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Prologue
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THE man was young, still in his twenties. His skin was pale and his hair so blond as to look almost white in a certain light. His eyes were the palest blue. And cold. As cold and unforgiving as this winter night he was driving through. But for those expressionless blue eyes and the cruel way they looked out at the world, he would have been handsome.


His body was tall and lean but well-muscled, and many women had noticed the way he filled out a pair of jeans. Men, too, if the truth were known. But the pale man ignored them all. His body, his seed, had never been shared, except by one. And even then, only once. And that had happened almost a decade ago.


He drove down a rutted gravel road with graded snow piled high on either side. The snow looked dirty and stained as it reflected off the headlights of his car. The night was bitter cold, and he had the car heater cranked up as high as it would go. The hot air blowing through the heater vents made the blood on his hands feel sticky against the steering wheel.


Minutes before, he had left the farmhouse that sat at the end of this road. The farmhouse he had known all his life. The man he had grown to become was a direct result of events that had occurred inside that farmhouse. The memories that had flooded over him when he stepped back inside that house tonight after years of absence had shamed him and made him angry. And excited him. His cock was hard even now. It had been an exhilarating night. At long last, after only a few minutes of work, he had severed all links to that house. All links but one. And that final link would be severed soon enough.


After several miles, the gravel road came to an end, and the man pulled onto a highway that would eventually lead him to his home. But it would not be his home much longer. Tonight he would sever that link as well, and his mission would truly begin. The mission God had set for him. The mission that would reconcile him with the weakness of his past and give him absolution for his sin. His one sin. The one flaw in a perfectly lived life. A life he had devoted to God even in his childhood. Upon completion of this mission, his one sin would be, at long last, forgiven. 


He would know redemption.


But he had to be smart. And he had to be strong. The mission was not an easy one. God did not set easy tasks. And the man was not ready to be welcomed into heaven just yet. He had enjoyed the things he did inside that farmhouse tonight. It had been a new experience for him, but it did not seem new. It seemed like something he had been waiting for his entire life. It had unleashed a power inside him that he had always known was there but had never dared to express. Not until God told him to let that power go, to set it free, did he understand. It was like a light going on in a shuttered room. Suddenly, he could see everything.


He had known, long before entering that farmhouse tonight and beginning his mission to set things right with God, that he was indeed flawed. He was human, with human frailties and human desires. And he had come to know that it was those desires that flawed him. They made him less than perfect in God’s eyes, and he would not settle for less than perfect. His faith was too precious to him to be brought down by sins of the flesh. Even now, he longed for a release from the torment of those desires. They lived in him at this very moment, even after all he had accomplished this night. The farmhouse, and the memories it stirred inside him, had brought those longings rushing back to him, angering him, feeding the hatred that gave him the strength to do what he had just done.


Tonight was only the beginning of the cleansing process. There was much more for him to do. More blood would be shed for his salvation. It had to be that way. Especially the blood of one. The one who had brought him down in the beginning, the one whose death would resurrect him from this imperfect life he found himself mired in.


His one desire. The desire that never left his body, like an ache that could not be healed.


His one sin.


He spotted the hitchhiker two miles from his home. The boy looked to be no more than seventeen. What he was doing here on this empty highway on such a bitterly cold night was anybody’s guess. Perhaps his car had broken down somewhere, or perhaps he was just wandering.


If it was a future the boy sought, the pale man knew he would soon find it. With him. This night would be the only future the boy would ever know.


The boy was tall and lanky and built very much like him. When the man realized this, he knew that God had sent the boy to him. To find this young man here, on this icy, wind-swept highway, was nothing short of a miracle. A gift.


As he pulled the car over to the side of the highway and watched the young man jog toward him in his rearview mirror, he thought, Thank you, my Savior. 


With a smile that felt alien upon his face, he pushed open the passenger door, patted the seat beside him with a bloodied hand, and beckoned the boy to his death. 




Chapter 1
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OUTSIDE the west terminal of Lindbergh Field, a man stood clutching a new Samsonite travel bag. The bulky trench coat draped across his other arm told the skycap on duty that this man was an arrival and not a departure; therefore, his services would not be required.


The skycap, a black man named Charles Warren MacCauley, or Mac to his friends, studied the arrival with the eye of one who had seen a lot of humanity come and go over the years as he stood at his station outside the airport’s main entrance. Consequently, he considered himself a pretty fair judge of human character. Since he had nothing better to do at the moment, Mac studied the arrival more closely. This was a ritual of his—a hobby, almost—which he had developed over the years to help him pass the slow times, what few slow times there were in this business.


Mac figured the man with the trench coat was on his first visit to San Diego because he looked kind of lost. Well, not lost exactly. Just… indecisive. And unhurried. The man was eyeing the sky and the palm trees that skirted the parking lot across the street like he had seen neither sky nor palm tree before in his life. And Mac also guessed the man was an infrequent traveler. The pristine Samsonite suitcase told him that much. Very few luggage items, Samsonite or otherwise, survived many trips on the airways unscathed. Mac knew that for a truism if he knew nothing else.


Luggage got chewed up around here on a regular basis.


