
               

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

FALLING 
 

 

Two men with the Marin County Sheriff’s Office are waiting for her. One she knows. 

Detective Lionel Owings is in his fifties, African-American, with a shaved head and small 

mustache. His clothes—brown slacks, a brown-checked sports coat, and a coffee-colored shirt without a 

tie—are off the rack and lived in. 

The other officer, Hendricks, is younger, broad-shouldered, and white. He’s also stone faced, as 

if he doesn’t see dead bodies every day—at least ones like this—and is trying not to lose his breakfast. 

Angela Teagle, in contrast, sees way too many. 

Owings says by way of a briefing, “Female. Washed up on Angel Island. No I.D.” 

Teagle peels back the tarp. Sea scavengers have fed on all the soft tissue. The woman’s facial 

skin, eyes, and nose are missing, as well as her fingers and toes. Her long, dark hair is matted with debris, 

and her clothes, a pink sweat suit top and black jeans, are plastered to her slender body. Because her 

stomach cavity isn’t breached, the gases that are caused by decay didn’t leak. That’s why she didn’t sink. 

“Who picked her up?” Teagle says.  

She knows it was the Coast Guard, but not who skippered the boat. The body has been placed on 

the dock at Fort Baker, an old Army post on the west side of the San Francisco Bay where Coast Guard 
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Station Golden Gate is based. Maritime laws give the Coast Guard jurisdiction when someone is in the 

water, but as soon as a person or the remains of a person are brought on land, local law enforcement or 

the California Highway Patrol take over. 

“Lieutenant Mason,” Owings says. “He’ll send you his report.” 

Teagle nods and says, “Let me call DT, then I’ll examine her.” 

DT is short for Death’s Taxi, the body removal service that the Marin County Coroner’s Office 

contracts with. It was started by a CHP officer after he retired, as something to do. When he had enough, 

he sold it to a man named Bob Martingale. 

Teagle leaves Martingale a message, then turns her attention to the body. She opens the woman’s 

mouth and looks at her tongue. If it’s bitten, it means that the woman could have had a seizure before 

going in the water. Teagle also examines the frenulum, the narrow, vertical fold inside the lower lip. If it’s 

torn, the woman could have been strangled. Neither is likely, but Teagle knows to check for everything.  

The woman’s tongue is normal and her frenulum is intact. 

Next, using blunt scissors, Teagle cuts off the pink top. Underneath, the woman is naked. Her 

breasts are small but fully developed. There are no unusual features on her abdomen—no scars, scabs, 

needle marks, or tattoos. There also are no cuts on her arms, new or old, so she wasn’t a self-mutilator. 

Teagle rolls the woman over. There are deep purple bruises on her back, the first clue regarding 

her death. Cutting off the woman’s jeans, Teagle sees that her buttocks and back of her thighs have deep 

bruises, too. Also, the woman isn’t wearing underwear, and her pubic hair has been epilated. 

 “What do you think, Doc?” Owings says. 

 “Her injuries are consistent with a fall,” Teagle says, “and her clothing is ripped in places, 

although that may be due to time in the water.” 

“So homicide is out?” 

“I wouldn’t say it’s out,” Teagle says, “but unlikely. There aren’t any gunshot or stab wounds, or 

any signs of strangulation.” 
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“What happens now?” It’s Hendricks who asks. He has gotten over his discomfort with the body, 

and wants to be part of the investigation. 

Teagle turns to him. “First I try to identify her. Maybe there’s a BOLO for the bridge.” 

 Family members or friends who have reason to believe that a loved one is heading to the Golden 

Gate Bridge, intending to jump, notify the Bridge District or Highway Patrol. A BOLO—Be on the 

Lookout—is issued to try and stop them. 

 “And if there isn’t?” 

Teagle maneuvers the woman into a black body bag and zips it closed. “I can’t run prints,” she 

says, “and her clothing looks generic. I’ll call you when I know more.” 

Owings says, “We’re 10-8 then,” and motions Hendricks to their unmarked car.  

Teagle wants to leave, too, but needs to stay until Martingale arrives. It promises to be another 

long day. 



 

 

              

 

 

 

 

 
║1║ 

Stricker 
 

 

Everyone at the paper has a beat. Mine is health and social services. I write about medical 

treatments and breakthroughs, changes in the Affordable Care Act, depression, mental illness, 

homelessness (what there is of it in Marin), government programs known by acronyms (AFDC, SNAP, 

TEFAP, WIC), and substance abuse. 

Despite its small size, Marin County has a high rate of drug use, among the highest in California. 

Affluence has something to do with it. A person needs money to buy drugs, and there’s plenty of money 

here. 

