buds were as numb as the rest of me.
If I was just going to get drunk, I should switch to something that
didn’t matter. I filled the glass again.

The room had cleared considerably.
There were few people left. I had no idea what time it was, how
long we sat there. The detective I’d seen at the ambulance sat down
beside me. I watched his face in the mirror. He looked tired too:
like a sad bloodhound with long and saggy features. He picked up my
wig, inspected it and moved it down the bar.

“I’m Detective Montero. You’re Rachel
Cord, I presume?”

“Guilty.” I poured another
drink.

“Frank says you’re good people. This
is a hell of a mess.”

That went without saying. Margo asked
him if he would like a drink.

“Can’t. I’m on duty. Is there any
coffee?” He turned to me. “Maybe you should have some.”

I ignored him, finished my drink, but
didn’t reach for the bottle again.

Margo brought him a cup of coffee and
packets of sugar and cream. Montero took a sip.

“Needs sweetener.” He reached for the
bottle of Balvenie.

“Phil called from the
hospital,” Margo said.

I didn’t remember that. When did that
happen?

“Richard and Sarah both
died.”

The news plummeted through me. Why
hadn’t Margo told me?

“I heard. It’s a hell of a mess,”
Montero repeated.

“Are you going to catch these bastards
now?” I glared at him. “Are you going to do your fucking job now
that it’s too fucking late?”

“We do what we can. We’ll catch them.
They’ve made mistakes and murder ups the ante. And Sarah Hastings
was a British citizen. Diplomatic pressure will increase the brass’
interest. There will be more involvement now, not just me and
Lockhart. Frank said you’re working this for the owners. Have you
found out anything?

I hated his matter-of-fact attitude.
“Not yet. I just started. Still playing catch-up.”

“Did you know the victims?”

“Not Richard. Sarah... I knew
her.”

Margo broke in. “Richard was Gary’s
partner. Gary works here. They got married tonight and we were
celebrating. They’d been together several years. I don’t know what
Gary’s going to do.”

“I heard about the weddings. It’s the
talk of the town. My sympathies for your loss.” Montero looked at
me. “Was Hastings gay?”

“Why? Does it matter?”

“Don’t get riled. It doesn’t matter to
me. But if she is, then the headlines are going to read ‘Gays
bashed at gay bash.’ If she isn’t...”

He let it hang there—let it percolate
in my Scotch-soaked head—I knew where he was going. Public
sympathy. We’re making progress, but the average citizen would
still rather identify with the death of a straight woman than with
that of a lesbian. I knew what he wanted to hear. It curdled my
soul. We’re all a bunch of bastards.

“No, I don’t think so. She was a
college student here on a work/study program. As far as I know, she
was here with friends from work helping them celebrate.”

“That’s good enough for me. The Press
is still outside hoping for a statement. They’ve buttonholed anyone
who would talk to them, but I don’t think they have anything on
Hastings yet. Her friends were too upset to talk. This could be my
only chance to rattle cages before the brass decides it’s too
important a case for a lowly detective. Sorry for your
loss.”

Montero finished his coffee, picked up
the bottle of Balvenie and read the label. “Nice sweetener. Have to
get me some.”

 


 


 


 


Nine

 


 


“Uh, Hello? Who is this? Do you know
what time it is?”

I waited. Pictured him awakening.
Climbing out of the nightmares that must haunt him and which I had
been avoiding.

“Shit. It’s you, isn’t it? What do you
want?”

I didn’t answer.

“You can’t be serious. You can’t
possibly...I can’t believe you’re doing this. You’re
sick.”

I know. Make me well.

“I don’t need this.”

I do.

“This is sick. We lost friends
tonight. Richard and Sarah died! Isn’t that enough for you? But,
no, you want some kind of perverted turn-on. You do, don’t you?
Christ! Why am I talking to you? I ought to hang up.”

Then hang up.

Silence. Waiting.

“You don’t turn me on, you know. Women
don’t attract me. Never have. Especially not cows like
you.”

I know. I’m udderly disgusting. Talk
to me, please. Do The Voice. Please. Make this pain go away.
Help me forget, deny.

“Say something. Why don’t you say
something? You never say anything.”

Silence.

“I’m not going to do it for you. You
can’t make me do it. Why are you doing this? You are such a sick
bitch.”

Silence.

“You have no idea what you’ve
done.”

I didn’t seek this. It just happened.
Talk to me.

“Shit. I saw in your face how my voice
affected you at the club. It shocked me, I’ll tell you that.
Thought about it all night. Then you called and I thought I’d play
along. Hell, why not? See what happened. Then I heard you...the
sounds you made on the phone. I couldn’t believe it. It was
obscene.”

I agree. Now do it. Do it!

“This is so surreal. I can’t
believe...can’t imagine...how a voice could turn someone on like
that. I don’t mean phone sex. I mean just the sound of a voice. My
voice. It didn’t matter what I said.”

No, it didn’t. Do it,
please.

Silence.

“I tried it on others. Can you believe
that? I actually wanted to see if I could do it again. Wanted to
know if I could have that effect on someone else. Maybe I’m as sick
as you are. Toni, my boyfriend, said it sounds ballsy but he didn’t
have an orgasm over it. I tried it on others at the Kathouse.
Women, even. They had no idea why I was doing it. None of them
reacted as you did.”

So do it to me. Do it for you. Indulge
yourself. Feel the awesome, complete, total control you have. Make
us forget.

“This is sick. Our friends are dead.
Why am I talking to you about this? I’m disgusting.”

We both are.

“I can’t believe I’m even considering
this.”

Who could?

We waited.

“None of us is an
island...”

Yes!

“...entire to ourselves.
Each is but a piece...”

Thank you!

“...of the Continent, a
part of the Main.”

It was happening. The chords struck
deep within me; vibrating me to an ecstasy of oblivion by the magic
of his voice.

“If a clod be washed away
by the sea, then we are the less. Just as if a promontory were.
Each person’s death diminishes me, for I am involved in
Mankind.”

His voice pulled me, spun me, thrilled
me, filled me. The words reached through my pain fulfilling me in
their own way. An elegy. A blessing.

“Therefore, never send to
know for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee. It tolls for me.
It tolls for we.”
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I lay in bed a long time after I
awoke. I could see bright blue sky. I heard cars passing. A bird
trilled. Two people yelled over the noise of a lawnmower. It wasn’t
fair. Wasn’t right.

