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Without the help, guidance, and generosity of spirit of two San Francisco homicide inspectors, Holly Pera and Joe Toomey, this novel would never have happened. In San Francisco it takes thirteen to fifteen years from the time you first apply to join the homicide detail to when your name comes up on the waiting list. Homicide Inspector Joe Toomey’s career spans thirty-nine years from Patrol Officer at the Southern Police Station to the last fifteen as a Homicide Inspector. Inspector Sergeant Holly Pera has thirty-one years with SFPD and was the first woman to join the homicide detail. She and Joe worked together as partners. In 2007 they were chosen to form San Francisco’s first Cold Case Unit. Joe has since retired but still works twenty hours a week in what’s called a 9-60 position that allows the talents of retired officers to be tapped. Both work cold cases. Neither Raveneau nor la Rosa, the fictional inspectors in this novel, resemble or are drawn from either, but I surely drew inspiration.


ONE

Whitacre’s salt-faded Buick faced the Golden Gate Bridge from a corner of the Marina Green lot, a blue handicap placard hanging from the rear-view mirror. Whitacre brushed the placard aside as he reached to open the passenger door for Raveneau.

‘That door doesn’t shut easily, pull it hard.’

As Raveneau did, Whitacre said, ‘I’m sorry it’s so hot in here. The chemo drugs mess with my body temperature. I’m always cold now, but I am winning this fight, Ben. Last scan, the tumors had shrunk by fifty percent. I’ve got another this morning and if it’s as good as the last one I think they’re going to tell me I can go back to work next month.’

‘Everybody in the office is waiting to hear that.’

But Raveneau saw that far from gaining weight, Whitacre was losing it. He watched him struggle to unfold a piece of paper and looked out at the bay, dark blue and windswept this morning, the bridge bright orange, whitecaps running toward Alcatraz.

‘He drives a late model white Lexus SUV. These are his plates.’

Whitacre handed him the piece of paper. He could have sent a text, email, or called it in yesterday. He was on medical leave but was still very much a San Francisco homicide inspector, same as Ben Raveneau, and could easily have picked up the phone and had the license plates run. He also had much closer friends among the inspectors than Raveneau, any of which would be glad to help him.

After a liver cancer diagnosis late last spring Whitacre used up his sick time, comp time, and vacation pay, then applied to the Catastrophic Illness Program. The program allowed San Francisco Police Department officers to donate time to each other and Raveneau donated half of this year’s vacation time. Maybe that figured into Whitacre calling him.

Raveneau glanced at Cody Stoltz’s plate numbers. Stoltz was out of prison, had been for several years, and possibly he held a grudge against the homicide inspectors who took him down, Ted Whitacre and Charles Bates, but usually once out of prison they moved on.

‘What’s your old partner think?’

Whitacre tried to smile, didn’t get far with it and said, ‘You know how Charles is.’

Raveneau wasn’t sure he did and waited.

‘Charles thinks the cancer drugs are affecting my mind. My seeing Stoltz is a hallucination or something like that. He doesn’t believe any of this, but I’m telling you, Ben, it was definitely Stoltz who followed me last Saturday.’

Whitacre coughed, cleared his throat, and said, ‘That’s not completely fair. Charles did watch him last week. Stoltz lives in a guest house on his mother’s property in Los Altos. He’s working again. He’s still a Silicon Valley whiz-kid. Charles sat on the house, followed him, and said all Stoltz did was go between work and home.’

Whitacre paused. He turned and stared.

‘Stoltz wrote us all those letters. Do you remember?’

Not really, but he’d pulled the case files after Whitacre’s call yesterday. In the files he found letters to Whitacre but none to his long-time partner, Charles Bates. He looked over at Whitacre and confirmed, ‘Bates told you he sat on Stoltz for two days?’

‘Yes.’

Bates was retired. He had his pension but was also doing work for the Alameda County DA. If he’d taken time off to put Stoltz under surveillance, he would have checked out Stoltz other ways as well.

‘Other than me, you’re the only one left who knows how to knock on a door, Ben. All the rest are modern guys. They’ll file a report.’

‘Did Bates knock on his door?’

‘Charles thinks it’s got to come from an active inspector to have any weight.’

Raveneau nodded. So that’s what this meeting was about.

‘Here’s what I can do. I’m on-call this week with my new partner but I’ll go see Stoltz Monday or Tuesday. You’re sure he’s living with his mother?’

‘Two-story guest house, painted yellow with a big rose garden behind it, and thank you. I can’t tell you how it affects me to know Stoltz is following me and feel I can’t do much about it.’

‘Walk me through again what happened when you saw him.’

Whitacre seemed agitated by the request but did it anyway. He had spotted Stoltz in a parking lot outside a Belmont hardware store not far from where he lived. Stoltz was watching the front doors and Whitacre came out a side door after buying grape stakes to repair his fence. Stoltz wasn’t watching the side of the building and Whitacre got close enough to confirm it was him and get his plates. After recounting this he didn’t wait for any more questions.

‘I’ve got to go. This thing is at the med center in half an hour.’

Raveneau called in the plates on the drive back to the Hall of Justice, and then phoned Bates and asked if Stoltz drove a white Lexus SUV.

‘He does.’

‘The plates I just ran are registered to a San Jose corporation.’

‘I don’t know about that, but I spent two days on him. He went back and forth from work in a white Lexus RX350. I can read you the plate numbers if you want.’

‘Go ahead.’

Bates did and then asked, ‘Did Ted tell you he saw Stoltz three or four other times last week, and that one of those times was when I know Stoltz was at work in Palo Alto? Did he tell you that? I’ll bet he didn’t. I saw Stoltz go into the building where he works an hour before Ted called me. I could see his Lexus in the lot as Ted was talking to me.’

