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Prologue


May 2009


Exquisitely beautiful Katherine Glass was the most hated woman in America, and on a wet Tuesday afternoon in May 2009 San Francisco homicide detective Valerie Hart sat in the Bryant Street courtroom staring at the back of her infamous blonde head. The verdicts had just been delivered and now, despite Justice Amanda Delgado’s gavel-whacking and repeated calls for order, the place sounded like a cocktail party at its thudding zenith. Six charges of Murder One. Guilty, six for six. The public gallery was in an ecstasy of self-righteous titillation. Faces were greedy and alive. Serves the bitch right. Pure. Fucking. Evil.


‘Order,’ Justice Delgado drawled, for the fourth time. ‘Order!’ Delgado, a whittled Latina in her early fifties, had a small coltish face long past surprise, but Valerie had watched its jaded composure fracture through the course of the trial. Like the jury, Delgado had seen the videos that convicted Katherine Glass. So too, obviously, had Valerie. The images were with her now, for the rest of her life. The images were with all of them.


‘Order!’


Valerie released a breath she hadn’t been aware of holding. Her body’s tension remained. No relief. Granted she’d caught Katherine Glass. Granted Katherine Glass was being removed from the equation.


But Katherine Glass was, as everyone knew, only half the equation.


The videos had a co-star. Katherine’s masked male lover, director, choreographer, soulmate and partner in extraordinary crime. Despite the months of investigation and everything Katherine had given them he was still out there. He was still unknown, untouched and almost certainly undeterred. Six women were dead and he was still – the word sent a neural charge of weakness down Valerie’s abdomen – free.


Meanwhile, white and golden and jewel-eyed Katherine Glass, not free, stood motionless in the dock. Her blonde hair was pulled back in its signature tight ponytail. If she was suffering there was no outward sign of it. Not that the verdict could have surprised her, Valerie knew. The trial’s issue had been whether the defendant was – fuck political correctness – insane. The quaint moral reflex said she couldn’t, given what she’d done, be considered otherwise. Her actions guaranteed her madness. But this was the twenty-first century. The binary certainties were gone. The world had got used to the idea that you could be in all respects rational, sound, intelligent, normal – except for your delight in doing the things Katherine and her lover had done. The world could no longer pretend the words ‘human’ and ‘monster’ referred to two different species. Monstrosity was just another human option, like vegetarianism or Tai Chi.


Naturally Katherine’s defence had gone through the motions. Psychological disorder and diminished responsibility. No one had bought it. No one was ever going to buy it. The collective will craved raw vengeance. If Katherine had been plain, Valerie thought, she might have had a chance. But looking the way she did it was a fait accompli. The New York Times had indulged itself with a description of her as ‘a living koan of corruption and beauty’. A Chronicle editorial with literary ambitions had called her ‘the grotesque and compelling offspring of Aphrodite and Lucifer’. The National Enquirer, true to its readership, had dubbed her ‘The Sex-Angel of Death’, while Twitter had, among its countless inanities, supplied: ‘Katherine Glass makes Helen of Troy look like a fucking bag of chisels.’ She might be the most hated woman in America, but the hatred was swimming in desire, and that fact, more than her crimes, meant she had to be destroyed.


Which would, Valerie knew, give Justice Delgado a major headache between now and sentencing. Since 2006, when a District Judge had halted executions in California after finding flaws in the lethal injection process, undischarged executions had stacked up like airliners over a jammed airport. The judicial review of the allegedly improved death-kit was taking forever, and in any case the legal battles between prisoners’ lawyers and the State’s Attorney General just kept going. In effect, there was a moratorium on killing Death Row inmates, and, by unspoken extension, on issuing death sentences. Katherine Glass would be locked up for the rest of her life, but for the baying majority that wouldn’t be enough. Nothing short of death would do.


Valerie got to her feet and headed through the warm crowd to the double oak doors at the rear of the courtroom. The trial had drained her, and the hours of interviews with Katherine Glass had left dirty marks on her that would never fade. What she wanted now was to get out into the damp San Francisco air, light a Marlboro, walk the two blocks to the nearest bar and order herself a triple vodka and tonic. Followed by at least three more of the same, since she had the day off. But at the exit, an impulse forced her to turn and look back.


Katherine was still on her feet, cuffed and guard-flanked. Valerie thought of the videos, the weeping victims, the calibrated escalation of their suffering, the calculated false-endings and postponements, the begging, the manifest subtlety Katherine and her lover brought to what they were doing, the mordant humour they shared – and the strange, screen-captured deflation between them when the moment came at last, and the victim’s life was gone, and there was nothing more they could do for their pleasure. She thought of all the conversations she’d had with Katherine, separated from the woman’s concussive physical beauty by only the width of the table in the interview room, Katherine with the lovely white hands and calm mouth and omniscient green eyes (bitch-eyes, as Will had described them) speaking with quiet, articulate precision, as if she were in possession of a wisdom towards which the rest of humanity was lumbering with laughable slowness.


Don’t look at her. Turn and walk away.


But as she hesitated Katherine Glass turned and looked at her – and smiled.




ONE


July 2015


‘This is the thing you’ve been dreading,’ Nick Blaskovitch called from the locker room showers at the Bay Club. ‘The great shift in the balance of power. Like all dreaded things it’s probably come as a relief. It’s OK to cry, by the way.’


‘Look, I had an off day,’ Eugene Trent replied from the bench, where he sat in his white Calvins, drying his toes. Nick had just beaten him at squash for the first time since they’d begun playing, eighteen months ago.


‘I’m exhausted from screwing all night,’ Eugene said. ‘Not a problem you have, obviously – which is the real story here, by the way. Today was just you channelling your jealousy and rage. That gave you an edge against a sex-weakened opponent, but you’re deluded if you think it was anything more than a glitch. In fact it was a cruel glimpse of something you’ll never experience again.’


‘It was so obviously psychological,’ Nick said. ‘I could feel it in you: you’ve exhausted your repertoire. You know you’re not going to get any better. Whereas I—’ he shut off the water and reached for his towel – ‘am still expanding mine. I am still … ascending.’


‘Don’t talk to me about repertoire,’ Eugene said. ‘This girl last night was twenty-seven, and she stuck her finger in her ass. Her ass, mind you, not mine. I’m just saying: these things take their toll.’


Their post-match ritual was two beers apiece in the club bar. After the depletions of the gladiatorial squash court, two was enough to give Nick a pleasant buzz. More than two and he wouldn’t be able to drive home.


‘Seriously,’ Eugene said, ‘these girls today … I don’t know what’s happened. I mean OK she’s got thirteen years on me and what the fuck do I know, etc., but it’s like a whole porn generation thing. I don’t like it. I want to be the corrupting influence, you know? I want to talk a girl into putting her finger in her ass. I’m a traditionalist. In fact when it comes to filth, I’m a romantic.’