The sky should be black with chilling
rain. There should be no sounds but mourning. Everyone, everything,
should be cowering, huddled in loss. There is no future.

A telephone somewhere rang. The bird
still chirped its song. A leafblower replaced the mower. I crawled
from my cocoon. The sky was still blue.

The hot water beat at me. Pounded me.
Each drop tried to force its warmth into me. Tried to thaw the
frozen, shattered crystal of my heart.

I wrapped myself in the thick terry
robe Karen gave me as a birthday gift. I picked her picture from
the bookshelf and went to sit on the balcony. The chair was still
warm although the balcony was now in shadow. I looked at Karen’s
face.

“Why, for the umpteenth time, did you
leave? No messages, no explanations. I come home and you’re gone. I
needed to go to San Francisco. It was business. You knew that. My
client couldn’t afford paying for the whole trip. I was trying to
save her some money. That’s why I was staying with Carrie. I
explained it. Nothing happened. We’re friends, not lovers. We had a
fling back in the Army. It was over long before you. You didn’t
need to be jealous. You finally said that you understood before I
left. But then you’re gone. Why?”

I stared out across the flowing river.
Karen apparently left in a hurry; had taken only some of her
clothes, some of hers and my jewelry. She took her paint supplies
and a few paintings. Left others. Why?

“Why, Karen? I can understand not
taking the furniture, but why leave your books, your computer? Your
paintings?”

There seemed no rhyme or reason for
what she took or what she left behind. Her things were still here,
pretty much as she left them. Waiting for her. Like I was
waiting.

“I thought we were happy.”

We sometimes argued, like any couple,
but always made up. We looked at things differently, but we
recognized that that was okay. It was just different. Not right or
wrong.

“Why won’t you talk to me? Why won’t
you let me find you?”

Karen’s picture stared back at me with
that impish smile that seemed to say, “I’ve got a
secret.”

“What’s your secret,
Karen?”

No answer. I closed my eyes and held
on to Karen’s smiling face until it faded and I pictured Sarah’s
smile. Her face. Her hazel eyes looking at me with promise. Her
chestnut hair shining in the lights at City Park. I held that
picture tight within me. Kept that moment alive.

 


* * *

 


The apartments on North 128th Street
were tan stucco buildings around a central courtyard with pool and
spa. This one had a fountain out front. A sign read, “Now Leasing,”
and promised tennis courts and gym as well as the pool and spa and
two months free rent with a year’s lease. The area catered to
students at nearby Cramer College.

My first case as an independent agency
involved students from Cramer. It happened just a few blocks away
in College Park. I looked down the road.

 


The park fountain was bubbling and
splashing that night as I rolled the latest copy of U. S. News
into a tight cylinder. I opened it again to look at something
inside. Checked my watch. Tapped my foot. Looked around. It was
nearly 8 p.m. The sun had been down for more than an hour. There
were few people passing through and fewer lingering. No one was
alone except me.

I kept up the pretense I
was waiting for someone. Lamplight cast my shadow onto a nearby
wall. My shadow’s breasts seemed to stick out a yard from its body.
Maybe it wasn’t just the angle of light. I wished again for smaller
breasts, but that was for sometime in the future. My neck and back
felt the strain. I wanted to head for home—take a long bath—but I
couldn’t. I was a private investigator and I was
working.

Five women from Cramer
College had been raped and murdered in the park over the past year.
The police hadn’t stopped the killings or arrested a suspect. Not
that they hadn’t tried. None of their stakeouts or decoys panned
out. There were few clues as far as I knew. The police didn’t share
much information. Sometimes it just takes luck and being in the
wrong place at the wrong time. That’s what I tried to explain to my
client.

“I can’t guarantee I’ll be
any more successful than the police have been, Mr.
Talbott.”

“I understand that. But I
have to do something. Our daughter was all we had. It’s killing us
knowing that her killer is still out there. That he’s done it
again.”

I rolled and unrolled my
magazine thinking I better move to another area before calling it
quits. This was my sixth night in the park playing victim. It was
the only plan I had. Talbott would have to decide if he wanted me
to continue.

A uniformed police officer
came along the path. Two other nights the police had hassled me.
With my forward elements, they thought I was soliciting. This
officer looked to be in his mid-twenties. I hadn’t seen him before.
He was about six-foot and broadly built through the shoulders. The
protective vest under his uniform shirt added to the
broadness.

“Excuse me,” he said.
“This isn’t a safe place for a woman alone after dark.”

“Thanks officer. I was
just leaving.”

“May I see some
identification and ask why you’re here?”

His tone was friendly but
professional. I glanced at his nametag and badge. His name was
Friday. The badge number was 714.

I reached into the pocket
of my jeans and pulled out the student ID for Cramer College that I
made.

“I was meeting friends for
dinner, officer, but they haven’t shown up. I was just about to
leave.”

He handed back my ID. “As
I said, it isn’t safe here at night. I’ll walk you out.”

He put his hand lightly on
my right arm—like a protector or big brother—and guided me down the
path. I began rerolling the magazine.

Think of a 12-inch section
of broom handle. Hard solid wood. Look at the cross section, at the
tight circles of growth rings. It can be a formidable weapon. A
tightly rolled magazine is just like that piece of broomstick.
Paper is mostly wood pulp. Rolled tightly it has great strength.
You can swipe it, jab it, or thrust it to cause a lot of damage. If
you doubt its effectiveness, buy a ripe watermelon and a magazine.
Roll the magazine really tight. Then plunge the end into the
watermelon with all your strength. That’s the damage it can do.
Unrolled, it’s just a magazine. You can even roll it while
someone’s watching and he’ll never see it as a weapon.

I gripped the rolled
magazine in the center with my right hand. The officer’s vest would
prevent a midsection blow. His radio quietly squawked dispatcher
instructions. I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake. It was possible
that the name and badge number were a coincidence. But he was
leading me deeper into the park, not out.

I jammed the magazine hard
into his groin. He stopped. His legs buckled and he bent forward. I
spun and pulled his head sharply downward mashing his face against
my rising knee. I kicked him in the crotch dropping him like a
poleaxed steer.

I pulled out the gun
hidden under my college sweatshirt. He was curled into a fetal
ball. I kept my weapon trained on him as I removed his service
revolver and restrained him with his own handcuffs. His face was
bloody. I keyed his radio and said the words every cop fears to
hear.