Mac also came to the conclusion that the man was traveling for pleasure, not business. He was too unhurried for business. Business travelers didn’t just stand around looking at palm trees; they whistled for cabs and checked itineraries and griped about the service. This guy didn’t look as if he had ever griped about anything in his life. A very mellow fellow, Mac thought, chuckling inwardly at his own poetic phrasing.


He figured the man to be about thirty years old, if that. Clean profile. Light colored hair, so blond as to be almost white, thinning on top. By the time the guy hit forty Mac figured the ladies would be calling him Baldy behind his back. And the guy had a baby’s complexion. Smooth skin. Not just smooth, but smooth. Unlined. Fragile looking. A real baby face, as if a safety razor would just peel the skin right off with the whiskers. December was a good month for this man to be visiting San Diego, Mac decided, because a summer California sun would not be kind to that pale skin.


Despite the baby-soft skin, Mac had to admit the guy looked like he could take care of himself. Solidly built, broad shoulders. Well over six feet tall. And big hands. Curled into fists, they would probably look like hams. But there was nothing menacing about the man. Or so he thought at first.


Mac thought he might have been staring a bit too long because suddenly the man turned. They made eye contact.


Mac responded with his standard noncommittal humble-nigger smile, the one that usually sat so well with most nonblack travelers. But this time his smile was not returned. The man’s pale blue eyes, almost as pale as the skin around them, gave Mac nothing back in return, as if Mac were just another palm tree the guy had spotted.


Embarrassed, Mac flipped through a stack of luggage labels, trying to look busy. Trying, in fact, to look as if he had not been staring at this guy with the ice-blue eyes. For to tell the truth, the cold eyes that were now aimed in his direction made him more than embarrassed. More than uncomfortable, even. What they did, really, was scare the crap out of him.


How could he have ever thought this guy was mellow?


Those ice-blue eyes continued to burrow into Mac until Mac couldn’t take it any longer. He made a pretense of checking his watch, as if it were time for his break or something, and then he got the hell out of there. He hurried into the terminal while trying not to look like he was hurrying. And for one second, as he waited for the automatic doors to whisk open, he turned to see if the pale traveler was still staring at him.


What he saw sent a shiver of fear shooting up his spine.


The man was grinning. And with the finger and thumb of his right hand, he formed the semblance of a gun, aiming the imaginary barrel straight at Mac’s startled face.


Softly, but loudly enough for Mac to hear, the man said, “Bang.”


 


 


THE man with the pale blue eyes blew invisible smoke from the barrel of his imaginary gun and turned away from the retreating skycap. The smile died from his lips, but inside his mind, deep inside, he still laughed at the comic figure of that frightened black man. They were such animals, really, he thought. So primitive. Perhaps he would seek a remedy for that particular abomination on his next crusade. But for now, he had more important fish to fry.


He retrieved his suitcase from the curb, stepped into the crosswalk, and headed for a string of Yellow Cabs parked along the opposite side of the street.


The man tossed his suitcase into the backseat of the first cab in line and climbed in after it.


“Downtown,” he said to the back of the driver’s head.


The driver checked him out in the rearview mirror.


“Downtown where, please?”


The man bristled at the cabbie’s accent. Iranian bastard. Should be out in the desert somewhere watering his camel instead of trying to communicate with an honest-to-God American. But he held his tongue. No sense getting worked up. Things tended to get complicated and messy when he did.


“Just downtown,” he repeated. “Drive around. Show me the sights. When I see a hotel I like, I’ll let you know.”


“Yes, sir,” the cabbie said, squeezing out into traffic, happy to have lucked into a better than average fare. “I show you everything.”


The pale man settled back and relaxed. He could afford to waste some time. It would be good to get a general picture of the city in his mind. And though such things rarely affected him, he had to admit that San Diego appeared to be an uncommonly attractive place. Ignoring the cabbie’s broken-English tourist spiel, he looked over at the bay. Far across the water, an aircraft carrier was berthed; on this side, sailboats gently swayed at their moorings. The air smelled of fish and salt water. Towering palm trees lined the roadway. Joggers were a rare commodity in the middle of December where this man came from, but here they were everywhere, futilely trying to outrun their own mortality. The man in the backseat of the cab had seen people trying to outrun death before and knew it to be a hopeless undertaking. People were such amusing fools.


Harbor Drive, clogged with traffic at this evening hour, followed the graceful curve of the bay. Soon, the man saw before him the San Diego skyline. Not as grandiose as some, perhaps, but commanding, the lines of it clean and precise in the smog-free air. Farther south, the Coronado Bridge, a graceful blue ribbon of concrete and steel, arched its tall back across the water, connecting the city to Coronado Island. A Navy destroyer with the number “13” stamped across its bow passed slowly beneath the bridge. Sailors in winter blues flanked the rail of the ship, they, too, watching the city skyline as they made their way out to sea.


A dark band of clouds on the horizon promised them a stormy reception. As yet, the rain had not drifted inland, but the smell of it threatened the air. It would arrive before morning if it did not veer south toward the Mexican coast.


The cabbie turned left, leaving the bay behind to cruise up Broadway. This was the heart of San Diego. Bustling. Crowded. It was rush hour and cars were everywhere. Roaring city buses cleaved their way through traffic. A red trolley clanged a warning to pedestrians standing too close to the tracks. Fountains sparkled pink in the setting sun. As he watched, someone somewhere in the bowels of the city flipped a switch and yellow streetlights came on. Their poles were decorated for Christmas, angels and stars on stiff red banners that did not move in the wind whipping inland from the ocean.