This, too, was ritualised, Eugene’s long-suffering satyr to Nick’s settled monogamist. Nick and Valerie had been together (second time around) for just over two years, ever since he’d come back to San Francisco and the Department’s computer forensics unit.


‘I know you think I want what you’ve got,’ Nick said. ‘But the truth is you have to think that, because you want what I’ve got.’


‘Eventually,’ Eugene said. ‘Of course, eventually. But not now. Now I’m in my prime. It’s a sin against masculinity to waste your prime. Be honest: what are you guys down to now? Once a week? Twice a month?’


‘Just pick a number that makes you feel better about dying old and alone.’


‘What’s so terrible about dying old and alone? I’ll get a dog. I’ll get a maid. I can imagine a quite beautiful relationship with a maid. Like Philip Roth but with tenderness.’


It was an odd friendship between them, Nick thought, formed from the sort of accident you imagined the hyper-scheduled twenty-first century no longer had to offer. Nick’s game was racquetball, and his usual opponent was Valerie’s partner, detective Will Fraser. But five minutes into a game a year and a half ago Will had pulled a calf muscle, and they’d had to retire to the bar. Eugene, whom they recognised as a fellow regular, had been stood up by his squash opponent and, as he had a spare racquet, had asked Nick if he felt like giving it a try. Since then, they’d been playing every two or three weeks. Eugene was one of those nuts who felt he had to balance his Caligulan excesses with a superhuman fitness regimen. The early games had seen Nick struggling to get through without having a nosebleed or throwing up, but his natural talent for racquet sports (and what Eugene referred to as his ‘devious mongrel style’) had, over time, closed the gap between them. Hence today’s milestone victory. The loser in all this was Will Fraser. The squash had so improved Nick’s racquetball that Will hadn’t won a game in months. Meanwhile Nick was in the best physical shape of his life. Valerie, running her hands over his lean muscles, had joked: ‘Are you sure this is just the squash? I mean you’re not working up to telling me you’re gay, right?’


‘I assume you’re seeing her again?’ Nick said to Eugene. ‘She sounds perfect for you.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ Eugene said. ‘But this morning she was up and dressed while I was still in fucking REM sleep. If I hadn’t heard the door open she’d have been out of there without me knowing. As it was, I’m like, hey, what’s the rush? Come back to bed. I know a great place for breakfast. She looked at me like I was retarded.’


‘Maybe she sensed your confusion when she stuck her finger in her ass?’


‘Don’t joke about it. I was hurt. I thought there was a real connection. We fell asleep with our arms around each other, for Christ’s sake. I gave her a foot massage.’


Nick smiled. He took these tales of sexual conquest with a pinch of salt, but this time Eugene looked genuinely wounded.


‘You know what she said to me?’ Eugene said, his shoulders slumped. ‘She said: “You’re sweet.” Sweet! She didn’t even leave her number. I mean she could’ve left me a fake number at least. That’s what a civilised person would do.’


‘What’s it like, knowing you’ve been a sexual disappointment?’


‘It’s not easy. I’m not used to it. After she’d gone, I sat down in the shower. You don’t sit down in the shower unless you’re really upset.’


They walked out to the parking lot together. It was a warm bright day, with a breeze bringing the fresh salt smell of the bay. Nick rarely took the risk of noticing his own happiness but occasionally a flash got through. He felt it now, via the sunlit cars and the rough scent of the ocean and his body’s honest exhaustion and the gentle influence of the beer. These things had power again, now that he had Valerie, now that he had (this was the flash that shocked him with a sort of delighted absurdity) love.


‘So what have you guys got planned for the weekend?’ Eugene said. ‘No, wait, let me guess: you’re going to watch TV together. Pair up the odd socks. Bleach the toilet.’


‘Actually, we’re going upstate,’ Nick said. ‘Wine farms and a great little hotel in Calistoga. Then the beach.’


‘What, cops get weekends off now?’


‘Once every decade.’


‘This is what I’m paying my taxes for? Who’s going to catch all the murderers while your lady’s having her mimosas on the beach?’


‘What can I tell you? Lock your windows and doors.’


They made a loose date to play again in a couple of weeks, then headed to their vehicles.


‘Hey,’ Nick called, over his shoulder.


Eugene stopped. ‘What?’


‘Good luck at the STD clinic.’


Eugene opened his mouth for a reply, but was distracted by a stunning red-haired girl emerging from a bottle green Jaguar convertible. Sunlight glowed on her bare legs and shoulders. Eugene looked at Nick: See? All this is still available to me.


Nick, shaking his head, turned and walked away. Wine farms and a great little hotel in Calistoga. Then the beach. What he hadn’t added was: Oh yeah, and I’m going to ask Valerie to marry me. Not because he dreaded Eugene’s astonishment (in fact he was looking forward to it, to seeing Eugene’s face caught between outrage and envy; he would break the news next game, just as Eugene released the ball to serve) but because it offended something in him to speak of it to anyone. He hadn’t spoken of it to anyone. He’d simply been walking around for a weird indeterminate time with the vague feeling that he was going to propose, until, a few weeks ago, the vague feeling had stopped being vague and become the central certainty of his life. It had happened, this epiphany, one afternoon when he’d been on one of his occasional solitary hikes in Cascade Canyon, where he used to go with his father as a boy. Love (you had to laugh; he laughed, at himself) simplified aesthetics. He’d found himself wanting elemental things: sky; rock; trees; water. He felt archetypal: a Man who had found his Woman. He knew this idiom was ridiculous, but he was helpless. Whether he liked it or not this was a great benign, almost comical truth into which he had been released, like a horse into a field of delicious grass. He supposed it had been this way for prehistoric people, this ludicrous primal recognition. To him the necessity of Valerie was a fact like the heat of a flame or the sweetness of honey. It was a wonderful thing to have been confronted by something against which there was no argument, however embarrassed he would be to explain it if someone asked. So he’d spent the day walking, and each time he put one foot in front of the other it confirmed him.


You’re going to marry Valerie.


Well, now that you mention it, yes, I believe I am.


Then get a ring, dumbass.


OK.