‘He talked about the hardware store. He’s certain it was Stoltz.’

Bates sighed.

‘Look, lately he’s calling me in the middle of the night. I mean, two, three o’clock in the morning, anxious and panicked, and it isn’t really about Stoltz. It’s about dying. It’s about needing someone to talk to. With me he’s focusing on all the old cases, all the cold ones, and those we screwed up or didn’t solve. He’s trying to tie up the loose ends. But you saw him this morning so you probably already know what I’m going to tell you now, though you keep this to yourself. They’ve given him three months max. The priest at his church is counseling him, but you know Ted, he just won’t accept it. He’s fighting it all the way in.’

‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘At some point, I don’t know.’ They were both quiet. It was easy to imagine how you would face death, another thing to do it. Bates asked, ‘Are you going to knock on Stoltz’s door?’

‘I told Ted I would.’

‘Give me a call when you’re ready to and I’ll come with you.’

Raveneau would never make that call. When Stoltz opened the door it would just be him standing there looking back at him, and he would make it very clear to Stoltz. He’d make it so clear Stoltz couldn’t possibly misunderstand.


TWO

Raveneau was often restless when he was on-call. He ate a late dinner sitting at the bar of a pizza place close to where he lived, and then drove out Fulton Street to the ocean and up the Great Highway past the Cliff House to the Guadalcanal Memorial in the broad lot at the base of Fort Meyers.

He came here occasionally, not as much any more, but it did something for him still, and tonight he remembered the fever and fear after 9/11 and the invasion of Afghanistan when his son, his only child, Chris, eager to get to the front lines of the newly coined War on Terror, became a Marine. Chris had died eight years ago in a firefight in Fallujah, Iraq.

Raveneau parked and walked out to the shrapnel-scarred bow section of the USS San Francisco and the plaque reading,


This memorial to Rear Admiral Daniel Judson Callaghan, USN and his officers and men who gave their lives for our country while fighting on board the USS ‘San Francisco’ in the battle of Guadalcanal on the night of 12–13 November 1942 was formed from the bridge of their ship and here mounted on the Great Circle Course to Guadalcanal by the grateful people of San Francisco on 12 November 1950.



Raveneau’s father, who was also gone, brought him here at age five and had him run his fingers over the names inscribed until they came to rest on Benjamin Tomlinson. Tomlinson, like Raveneau’s father, had also served on the USS San Francisco, but unlike his dad, Tomlinson was killed in the battle at Guadalcanal.

‘I gave you his first name because he was the kind of man I want you to be.’

After the service for Chris, his dad had suggested coming here, and once here, touched the etched granite and said, ‘All I can say to you is that after this war ends and the reasons for going into it and the men who took us there are forgotten, and they will be, remember that Chris went there for us. Never forget that. In his heart he was there for us. Always hold that, son. It will help you.’

Raveneau touched the cold steel bow. Chill air blew in off a dark ocean. Clouds at horizon left the sky there starless. He listened to waves break against the rocks below and then headed back to his car. As he unlocked the door, his cell phone rang.

The communications dispatcher’s clear dispassionate voice asked, ‘Inspector Raveneau?’

‘This is Raveneau.’

Raveneau reached for the black leather notebook. He wrote the address of a building in China Basin. The dispatcher would also text it to him, but this was his drill. This was how he started a case. He confirmed now that the responding officers were holding the man who’d flagged down their patrol car on Third Street, and asked what he always did, ‘How do we know it’s a homicide?’

‘The responding officers reported that her ankles and wrists were bound with plastic ties and that there are ligature marks at her neck. The medical examiner has asked that we call homicide. Will you be responding, Inspector?’

‘I will, and I’ll call Inspector la Rosa. You don’t have to call her.’

He woke la Rosa who was momentarily confused, then aware that after a slow week when she’d taken teasing for being on-call at Homicide for the first time and not catching one, it was happening now. The cop in her adjusted rapidly.

‘I can pick you up at the Hall or meet you at the scene,’ Raveneau said, but knew already what her answer would be. Elizabeth la Rosa was ambitious, independent, and intent on making her mark. She had an angel in the brass and didn’t need an aging homicide inspector on what she thought was the tail-end of a career to watch over her. La Rosa wanted to wade into the fray.

‘I’ll meet you there,’ she said. ‘I’m out the door.’


THREE

At Vice, Elizabeth la Rosa was a rock star. Successes there got her on to the homicide detail at thirty-two, which was young, unless you looked at what she did orchestrating two significant and complex drug stings that slowed a Mexican cartel’s push to establish distribution in the Bay Area. She was taller than average and dark-haired, with a smile that made you want to smile as well. Raveneau liked her, but he was having trouble connecting. She was standing with the responding officers, Taylor and Garcia, when he drove up.

Nearby, though not close enough to overhear them, was the homeless man, Jimmy Deschutes, who’d flagged down the patrol car. Deschutes was thin and wiry with a piece of rope for a belt. His priors were for vagrancy, loitering, panhandling, trespassing, and urinating in public. The responding officers had searched his daypack, a pink plastic bag with a smiling Mickey Mouse.

In the pack they found clothes, small rocks, bottle glass smoothed by the ocean, a flashlight with several extra batteries, two rolls of toilet tissue, and dozens of salt, pepper, mustard, and catsup packets. Asked if he’d taken anything off the victim, he said no.

The building, a two-story white-painted stucco-faced relic, had a rusted link fence surrounding and iron bars protecting the lower windows. A ‘For Lease’ sign hung from the second floor and had for a while. The responding officers called the real estate agency. They left a message then cut the chain that looped through a padlock holding the gate shut.