“Officer down. College
Park. East entrance.”

 


The memory of that night is always
fresh. His real name was Alan Wilson, a cop wannabe. He worked for
the janitorial service that cleaned the police station. That was
how he knew when to avoid stakeouts. He read the police trash and
the bulletin boards. He had looked like a real cop with all the
right trappings, right down to the radio. The women in the park
must have trusted him. He looked easy to trust. I don’t know why he
did it—he never said—and I’ve left it for others to figure out. I
was just glad he was on death row and couldn’t do it
again.

The memory clung to me as I walked to
Kayla Barnes’ building. I was afraid that she had been someone’s
victim too. At least she was alive. It was possible that she wasn’t
home, that she was in class or out somewhere, but I didn’t think
so.

Open walkways on each of the four
floors faced the courtyard and pool. There were several people
lounging about enjoying the sunny day.

I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to
be home. Home with my pain, my sorrow. But as I sat on my balcony
bemoaning my losses and staring at the river, I remembered Kayla.
Saw her lying on the chaise in the dark—a crumpled throwaway. I had
to find her. See her. Know she was well. I couldn’t find Linda and
I hadn’t been there for Sarah, maybe...

The door opened. The girl standing
there was wearing red tennis shorts and a yellow top. She looked
sixteen with her hair in braids. Either college kids are getting
younger, or they just look it. She was using a finger to keep her
place in the book she was holding. It was a text on
microbiology.

“I’m looking for Kayla
Barnes.”

“She’s not seeing anyone
today.”

I handed the girl my card. “I’m a
private investigator. I think she may want to talk to me about last
night.”

“I don’t know.” She looked at my card
and frowned. “She hasn’t come out of her room. Just says she wants
to be left alone.”

“I understand. Tell her I’m here to
help her.”

I waited until she
returned.

“Come on in. Her room’s on the left,
the door’s open. What’s goin’ on?”

“We’ll tell you about it
later.”

The room was dark. The blinds closed.
A desk lamp had been turned on but illuminated only the desk and
the chair beside it. Kayla was a huddle of shadow on the bed in
front of the window.

“Close the door, please.” Her voice
was small and flat.

I sat in the chair. I was lit and
Kayla remained in shadow. “I’m Rachel Cord. I’m a private
investigator.”

“Connie said you wanted to see me
about...last night.” I had to strain to hear her.

“Yes. Do you remember last
night?”

“Not really.” She hesitated.
“Did...did I do something wrong?”

“No, Kayla. You didn’t do anything
wrong. Will you tell me what you remember?”

“I went to a party with friends. Out
by the river. We were having a good time. We met some boys. We
danced. I remember looking at the river from the upstairs balcony.
The moon had just come up. It was very dreamy. I don’t remember
where my friends went. I don’t remember anything after
that.”

“What do you remember next?

“Waking up here. I woke up here...on
top of the covers. It was still dark outside. I was still
dressed.”

“Anything else?”

She shook her head.

“How did you feel, when you woke
up?”

“Nauseous. And...and I
hurt.”

“Where did you hurt? Tell me, please.
I want to help you.”

“All over. My arms, my face. Down
there and...and in the...back.” She began crying. I moved to the
bed and held her. “Did I do something bad?”

“No. No. You didn’t do anything bad.”
Someone else did.

I held her for a long time and let her
cry. She told me how she had found her panties missing when she
felt herself where she hurt the most. She said the area was tender
and felt sticky and scummy. She had wanted to shower, throw her
clothes away, but more, she wanted to curl up and die. She had
crawled under the covers and hadn’t moved until I
arrived.

I told her how I had found her on the
chaise and what I suspected had happened. I held her close, rocked
her, as she shivered and cried; her face buried in my bosom. I was
sorry I hadn’t helped her then. I told her over and over how what
happened wasn’t her fault. As she calmed, I told her how we were
going to go to the hospital to have her checked and treated. I
promised I wouldn’t leave her alone again. I told her that there
would be a policeman there to speak with her. To help her. She
didn’t want to go. She wanted to forget the whole thing. I kept
talking, convincing her. This was something she’d never
forget.

I found a sweatsuit and fresh
underwear for her and put them in a bag. I added a nightgown in
case they kept her overnight. I thought she was that distraught. At
moments like this, a woman needs every scrap of comfort and
normalcy she can get. Kayla was going to need lots of support. I
called Frank Taylor and told him briefly what happened.

Frank and a female detective from Sex
Crimes were waiting at the hospital. The female was Detective
Sergeant Kerri Trujillo. She wore a tailored pastel suit that set
off her dark hair and eyes and brown skin. She was only five-three
but looked like she’d be a real spitfire.

Right now, she was all Hispanic mama
and Frank was being a big protecting grizzly bear. He and Trujillo
kept assuring Kayla that she could handle this, that she was a
courageous woman; that they would help her through this ordeal. I
stayed and held Kayla’s hand during the whole process. Detective
Trujillo was empathetic and deft in her interview. She took
photographs of Kayla’s injuries, apologizing each time for any
discomfort she was causing. She took Kayla’s clothes and all of the
evidence that was collected and said she would get Kayla’s
bedclothes from her home in case there was trace evidence that had
come off there. She would also seek a search warrant for Cheswick’s
house.

Kayla was heavily bruised around the
vulva and anus. There was bruising around her mouth and nose as
well, and on her arms and legs where she had been held. Traces of
semen were found in her vagina and anus, down her legs, on her
cheek and in her nose. The doctor tested her for HIV and gave her a
tetanus shot. She was terribly distraught, so they gave her a mild
sedative and admitted her for overnight observation.

In her room, I helped her shower,
twice—so she could start to feel clean again—then put her to bed. I
took a pill from my purse and put it in one of those paper cups
they dispense medications in and gave it to her. It wasn’t
something the doctors prescribed or that she had thought to ask
for, but it would prevent a possible problem I didn’t think she
needed to consider.

We called her parents. Mrs. Barnes
said she would fly out in the morning, if she couldn’t get a flight
that night. I gave her my cell number to contact me. As Kayla was
falling asleep, her roommate, Connie, arrived and said she would
stay with her.

 


 


 


 


Eleven

 


 


Frank and I sat at a table outside
Charlie’s. Frank had a light snack, for him, while I ate my first
meal of the day. I needed to buy groceries.