So he had. It had taken a while. A farcical while, in fact. Valerie only wore one ring (not on her wedding finger) which was one of a pair her parents had had made for her and her older sister, Cassie, and presented to each of them when they’d turned eighteen. She only wore this one ring (silver and amethyst), but she had a dozen or more in the jewellery box on her dresser. Hey, how come you never wear any of these? He’d waited until they were both slightly drunk, then got her to try them on, one by one. He took note of the ring that fit her wedding finger and used it to size The Actual Ring a few days later. With which he was going to present her (probably not down on one knee, which would make her think he’d lost his mind, but there was no telling what his life would spring on him at the last minute) this weekend at the Calistoga B&B just before bed. Oddly, he liked the idea of proposing to her while she was standing, naked, brushing her teeth. He wanted to watch her face reacting in the semi-fogged mirror. He liked the thought of her, dark eyes wide and mouth foamy with toothpaste, decoding what he’d just said, letting it sink in, spitting out toothpaste, then saying: yes. He knew she would say yes. They’d never discussed marriage. But there it was: he would ask her and she would say yes. It wasn’t arrogance on his part. It was just pure revealed knowledge.


He started the car, put on his sunglasses and eased the vehicle out of the lot. He had a couple of hours before Valerie got home, during which he planned to look up possible honeymoon destinations. He didn’t care where they went. He only knew that he wanted to see her lying in a hammock drinking an elaborate cocktail, her hands and ankles gleaming with sunscreen. He had these visions, now. They were the tenets of his strange new religion.




TWO


The San Francisco Imperial’s lobby bar was all but empty. Melody sat alone in a booth, over-alive to the place’s details. Windowed afternoon sunlight and a deep red carpet and a smell of forced cleanliness. A petite blonde bargirl in a white shirt and black waistcoat was slicing limes, the bottles behind her like hefty jewels: emerald; ruby; amber; diamond.


It had happened. Melody couldn’t say precisely when, but for the first time in her life she wasn’t alone. For the first time in her life the mystery that separated her from other people, like a thick layer of invisible fat, had dissolved. Her body had received a sly gift. Now she moved through her days rich with purpose.


She checked the time on her phone. 14.38. She’d barely touched her Diet Coke, and though her mouth was dry, she took only one more sip before getting to her feet and crossing the lounge to the ladies’ room. Adrenaline filled her with the familiar thrilling weakness. Her face was hot and her palms tingled, as if tiny stars were coming out in her skin.


The ladies’ room was spotless, pale marble lit by Christmassy halogens. She went into a cubicle and tried to pee. Barely a trickle, but it helped her feel ready. She always wanted to be ready for him, clean, undistracted, the new, maximal version of herself. Pulling her underwear down excited her. She’d got a fresh bikini wax yesterday and now between her legs the skin was nude and sensitive.


Trembling, she washed and dried her hands, then carefully refreshed her make-up. She was a dark-haired woman with a round face and eyes the colour of espresso. She had a look of both weight and suppleness. In the last few weeks she’d dropped twenty pounds, but she knew she still didn’t turn heads in the street.


Except his.


He’d said to her: I knew from the first moment I saw you. It’s in your eyes. I can see these things. I’m never wrong.


She hadn’t liked the last bit. I’m never wrong. That meant there had been – or still were – others.


Melody shut the thought down. There was no end to the thoughts she could shut down. He’d said: You’ve been waiting your whole life for this. And he’d been right, of course. When he looked at her, he saw her. There was only one other person in the world who saw her like that.


She took the elevator, alone, to the eighth floor. The deserted corridor’s spongy gold carpet made her wobble in her high heels. With any other guy she’d have needed a booze-buzz. Not with him. With him her sheer untouched self was a deafening excitement that kept taking her to a point from which she felt sure she would pass out, faint, die. But she didn’t.


Room 809.


She swallowed. Raised her hand. Knocked.


He opened the door and at the first sight of him all the dials of herself went up, though only moments before she’d felt her excitement couldn’t possibly increase.


He had the curtains closed and the laptop open on the crisply made bed.


‘We’ll talk in a little while,’ he said. Then he kissed her. Soft heat encased her. It was as if every atom in the room were with them, a pliable intelligence holding them snugly close to each other. She’d never felt a perfect fit before. Now, with him, she recognised it like a memory from a previous life.


She was wet for his hand, her panties sodden. He led her to the bed and they lay down together. For Melody, everything was simultaneously a warm blur and fizzing with distinct detail. Kissing was a sweet, heavy blindness, a soft darkness filling her.


He rolled her onto her side and slid behind her. He pushed her skirt up and eased her underwear down to her shins. When she reached behind herself her hand met his, unzipping his pants. Her breathing quickened.


For a moment he held the tip of his cock against her cunt, making her wait. She wanted what she wanted. Everything she wanted was the one giant certainty that had taken control of her life so that there was no room – no room – for anything else. Sometimes the word ‘love’ flashed in her, like an explosive drug, but she didn’t say it.


‘You want to see, don’t you?’ he said.


‘Yes.’


The familiar shock of that word. Yes. Everything between them derived from that word. Yes.


He eased into her, sliding one arm under her to pull her tight against him. With his other arm, he reached over her and turned the laptop to face them.


‘We’re going to have it all,’ he said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’


Her throat was tight. Her cunt throbbed. She was desperate to make it last and desperate to begin.


His hand hovered over the laptop’s keyboard as he moved inside her.


Then he clicked the play button, and the footage began to run, and within seconds Melody entered the state she lived for now, when time dropped away and she forgot herself utterly and chaos and peace were the same and the disease of her past melted away and in the annihilating perfection of hunger and bliss she might as well have been God.




THREE


Valerie lay naked on her bed, limbs spread like a starfish, waiting for her history (and indeed the universe) to reassemble itself out of the sweet chaos of her most recent orgasm. Her third since waking. The window, with its curtains still closed, was an ingot of soft orange light.


‘Holy fuck,’ Valerie said, quietly.


Nick Blaskovitch lay with his face sweat-stuck to her left thigh, his right hand doodling below her navel. He didn’t answer, but after a moment moved his head and very gently kissed her between her legs.


It was the Saturday morning of their precious weekend off, which, since Valerie was Homicide, could be aborted at any moment. They were both in terror of her phone. Her phone was a sleeping ogre, a capricious god, a ticking bomb. The longer they stayed put the more they dared it to ring.


‘We should get up,’ Valerie said.


‘I know,’ Nick answered.


Neither of them moved. The plan was Napa Valley wine farms in the afternoon, dinner in Calistoga, overnight at a luxury B&B, then Sunday to Gualala, the ocean, the big sky, the soft boom and salt smash of the surf, the quiet drive home at dusk with sun-chastened skins smelling of the beach, the good childhood feeling of spent energy. They grabbed pleasure whenever they could. A consequence of the job. The job of living daily with depravity and death.


‘If you keep doing that,’ Valerie said to him, ‘you know what’ll happen.’


‘Yes.’


‘It’ll take longer this time. I’m only human.’


‘Good.’


‘You’ll get bored.’