They cut it but not before Deschutes showed them how he usually got in, wriggling under a cut flap of chain link along the bay side of the fence. He claimed to sleep in the building regularly and demonstrated how easy it was to jiggle the lock on the door facing the water. Then he led them up to the second floor where her body was and pointed at the mattress, saying, ‘Where I sleep most of the time.’

The second floor was brightly lit now. Paramedics brought a generator from the Bluxom Street Fire Station. CSI was on the way. So was a photographer. The medical examiner was inside. Raveneau, with la Rosa standing alongside him, questioned Taylor and Garcia, the responding officers. When they finished they walked down the street to talk privately.

To the northeast, hulking in late night city glow, was the ballpark, home of the baseball team, the Giants. A couple blocks this way was the concrete plant. Businesses in this area had a decidedly industrial tone and most closed at the end of the working day. Not much traffic through here at night, though neglected buildings had a way of getting discovered.

‘Let’s take Deschutes’s tour,’ Raveneau said. ‘He’s not going to contaminate anything. He’s already been in there once with Taylor and Garcia.’

Deschutes wore pants with a long tear on one leg and fairly new Nike tennis shoes. The shoes might matter. Raveneau felt sure he recognized Deschutes from the Tenderloin, but could be he moved around regularly. The homeless had encampments and territories and usually didn’t wander too far, but some were walkers and Deschutes looked fit enough. Down here the encampment was out along the old railroad tracks, yet Deschutes remained insistent that he often slept here in the building.

As they looked at the loose flap of chain link where Deschutes said he routinely crawled through, Raveneau said, ‘We should check it out to make sure it works. Go ahead and slide under, partner. I’ll hold the flap.’

She answered sharply. ‘I don’t need the old school jokes.’

They moved to the back door and Raveneau was last in, turning to look at the line of moonlight on the bay and the gray rocks before entering. The room was stacked with office furniture. Down a hallway a light shone at the bottom of stairs. He let Deschutes lead. Behind him, la Rosa muttered, ‘He shouldn’t be in here with us.’

They went upstairs to the second floor and walked past rooms that looked like former offices, though ransacked, some even missing their doors. In the room where the victim was, the lights brought from the fire station not only lit the space, but were also heating it. The warming air smelled of urine, mold, and dust, the floor littered with needles and fast food wrappers. In the doorway, the medical examiner stood to one side writing notes.

Deschutes described what he’d seen and confirmed again that he didn’t touch her. Raveneau took him back downstairs and la Rosa stayed with the ME. When Raveneau returned he opened his notebook. The victim appeared to be of mixed race, Asian and white, possibly in her early thirties, and was lying on her right side on a mattress on the concrete floor.

White cotton rope, what appeared to be clothesline, was pulled tightly around her neck, the knot surrounded by bruising. The rope extended three feet beyond the mattress, and looked as if it was dropped after she was strangled. Orange ties bound her wrists behind her and held her ankles pressed together. From the position of her body, and that she was dressed, he made a guess that he had no right to make yet, that she hadn’t been sexually assaulted. But that didn’t mean this wasn’t someone’s sexual fantasy.

The medical examiner had commented as they arrived that death was probably within the last two hours, so Jimmy Deschutes was either here when she died or very shortly after. Deschutes’s reward for flagging down the patrol car was that he became their first suspect.

Drool ran from the victim’s mouth. Where it reached the mattress, the mattress was still wet. He followed the marks on her neck to the purple-colored silk top, the pants, belt, her shoes – the right off her foot and lying on the floor. No coat, no purse, no apparent reason to be here. He saw scuff marks where her shoes had rubbed back and forth on the mattress. He saw struggle. He guessed she was conscious and it looked from how her make-up ran that she had cried. She knew what was happening.

CSI arrived, lugged in their gear, their baggy cargo pants floating around them. The photographer showed up. La Rosa stayed near the CSI team; that’s what her generation believed in.

Raveneau walked back outside, walked China Basin Street looking at vehicles, taking down plate numbers in case one of these cars was hers. He studied the handful of spectators, and saw the medical examiner come out and go to his wagon. Raveneau went over to talk to him. In San Francisco the medical examiners were all doctors. This ME would take their victim the distance, doing the autopsy and toxicology.

‘Think you can get to her before Monday?’

‘I can tell you tomorrow. I don’t know tonight.’

After CSI had vacuumed and gone, the photographer finished, and the victim was in the thin white bag that the ME had put his seal on, Raveneau and la Rosa spent another forty minutes in the building before driving back to the Hall of Justice. They rode the elevator up and were quiet for the moment. They ate the egg croissants they picked up on the drive back and made coffee, and went downstairs to the morgue and rolled her prints, putting on latex gloves and inking her fingers with the ME looking over them.

Shortly after nine that morning they ran her prints through the local AFIS system. When they didn’t get a hit, they ran them through both the state and the western states systems. Nothing there either and Raveneau suggested they return to China Basin and start knocking on doors.

But no one had a female employee who hadn’t showed up this morning, nor had anyone seen anything unusual, though one owner asked, ‘What’s unusual any more?’

At noon, the bars and clubs began to open their service doors and they questioned the bartenders and owners they could find. No one remembered the shimmering rich purple shirt that they carried in an evidence bag.

Perhaps, Raveneau suggested to an assistant manager at the next club, one of your bartenders remembers two women, one with a purple silk shirt and high Asiatic cheekbones, black hair cut back from her face, a tiny stud in her left nostril, and her friend at the bar with her. Maybe they met a man or a couple of men and paired off.