And people. People everywhere. Most well dressed, many lugging their Christmas shopping in colorful bags from Nordstrom’s, F.A.O. Schwartz, and smaller specialty shops. A young man awkwardly pushed a new bicycle with training wheels along the sidewalk. A bag lady with scabby legs reached for a handout with one hand while the other clutched a shopping bag from Neiman-Marcus filled to overflowing with what looked to be rags. San Diego, the man knew, was a haven for the homeless. Here the rats and vermin clustered. It wasn’t only tourists who came for the balmy weather. Here the homeless could sleep, unmolested, on street corners and under freeway overpasses, without fear of freezing to death even in the midst of winter. This city cared for them. Fed them. Clothed them. Tolerated them. Treated the scum of the earth like royalty. This was another crusade the man might launch one day. Even now, his fingers tingled with the anticipation of it.


But first things first.


He tapped the cabbie on the shoulder, interrupting the man’s endless prattle, and handed him a slip of paper.


“Find this address for me,” he said. “Just drive by it. Don’t stop. After that, you can bring me back to that hotel there.” He pointed to an imposing gray structure straight ahead, one with flags flying from its front edifice and a top-hatted doorman looking ridiculously out of place on the sidewalk outside. Across the street from the hotel a gazebo-shaped fountain spewed water under a blue light. Holiday music could be heard coming from speakers hidden somewhere at the base of it.


The driver nodded. “U.S. Grant. Very fine hotel.”


“Good,” the man said. “Now find that address for me before it gets dark.” 


The cabbie nodded again. “Yes, sir. It’s not far. Just up the hill.” 


Five minutes later, the cabbie slowed in front of an aging apartment building on Walnut Street. Untrimmed palms stood like fat sentinels in the yard outside. With a coat of paint and a half hour of labor with chainsaw and axe to get rid of those ugly trees, the place wouldn’t look so bad, the man thought. Still, it would be nothing more than he had expected. A hovel. A fitting home for the person he had come these many miles to administer his particular brand of justice to.


The sky was almost fully dark now. A light switched on in one of the upstairs apartments. The man’s heart quickened as he leaned closer to the taxi window, peering out. He wondered if his quarry was there, puttering around the kitchen, perhaps, or feeding his fucking cat, if he had one.


The pale man’s fingers commenced to tingle again. He felt a tightness in the crotch of his slacks as his cock stirred. God’s work was beginning.


He could hardly wait.


Fat raindrops began to pepper the cabbie’s windshield. And just like that, the man thought, the storm begins. A cleansing was about to take place in this city. He wondered just how many souls would be swept away in the rain of God’s wrath.


And his own.




Chapter 2
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UPON entering his forty-fifth year on this planet, two weeks ago today as a matter of fact, Harry Connors figured his chances for excitement, adventure, and true love were pretty well shot. From this point on, it would all be downhill, a slow, ungraceful slide into the toothless oblivion of old age. And he could think of few things more pathetic than an aging hairdresser reliving the thrill of his youth over cocktails at the Cailiff Lounge, studying his collapsing reflection in the grimy mirror behind the bar and getting slobberingly shit-faced as he recounted his past exploits to some equally shit-faced acquaintance who couldn’t have cared less and who was also casting surreptitious glances at that goddamn dirty mirror as he tried to figured out when his face had lost its battle with gravity.


Harry had figured the best gift he could give himself for his forty-fifth birthday was to stay the hell away from the Cailiff Lounge.


But that was two weeks ago.


So now, as he opened the red enamel door which led into the shadowy interior of that very same bar on this cold and drizzling San Diego night (two weeks to the day after swearing never to darken its doorway again), it occurred to Harry that he had never had much luck sticking to New Year’s resolutions either. After all, he must have stopped smoking on the first day of January from his twelfth birthday onward. By January 2nd he was always back at it, puffing away, trying desperately to bring the nicotine level in his body back up to one he could live with—until the damn cigarettes killed him dead, anyway. Quite a balancing act. One he felt certain would do him in some day, but God, that first cigarette every January 2nd always tasted so good. He looked forward to it like Christmas, which, by the way, was just around the corner. He supposed his five cats would destroy the tree again. Maybe that was what they looked forward to. They could certainly tear the shit out of a Christmas tree with enough gleeful abandon to make one think they had been looking forward to it all year. And what the hell. If all it took to make those five pampered pusses believe they were rampaging felines back in the wilderness was a forty-dollar Scotch pine from Ralph’s parking lot, which had already been dead for six weeks but was too dumb to know it, then who was he to deprive them of that enjoyment? Christmas didn’t mean crap to Harry anyway. Not this year, since he had no one to share it with. He would only do it for the cats.