He continued.


‘And neck-ache.’


He ignored her. She lifted her hips, delighted by her own languor and greed. The ghost of her ancestors’ Catholicism said: this will all have to be paid for, you know. Especially second time around.


Second time around. After three years recovering from the first time around. The first time around had been breakage, betrayal, bloodshed. The first time around, Valerie had almost destroyed him. And herself.


But even walking away from the carnage the wiser parts of themselves had known they would come back. Which they had. With infallible gravity. They were for each other, without discussion. Literally without discussion: They didn’t talk about their relationship. It wasn’t a third entity or surrogate child to be nurtured with narrative. They were cops. There was action and reaction. Analysis was for regular people. They had the requisite dark matter: love. They were their own highest authority. Lawless, ironically. It was one of the things that helped them enforce the law.


They showered, quickly, while the coffee percolated. The Cole Valley apartment was new to them. Home. They were still getting used to calling it that. It had big windows and a narrow balcony and a lot of clean white surfaces. A bowl of tangerines on the breakfast counter looked like a still life waiting to be painted. Valerie’s old place in the Mission echoed with too much of their history (it was where, for example, Nick had one day walked in – as she’d known he would – to find her fucking another guy) and Nick’s own place in Chinatown might as well have been a cardboard box for all he cared. So without much talk they had pooled their resources and made the down-payment. That they were going to live together hadn’t been discussed at all. It was simply shared knowledge. For the first few weeks they’d felt like kids occupying a house abandoned by grown-ups. But gradually they’d eased into it, taken the upgraded appliances and zealous hot water for granted, found the signs of domestic life constellating humbly around them. ‘What do I think?’ Will Fraser had said, when they’d invited him and his wife Marion over for a house-warming dinner. ‘I think it looks like cops live here. Cops from Sparta. Jesus. Put up some pictures. Get some crap.’ It had no effect. They couldn’t get excited about these things.


‘Bring the sex shoes,’ Nick said. Valerie was at the dressing table putting on make-up.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And the black lace demi-bra.’


‘You shouldn’t even know what a demi-bra is. I’m not even sure I should. But you … If you’re a guy it’s like knowing what a duvet is.’


‘What’s a duvet?’


‘A comforter.’


‘A French comforter?’


‘Why don’t you get the stuff together instead of sitting on your ass?’


‘I’m lying on my back.’


Nick, dressed, was on the bed, ostensibly leafing through yesterday’s Chronicle. In fact, as Valerie knew – as they both knew – he was watching her get ready. The first time she’d noticed him doing this (years ago, during their first time around), she’d said: Haven’t you got anything better to do? And he’d said: Nothing better than this, no. It gave her pleasure. Because she knew he meant it. It was a revelation, his desire for her, because with him, for the first time in her life she knew it was desire for her, specifically. As opposed to the usual blind male desire for ‘a woman’, or, if push came to shove, just for sex, in the abstract.


‘My grandfather told me when I was a kid that swimming in the ocean rinsed your soul,’ Valerie said.


‘Your grandfather was a dark genius.’


‘He was. My friends were terrified of him. He told Sarah Grady he was going to put her in his suitcase when she was asleep and take her with him to Alaska. We were about four years old. He wasn’t even going to Alaska. He’d just been watching a wildlife show about it on TV. He said to Sarah, “Oh sure, your mom knows all about it. It’s all arranged. I’ll put some sandwiches and a soda in there with you for when you get hungry. It’s a long journey. Shall I show you the suitcase? It’s a nice big one!” She was practically hysterical.’


In the mirror she could see Nick smiling.


‘OK,’ she said. ‘I’m ready.’


He didn’t respond for a moment. Then he said: ‘Yes.’


‘Yes what?’


‘Yes, I still want to have a kid with you.’


‘I know.’


‘How about I knock you up in the four-poster tonight?’


‘OK.’


‘But you still wear the shoes and the demi-bra.’


‘Obviously.’


He got up from the bed, crossed to stand close behind her, put his arms around her, kissed her neck. For a while, in the beginning of their second time around, she’d resisted full capitulation. A part of her was reserved for assuming the bliss was temporary, an unearned gift, an error the universe would soon correct. If you buy into this, the lone sentry in her heart warned her, you won’t be able to bear losing it. So don’t. Don’t. Don’t!— Too late. She hadn’t even felt herself letting go. It was just that at some point the lone sentry was gone and her heart was given over. Unearned or not she wanted love, demanded it, took it and wrapped it around herself and let it be her element. If she thought about what it would be like to lose it a second time she came up against a feeling like a wall of raw earth. Burial alive. So she tried not to think about it.


Nick’s hands slid to her hips. The bone cradle. For a second it was as if Valerie felt a flicker of nascent life in there. Which brought the miscarriage back. That, the first time around, had been a consequence of the breakage, the betrayal. That had been the blood. She’d scheduled an abortion but her body had taken matters into its own hands. Was it mine? Nick had asked her, when he’d eventually found out. She hadn’t been able to answer because she hadn’t known. He didn’t say to her now: It’s OK. It’s all right. He didn’t say anything, didn’t need to. This second time around they enjoyed eloquent silence. She leaned back into him. This is so much more than you deserve. She wasn’t sure where these judgements came from, whose voices they were.


‘Let’s go,’ Nick said.


It still took them another ten minutes. Valerie had to hunt out her bathing suit. Nick packed prosciutto, manchego, cherry tomatoes and olives in a cooler.


‘I need to stop at my old place on the way,’ Valerie said, slotting her sunglasses up onto her forehead. ‘My neighbour’s holding a package for me.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘From Bed, Bath & Beyond. Don’t laugh. My mom. Who’s so thrilled that I’ve moved in with you she’s forgotten to change the delivery address.’


‘Maybe it’s a duvet?’


‘It’s towels. Luxury towels, in fact.’


They made it all the way down to Nick’s car before Valerie’s cell phone rang.


She tipped her head back for a second in a reflex prayer to the random universe, then looked down at the iPhone’s screen: Laura Flynn calling.


Detective Laura Flynn.


Please, no. Please.


She looked at Nick.


‘Throw it out the window,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive over it.’


Valerie hit accept. ‘Hey, Laura.’


‘Sorry,’ Laura said. ‘No choice.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘We’re in Noe Hill. Homicide victim is a fifty-four-year-old white female, Elizabeth Lambert, found in her apartment. The ME needs time but the ball-park’s thirty hours. Cause is strangulation. Wounds, but none fatal. Clear signs of sexual assault. We’re looking at rape and mutilation.’