“Only one dog? What’s wrong, Frank?
Are you sick?”

“Already had lunch and Lorraine
expects me home for dinner. She doesn’t like it when I’m not hungry
when she cooks.”

I understood how Lorraine might be
peeved about Frank preferring Chicago hotdogs to her cooking. She
was a great cook. She could cook for me anytime. We ate our dogs in
silence.

“You look worried. I hope you’re not
upset about Trujillo. This is her specialty. I was there only
because you called me. The crime didn’t happen here and the victim
doesn’t live in this district.”

“Trujillo was great. That’s not my
problem. Sorry if I’m out of it. Things keep piling up. I feel like
I’m running in place. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore, Frank.
This is the first thing I’ve eaten since lunch yesterday. That’s
not true. I had a funnel cake at...” Oh, God! Sarah.

“You okay?”

“Probably not. I don’t
know.”

“Tell me about it. Are you sleeping
all right?”

“Forget it. Finish your
dog.”

I felt drained and my neck and back
hurt. My problem was emotional stress, not lack of sleep. Maybe
both. Or just the damn weight of my breasts. Hell, I didn’t know.
These cases were getting too personal. Maybe it was guilt over
Sarah’s death. I wasn’t there when she needed me. I haven’t found
the attackers. I could have stopped it. Why can’t I find Linda? I’m
not in control. Damn it! Now Kayla and her mother. Where did that
come from? Where the fuck was Linda, anyway? At least I’d helped
Kayla. But I couldn’t save Sarah. And I had wanted Sarah, wanted to
hold her, to...she was special to me...but I wasn’t there. And
Karen? Why wasn’t I there when she left? I don’t need that pain
again. I’d buried it. Leave it buried. No. I want to remember our
love. But why did she leave? And the weird shit with Margo. What’s
that all...

“Come on, Rachel. Talk to Papa
Bear.”

I had to laugh. “Not this time. Not
yet, anyway.”

We talked about the cases. What we
knew and what we didn’t. It helped straighten my head a bit. Frank
had nothing new on Linda Miller or the photographer named Calvin;
no answers yet from across the river. He said he’d call Detective
Trujillo later to see how she was progressing. The deaths outside
the Kathouse were causing a stir.

“Ed Montero was on the noon news; so
was Deputy Mayor Barrow with the chief announcing a task force.
Ed’s stressing the tragedy and the deputy mayor’s blaming the
Kathouse. He called it a ‘den of iniquity.’ Said it should be
closed as a ‘hazard to moral health.’”

I hadn’t seen the news or read a
paper. “Sounds like Barrow’s running for mayor.”

“Who knows, maybe he is. But he’s
starting awfully early. It’s two years before the next election.
Anyway, I need to get home. You going to be all right?”

“I’ll be fine. Thanks. Give Lorraine
and the kids my love.”

I stayed and watched the lengthening
blue shadows of the buildings come at me; watched the shimmering
red ball of a sun descend out of sight down the center of Cutter
Avenue.

My back and neck were really hurting.
I had been ignoring my exercises and my body was letting me know
it. The straps of my bra were digging in. Could I get a massage
this late at Ladies Only? If not, I’d settle for a workout and a
hot soak in the spa.

Ladies Only is a fitness center
halfway between my office and home. My condo building has a small
gym and sauna, but I like the facilities at Ladies Only better.
They also provide onsite laundry service so I don’t worry about
smelly clothes or a stale locker. The place is open 24/7, which
fits my schedule. But it would be just chance if there was a
masseuse available.

Before leaving Charlie’s, I looked up
Roger Burke in the phonebook. He was only listed in the business
white pages as Roger Burke Photography. Just the name and
number, no address.

I got his voice mail and left a
message as Charlotte; I said I could be reached at my friend,
Rachel’s, number. I didn’t want a problem if he had Caller ID and
saw my name. It’s getting near impossible to pretend you’re someone
you’re not on the phone these days.

 


* * *

 


My lucky night. Gretchen was at the
counter checking her next day’s appointments when I walked into
Ladies Only.

“Go get undress and I be mit you,
shortly.”

Gretchen’s a 45-year-old certified
massage therapist originally from Karlsruhe, Germany. Twenty years
ago, she’d been an alternate to the German Olympic weightlifting
team. She’s six-foot tall, dark hair and eyes, and all muscle. She
needs no bra for her A-cup breasts; I envied them every time I saw
her.

The massage table was Gretchen’s
design. Not only did it have the standard cutout for your face, but
also at breast level there was an adjustable area that could be
lowered for comfort. I eased myself onto the table and
waited.

“So, Rachel. How long you neglect
yourself?” She gave my butt a resounding smack. I grunted. “It’s
not good you don’t take better care of you. You sag when you come
in.”

“I’ve been working.”

“You don’t take care of you, you can’t
work. Are the titties comfy?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She started with a light rubdown and
lotions over my entire body prodding and feeling for trouble spots.
She eased the strain in my neck and shoulders. There was a spot in
my lower back that hurt, and a knot was developing in my left calf.
She worked on me for a long time, both sides. I don’t know the
various techniques she used, but I was soon in dreamland. Aches and
pains and stresses melted away.

“Okay. Get shower and soak in spa:
fifteen minutes only. Then home to bed.”

 


* * *

 


I obeyed Gretchen and came straight
home; didn’t even stop for a fresh bottle of Scotch. Not that I
needed it; Gretchen worked wonders. I lay cozily curled on my sofa
finishing the mushu pork I had ordered, when the news came
on.

“Good evening. Death and marriage in
the city lead our top stories tonight. I’m Sandra
Young.”

“And I’m Gary Bentley. The two people
murdered outside a popular nightclub in South Ferry may be the
victims of gay bashing. Tanya Waverly is live at the
scene.”

Waverly (on camera): “I’m
outside Miss Kitty’s Kathouse Kabaret on South River Drive. It’s
quiet now. Flickering candles, flowers and tokens of affection lie
here on the sidewalk and in the parking lot. These should be
leftovers of a celebration. Instead they’re memorials, and this
popular nightspot is closed while a black wreath hangs on the door,
because Hatred and Death crashed the party.