Stepping into the Cailiff was like stepping into a cave. A cold, black cave. The lights were too dim, and the air conditioning was set low enough to preserve meat. But by the look of most of the patrons hunched around the horseshoe at the end of the bar, the act of preservation was a matter of too little and too late. The under-thirties gay set called this the Wrinkle Room. Or was that Wrinkle “Wroom”? And they had pegged it right. Unfortunately for Harry, he could think of nothing more depressing than gazing around a bar only to discover that he was the oldest patron there. So, a few years ago, he had decided to donate his liver exclusively to the Cailiff. Here, at least, he could occasionally look around and make the pleasant discovery that he was actually the youngest sheep in the fold. Quite an ego booster, that. After several Miller Lites at least. In the cold, gray dawn of the morning after, he could see how pathetic it really was, but that came later. For the moment, it always seemed to be enough to perk up his spirits just knowing that, at that particular point in time, he was the youngest flaming old fart on the premises, no matter how feeble and decrepit the other old farts around him were. It simply cheered him up no end.


And everything being relative, the old farts looked at Harry in the same way Harry looked at himself in those moments. Like he was a fresh-faced kid just off the farm in Minnesota who had somehow found himself transported hundreds of miles to the southwesternmost point in the continental United States for no other purpose than to cheer up these aging faggots who were too far away from their own youth to ever see it again in their own reflections no matter how dark the bar was kept.


Harry knew that when the day came that he started looking at some forty-five-year-old hairdresser in the same way these guys were looking at him, it would be time to move along and relocate his aging ass to another bar. Or a nursing home.


In his usual self-deprecating manner, of course, Harry was being a good deal harder on himself than was actually called for. For truth be told, studying his reflection now in the mirror behind the bar, Harry had to admit he still looked pretty darned good for forty-five. He maintained the 32-inch waist he had had when he was twenty. He worked out on a fairly regular basis at his health club, and he still jogged three times a week, although lately his forty-five-year-old knees had begun to complain about it afterward. But for the smoking and perhaps a few too many beers, he lived a reasonably healthy life. And a reasonably happy one too. All that was missing was someone to share his life with.


He had had three lovers during his lifetime, and all three of those relationships had lasted several years. His last, Ben, had died of leukemia during their fifth year together. It was four years ago that Ben had died, and Harry still missed him. But he knew it was time to share his life with someone again. The time had come to move on. Eventually, he knew, the right person would show up on his doorstep, and on that day, Harry’s life would change again. And it would be a change for the better. When not in a relationship, Harry always felt adrift. Not quite lost, but disconnected. He functioned much better with a lover, and he was always happier than when he was alone.


Yes, it was time.


And he knew who it was he would like to fill that position. Unfortunately, his prospective lover didn’t have a clue that he was at the top of Harry’s list of prospects. In fact, the young man would probably have laughed his Reeboks off if he even suspected as much.


Harry scanned the crowded bar, looking for a seat. Then he chuckled to himself. He hadn’t seen a polyester leisure suit in thirty years, but there was one now, in mauve no less, holding together a delicate specimen of manhood with a stringy neck poking out the top and skinny hands poking out the sleeves. The head perched on top of that stringy neck looked like a ragged eraser on a battered pencil. Thin hair, dyed a little too dark to be natural, and a mouthful of teeth that seemed far too white and far too numerous for reality. Tijuana dentures, Harry supposed. They were cheaper down there. Harry figured he would rather go toothless than wear Tijuana dentures that could be spotted like a beacon from twenty feet away in a bar as dark as this one. What in God’s name did they look like in broad daylight?


The smiling beacon’s name was Biff Sullivan. Who but a Biff would wear that leisure suit and those teeth?


The odd thing was, Harry liked Biff, who was now motioning Harry forward like a man directing traffic.


“Over here! I saved you a pew!”


Every head at the horseshoe turned to study Harry as he was sucked into the dark and noisy womb of the Cailiff. Upon recognition (or non-recognition), the heads swiveled back to their drinks like so many cows at a trough.


Garth Brooks spewed out a countrified jazz riff from the jukebox in the corner as Harry settled himself self-consciously onto the barstool Biff had so graciously commandeered for him.


Or perhaps Biff had brought this particular barstool with him from home, since it stood at least a foot shorter than any other barstool in the place. After settling in and propping his elbows on the bar at about chin level, Harry felt like the one stunted stalk in a row of corn.


“Hey, Biff. Nice suit.”


Biff sweetly flushed, or Harry thought he did; he couldn’t be certain since it was so goddamn dark in here.


Biff’s false teeth clattered like wet castanets as he whispered, “Wiseass.”


Biff was a great fan of Gilbert and Sullivan, and his conversation, especially when fueled by a generous supply of martinis, was liberally sprinkled with quotes and quippets from their librettos.


“And how is our love-blighted fool this fine December evening?”


“Wet,” Harry replied, signaling to the bartender, Jonah, for his usual bottle of Miller Lite and a glass. Jonah fetched them before Harry could shrug out of his coat.


Biff made a big production of looking around for anyone Harry might be with. “And where is young Sean?”


The constant ragging he had received from Biff lately about the young man he was currently enamored of had begun to wear a bit thin. “Working, I suppose. Just as I’ve been working. Just as everyone’s been working, aside from yourself, of course.”


Biff made a pouty face and wagged his jowls at Harry. “I’m merely enjoying the fruits of a well-earned retirement after my half century on the boards.”


In Biff’s case, the “boards” he referred to was the drywall business he had operated until alcohol and old age had made it all but impossible for him to continue working. He had been a rogue in his day, Harry didn’t doubt, but now Biff spent most of his time drinking himself into a coma at the Cailiff, where he was looked upon with a certain amount of good-natured tolerance, not unlike a favored old dog who has grown arthritic and senile and sometimes poops in the corners but is too fondly thought of to be put down.