The usual mix of feelings for Valerie. That she was trapped in this, the only gravity that was a match for love’s. That the universe was a place in which, while one woman was enjoying the caresses of her lover another woman was being tortured and raped. That it was her obligation to catch the men who did these things. That it was too much. That the repetition of violence and death was killing her by degrees, like cancer. That she lived for it.


She didn’t say anything. She was waiting (as was Nick, with his head resting against the driver’s window) for the explanation: so far nothing Laura Flynn had said warranted calling her on her day off.


‘So here’s the thing,’ Laura said, reading Valerie’s silence. ‘There was a note taped to the victim’s body.’


Valerie felt the weekend draining away as if a sluice had opened. Nick’s deflation, resignation, understanding. He was a cop. He knew the cop situation, the cop contract, the fucking cop deal. A civilian would have got out of the car, slammed the door, stormed off.


‘The note is addressed to you,’ Laura said.




FOUR


Books. A reading life. Taste. According to her ground floor apartment Elizabeth Lambert was – had been, rather – a woman who would occasionally spend more than she could afford if it was for something she truly believed to be beautiful. There were lithographs and woodcuts that didn’t look mass-produced. There was a thin Persian rug in pale green and gold. There was a small abstract sculpture in the bay window that appeared to be made from solid lapis lazuli. The apartment, Valerie thought, was everything her and Nick’s apartment wasn’t.


‘Sorry,’ Laura Flynn said to her when she arrived. ‘I couldn’t not tell you.’


‘I know,’ Valerie said, already sweating in her scrubs. ‘Show me.’


The place’s odour was of clean domesticity but now with a new rotten nucleus exuding, unmistakably, death. They had to negotiate the CSI team, who went about their business with a silent intensity you might mistake for tenderness. Actually it was tenderness, but not for the victim. It was tenderness for the evidence. They were still taking photographs. Ricky Santayana, the Medical Examiner, was talking quietly on his cell phone in the bathroom doorway. He raised a hand to Valerie and turned away.


‘She’s as we found her,’ Laura said as they entered the bedroom. ‘Except the first on the scene removed the gag. He’s over there when you want to talk to him.’ Valerie glanced at the young dark-haired uniform standing in the bay window with his hands on his hips, a posture of cocky indifference that did nothing to conceal his horror at having messed with the scene. He was good-looking and not used to being on his back foot. She imagined herself saying: Did you think she was going to tell you who did it if you took the gag out? Dismissed it. Love had done away with any need for small triumphs. Love had made her generous. Love had made her a laughable soft touch.


‘Who discovered the body?’ Valerie said.


‘Cleaning lady.’ Laura flipped open her notebook. ‘Marley Hollander. Who has a key. She’s in the car with Ed right now, trying to get her shit back together. Top floor we’ve got a Gianni Galliano, who’ll be at work according to Marley, though she doesn’t know where he works. Middle apartment’s empty. No sign of forced entry. Back door’s a deadbolt, front door deadbolt and mortice. Can’t rule out a window being left open, but it’s not likely. So either he had the means to get in, or she let him.’


Elizabeth Lambert was on her back on the bed, naked, face turned to the left, arms up behind her head, legs spread wide. The sides of her mouth were bruised, presumably from the gag. One of the CSI team was sealing paper bags around the dead hands and feet. Valerie glimpsed manicured toenails painted the colour of chocolate mousse, an awful effect with the skin’s discolouration, as if she’d made herself up for a Halloween party. At least a dozen flesh wounds on her breasts and abdomen. A deeper one around her right nipple, where blood had congealed. It looked like a grotesque jewel. Valerie had an image of him doing that with the knife, slowly, whispering in her ear under her gagged screams: Does that hurt, cunt?


She shut it down. As you shut down all such imaginings, in the beginning. In the beginning you did the procedure, you did the work. In the beginning you dealt with the solid, the material, the evident. It was only later (much later, if you were unlucky) that you had to use your imagination. It was only later that you had to, as her grandfather had described it, dance. Elizabeth’s bare underarms made Valerie remember Nick kissing hers only hours earlier. Shut that down too, the wretched parallels, the dismal equalisations. It didn’t mean anything. The world was just contingently crammed with opposites. The world wasn’t, when you got down to it, meaningful.


‘From the imprints it looks like he used plastic cable ties on the wrists,’ Laura continued. ‘Maybe curtain cord on the ankles, but he took them when he left. According to Ricky all the knife wounds are non-fatal. Clear ligature marks on the neck. It’s a no-brainer strangulation.’


Beyond the body Valerie was absorbing the room’s details. A pair of white Nikes with orange laces under a cane chair. A hairdryer on the oak dresser. A New Yorker on the window seat. A cheval glass. With the exception of the bedclothes twisted on the floor the place was tidy. So no big struggle. Could’ve cold-cocked her then tied her down. Or held the knife to her. The plastic cuffs were designed so you only needed one hand to work them. Or maybe she had struggled but he’d straightened the place up when he was done? Chloroform? Get toxicology. Or maybe she’d let him tie her up? Consensual bondage turned homicide? (It wasn’t that, she thought. Unless she’d lost all her instincts, she knew it wasn’t that.) No forced entry. So he picked or tricked his way in. Or again, was let in. Because she knew him. Please let her have known him. Please shrink the pool of suspects.


Valerie looked again at the body on the bed. Reminded herself that she wasn’t looking at a person. She was looking at a victim. Personhood had been removed and couldn’t be reinstated unless they caught the individual who’d done this. When that happened the dead woman could be Elizabeth Lambert again. Until then she was just the work, the mystery object, the Case.


‘Here you go,’ Laura said, handing Valerie a clear plastic evidence bag. In it was a slightly creased single sheet of white paper, bearing a few lines of printed text.


FAO: Detective Valerie Hart


Dear Valerie


Katherine Glass stays in prison, more people die. You know who I am, but I’ve left you Danielle’s ring by way of substantiation. They’ll all get fair warning, as Elizabeth did. (Look carefully, please.) No videos yet, but there will be. This one is just to open the channel. You’ve been waiting for this. More to follow.


That was all. Valerie stood still.


Katherine Glass. Six years. Now.


You know who I am.


Yes. She did. Instantly, at the cellular level.


‘Jewellery?’ Valerie said.


‘One ring, left index,’ Laura said, handing Valerie a second evidence bag with the ring in it. ‘Rose gold with a red stone. A ruby, I think. Who’s Danielle?’


‘Danielle Freyer. One of their victims. His and Katherine’s.’


‘There are a lot of rings like this, Val.’


‘It wasn’t public. Only us and the family knew. She was still wearing it when they filmed her. But we’re going to get a DNA match here anyway. He wants us to know it’s him. Get the lab to rush it, will you? I’ll call Deerholt and tell him to push.’


‘Well, at least we know he’s crazy.’