“It started with gay and lesbian
couples being married in controversial ceremonies yesterday evening
at City Park. Later, many of the newlyweds, their families and
friends came here to celebrate. Just after midnight, one of those
happy couples (picture of Richard and Gary in wedding togas at
City Park), Richard Douglas, a local architect, and Gary
Houseman, an entertainer at Miss Kitty’s, left the cabaret. When
they arrived here at the parking lot (camera back on
Waverly), four men wielding clubs or bats attacked them. A
woman, identified as twenty-two-year-old Sarah Hastings of England,
came out of the cabaret at that time and heroically tried to come
to Douglas’ and Houseman’s defense.

(Scene shifts to file
footage of crowd and police; camera zooms in on pool of blood at
curb; an ambulance pulls away, lights flashing; Houseman at the
back of ambulance with paramedic and Detective Montero.)

“Douglas and Hastings were critically
injured. The attackers got away before help arrived. Hastings died
on the way to the hospital. Douglas died an hour later during
emergency surgery. The third victim, Gary Houseman, was treated at
the scene and released. Mr. Houseman was unavailable for comment.
He is in seclusion with friends at an unknown location.”

(Waverly again on camera): “One
might think that this attack was directly connected to yesterday’s
gay marriages. However, that might not be completely true according
to city police detective Edward Montero.”

Montero (file footage at the
scene): “This was an awful crime. A tragedy that has taken two
lives. However, we don’t believe this attack was instigated by the
weddings held earlier. The type of attack and the descriptions of
the perpetrators match previous attacks we’re investigating. These
attacks have been occurring for the past two months. All were in
this area; all have a connection to Miss Kitty’s cabaret; all were
directed at the gay community and are being treated as hate crimes.
Tonight’s tragedies are only the latest and the first
deaths.”

Voice (off camera): “Why
haven’t the police been able to stop the attacks?”

Montero: “Not enough information or
leads. We do what we can, but budget restraints and a lack of
manpower have hindered the investigation.”

Other Voice (off camera): “Or
is it because all the victims are gay?”

Montero: “I can’t address that.
Besides, Miss Hastings wasn’t gay.”

Voice (off camera): “And now
that people have died?”

Montero: “Things will change. Sarah
Hastings, who—let me emphasize, again—was not part of the gay
community, was a visiting foreign national. I believe that her
death will have a direct effect on the tenure of this
investigation.”

Waverly (on camera): “Detective
Montero’s prophecy was quick to come true. This morning the city
administration announced a state, county and city task force to
investigate these murders.”

Vincent Barrow (file footage from
City Hall): “As deputy mayor, I speak for the whole city. These
heinous crimes will not be tolerated. The criminals responsible
will be caught. They will be punished to the fullest extent of the
law. I’ve spoken with the governor and he has authorized a task
force to lead this investigation. And, acting in the absence of the
mayor, I have directed an investigation into the activities at Miss
Kitty’s Kathouse. This establishment is an insult to families. It
is a den of unnatural iniquity and a blight of moral decay. We
don’t want places like this in our town.”

Sandra Young (split screen with
Waverly): “Tanya, what do we know about the young woman, Sarah
Hastings?”

Waverly: “Sarah Hastings was a British
citizen. (portrait of Sarah) She arrived recently for a
work/study program sponsored through Cramer College. She was to
start classes in the summer session that begins at the end of the
month. She was employed at Philadelphia’s English Tearoom on Cutter
Avenue.”

Young: “Do we know why she was at Miss
Kitty’s last night?”

Waverly: “She was with friends taking
part in the evening’s celebrations. Although she wasn’t gay—as was
made clear by the police and later by her friends—she had friends
within the gay community that makes up a large portion of the
district. Sadly, she had just left the cabaret to congratulate
Douglas and Houseman when this attack occurred.”

Bentley’s voice: “Have the police made
any progress?”

Waverly: “Some, Gary. The attackers
were seen leaving in a blue Chevy van. It is suspected there was a
fifth person driving. A blue van was discovered this afternoon
(scene change to van being towed from river) south of the
city by a county deputy sheriff. Apparently, the van was stolen and
the attackers tried to abandon it in the river. They were
unsuccessful as the water was too shallow due to drought and the
van did not completely sink. The police are hopeful that they will
find evidence in the van leading to arrests.

(Waverly alone on camera)
“Additionally, the FBI has been asked to join the investigation at
the behest of the State Department and the British Embassy. I’m
Tanya Waverly for Channel Three TV News.”

Young (at anchor desk with
Bentley): “Thank you, Tanya. There will be a private memorial
service tomorrow morning at ten-thirty for Sarah Hastings, the
young woman murdered. The private service for family and friends
will be held at Philadelphia’s English Tearoom at 684 Cutter
Avenue. Services for Richard Douglas are being planned but have not
been announced.”

Bentley: “Anyone with information
about these killings or the previous attacks are asked to call the
police or the ‘Crime Stop’ number Five-Four-Three-STOP. Callers may
remain anonymous. (Turning to Young) This was a truly tragic
event.”

Young: “Yes it was. Turning now to our
other top story. The controversy over the legality of yesterday’s
gay marriages reached new levels today. Brian Fong has the
latest.”

 


* * *

 


I smelled fresh ginger, five spice and
frying tempura batter. I opened my eyes. Karen knelt on the floor
dipping shrimp into batter and dropping them into hot oil in an
electric wok on the coffee table.

She smiled. “Good. My
makura-makura, my pillow-pillow girl is awake.”

Karen? She’s back? I’d given up hope.
She wore a white kimono with silver and gold cranes rising into the
air. Silver trees bent their bare limbs and gold leaves floated
free. Karen’s black hair was put up geisha style. Her face was
pale. Her brows were perfect, black arches. Her lips were a
luscious red. She looked like a picture of her grandmother she’d
once shown me.

“Karen. How...”

She raised a finger to her lips and
shook her head. She poured warm sake into a small cup and gave it
to me. I reached for her hand, but she pulled away. She shook her
head again.

I sipped the drink. Questions bubbled
within me, but each time I tried to ask she shook her head
“No.”

She fed me tempura shrimp and
vegetables dipped in a piquant sauce her mother taught her to make.
It was like she had never left. She ate nothing and said nothing.
It was unreal. When the meal was finished, she leaned forward and
kissed me ever so softly.

I reached for her, but she moved
quickly away to the open glass doors to the balcony.

“Karen, where have you
been?”

She looked quizzical and then gave me
her impish smile. “Kakushigoto. That’s a secret.” She moved
onto the balcony and disappeared.