“Ah, the fruits of your labor,” Harry said.


“Precisely, dear boy. With particular emphasis on the fruits.”


He suddenly hauled himself back and studied Harry from head to toe. “You’re all wet, sir.”


“I know. It’s raining outside.”


“Is it?”


“It’s been raining for hours. What time did you start downing those martinis?”


Biff thought about that for a moment. “I’m not quite sure. The last thing I seem to recall with any lucidity is Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. When was that?”


“A while back.”


“Then it’s time for dinner.” With that, Biff delicately clamped his gigantic dentures around the olive on his toothpick.


Chewing with gusto, he added, “To quote the inimitable Yum Yum, ‘How time flies when one is thoroughly enjoying one’s self.’”


Harry grinned, then, and clapped old Biff on the back. He really did like the guy. Go figure.


 


 


SEAN ANDROS stood naked before the bathroom mirror in a sixth-floor luxury condominium on Albatross Avenue and wiped the splash of semen from his chest. The semen came from the guy sprawled contentedly on the bed in the next room. He had deposited it on Sean’s chest only because Sean had had the foresight to pull his lips away in the nick of time, even though the guy had promised faithfully to warn him before THE BIG MOMENT came. Sean elicited that promise from all of them, but very few could be trusted to follow through in the clinch. Sean supposed that was his fault. He was very good at his job.


He tossed the soiled towel into a hamper by the shower stall and studied his reflection. Running his fingers through his short, strawberry-blond hair made it poof up enough to look a little better. It was very erotic, seeing one’s naked body in new surroundings. It gave one an entirely different perspective. And Sean had to admit he looked good. A little chest hair, not much. Slim waist. Round ass. Nice fuzzy legs. Good definition, but not overly done. His cock nestled comfortably in a pillow of reddish pubic hair, asleep now. Waiting….


Very few johns got THE BIG TREAT. They all wanted it in the beginning, but ultimately it was their own orgasm that carried them past the point of really caring about anyone else’s. Mostly, they wanted the excitement of touch. The feel of his body. The feel of his hands on their bodies. The wet caress of his lips as he burrowed himself between their legs. The freedom that can only come from making love to a complete stranger and knowing the relationship will end at the point of orgasm. Then a few soft words, an appreciative kiss, the rustle of money changing hands, and the closing of a door. It was all very civilized, really, and Sean could think of worse ways to make a living.


He had never had any trouble. No drunken johns wanting to get rough or refusing to pay. No sudden surprises like a third party popping out of the closet (no pun intended) or an irate lover storming through the bedroom door to pound him to a pulp. He had been lucky so far and he knew it.


Still, more and more lately, Sean’s thoughts had been turning of their own accord, unbidden by him, to a more normal, more acceptable lifestyle. One that wouldn’t take him into harm’s way as often as this lifestyle did. The money wasn’t bad, and he did sort of enjoy the control he wielded over his customers. His youth and good looks made that an easy thing to do. But he longed for stability, and he longed for a life that wasn’t permeated with the sense of shame this one was. And the sense of fear. For always, hanging over him like a dark cloud, was the threat of AIDS.


He enjoyed the sex, usually, but he would enjoy it more with a person he loved. A person he trusted and knew to be healthy. A person who wasn’t a stranger. And in this business it was almost always a flawed stranger. For ordinarily, only the flawed would seek out a prostitute. Especially in the gay world. They were either shy or felt themselves inferior in some way. More and more, their flaws made Sean sad. And a little impatient. They could screw but they couldn’t talk.


Sean feared that someday, after too many couplings with too many flawed strangers, he might end up just like them.


He knew, deep down and with no sense of conceit, that he was better than this.


He splashed water on his face and grabbed another towel from the rack. He held the towel against his face and savored the richness of it. He hoped he would live like this someday. A gorgeous condo overlooking San Diego Bay. A nice car. Designer duds. And rich, luxurious towels to press against his face.


And maybe he would. Maybe, just maybe, he could make it happen. Maybe he could open the door. Not just the door to another john, but the door to a whole new life. A life he could see himself living just as clearly as he could see his reflection now in the mirror.


His cock slowly raised its head as if awakening from its slumber, and he felt the cool marble of the countertop brush against it.


This john was a fairly good-looking guy. Maybe thirty-five or so. But shy. That, Sean knew, was why his services had been required. The guy probably had trouble meeting people. But there had been nothing shy about him in the bedroom. As usual, that level of communication had been no problem for the guy at all. Maybe the drinks Sean shared with him had helped. He was, in fact, a very considerate lover, of sorts. Not condescending like some. Fair body. Warm and responsive to Sean’s touch. And rich. That didn’t hurt either.


Sean dropped the second towel to the floor, flicked off the bathroom light, and headed down the hall toward the bedroom, enjoying the feel of cool air against his naked skin and the sensation of his semi-hard cock bouncing along in front of him like a seeing-eye dog, leading the way.


Maybe Sean would give this guy THE BIG TREAT after all, whether the john really wanted it or not. And in the end, Sean knew, he would want it a lot. Sean would see to that.