They worked a wider radius and a bartender on Folsom Street, a young guy with spiked hair and a pallid face, saw something familiar in the shirt, but then couldn’t quite find the memory.

When they returned to Homicide they put together a press release without a photo but with a description of the victim and her clothing. La Rosa walked it over to the PIO, the Public Information Officer, so they wouldn’t miss the news cycle.

Late in the afternoon Raveneau returned to the building. He might find something. He might not. He didn’t expect to. But it had become his habit to return alone when the scene was quiet. Over the years he had even come to the irrational belief that the spirits of the dead linger a short while.

He felt sorrow as he walked through the building trying to see why she was here. If she was local and there was family or others who had cared for her, then there was a good chance they’d hear from someone soon. Bringing her killer to justice was the responsibility he and la Rosa carried. For anyone who had loved her, they could do little more. And a murder conviction seldom brought closure. Closure was a well-meaning idea capitalized on by radio self-help hosts and talk-show psychologists promoting books. The only true way to free your heart from a terrible act was forgiveness, and forgiveness was one of the most difficult things for a human being. It got bandied about as if common, but it wasn’t. Forgiveness was a kind of transcendence, beyond justice and maybe beyond most all of us.


FOUR

Toward dusk, as Raveneau returned to the homicide office, Cody Stoltz joked with the staff at a Starbucks in Palo Alto as he waited for his macchiato. Then on his way to a table he stopped briefly to check in with a middle-aged woman who’d been laid off and was looking for a job. He met her last time he was here. Same as today, she’d had her laptop open and was working on her resume. She seemed grateful that he took the time to say hello.

When he sat down it was at a corner table. He pulled out his laptop and used Google Earth to find Whitacre’s house. He wasn’t necessarily ever going to go anywhere with it, but it gave him pleasure to see Whitacre’s dumpy little stucco box with its faux Spanish look. Whitacre’s neighborhood wasn’t far from the freeway, so maybe the exhaust had caused Whitacre’s cancer. He hoped so. The lawn was dry, shrubs ratty, the pine tree sickly and out of place. Whitacre’s old American relic of a car sat in the driveway.

Past the car was a fence. On a long bike ride he once checked out the fence and gate. The fence was redwood, silver-gray with age. A couple of flagstones led from the white concrete of the driveway to the gate. Through the gate was a door to the kitchen. It was a nowhere house on a nowhere block in the bleak life Whitacre lived. But none of that changed what Whitacre had done.


FIVE

When the homicide detail moved from Room 450 on the fourth floor to Room 561 on the fifth floor, the difference was more than just moving up a floor in the gray monolith of the Hall of Justice. In the old office, the window behind Raveneau’s desk looked northeast over the roof of the morgue, past the county jail, better known as the glass palace, and into the city. Tall cabinets holding case files and nicknamed ‘the towers’ had loomed over the cramped quarters, but up here the homicide inspectors had a large open room and a row of windows looking southeast toward China Basin. They had a row of computers and new high-tech equipment.

Raveneau’s desk backed up to la Rosa’s. Nearby was a coat stand, a concept that would have been comic in the closed quarters of the former office. From his desk he watched the dark water of the bay lighten with dawn and the outline of the hills across the bay haloed in crimson light as the sun rose. The door to the homicide office opened and Lieutenant Becker waved at him. Raveneau stood to go talk to him before Becker got too busy.

‘Do you remember a shoot-out between two yuppies in the parking lot of an apartment complex out near Golden Gate Park in 2000?’

Raveneau paused to give Becker a chance to remember the case before continuing.

‘They were friends, Cody Stoltz and John Reinert. The shooting was after an argument about John Reinert’s wife, Erin. Stoltz had an affair with her that Reinert found out about. That led to a confrontation in a parking lot below the Reinerts’ apartment and then a shooting that Erin Reinert witnessed from the apartment’s kitchen window. She disappeared; moved away somewhere after Stoltz took a plea deal. He did five for voluntary manslaughter.’

‘The letter writer?’

Raveneau nodded.

‘What about him?’

‘Ted Whitacre thinks Stoltz is following him and after revenge. I saw him yesterday morning. He asked me to knock on Stoltz’s door and let him know we know he’s been tailing Whitacre.’

‘That’s not how we do it.’

‘Maybe not, but I’m going to let him know Whitacre saw him.’

Becker said nothing but shook his head.

‘What do you remember about the Reinert killing? I’m looking for what’s not in the file.’

Raveneau knew Becker wouldn’t really have any problem with him visiting Stoltz. He wasn’t going to endorse it, but underneath he was still one of them. Becker knew what a gentle reminder a homicide inspector’s knock on the door could be for a guy who’d already done time for murder. Cloud computing or whatever it was he was working on now would look a lot better to Stoltz after a conversation.

Becker answered, ‘I was there when Bates and Whitacre brought Stoltz in. Stoltz was so shocked at what he’d done that in his head I think he tried to turn it into an accidental shooting. He came up with a story of how he wasn’t the shooter at all. He needed to transfer it to someone else and created a fictional mugger.’

‘I read the interview notes on the mugger. Were you there? Did you listen in?’

‘Yeah, I did.’

‘Tell me about the mugger.’

‘Stoltz claimed that in the middle of his confrontation with Reinert a man with a gun showed up and robbed them. Backed them up at gunpoint and got into Stoltz’s glove compartment where he found Stoltz’s gun. He took their wallets and then shot John Reinert with Stoltz’s gun instead of his own when Reinert tried to prevent him from getting away. Then dropped Stoltz’s gun and ran with Stoltz chasing him.’