‘How so?’


‘If he thinks Katherine’s getting out.’


‘That’s smoke. He’s not crazy. Katherine said he was the smartest man she ever met. And since she’s the smartest woman I ever met …’


‘What about the “fair warning” thing?’


‘God knows.’


‘Shit. Your weekend.’


‘Yeah, my weekend.’ She pulled out her phone. ‘Give me a second. Tell these guys not to remove anything just yet.’


She called Nick. ‘Do something for me, will you?’ she said, after she’d brought him up to speed.


‘What?’


‘Go to the wine farm. Go to dinner. Check into the B&B. It might be late, but I’ll get there.’


He didn’t say anything for a moment.


‘I know how lousy this is,’ she said.


‘You going to talk to her?’


Ah. Of course. That was what the pause had been: him thinking about Katherine Glass. Or rather, him thinking about what Katherine Glass had meant to her.


‘Not until I know more,’ Valerie said. Even as she said it she felt sick and thrilled. She wanted to see what the years inside had done to the Most Hated Woman in America. A part of her wanted to see if she’d changed. But immediately she thought that she knew Katherine Glass would not have changed. It was a reflex certainty, whether she liked it or not. The white skin and green eyes and pale blonde hair and that tranquil, knowing mouth. Katherine Glass was a question the universe had asked her. Valerie wasn’t sure, six years later, that she’d ever really answered it.


‘Will you go up and wait for me?’ Valerie said.


Another pause. She pictured Nick’s face, the dark features, the look of amused patience, the cop intelligence behind it, the knowing the world’s ugly things, the willingness to take them on, without hysteria. She loved him. It still shocked her, that she had this love in her life, this certainty. Katherine had said to her: The Devil has a question for love …


‘OK,’ he said. ‘But what if the chambermaid wants to have sex with me?’


‘Fine. But not in my shoes or demi-bra.’


‘You say that, but I look good in them.’


When they hung up the call Valerie looked at her watch. It was a quarter after noon. She had time.


‘How do you want to do this?’ Laura asked her.


‘With OCD,’ Valerie said. ‘I’ll come back here when these guys are done.’ She caught herself. ‘Sorry. You don’t mind if I lead on this one, right?’


‘When it’s literally got your name written all over it?’


‘OK, so get everything you can from the cleaning lady and track down the upstairs neighbour. Do we know where the victim worked?’


‘ID card in her purse says National Environment Agency. Press officer.’


‘I’ll talk to them. We need her movements for the last forty-eight hours minimum. Cell phone?’


‘Bagged.’


‘Get it straight to tech. Let me know as soon as it’s unlocked. Maybe she got her fair warning via voicemail. Let’s get some uniforms down here and we can start door-to-door. Anyone with a view. What’s out there?’


‘Back garden.’


‘I’ll take a look. Street cams?’


‘Nope. We’re blind on these blocks apart from possibly the coffee shop.’


‘Well let’s get that, at least. When the blues get here I’ll get them to check private residences. Maybe a neighbour’s got one that’ll give us something. Next of kin?’


‘Ed’s on that.’


‘Will he handle it?’


‘Yeah. He’s got Sondra’s parents staying this weekend. He’ll take anything.’


‘It’s an ill wind.’


‘What?’


‘It’s an ill wind that blows nobody good.’


‘What’s that mean?’


‘It means something has to be really fucking bad for it not to benefit someone. In this case, Ed. Thanks to this he gets time off from his in-laws.’





 


 


Can’t stop thinking about him. He’s with me like an invisible person. No headaches for four days. He says don’t write it down but I’m scared I’ll lose it even though by the time I’m done I know it like a nursery rhyme. I’ve been waiting my whole life. Like I just now learned to breathe right. He told me to stop eating crap and so I bought gourmet coffee and a fish called place. Some salad with that red stuff in it but it’s bitter. There’s nothing else except seeing him. Both of them. He just touches me and it all opens up like the sun coming out from behind a cloud.


The place fish tasted watery.


I’m going to do my exercises now.




FIVE


Eight hours later Valerie stepped out onto Elizabeth Lambert’s back porch, lowered her protective mask and breathed deeply through her nose. California dusk, the sky soft silver-blue with a band of faint pink in its lower reaches. The garden smelled of its dry red soil and cooling concrete.


She’d spent the day doing the work, building the picture, beginning the investigation – but with a stronger than usual sense that the bulk of it was a waste of time. If the perp was who he claimed to be he’d have the routine angles covered. He’d have the obscure angles covered. He’d have angles covered that wouldn’t even occur to them.


Nonetheless. Laura Flynn had called with the latest on the upstairs neighbour: Gianni Galliano had his last forty-eight hours accounted for. He’d either been verifiably at work (realtors Corven & Mylett on Market Street) or at his girlfriend’s apartment in Pacific Heights. The girlfriend, a junior in a business law firm, confirmed his alibi, and Laura believed her. According to Galliano, he’d last seen Elizabeth three days ago, when they’d crossed in the downstairs hall. Nothing unusual to report, except that she seemed in a better mood than usual.


The unlocked cell phone said the last call Elizabeth had accepted was from the caller ID ‘Nancy Treece’. (Dismally, of course, there were three subsequent missed calls from caller ID ‘Mom’.) Door-to-door revealed Nancy as a neighbour from the next block, who, as far as Valerie could tell, might well have been the last person (killer excepted) to see Elizabeth alive.


Valerie had called her. She was out of the city, up in Deer Park collecting some of her belongings from a second home she co-owned with her estranged husband. She’d come by two days ago to make use of Elizabeth’s scanner. The two women had spent an hour or so together, chatting. They’d finished the better part of a bottle of white wine, then Nancy had left. What was this about? Was Elizabeth OK? I’m sorry to have to tell you, Valerie had said, but the body of a woman we believe to be Elizabeth Lambert has been found in her apartment. As yet we have no official identification, so I must instruct you to keep this confidential until we’ve had confirmation from the next of kin. (In Elizabeth’s passport the original next of kin details had been crossed out – obliterated, in fact: love gone wrong – and replaced with those of ‘Gillian Rose’. Relationship: ‘Sister’. Ed Pérez, Laura’s partner, was on his way out to Sausalito to give Gillian the bad news.) Valerie waited out Nancy Treece’s silence, the stammered disbelief, the tears stacking up, the fracture, the second wave of disbelief, the thrill in spite of everything (the amoral thrill that was nothing more than the human response to anything – anything – that said the world was not predictable, that life could still surprise you, that all the information was not, in fact, in) then made an arrangement to meet with her tomorrow. Deer Park was – oh, sweet irony – practically next door to Calistoga; it would rationalise driving up there tonight for a few hours with Nick, even if she’d have to leave him again in the morning.