 


 


THAT morning the pale man had rented a gray Taurus from an Avis lot not far from his hotel and driven it directly to the UPS office on Miramar Drive, which he was finally able to locate after studying the San Diego map given him by the clerk at Avis. The heavy package he had mailed a week ago to general delivery was waiting for him, just as he knew it would be.


He had returned to his hotel, parked in a loading zone for five minutes while he carried the package up to his room, and then driven to Walnut Street where he parked at a corner near his prey’s apartment and waited. And watched.


In the early part of the afternoon, it began to rain, and as the afternoon wore on, the rain came down harder until it was nothing short of a deluge.


At three o’clock, for the first time, he saw his quarry. The young man he had come these many miles to kill poked his head through the front door of his apartment building just long enough to assess the rain, then jogged to a crappy little blue car that stood at the curb and took off up Fifth Avenue with the pale man following not fifty feet behind.


The sight of his prey, after all these years, had caused a storm of conflicting emotions in the pale man that he had not expected to feel. Hatred, of course. But something else. Something deeper and more disturbing. Memories he had long tried to suppress came raging back into his mind. Painful memories of sins once committed and long regretted. Sins of his youth that still tortured him every minute of his adult life. Sins he had come here to expunge. But now, seeing his quarry again after all these years, he realized the longings of his youth were still alive inside him. More alive, perhaps, than ever before. And that angered him. He felt dirty and ashamed, but above all, angry. And as always, with anger, came the need to strike out.


The blue car stopped in front of a luxury condominium tower, and his quarry once again parked on the street. A well-dressed man stood at the entryway of the building, protected from the rain beneath an awning that hung above the front door. His quarry ran to the building, and he and the man hugged before stepping inside.


So the whore was still at it. Selling his body. Selling his soul.


The man flipped up the collar of his raincoat and quickly walked to the doorway that the two had just entered. He watched them step into an elevator at the back of the lobby and disappear. He could clearly see the numbered lights above the elevator door flash one-two-three until they stopped at six.


He returned to his car to escape the rain. A half hour later, the garage door off to the side of the entryway rumbled up into the ceiling, and a white car pulled out onto the street and drove away. Before the car had reached the corner, the pale man was out of his own car and ducking through the garage door just as it began to slide down.


At the rear of the parking area below the building, he found an unlocked door. He stepped through it and began to climb the stairway inside. He took the stairs two at a time until he reached the sixth floor, meeting no one on the way. On six, he pulled the stairway door ajar just far enough to peer down the hallway. There he waited.


For twenty minutes, he saw not one person either leave or enter their apartment. Then, three doors down, he saw the boy he had followed here step out into the hall and, shrugging into his leather jacket, walk toward the elevator. He had not latched the apartment door behind him, merely pulled it almost closed, as if he meant to return quickly.


The man in the stairwell waited, fingering the knife in his coat pocket. A smile spread across his face as he thought of the surprise the boy would find waiting for him upon his return. 


An elderly gentleman entered the hallway from a doorway farther down. The pale man watched through the slit in the stairway door as the man pressed the elevator button and waited. When the elevator arrived and the doors rang open, the elderly gentleman stepped inside. The elevator rumbled away. Before it reached the first floor, the pale man was through the stairway door and standing outside the apartment his quarry had just left. He listened for sounds coming from within and, hearing nothing, stepped quickly inside, reclosing the door to its original position, almost latched but not quite.


The condo was dark but for a light that burned at the end of a hallway to his right. Eager now, and unafraid, the man walked through the living room past a white piano that looked like something Liberace might have had in his fucking living room and entered the hallway.


A man’s voice called out, “Sean, is that you?”


“Afraid not,” the pale man said as he stepped through the bedroom door.


The man he had seen earlier at the entryway to the building was lying naked on the bed. At the sight of the knife in the stranger’s hand, the naked man grabbed for the phone beside the bed. By the time he punched in 911, the stranger was beside him. As the telephone rang at the other end of the line, the naked man watched with surprise that quickly turned to horror as the stranger reached out, grasped his flaccid penis, and with one swift motion of the knife, sliced it from his body.


Stanley Baker screamed and dropped the phone onto the bed. The stranger stood over him smiling, the bloody penis still clutched in his hand. He dangled it in front of Stanley’s face and said, “Lose something?”


Weak with fear and pain, Stanley fumbled for the phone and heard a woman’s voice on the other end.


Already slipping into shock, Stanley said into the mouthpiece, “Help me. I’m being murdered.”


The stranger laughed and pulled the phone from his hand, dropping it to the floor beside the bed.


“Don’t cut me anymore, please.”


But again, Stanley screamed as the stranger pressed the tip of the knife beneath his chin and pushed the blade deep inside his head. With death, Stanley Baker’s eyes went blank, and all traces of fear fell away from his face as if it was only sleep that had overtaken him. His scream faded quickly to silence.


The pale man pulled the knife away and Stanley’s head slipped back onto the pillow—at rest, like a man who has dozed off in the middle of a good book. With a grin, the pale man placed the severed penis between Stanley’s lips and stepped back to study his work.


Satisfied, he turned away and heard a sound in the other room. Immediately, he heard the rattle of the apartment door bang against the wall as it was flung out of the way, then heavy footsteps running down the hallway outside.


The boy.