‘Chased him instead of helping Reinert?’

The lieutenant stared at him and asked, ‘What are we doing here? You read the file so you know this already.’

‘What was he like?’

‘Nervous but trying to pull it off. He claimed he chased the mugger because he knew instantly that Reinert was dead.’

‘How did he know?’

Becker shrugged. ‘He just knew. Maybe he sensed it because he’s so bright.’

‘You remember that?’

Becker nodded and Raveneau thought about Reinert dying. It wasn’t instant. It took him ten to fifteen minutes more to die. A patrol unit picked up Stoltz two miles away walking down Divisadero Street.

‘What did you think of the case Whitacre and Bates made?’

‘It was solid. They got the right man. Where are you on this China Basin murder?’

‘Nowhere yet.’

He left Becker and called the realtor who was trying to lease the building where their China Basin victim died. Yesterday, the realtor was cooperative. This morning he sounded self important as he launched into the city supervisors and the Port Authority, and how he wished he’d never left LA where they knew how to do business. When he finished, Raveneau offered, ‘Maybe you should move back there.’

‘Believe me, Inspector, I’m thinking about it. About your other questions, let me talk to my attorney and get back to you on who I’ve showed the building to. I’m not sure it’s ethical to provide a list. Some of these clients aren’t going to like a call from the police, let alone a homicide detective. You have to understand that if a prostitute breaks into the building at night there’s not much we can do. We’ve got a ten foot fence up with razor wire on top and “No Trespassing” signs posted everywhere.’

Raveneau learned now what he’d suspected last night, that the ‘For Lease’ sign was up only to demonstrate to the Port Authority and the city that the owners were serious about utilizing the property. That it had no power and smelled of rat droppings and human urine, and that the homeless, runaways, and drug users treated it as a hostel, or that prostitutes in the area were familiar with the building but avoided it because it wasn’t clean enough, that didn’t matter. The investors were playing a longer game that required a certain kind of negotiation with the Port Authority.

Raveneau was still on the phone with the realtor when Lieutenant Becker came to get him.

‘You’ve got a walk-in. There’s a man named Carl Heilbron in the second interview room. He says he’s here to see you and la Rosa about your China Basin victim. He claims to have information and knows you and la Rosa are assigned the case.’

‘When did he get here?’

‘Five minutes ago.’

Raveneau followed Becker to the interview room where they’d parked the guy. He looked like he was in his early thirties with long pencil-thin sideburns and short hair. Black shirt, canvas pants, lime-green tennis shoes, an ornate red tattoo on his right forearm, dressed like an artist but doing auto body work. A Diet Coke sat on the table in front of him and he stared at his right hand resting on the table near the Coke as if it was a phone and he was waiting for it to ring. Physical energy and nervousness emanated from him. He glanced up at the glass several times and brought the hand on the table down to his knee as his knee jiggled, then looked abruptly up at the glass again and smiled, as if spotting Raveneau and Becker standing there.

‘Looks like a nice normal guy,’ Becker said.

‘Let’s keep him in there while I find la Rosa.’


SIX

Raveneau and la Rosa studied Carl Heilbron through the one-way glass and Raveneau made sure the audio and video feeds were working before they went in. Heilbron focused immediately on la Rosa, showing her a face that was pleasant and attentive as he said, ‘I killed her.’

Raveneau hadn’t even sat down yet. He slid a chair out and asked, ‘Who did you kill?’

‘The one in the building in China Basin and I don’t know her name. I never asked her name. I picked her up on Eddy Street. She was there with a couple of other whores. I offered her forty bucks, and after she got in the van I told her we were going to a building I know and that I wanted special sex. But she had a big problem with that. I freaked her out.’

‘What’s special sex?’ la Rosa asked softly.

‘Come on, Elizabeth, I know you know what I mean.’

‘Inspector la Rosa,’ she said, ‘and I don’t know what you mean. I need you to explain to me.’

It meant binding her wrists and ankles and slipping a piece of wire, not rope, around her neck. He told them he had a key to the padlock at the front gate but evaded telling them how he got the key. Kept answering, ‘It’s just a common Master Lock.’ He claimed he used the building another time with a young girl, a runaway he’d picked up, and gotten drunk before having sex with her. He talked about driving through the city at night. He liked to drive around at night. He talked about his job at Boyle’s Auto Body Shop and then touched the side of his neck and turned to Raveneau.

‘Would you mind getting me another Coke?’

Raveneau got him the Coke. When he returned Heilbron had shifted slightly in his chair so he faced la Rosa more directly. He licked his lower lip. He frowned as he explained.

‘I told her I was going to cut off her wind for a little while, then release the wire again, but she didn’t want to be unconscious. She got scared.’

‘When you started choking her?’ la Rosa asked, and Raveneau tried to catch her eye, tried to signal, just let him talk.

‘Yeah, the wire cut into her neck.’ He touched his neck to show where. ‘She moved around too much and started crying, and I didn’t want her to cry. I didn’t go there with her so she could start crying, so I tried to calm her down. I thought if she was unconscious for a little longer than usual she’d calm down.’

‘What do you mean more than usual?’ la Rosa asked, and Heilbron took a drink of Coke. ‘You wanted to relax her?’

‘Yes.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘I pulled the wire tight until she stopped moving.’

‘When she stopped moving did you loosen it?’

‘No, I just kind of watched her.’

‘Weren’t you worried you would kill her?’

‘Not so much.’

‘Did you have sex with her?’

‘No, she was dead by then.’

‘You knew she was dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you feel for a pulse?’

‘No.’

Heilbron turned to Raveneau.

‘I threw everything in the bay.’

‘Show us where,’ Raveneau answered.