“Karen!” I jumped up.

“These are hot and fresh.”

“What?” I turned. Sarah came toward me
holding a basket and smiling. The scent of hot baked crumpets
filled the room. Her hair was down and still had confetti in it.
All she wore was the cameo choker. She pressed a crumpet to my
lips.

“Have a tasty bit, love.”

My heart pounded and I gasped for air.
I sat up. The TV was off. The empty containers of mushu pork and
fried wontons lay on the coffee table. The clock said 3:17. I
looked through the glass doors onto the balcony and beyond to the
river. I felt deserted. Lost.

I checked that the front door was
locked, turned off lights, and made my way into bed still wearing
my robe. I sat gripping my legs tightly, rocking. I tried not to
think. Not to hurt.

Finally, I reached for my cell phone.
It rang twice before he picked up.

“I thought you’d call
again.”

I said nothing.

“I didn’t want you to call, yet,
strangely, I hoped you would.”

I hung up.

I redialed.

 


 


 


 


Twelve

 


 


The vultures and jackals were gathered
outside of Phil’s. Camera lights, flashes and invasive questions
assaulted anyone entering. Vans with satellite dishes clustered
along Cutter Avenue. Andy Walther from the Daily Record
leaned against a lamppost, his back to the crowd. He saw me across
the street and raised his pad and gave me a questioning look. I
shook my head and he went back to leaning against the post.
Gretchen and a female bodybuilder whose name I didn’t recall stood
at Phil’s entrance like immovable lions at the gate.

I wore a man’s pinstriped black suit
and a slouch hat. Marlene Dietrich in mourning. Or Dietrich doing
Marlowe. Or both, I suppose. That is if Dietrich had a double-H
bosom. Not that it mattered. It was her attitude I wanted—cocky and
aloof—to get me through this day. I bought a copy of U. S.
News at the corner stand—tightly rolled it—and held it low as I
crossed the street and entered the swarm of
carrion-eaters.

“Are you—Hey? Watch it!”

“Miss—Oof.”

“Were you—Ow!”

“Bitch!”

Gretchen and I shared a smile as I
entered the Tearoom.

The memorial service was like so many
others: dignified, sweet, yet somehow hollow. Lilies and daffodils
surrounded a large portrait of Sarah draped in black. A string
quartet softly played Mozart. An older brother managed to be here
on behalf of Sarah’s family. There was someone from the British
consulate. Sarah wasn’t there, of course. Sarah wasn’t anywhere,
anymore. Her body was still at the morgue awaiting pick-up and
shipment back to England, but Sarah was already gone.

I let the ceremony wash over me. I
made trite sayings of condolences to the brother, to Phil, to
Sarah’s friends for their sorrow, their loss. But what I felt was
my sorrow, my loss, my shame. I couldn’t stay through any more. I
had to get away. I left through a connecting door to the Tavern and
out a side entrance onto Seventh Street to avoid the
reporters.

I wasn’t sure what I should do, but I
had to do something or fall apart. I walked north a block, then
turned east. Zigging and zagging, block by block, I made my way to
River Drive and the Kathouse. I cut through the parking lot. The
police tape was gone, but the makeshift memorials were still in
place. Fresh offerings had been added, but you could see the fading
and decay already.

I failed Sarah. I failed Phil. I
should have been here. I could have prevented this. I should have
known it would happen. That’s why I was hired. What I had been paid
to do. I hadn’t done my job. Now two people were dead. Sarah was
dead.

Dead flowers and meaningless tokens
marked where Sarah died. The blood was gone, but I could see
it—shiny black in the lamplight—the number 73 marking it for
eternity in some buried police file. Life was crap.

What was I doing here? What did I
think I could accomplish? The police scoured the area. Whatever
clues there were, they had; whether or not they recognized them as
such, as yet. That’s the problem: you don’t know what’s important,
what isn’t. If it isn’t growing or nailed down, you mark it, tag it
and bag it. Its importance will come clear later. Maybe.

A neon sign in the window said,
“CLOSED.” A black wreath hung on the door. I looked across to
Riverside Park.

It was another wonderful spring day,
which it had no right to be. Families, groups, couples and singles
were playing and picnicking and relaxing. A typical Saturday
afternoon. They had no idea how close they stood to violent death.
Didn’t they know this was a day of sorrow, of mourning?

I looked up and down the street. Where
had the van waited? The van the killers used; the van hauled from
the river. How did the killers know when to attack?

It must have come from the north so
that the killers could jump out quickly from the sliding side door.
How far up the street? I began walking. I’m sure the police did the
same thing. I stopped frequently and looked back along the sidewalk
toward the Kathouse. The field of view was wrong: straight but
narrow and parked cars would have obscured the view. I crossed to
the park. This was better. From the parking lot I had a good view
of the club’s entrance. The lampposts north and south of the club
would give good illumination at night.

I walked along the grassy strip back
toward the club. When I was nearly parallel with the club I
stopped. I hadn’t found anything. I turned around. I stepped into
the parking lot and began walking north again scanning the ground.
I didn’t know what I expected to find, if anything. Again, I
stopped frequently and looked back at the club. Somewhere along
this lot the killers must have waited.

I was nearly a 150 yards from the club
when I found where someone drove across the grassy strip divider
onto River Drive. Then I found the stripes of burned rubber on the
pavement across two head-in parking spaces. Someone pealed out in a
hurry. I pictured the vehicle parked so the driver had a clear view
of the Kathouse. It was a bit far, but maybe the killers had
binoculars.

I felt sure that this was where they
waited. The parking lot hadn’t been cleaned recently. Two piles of
cigarette butts were on the ground. One where the driver could have
dropped the butts out of his window; the other where the killers
would have tossed them out the open sliding door. There were at
least three different brands of cigarettes. I didn’t touch
anything. The evidence, if I were right, was more than a day old.
Maybe the police hadn’t searched this far. I pulled out Detective
Montero’s card and called him.

An hour later, the area was cordoned
off and forensic people were putting out their markers, measuring,
photographing and collecting evidence. They bagged the cigarette
butts, took scrapings and photographs of the tire tracks on the
pavement and made castings where the tires ran across the grassy
strip. I told my story three times to a captain of detectives, an
assistant state attorney and a consulting FBI agent. None of them
seemed overly impressed except by the size of my breasts. Their
attitudes were “Thank you for your help, now be a good girl and go
home so the Big Boys can get to work.” Montero volunteered to take
me into the station for a formal statement.