Elizabeth’s colleagues at the National Environment Agency hadn’t – at first – had much to offer. Elizabeth was quiet, well-read, plain, ironic, took a conversational French class on Wednesdays, Pilates on Fridays, went to museums and galleries, had no enemies that they were aware of and had, until recently, seemed resigned to life as a terminal single since her divorce a few years back. The hot rumour, however, was that a week ago, Elizabeth had spent the night with office heart-throb Luke Russell, a man fourteen years her junior. He’d invited some of them over for his fortieth birthday and Elizabeth had still been there when the last of the guests left. She’d been evasive when the girls quizzed her the next day, but there was a smile on her face as she dodged the questions.


Great. Could Valerie talk to Mr Russell?


Not in person. He’d been away on vacation at his sister’s place in L.A. since the party. Wasn’t due back until Monday.


Valerie called him. Not surprisingly, he told her he’d been in L.A. since last weekend. Movements for the last two days? Accounted for. He’d been with his sister and her family all day yesterday.


Could they verify that?


Of course. Look what is this about, detective?


Motions, motions, motions. She’d spent the day going through the goddamned motions.


You know who I am. You’ve been waiting for this.


Rebecca Beitner, head of the attending CSI, joined Valerie on the back porch. Rebecca had a very thin, very pale face and bulbous blue-grey eyes that always looked short of sleep. Not unreasonably, since she was always short of sleep. Elizabeth’s body had been removed and the team had just finished working through the area it had covered on the bed. The death space.


‘Well, it’s an embarrassment of riches,’ Rebecca said, lowering her mask. ‘We’ve got fingerprints all over the scene. I’m guessing there’ll be good stuff from under her nails. If he didn’t use a condom we’ve got that, too. She’s going to be covered in him. If this is your guy, we’ll know.’


‘I already know.’


‘You going to talk to Glass?’


‘I imagine I’ll have to. Oh joy.’


‘You know they moved her, right?’


‘She’s not at Chowchilla?’


‘They’ve put her in the new place. There’s no room at Chowchilla.’


Valerie knew about the facility at Red Ridge built five years ago to cope with the expanding female population on Death Row, but she didn’t know it now contained Katherine Glass.


‘I’ve never been up there,’ Valerie said.


‘Looks like a modernist bunker,’ Rebecca said. ‘Apparently Katherine reads all day. Literature.’


Reading. Remembering Katherine’s vast and casually accessible frame of reference, Valerie felt her scalp prickle. Katherine wasn’t supposed to be like that, armed with understanding. Katherine wasn’t supposed to have insight, depth, imagination, empathy. There were so many ways Katherine wasn’t supposed to be, given the one significant way she was. But there she’d sat opposite Valerie in the interviews – in defiance of all the rules.


‘You all done here?’ she asked Rebecca.


‘We’re never done, but yeah.’


‘Tell the blues I’m going to be here a while.’


‘Val, I know the note said to look carefully, but …’


‘It’s not that I don’t think you got everything.’


‘It’s not that I don’t love you, but …’


‘Shut up. You know I love you.’


Rebecca shrugged: knock yourself out. ‘I’ll leave you some kit,’ she said. ‘Tell me you didn’t have any kind of Saturday night planned, at least?’


Valerie looked at her watch: 8.20 p.m. Even with another hour here she could be in Calistoga by midnight.


‘Oh,’ Rebecca said. ‘Poor Blasko.’


‘I’ll make it up to him,’ Valerie said. ‘One of these days.’


‘If you want to pull an all-nighter here, I can go take care of him for you.’


‘I don’t think he’s ready for the whole Jewish—’ Valerie stopped. She’d been looking down at the step. Next to Rebecca’s foot was a thin deposit of white powder in the shape of a right-angle. It looked as if it had been imprinted by the corner of a box. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘What’s that?’


Rebecca pulled a pen flashlight from her apron pocket. Both women got down on their haunches.


‘Could be uncut coke or baking soda for all I know,’ Rebecca said. ‘I don’t recommend tasting it.’ She pulled out an evidence packet and spatula. Scooped a little of the powder, deposited it and sealed the bag.


‘There’s more,’ Valerie said. ‘Give me the light a second. Here. Look.’ A very fine trail of the powder lead to the iron gate at the side of the building. As far as the flashlight told them it stopped a few feet beyond.


Look carefully, please.


Was this it? Was this what she was meant to find?


‘Tell the lab to call me as soon as they know what it is,’ she said.


‘Fine. I’ll log this, then we’re heading out. Have a good one. Let me know if you find any more …’ sarcastic wide eyes ‘you know … clues.’


The CSI team were done for the day but everyone knew enough to assume the autopsy might prompt a second sweep. Therefore the scene would be held. Officers at the front and rear of the building. All the doorway evidence had been gathered, though Gianni Galliano had agreed to stay at his girlfriend’s until the site was formally released.


All right, Valerie told herself, stepping back inside the kitchen, it’s all yours. Now, what the fuck are we looking for?




SIX


If his note were to be believed, some form of advance warning to Elizabeth. There was nothing like that on the unlocked cell phone. The laptop, iPad and desktop had been removed for analysis, but Valerie couldn’t shake the feeling that it would be something old school, physical. Another note? A letter?


She went through Elizabeth’s wardrobes and drawers, checked all the pockets and purses. Nothing. She sorted through the mail, opened and stacked on the kitchen counter. Con-Edison. AT&T. Chemical. AMEX. A filing cabinet in the bedroom revealed Elizabeth as an organised keeper of records, with files labelled and alphabetised. All the usual stuff: medical insurance, DMV, paid bills, bank and credit card statements, lease contract for the apartment. There were old Christmas and birthday cards in a box under her bed. Handwritten letters from her college years. At a glance nothing unusual, but Valerie bagged them anyway, to look through later. Photograph albums. Elizabeth’s life in snapshots, the family Polaroids, teen poses, endless prosaic group shots, barbecues, Thanksgiving dinners, college, graduation. What looked like a stint teaching nursery or kindergarten: a very young Elizabeth in a classroom with children barely up to her knee. Three, as far as Valerie could tell, boyfriends. Eventually the boyfriend, who became The Husband. Our Wedding, a separate album, silver inscribed and bound in olive green velvet. Ornamental gardens. Elizabeth in a white tiered lace dress arm-linked to a tall, nondescript guy in a morning suit with a moppy head of dark hair and a weak chin. More life. An apartment. Skiing trips. Friends who didn’t look like close friends. Then a drop-off. Ten years ago, Valerie estimated. The impact of digital, yes, but also the loss of will. Half an album in which The Husband – she remembered the crossed-out name in the ‘next of kin’ section of Elizabeth’s passport and her colleagues’ mention of a divorce some years back – didn’t feature at all. As soon as Ed called in the positive ID, they’d have to talk to him, wherever the hell he was.