But Heilbron had another story to tell them first. He focused on la Rosa again, telling her about a woman he raped in San Jose. Neither Raveneau nor la Rosa revealed that they already knew San Jose detectives had questioned him about a rape two years ago. That came up when they ran his name before walking in to talk to him.

‘She had a flat tire. I helped her fix it. That was on a Sunday. She was back in these hills.’

At some point soon they’d have to read him his rights, Mirandize him, and with that he could request a lawyer. Raveneau liked to get the lawyer question out early so a defense lawyer couldn’t claim later his client hadn’t realized he was entitled to one. He studied Heilbron with a sense that something was off about his story, and Heilbron seemed to pick up on that, taking the conversation back to China Basin, telling them more about the wire around her neck – eye hook on one end of the wire so he could slide the other end through, pull it tight and release it easily.

They Mirandized him and Heilbron waved off having a lawyer. On the drive to China Basin he said he’d bought both the wire and the eye hook he had soldered on to it at Discount Builders on Mission Street. In China Basin he led them upstairs but to the wrong room. Maybe that was because the mattress wasn’t there any more. He got agitated. He wanted to leave the building and showed them where he had thrown her purse, phone, and ‘other things’ into the water.

Raveneau pulled a can of spray paint from the trunk of his car and marked a chunk of broken concrete for divers. Calling the divers in was problematic because now they were very skeptical about Heilbron’s account. His description of the victim was off. He dodged details, and on the ride back to the Hall he went dark on them. He went quiet.

But he did sign a confession and they booked him into jail. Raveneau figured they’d hold him all weekend and maybe as long as Tuesday afternoon, depending on what happened after San Jose detectives questioned him. Before they left him, Heilbron turned to la Rosa. ‘I read that article about you moving to Homicide.’

Raveneau knew there’d been some puff piece when la Rosa moved over from Vice. La Rosa didn’t acknowledge the comment. They left Heilbron with the jailers and upstairs learned that the San Jose police tracked him through one fingerprint left on the rim of a wheel. They were ready eighteen months ago to charge him with the rape of a woman who got a flat returning from a party late at night. He’d stopped and offered to help, assuring the woman that he worked in an auto shop, and then raped her in the back of the vehicle.

All they needed were DNA results from the victim’s swab, but somewhere along the way the swab samples taken the night of the rape got lost, and without DNA the district attorney’s office didn’t want any part of it, so the case went into limbo. A San Jose detective told la Rosa that the victim would no longer take their calls.

When la Rosa got off the phone with San Jose they drove down to meet the divers. Raveneau took his laptop. He filled out the search warrant application for Heilbron’s house as they waited and also called the Southern precinct to try to reach the responding officers, Garcia and Taylor, to question them about what spectators they might have talked to. He reached the younger officer, the tow-headed blond, Taylor, who after some coaxing admitted he’d talked to a couple of spectators. Said it was his first murder and he was sorry.

Then, as they were still waiting and walked down the street to get coffee, la Rosa turned and said, ‘I have to tell you something about me that happened right at the end of my senior year in high school. I try not to let it, but sometimes it still affects me. It was in late May at the start of the Memorial Day weekend. The weather had turned warm and we had finals ahead of us, but we knew we were done, so the parties were getting a little wild. I had just turned eighteen and there was this guy I’d always had a crush on. I was drunk, so was he, but I wasn’t ready to have sex with him. He held me down and raped me. Until you know that feeling of powerlessness and violation, you can’t know what rape is.

‘The next day I went by his house and when he opened the door I broke his nose with a piece of pipe. I heard he made up a story about falling off his mountain bike and he was such a dipshit he probably forgot about it all by the end of the summer. But me, I’m still angry. If he crossed the street in front of me, I’d run him over.’

‘Maybe you should talk to somebody.’

‘Yeah, I tried that. I’d rather kill him.’

‘Great.’

In China Basin, less than half a mile from the building, Rescue One divers set up to search a grid pattern. Four divers went into the water, their lights glowing from fifteen feet down where they found a black plastic purse that long ago had filled with bay mud. They searched for an hour and a half and didn’t find any of the things Heilbron described.

The on-call judge barely looked at the search warrant before signing it. They drove from his house to Heilbron’s. They pulled on latex gloves and Raveneau unlocked the front door with the key Heilbron had given them. He turned on a light. Before they stepped over the threshold, la Rosa asked, ‘Why did he tell us about the rape?’

‘Because it proves he could do the China Basin killing, that he’s got the stuff. Or maybe he’s testing himself and wants to see what it feels like to take ownership for a killing. I think he knows we’ll dead-end and he’ll walk.’

‘But, why do it? He’s going to lose his job. You know they’ll fire him. What’s he going to do next?’

‘That may be something to worry about. He may have built up to this point and he’s ready to move forward.’

‘That’s what I’m worried about, too.’

Raveneau pointed at the TV. ‘Let’s turn it on and see if they included our victim on the evening news. I didn’t see anything last night. I’ll check the refrigerator to see if there’s any beer.’

‘You don’t mean that, do you?’

No, he didn’t mean it about the beer, and they’d go methodically room to room. But he was serious about the TV. He found the remote and turned it on.


SEVEN

Raveneau surfed through the local news stations and then left the TV on Channel 4. Near an armchair facing the TV, six porno magazines were stacked under a copy of Sports Illustrated. Three of the magazines featured women on women.

‘Bed is a like a rat’s nest,’ la Rosa called. ‘Come look at this.’

When he did, Raveneau saw only the rumpled sheets of a man living alone. The oddest thing was how clean the bathroom was. In his medicine cabinet was a prescription for antidepressants. He took a photo of the prescription label and they worked their way slowly through the bedroom again.