“That was good thinking...about the
van.” Montero still looked like a sad bloodhound. “We should have
searched further. Should have caught it.”

“You were pretty busy as I recall.
Sorry to disturb you at home.”

“No problem. We weren’t cooking out
’til later, anyway. I saw you at the memorial service.”

“You were there?”

“Lockhart and I were watching the
crowd. You’d be surprised how many murderers and arsonists like to
see the results of their work. We didn’t see any likelies, but you
never know. See who looks familiar when we find some
suspects.”

“So what’s your status?”

“Lockhart and I are on the task force.
My captain insisted, though I’m no longer authorized to speak to
the press. But we took the call on the killings and we did all the
work on the previous attacks, so they’re stuck with us. Our other
cases are on hold until this one’s solved. Which is a big change.
Gays getting beat up wasn’t a high priority. Tourist muggings and
prostitutes and flashers—even homeless panhandlers—were more
important. As well as robberies, B&Es, domestics and
practically anything else. We couldn’t get okayed for overtime.
There wasn’t time or manpower to do it right. I told them this
could happen. Now look at the pile of shit we got.”

Montero kept up his tirade the entire
trip to Police Central. He and Detective Dean Lockhart were
temporarily assigned there with the task force. I managed to
squeeze in a few questions.

“Why weren’t the beatings given
priority?”

“Who knows? The emphasis was on the
image stuff. City Hall is pushing tourism and ‘family values’ in a
holier-than-thou kind of way. Gays aren’t part of the
image.”

“Were there other gay beatings besides
those at the Kathouse?”

“One or two domestics—gay lovers’
quarrels. Some muggings that could have happened to
anyone.”

“Any suspects?”

“Not yet. But when we find them, we’ll
know it. There are no witnesses except for the victims and little
evidence at the scenes. No fingerprints; the attackers wore gloves.
Some fibers, a footprint on a shirt where one victim was stomped,
hazy descriptions. Like the other night, the perps always dressed
alike in blue warm-ups. Like a team. But now they’ve made big
mistakes.

“We found the suits and ski masks in
the van they abandoned. The van was stolen from West Side. The
owner is a construction worker. He reported it missing yesterday
morning. It was gone from his driveway when he came out to go to
work. We hope to get hair samples and possibly fingerprints and
other evidence from the van. There may be enough saliva on those
cigarette butts you found for testing. And Hastings, she scratched
one of them. Hand or face, we don’t know, but there was bloody skin
under her nails.”

The thought of Sarah fighting back
chilled me. I changed the subject. “You said ‘team.’ You mean like
football players?”

“Yeah, something like that. That’s how
the victims described them: built like football players. Even after
they started wearing ski masks, later victims gave similar
descriptions. Made them look like a team. We’ve checked all the
jocks at Cramer and at State A & M, but drew a blank. We’ve
even asked across the river and at every college within driving
distance. We’re also checking hate groups, especially the KKK, what
with Miss Kitty’s initials. Nothing so far. Not that I expect
anything out of town to pan out, but you gotta look. One thing
consistent in all the statements was the phrase ‘we don’t want fags
in our town.’ These guys are local, I’m sure of that. Now that we
got some support, we’ll find them.”

Once we arrived downtown, I gave my
statement. While it was being typed, I wandered around the
conference room the task force was using. On one wall an enlarged
map showed where all of the attacks occurred. There were photos of
the victims with their names, ages, and the dates and times of the
attacks. Strings connected the photos to exact spots on the map. I
turned away. I couldn’t look at the photos of Sarah and
Richard.

There was a chalkboard with
descriptions of the perpetrators. Next to it was a tall mannequin
dressed in a dark blue warm-up suit and ski mask. On the chalkboard
was a dialog bubble like you see in comic strips with its tail
aimed at the mannequin. It read “We don’t want fags in our town.”
Some joker had stuck a Xeroxed photo of Deputy Mayor Barrow’s face
over the ski mask of the mannequin. I smiled remembering Barrow’s
comments from the news. Part of what made it funny was that Barrow
was a roly-poly barely over five feet.

Montero gave me the statement to sign.
I read it over, initialed each page top and bottom, signed it, and
then we left. He offered me a ride but I knew it was out of his
way. I said I’d take the bus and sent him off to his family
cookout.

I made additions to my notepad waiting
for the bus. The pad was amazingly disorganized. Notes on Linda
Miller were mixed with those on the Kathouse attacks and my notes
on Kayla Barnes. It was a mess—like the inside of my
head.
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The bus dropped me at Cutter and
Central Boulevard where I picked up a slaw dog and chili fries at
Charlie’s and walked to my office. This was my third meal from
Charlie’s in as many days. I was getting as bad as
Frank.

Being Saturday, the building was quiet
and dark. I locked the outer door behind me, turned on lights for
the stairs and for my end of the hall, and listened to my footsteps
echo on the hardwood floors.

There were two folders on my desk and
five messages from yesterday. The folders were final reports on two
previous cases. One included an additional bill for $600. I went
through them quickly, signed the cover letters, and put them in the
envelopes Doris or Mary had prepared. I set them aside to put on
Doris’ desk when I left.

Two of the messages were from PJs, one
was from Rodecker, one from Phil, and the fifth from a Matthew
Marston of Marston & Marston, whoever they were. Rodecker’s
came in at 4:55 p.m. and simply said, “Call me” and left his home
number. The two from PJs were “Please call.” One was at 11:30, the
other at 3:15. Phil’s message said she had the “info” I wanted. The
Marston one was a cryptic “RE: Business offers.”

I called Rodecker.

“Hi, Rachel. Thought you’d like to
know, we found some photos of Linda Miller like those your friend
Taylor told us about. Nothing hard core.”

“Where?”

“Street corner stuff. We don’t have
the photographer yet. We’re following some leads. Carson and
Jablowski are going to some teen hangouts tomorrow. Carson wants to
know if you’d like to go along?”

“Sure. When and where?”

“Nine a.m. at the office. Don’t be
late.”

“Thanks Rod. I’ll be
there.”

I called Phil at home but she wasn’t
in, so I left a message. She wasn’t downstairs at the Tearoom
either. Elspeth said she had left with Sarah’s brother and the man
from the Consulate and hadn’t returned. There was no one at Marston
& Marston. Their message machine gave an emergency contact
number or asked me to leave a message. It didn’t seem that
important. I’d try again on Monday. I called PJs.