On one of the bookshelves she found a pretty little pewter letter holder.


Look carefully, please.


An invitation to someone’s art opening. A receipt for cookware. A couple of take-out menus. Ticket stubs from museum and gallery visits. Valerie wondered if looking carefully was just to amuse him. These were the times: he could have hidden cameras filming her right now. He could be gearing up to post her bewilderment on YouTube.


She dismissed it. The tone of his note implied a low tolerance for cartoon villainy or stock genre idiom. He wasn’t fucking with her. Language was transparent that way. If you were being addressed respectfully, as an equal, you could tell.


She had started in the kitchen, gone through the lounge and into the bedroom. There was only the bathroom left. CSI had cordoned off the footprints. The barefoot prints of Elizabeth and the grip-tread prints of whatever her killer had been wearing. Valerie had an image of Elizabeth neck-deep in bath foam hearing a noise in the bedroom, turning her head, seeing him. A peaceful evening for a civilised woman alone in her apartment blasted in a moment’s horror, scented candles soft-lighting her nightmare. The familiar disgust surfaced. She forced it down. There was no place for disgust. Disgust didn’t catch the men who did this. Only obsessive attention to detail. Only the Machine.


The medicine cabinet had nothing unusual to report. She trailed her gloved fingers along the window frame’s upper rim. Dust. Nothing. The footprints were annoying her. The image of him pacing in here between assaults, glancing back at Elizabeth through the doorway, weighing up what to do to her next. There was nothing in the note to suggest he wasn’t working solo now. What was that like for him? A diminishment, surely? A cold space where the warmth of Katherine’s collusion used to be. Maybe he would recruit someone new. Maybe he already had.


She went back out to the porch, removed her mask and checked her phone. A text from Nick: ‘Managed to get B&B cancellation with no charge, so come home when you’re done. I’ll give you a massage. xN’


A couple of houses down the block, someone tossed an empty bottle into a recycling barrel.


I’ll give you a massage. One of the worst things about the video footage was seeing the genuine intimacy between Katherine and the Man in the Mask, all the casual touches beyond the sex. You wanted it to be ritualised, robotic, a soulless dependence on fixed permutations. But it wasn’t. There was visible ease and fit and trust. With a slight amoral contortion they were enviable. That, of course, was one of the reasons they’d stirred such profound public hatred. Whatever else was true of them, they were, literally, two against the world. They recognised no authority but their own. Once, when she was laughing particularly hard, Katherine put her hand on his arm to keep her balance in the high heels. He said: ‘Easy there, tiger,’ and that made her laugh harder, as he’d known it would. Subtract the morality – subtract what they were laughing at – and they were the romantic ideal. An America of dead marriages was outraged, though they thought it was just the murders, the torture, the pure fucking evil.


Recycling. Bottles, tin, plastic, cardboard, paper.


Paper.


Valerie walked to the trash cans at the end of Elizabeth’s yard, removed the polythene bag from the recycling barrel and toted it back to the light of the porch.


A cop gift – one of the accepted Police Magics – was that you knew a thing just a split-second before you knew it.


In among the junk mail and menus, old Chronicles and torn up envelopes, was a bent postcard bearing, on its front, a reproduced painting of Adam and Eve standing under the tree of forbidden fruit, and on its back, in confident black felt tip longhand the handwritten message:


You’ll be the first. 072315.


For a moment, the numbers meant nothing. Then she saw. 07.23.15. Twenty-third of July, 2015. The day before yesterday. Almost certainly the day Elizabeth Lambert died.


Valerie looked again. No stamp. No postmark. Could he have delivered it by hand? Would he have taken that kind of risk? Since there was no street CCTV it wouldn’t necessarily help if he had. But someone might have seen him. Seen him and assumed he was dropping junk mail or menus. Disguised? As a mail man? These neighbourhoods, people knew their mail men, or women. Wouldn’t he have risked running into someone from the building at the door, running into Elizabeth herself, for that matter? Surely?


She went back through the recycling. There were at least twenty empty envelopes, mostly junk or utilities, but three of them (all torn in half) didn’t fall into either category. Two were handwritten, though the handwriting didn’t appear to match the postcard. The third had been addressed using a printer. All were stamped and postmarked, though even with her phone’s flashlight she couldn’t make out the details of where and when. She couldn’t, but tech would. They would know where and when it was mailed – though as soon as she thought that she knew he would have anticipated it, would have driven to a red herring location to drop it in a box.


Run DNA and prints on all of them. Since he hadn’t been shy of slinging biology around the scene there was no reason to suppose his correspondence would be any different. She began to think to herself: It’s better than nothing – but stopped. That needn’t be true. If it was designed to point them in the wrong direction it would be worse than nothing.


Fair warning. More to follow.




SEVEN


Valerie dropped the evidence at the station, filed her report and drove home. The darkness and the city lights were mildly palliative, as were the vague demands of steering the Taurus. Her face was sensitive and overfull, her hands throbbed.


You’ve been waiting for this.


Well? Hadn’t she? Hadn’t she wanted him to ignite the cold trail and give her the chance to finish the job? If that were true, what did it make her?


Years ago, her grandfather, a homicide cop himself, had said to her: Watch out for the Drift, Valerie. There are cases … There are cases that make it seem like it’s not about doing the work. There are cases that wrangle your soul into the equation. That’s the Drift. That’s the undercurrent. Resist it. It won’t help you. Crime is crime. It’s never magic, it’s never cosmic, it’s never uncanny, it never means anything. It’s just people breaking the law. Which means you do the work, that’s all. Ignore your soul. You work homicide, your soul’s no good to you. Homicide, your soul’s a false lead.


Watch out for the Drift. She’d felt it six years ago and she could feel it now. Katherine Glass woke the Drift. To be in the same room with her co-opted you into a terrible unveiling. The covers came off everything and you were exposed to the raw elements of existence. She made you realise how everyone else you dealt with depended for their sanity on delusions, approximations, fantasies, compromises, denial, habits, lies, avoidance, displacement, postponement, an absolute refusal to look at themselves honestly. Katherine – morality aside – was sheer, present, resolved, unmysterious to herself. She was both her own unblinking scrutiny and its stripped object. Everything she’d done demanded you consign her to the scrap heap of dumb psychosis. Everything she’d done asked you to renew your subscription to the doctrine of the banality of evil. And every moment you spent with her made it impossible. You were in the Drift. Your soul was roped in. It mattered, beyond the practical. It meant.
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