The pale man raced from the condo just as the stairway door closed. He ran to it and chased the footsteps down the stairs. Two floors behind, the pale man heard the boy slam through the door that connected to the lobby, and seconds later, he heard him push his way through the entryway and into the rain.


By the time the pale man reached the front doors and flung himself outside, the boy was almost a block away. He gave chase but knew it was hopeless. The boy, in his fear, was just too fast.


A block farther up the street, he watched the boy rush through the lighted doorway of a bar. 


He let the boy go. There was no hurry. He had all the time in the world. He smiled to himself as he felt the cold rain wash the blood from his hands.


 


 


IT WAS a busy night for Emergency Services. The heavy wind and rain that had descended upon the California coast a few hours earlier had all but guaranteed this would be the case. On the freeways, automobiles were plowing into each other like bumper cars, creating injury accidents from one end of San Diego County to the other.


Shirlene Johnson, a large black woman with three-inch acrylic nails painted candy apple red and cinnamon-colored hair extensions that had set her back two hundred dollars but looked hot enough to warrant the cost, sat at her cubicle in Emergency Services, fielding calls from desperate San Diego citizens with the aplomb that can only come from years of practice. With twelve years on the job, she thought she had pretty well heard it all at one time or another.


Still, she treated her job and her callers with the respect they deserved. Once, years ago, she had been at the other end of a 911 call. She would never forget the heart-stopping fear of watching her mother collapse onto the kitchen floor like a bag of wet cement after a heart attack she had incurred while standing at the kitchen sink, washing up the dirty dishes after one of their crowded Sunday family dinners. 


Shirlene came from a large family. Large in every respect. Large in size. Large in numbers. Large in love and laughter. Her mother’s house on that evening twelve years earlier had been a cacophony of laughter and singing and cheerful racket until the sound of her mother’s body dropping to the kitchen floor had brought the noise to a sudden, heart-wrenching stop. Shirlene’s frantic call for an ambulance was answered promptly and professionally by Emergency Services and Shirlene had never forgotten how quickly the EMTs had arrived on her mother’s doorstep. Never forgotten the efficiency of their movements as they carried her mother away and saved her life. Her mother would live to reign over many more Sunday dinners in her little house on Arbison Street, and Shirlene had always known who to thank for that blessing.


Later, when she herself applied, and was accepted, to work at Emergency Services, she made a private pact with herself to never forget that it was people like her mother who were asking for help every time those headphones rang. It was a matter of respect. Respect for the EMTs, respect for herself, and respect for each and every desperate caller whose voice came through the phone lines pleading for assistance.


Shirlene was damned good at her job and she knew it. The job demanded nothing less.


Every shift was a busy one for Shirlene, but on this rainy December evening, the calls never stopped. Not for a moment. Beneath her two-hundred-dollar extensions, a sprinkling of sweat had formed on Shirlene’s brow when she was no more than thirty minutes into her night.


Frantic calls were coming in from one end of the county to the other. All desperate. A collision on Highway 5, phoned in from a callbox. A frightened man whose wife had suddenly gone into labor after slipping on the front steps of their home. A child, tearful, explaining to Shirlene between frightened hiccups that her mother would not wake up.


Usually when the calls came in, people would pounce on her as quickly as the connection was made. Immediately asking for help. Not wasting a precious second.


So, when her headphones rang and only silence greeted her from the other end of the line, she was taken aback for a moment. With the tip of her cherry red fingernail. she pressed the earpiece closer to her head.


“This is 911,” she repeated. “Go ahead, please.”


Shirlene thought she heard laughter but she wasn’t sure. Laughter in the background.


“Can I help you?” she said again.


A man’s voice, soft, unhurried, already stunted by shock, came through the line.


“Help me,” he said. “I’m being murdered.”


Shirlene knew that the call would be automatically traced. But that took time. “Where are you?” she asked. “Can you give me your location?” She heard a clatter at the other end, like the phone had been dropped to the floor. “Sir? Stay on the line, sir. Help is on the way. Stay with me, sir.”


Then she heard the scream. The man’s scream. And a dial tone. The call was terminated.


“Shit!” Shirlene muttered.


She flagged down her supervisor, explained the situation to him, and he scurried off to contact the police. Shirlene had little time to think about the call before the next one came in. An elderly woman with chest pains. And after that, another automobile accident in North County. But that man’s seemingly disinterested voice, almost casually explaining to her that he was being murdered, would return to haunt her throughout the remainder of her shift.


Later that night, lying in bed with her husband nestled comfortably beside her, she would remember that voice again, and it would be several hours before sleep overtook her.


 


 


JIMMY SMITH had been with Homicide for eight years. He figured a person would have to be a sick son of a bitch to really like the job, but it did have its finer moments. Like when some scumbag who had poked forty-eight air holes in his wife with an ice pick because he didn’t like the way she fricasseed the chicken finally got thrown into the slammer for a good long time and then some. Or better yet, when society decided to do away with the bastard altogether and vaccinated his little ass against further criminal activity with what is commonly referred to as a lethal injection. That could certainly be one of the finer moments, especially if you were the one who had worked days, nights, weekends, and holidays to set the bastard on that final journey to Needletown.