“Frank and Stein’s Parts. We mix and
match.”

“Hi, Erica. This is Rachel Cord. Let
me speak with PJs, please.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Hello, Rachel. How are
you?”

“Stretched too many ways, but hanging
in there. I got your messages. Sorry I’m just getting to them
now.”

“They were from Jen and Barbara. They
were going to show you where that party place was, but they hadn’t
heard from you.”

“Right. Sorry, I meant to call. I
found out where it was Thursday night and went out there. Then
later I got caught up in a death and I forgot all about calling.
I’m truly sorry.”

“Oh, dear. I hope it wasn’t the girl
you’re looking for.”

Maybe it was. “No. I’m still trying to
find Linda Miller. There was an attack outside a club on River
Drive. Two people died.”

“I read about that. That is so
terrible. Do they know who did it?”

“Not yet. Ah, PJs. That party house
Jennifer and Barbara go to...it’s...it’s not a nice place. There’s
liquor and drugs and no one seems to care. Girls as young as
Jennifer were drinking beer and margaritas. One young woman there
was drugged and raped without her knowing it. I’d hate to think
what could happen to Jennifer or Barbara.”

“Thank you, dear. I try to warn them.
From listening to them, I suspected as much. But young people don’t
always listen to advice. They don’t believe that bad things can
happen to them. All I can really do is be here to pick up the
pieces and give them some love.”

“You do a good job of
that.”

“Well, I try. And remember, dear, you
don’t need to be under twenty to get grandmother hugs. You get
stretched too thin, you come to PJs.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that. Talk to you
later.”

I ate my slaw dog and fries with a
diet soda from the fridge. Then I got to work.

I sat at table three, the right hand
table of the first row facing the blackboard. Just like being back
in Mr. Ramirez’s sixth grade class. This was where I had everything
pertaining to Linda Miller. In a file folder, there were several
3x5-index cards and a spiral notebook. The index cards highlighted
items of interest or questions and were keyed to a page in the
notebook. The notebook was a running diary.

I like index cards. When I’m thinking,
I can sort them in different ways, spread them out; see different
patterns that I might not have recognized as such. As I gather
information, I don’t always know what goes with what. The cards
were like playing with a jigsaw puzzle, or playing
Concentration.

It was sort of like assembling a term
paper. Research and notes. Theories and conclusions and areas of
further research. Each table was a separate case, a different paper
to be written.

There were files on tables one, three
and five. Table one was all the stuff I had on Karen and her
leaving. I’d go through it now and then to see where I failed; see
if I could understand. I don’t. I haven’t added anything new in
months since Helen spoke to her in Florida for me, and she told
Helen she wanted to be left alone. I should pack the file away,
just like I should pack away her things at the condo. But I
haven’t; probably won’t. On table five was a new file folder,
notebook and index cards for the Kathouse attacks and now the
murders of Sarah and Richard.

I transferred my scattered notes on
Linda Miller into a narrative in the notebook. As I did, I made out
occasional index cards: Seen at Cheswick’s party Apr. 28; Left with
photographer named Calvin (check ID with Roger Burke); She was new
in town/went to party with people from bus station/check bus
station again. My phone rang.

“Rachel Cord. May I help
you?”

“Rachel, dahling. This is Phil. I’ve
just heard your message.”

“Hi. Sorry again about Sarah. That was
a nice service this morning. I was calling about some information
you have for me.”

“Oh, yes. You wanted to know who was
trying to buy the Kathouse. Have you spoken with Matthew
Marston?”

“Not yet. I had a message from him
also. Who is he?”

“He’s my legal and financial advisor.
He came up with three names: Peter McNulty, Tri-X Entertainment,
and the Riverside Development Company. Peter owns the Cadillac
Club. He’s been making offers on the Kathouse for years. He knows I
won’t sell. It’s become a running joke between us. The other two,
I’m not familiar with. Matthew says they’ve made several offers. He
has the details, and I asked him to brief you.”

“Thanks, Phil. That information will
help. I’ll get with Marston first thing Monday. One other thing.
Will the Kathouse be open Tuesday as usual?”

“I don’t know, Rachel. Margo thinks we
should stay closed. He told me your thoughts about it. I just don’t
know. I don’t want anyone else getting hurt or killed.”

“I don’t either, but closing seems
wrong.”

“Yes, I know, but I’m not certain what
is best. The police think it’s okay. I need to think about it. Is
there anything else you need today?”

“No thanks. I’m really sorry about all
of this happening. These...people will get caught.”

After awhile, I wiped away tears and
made cards for the names Phil gave me. Peter McNulty was probably a
wash. Tri-X Entertainment sounded suspiciously like Triple-X Video.
There was also something familiar about Riverside Development. I’d
find out from Marston on Monday.

I went back to work on Linda’s file.
When I got to my notes on Kayla Barnes, I stopped. Was she a
separate issue or part of the Miller case? Both. I wrote a brief
comment of finding her at the Cheswick house and added the
reference “see Barnes file.” Then I put her name in large block
letters on an index card and put it on table six behind me. I’d get
out a new notebook and start a file later.

The school clock on the back wall said
six o’clock. I had called the hospital in the morning about Kayla
and spoken with her mother. She said that she was checking Kayla
out as soon as the doctor saw her. I called Kayla’s
apartment.

“This is Rachel Cord. Are Kayla and
Mrs. Barnes there?”

“This is Connie, Kayla’s resting.
Isn’t this just terrible? God! I am so glad I didn’t go to that
party. I’ll get Mrs. Barnes.”

“Hello. Is that you, Rachel? May I
call you ‘Rachel’?”

“Yes it is, and Rachel is fine, Mrs.
Barnes. I wanted to check on how Kayla was doing.”

“Please, call me Reggie. That’s short
for Regina. Kayla’s asleep. She took a pill the doctors gave her.
She’s still numb, as we all are. She doesn’t want to believe this
really happened. I don’t want to believe it. God. What am I going
to tell her father?”

“Is he a strong man, Mrs. Barnes?
Reggie. Will he support her?”

“Oh, yes. Roy’s wonderful. I know
he’ll be there for her. But this is going to kill him. She was his
baby. His favorite. What those...animals did to her...oh,
God...”
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