When a TV station anchor announced a murder in China Basin they moved out to listen.

‘Police are seeking help identifying the body of a woman found in China Basin Wednesday night...’

Pretty good coverage, thirty-five, forty seconds, more than he’d hoped for. Raveneau clicked to Channel 5, listened to part of a report of a three-alarm fire underway in the Richmond, and then started in on a hall closet. They didn’t find anything in Heilbron’s house, but his van looked promising. The crime lab would go through it on Monday. La Rosa wrote out a receipt for the address book and computer they bagged to take with them. She left the receipt in the kitchen on an ancient Formica counter trimmed in chrome. On the ride back she seemed frustrated.

Raveneau pulled in behind her car outside the Hall of Injustice, as his defense lawyer friends were so fond of saying. He got out as she did.

‘Where are you going?’ la Rosa asked. ‘I thought you were going home.’

‘I’m going upstairs for a few minutes first.’

‘Is that so you can be the last to leave?’

He didn’t pick up on her seriousness and said, ‘Yeah, I’ve always got to be the one to turn the lights out.’

‘Not with me.’

‘Come, again?’

‘I said, not with me. That might have been your style with former partners, but that’s not the way it’s going down with us. You’re not going to paint me as always first out the door.’

This really sideswiped him and he heard his voice rising as he answered, ‘Look, I’ll leave when I’m ready. I don’t need you to tell me when.’

He walked away angry, and upstairs in the office tried to push it aside and studied a sketch of the China Basin crime scene CSI had dropped off. La Rosa’s comment surprised him enough to make him lose focus. He was ready to call it a night, ready to leave when water started dripping on to one of the desks nearby. That would be the prisoners on the sixth floor plugging up the toilets.

He phoned upstairs. He found a wastebasket to catch the water and on the way out he took a seat at one of the computers up front and replayed the last part of the interview with Heilbron. He did one final check of his messages before turning out the lights.

There was one new message and he thought it might be la Rosa. But it wasn’t. The message began with traffic noise and what sounded like a large truck downshifting on a freeway. A muffled voice, as though speaking with the phone held at a distance, said quietly, ‘So you found her.’

Raveneau sat at his desk and listened to it half a dozen times. ‘So you found her.’ He listened to it again from his car before driving away from the Hall. He swallowed his pride and called la Rosa, but she didn’t pick up. It went to voice mail.


EIGHT

La Rosa was at dinner with Deputy-chief Edith Grainer at an Italian place near Grainer’s house, so she didn’t take Raveneau’s call. Part of her irritation with Raveneau going back up to the office tonight was that she was meeting her mentor and didn’t want to tell him. And she didn’t like keeping secrets, but that’s the way Grainer had steered her from the start, saying that if word got out about their friendship, it would give the appearance she was playing favorites. She could call Raveneau back on the way home.

There’d been a period there when la Rosa had wondered if Grainer was hitting on her, but fortunately nothing like that had happened and Grainer’s career advice had been sound. She also knew Grainer was in the background when her name had come up on a list of women eligible to make the bump to Homicide.

‘Would you like a drink, Elizabeth?’ Grainer asked as the waiter returned. Grainer had a vodka martini and preferred not to drink alone. ‘I know your regulation about being on-call, but I think you can have one drink with me tonight.’

La Rosa knew Grainer would have a single drink before and then one glass of wine with dinner.

‘Sure, I’ll have a drink.’

La Rosa felt tired. She rested her elbows on the blue and white checkered tablecloth and looked around. Total retro as a restaurant and she didn’t really feel like doing this tonight. She wanted to go home, shower, and think about the China Basin case.

Deputy-chief Grainer’s father had been a small-town cop and when they first met la Rosa had told her about her grandfather, a county deputy in Minnesota. They’d found common ground through the memories of the two men. Both had liked to drink after their shifts and la Rosa thought this cocktail together before dinner was Grainer’s way of incorporating that.

Grainer kept her brown hair cut short and neat, as though it needed to be that way to avoid interfering with her work. She had a pleasant if unmemorable face and an iron work ethic. She also had a generally empathetic view of the public’s complaints about the police department, a view la Rosa didn’t particularly agree with, though she’d never said so. One of Grainer’s favorite refrains was, we should listen more to what the public is saying, and sometimes she’d cite the example of Chief Gains, the chief of police at the start of her career. Gains had black and white patrol cars repainted blue and renamed ‘Police Services.’ This was stuff that la Rosa found herself nodding in agreement to but not really agreeing with, and that was a part of herself she didn’t like, the same part that showed itself now as she ordered a vodka martini.

‘Maybe we should order dinner now,’ Grainer said. ‘I have a very busy schedule tomorrow. I’ll go first to give you a moment.’

La Rosa glanced at the menu and the phrase ‘old school’ came to mind for the second time in twenty-four hours. She heard Grainer order ‘An iceberg salad with bleu cheese dressing, chicken cacciatore, and garlic bread for the table.’ She looked from the waiter to la Rosa and asked, ‘Elizabeth, should we have a glass of wine each? Or half a glass for you?’

‘Half a glass is plenty for me.’

La Rosa ordered the veal and a salad that she knew would come drenched with dressing. The veal would come with a quart of some rich sauce she didn’t need. But who cares about food? That’s not why they were here. Her drink came and the chef sent complimentary plates with two raviolis each. She ate both though they were cold and doughy. She sipped the vodka and it hit her right away.

‘So how is it going with him?’ Grainer asked.

‘It’s going fine.’

‘Was today productive?’