Jimmy Smith was pureblood Indian. Sycuan Indian. And looked it. Roman nose, black hair, lean. Before marrying Carol, he had been quite popular with the ladies. He had a knack for flashing those pearly whites of his at just the right moment, and you could almost bet that the unsuspecting target of that easy smile was greasing up down below. Women seemed to love everything about him, from the rich chestnut color of his skin to the way he wore his wristwatch with the dial facing in instead of out. Smith was tall for an Indian, and the ladies loved that too. What they didn’t like was the way he earned his living. His relationships usually lasted only a few short weeks, and then they tended to self-destruct when the female half of the relationship began to consider what it would mean to be married to a man who might or might not come home in one piece at the end of his shift.


He could usually tell when the self-destruct mechanism was about to be activated. Suddenly, there would be serious conversations, and even more serious questions, where before there had only been laughter and good times. Sometimes after sex, when they both lay sweating on the sheets, he would feel her hand stealing toward the scar beside his left nipple where a kid on PCP had once popped him at point blank range with his father’s revolver because he didn’t want to take a ride downtown like the nice police officer had requested. Smith barely survived that one. And the naked lady lying next to him on the sheets with her leg comfortably draped over his abdomen would begin to wonder how many more of those surprises this nice police officer would survive. And if he didn’t, what would happen to her? When she ran her fingertips across his scar and thought these private thoughts, Smith would always know.


Then Carol came along. Carol didn’t like Jimmy’s job any better than all the other women he had known, but there was one major difference with her. From the beginning, Carol had loved him enough to accept the risk. And now, five years and two kids later, she still loved him enough to accept that risk. They had a good marriage. And Jimmy Smith tried very hard every day to come home in one piece at the end of his shift.


On this rainy San Diego evening, that shift would be ending no time soon. He could tell that by the naked stiff on the bed with the bloody stump of his own dick poking out of his mouth like a mushroom.


The 911 call came in at 5:36 p.m. Twenty-four minutes before Smith’s shift would have ended. When the paramedics arrived, Smith was hot on their heels, his wet shoes squeaking across the tiled lobby of Brittany Towers Condominiums like two damp rats getting the shit punched out of them by bigger and meaner rats.


Smith hated the rain. It muddied up crime scenes and wrinkled his suits.


The door to 6B was ajar when they arrived. The paramedics hesitated at the entryway but Smith waved them on in.


“Just don’t touch anything,” he said. “Not until we see what we see.”


They trundled their gurney through the door, and Smith shadowed along right behind. His initial reaction was that the white baby grand piano with the silver candelabra on top was a bit much even for this place. If a concert pianist didn’t live here, then the tenant had to be a fruit. Not that Smith had anything against fruits. At parties, they were probably lots more fun than concert pianists. He just hated the way they decorated their apartments.


Smith and the two paramedics scattered in different directions, looking for whomever it might have been who placed the 911 call.


“Help me,” the caller had said, in an oddly disinterested tone of voice. “I’m being murdered.”


If he were the one being murdered, Smith thought he most likely would have sounded a bit more upset about it than this guy had. He would have been downright pissed off, as a matter of fact.


The blond-headed paramedic who looked to Smith to be a little fruity himself was the one who found the body.


“In here, guys,” he called from the master bedroom.


Smith passed him in the hallway. Him coming out, Smith going in.


“You won’t need us,” the blond kid said. “He’s got no pulse and he’s not apt to get one. We’re outta here.”


“Thanks, guys,” Smith muttered, as he peered through the doorway and saw the dead stiff with the even deader pecker poking out of his mouth.


“Lorena Bobbitt live here, or what?” Smith asked the stiff, but the stiff didn’t answer.


Smith’s partner arrived twenty minutes later. The techs were all over the bedroom, dusting for prints, raking the carpet, poking around and photographing everything that didn’t move, especially the body, which certainly wouldn’t be moving any time in the near future. Not of its own volition, anyway.


Jefferson McCray and Jimmy Smith had been partners even before Smith had happily settled into his marriage five years ago. Jeff had played linebacker for the San Diego Chargers for two seasons, until a knee injury knocked him out of that line of work. And the murder of his parents at the hands of a gang of assholes from Logan Heights over a matter of some twenty-six dollars had pushed him into police work.


Smith liked having Jefferson McCray as a partner. One look at the six foot four, two-hundred-pound black man with the mean eyes made most perps melt into little quivering piles of cowardly mooseshit well before any physical acts of force were made necessary. But then, most perps were stupid. They tended to take things at face value. They weren’t smart enough to realize just because a guy is black and big and towers over them like a tree and looks like nothing would make him happier than to rip off their head and piss down their neck that maybe, just maybe, the guy is really a sweetheart in disguise.


“Hello, sweetheart,” Smith said as Detective Jefferson McCray poked his head through the doorway to make sure he was in the right place. “You look lovely.”


McCray was wearing a very spiffy tux, patent leather shoes, and a little red AIDS Awareness ribbon on his lapel. His spongy, black hair glistened from the rain, which had transformed itself from a drizzle to a regular monsoon outside.


“Yo, redman. How’s it hanging?”


McCray filled the doorway as he came through it like a very large truck squeezing through a very narrow alley.


Smith shrugged. “For the guy in the other room there, it isn’t hanging at all. Take a peek.”


Smith led him down the hall toward the crowd of technicians in the master bedroom.


“Love your suit,” Smith mentioned in passing. “How was your sister’s wedding reception?”
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