No, a lot of it felt like a waste of time, especially wandering through China Basin knocking on doors. It made no sense. She thought of the construction workers along China Basin Street studying her breasts and Raveneau bantering with them. None of that advanced the investigation and she didn’t like it that he’d turned the TV on at Heilbron’s house, or that he’d gone back upstairs tonight. Earlier today she’d watched him text messaging back and forth and when she’d gotten tired of waiting on him, asked who he was messaging so urgently. His answer was he’d learned to text drug dealers: ‘I’m trying to get this one to come in and talk to us about a drive-by murder he witnessed.’

‘Elizabeth?’ Grainer asked.

‘I’m sorry, chief, it was just a lot today. We caught this case after midnight last night.’

‘That’s why it’s important to talk while it’s still fresh. I guess our larger conversation is about the homicide detail, and whether our inspector’s methods are modern enough. What are your first impressions of Inspector Raveneau’s investigative techniques?’

‘There are things I have problems with but I don’t know if that’s just my inexperience.’

‘You know, this is an important moment because your initial observations are much less likely to be clouded by sentiment and that’s what I’m interested in. Others are too. There’s a lot of concern about the low solve rate, in particular with respect to gang slayings. There’s a feeling that not only does that part of the community not trust us, but that we’re out of touch with the people living there.’

You’ve got that right, she thought, and then wondered when Grainer had last been around gangbangers. She thought of Raveneau text messaging the dealer, going back and forth with him, Raveneau with his salt and pepper hair, and no real respect for racial differences. What did he say to her today? That he didn’t believe in race, that it didn’t matter any more, especially not on the homicide detail. She considered telling that to Grainer, but didn’t because she knew Grainer would hear it differently than Raveneau meant it. La Rosa became aware now that Grainer was talking.

‘It’s generally understood that inspectors view themselves as untouchable, and in fact, though they may never rise any higher, they are by and large left alone. But there’s a perfect storm of political pressures building and I don’t know this, but I believe something may happen that hasn’t in a very long time. I’m not the only one who views you as a rising star. You have very modern training and you made a point of getting it on your own. We need more like you and with your initiative. You know enough about trace evidence to walk down the hall and work with CSI or out at Hunter’s Point in that Quonset hut, though neither of those would be a fit for you. Better that you make your mark at Homicide before moving up. Would you say that your new partner respects the advances in science?’

‘Yes, but it can take a long time to get DNA results.’

‘That sounds like an excuse, Elizabeth.’

It was more like reality but la Rosa took another sip instead of pointing that out. The vodka was hammering her but she could easily drink another one. She needed a good sleep tonight and hoped the public came through with a tip on their Jane Doe.

‘He feels he has to rely on people skills. When we didn’t get a hit off AFIS or the western states system this morning, he said ‘We’re taking the case to the people.’

‘Cute.’

‘It’s worked for him for a long time.’

‘And he was the top inspector for a long time, but the city has changed. It changes every day. It changes underneath us.’

‘He talks about the change.’

‘What’s he said?’

‘That there are twenty-eight ethnicities now but the act of murder hasn’t changed.’

Grainer shook her head. ‘I don’t know what that means.’

‘I don’t either.’

‘I’m relieved to hear that.’

If you weren’t loyal to your partner what were you worth? She held Grainer’s gaze as she thought that.

‘What is this China Basin killing?’

‘A homeless individual stopped a patrol car and reported the body of a woman in a room in an unoccupied building for sale. One of the problems I have is he brought this homeless individual back inside to view the body with us.’

‘I hope you’re joking.’

She wasn’t and vodka fueled her indignation.

‘This means if any DNA of his is found in the area around her body or on her body, other than from a sexual assault, then a good defense attorney will argue it happened when we brought him back in.’

‘Not just a good defense attorney, Elizabeth, any defense attorney. How did he justify doing that?’

‘The same homeless individual had led the responding officers in earlier.’

‘Had he?’

‘Yes, but they didn’t let him re-enter the room with the body.’

‘But your new partner did?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a fairly significant procedural error.’

‘I don’t know if it’s an error or not, or whether he sees things I don’t, but it’s an example of where I would treat the trace evidence differently.’

‘Would you call him willfully ignorant of the advances in science?’

The waiter brought the salads and she pictured Raveneau’s face, his eyes as he looked at her.

‘He never seems unaware.’

‘Then how about careless about procedures and cynical about the investigation’s ultimate results?’

‘No, that’s not him at all. He cares quite a lot.’

‘Elizabeth, I can’t keep up with you. You’re jumping all over the map. Now you sound like you’re defending him.’

‘He loves the work.’ She thought of him going back upstairs tonight and added, ‘It’s his life.’

‘Yes, and in his world he’s something of a legend, but he’s also emblematic of a problem that’s grown in recent years.’ She lowered her voice. ‘No one is targeting Inspector Raveneau, and it’s certainly not limited to him, but good questions are being asked about why we’re failing. I, for one, believe we aren’t keeping pace with the shift in sensitivities within the micro-environments in the city. What do you think about that?’

She thought it was a bunch of fucking gobbledegook, but said, ‘There may be a real truth there, but I’m too new to say.’

‘I don’t mean to put you in the position of attacking your partner. If I do that, you stop me. That’s an order. But the homicide detail is seeing a lot of scrutiny and may need a kind of catharsis.’

La Rosa bit into a piece of garlic bread and nodded. The chief smiled brightly and waved her hand at the room.

‘This is what I call authentic,’ she said. ‘I just love Italian food.’

La Rosa looked around the room. She didn’t think it was authentic. She didn’t agree at all, but smiled and said, ‘Yes, it’s wonderful.’
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