In the beginning, the drug I focus on is OxyContin. It’s at the center of the war on opioids, mainly 

because it’s legal and easily obtainable. Doctors prescribe it routinely. Also, it comes in pill form, which 

makes it more socially acceptable than cocaine or heroin. Lastly, it’s inexpensive, at least in the 

beginning. Distributors aren’t the typical dealers who conduct their business in dark alleys; rather, they’re 

the teenage and early-adult children of well-to-do parents who are bored. Only after people are hooked 

does the cost rise. A sheriff’s deputy explained it to me.  

“A mother is prescribed Oxy for pain relief, and keeps the pills in her medicine cabinet. Her 

daughter takes them and sells them to her friends for eight dollars each. The mother doesn’t really care; 
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she just goes to her doctor and he writes her a new prescription. When her friends start needing five or ten 

pills a day, though, everything changes. Now they have to go to a real dealer who charges up to fifty 

dollars a pill. Suddenly it’s costing several grand a week, and even rich kids can’t afford it. Heroin is 

cheaper and produces the same effect.”  

I stopped taking notes. “So why aren’t people more concerned? Politicians talk about cracking 

down on physicians who overprescribe painkillers, but that’s mostly what it is—talk. A few docs are 

jailed, but nothing really changes.” 

“You want my personal opinion?” he said. “Off the record?” 

I couldn’t use it in my reporting, but it was better than nothing. 

“It’s because the people who are victimized, for the most part, are white. It’s their parents who 

are getting the prescriptions initially, and their friends and friends of friends who are the suppliers early 

on. Once you get into larger buys, then move into illegal drugs like heroin, the composition of dealers and 

users changes. There are still a lot of whites, but blacks and Latinos enter the picture, followed by 

Mexican cartels in the case of smack. That’s when it starts to get ugly; those people don’t fuck around. 

Before then, though, it’s primarily a white problem.” 

“You mean cops aren’t as interested in busting whites?”  

The deputy was white, like me, and close to my age, twenty-nine. “It’s not about busting your 

own kind,” he said. “It’s about rich white kids having rich white parents who know rich white lawyers 

who can get them off. Makes arresting them a waste of time.” 

“So you don’t even try?” 

“We try, but only when the problem is so in our face that it can’t be ignored.” 

A case in Marin County Superior Court catches my eye. Two twenty-three-year-old men are 

accused of providing prescription pills and selling smack to undercover police officers. Surveillance 

equipment captures everything on film, which should make the case something of a slam dunk for the 

prosecution. Several things about it surprise me, though. 
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The first is that the case even went to trial. Most of the time it would be plea bargained with the 

defendants agreeing to possession rather than trafficking. It’s still a conviction as far as the D.A. is 

concerned, but saves court time. Also, the accused doesn’t run the risk of a harsher sentence than both 

sides agreed to. 

The second surprise is that the D.A., Tom Coglin, is seeking the maximum penalty, five to forty 

years in prison and a five-million-dollar fine. Neither defendant has a criminal record or notable assets, 

which makes the punishment hard to fathom. The only thing I can think of is that the D.A. wants to make 

an example of them. The slogan of his last campaign was “Coglin Stays; Drugs Go.” It wasn’t catchy, but 

the meaning was clear: drug dealers need to operate elsewhere. 

To that end, his office started a drug tipline, answered by the sheriff’s department, for individuals 

to report others who they knew or strongly suspected of drug dealing. It created some Fourth Amendment 

issues, but Coglin claimed that the tipline was instrumental in fighting the flow of drugs into the county, 

and the sheriff backed him. 

Lastly, the defendants are being represented by a high-priced San Francisco attorney named 

Robert Tan. How two young, low-level drug dealers are able to afford him is beyond me. 

In court, Coglin says, “The facts are simple. The defendants, Malcolm Choy and Victor Isso, 

tried to sell high-grade narcotics to two undercover police officers. Not only will the officers testify 

before you, but you will see the event as it happened, as it was captured on police surveillance equip-

ment. You will hear the defendants discuss the deal with two men who they thought were dealers 

themselves, and you will see them be arrested for it. More than that, though, you will see how they 

reacted afterward, the blatant disregard that they showed for the law and the remarkable, indeed cavalier, 

way that they showed it. There will be no mistaking what happened, leaving you to conclude that two 

street dealers got busted for trying to sell addictive and deadly drugs.” 

Coglin is dressed fashionably in a black suit that fits well, a pressed white shirt, and a bright blue 

tie. His face is clean-shaven, his brownish-blond hair is razor cut, and his dress loafers are shined. In a 
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voice that’s confident—almost smug—he talks about the prevalence of drugs in Marin County, at one 

point citing information that I recognize as coming from one of my pieces. Then Coglin says, “This 

doesn’t mean drug dealing should be tolerated, however. It’s every person’s responsibility to ensure that 

individuals who break the law are punished, especially when their actions serve to harm others, some of 

whom are minors.” 

When Robert Tan approaches the jury, he says, “I’m sorry that all of you are here today. I’m 

sorry that your time is being wasted on a case that should never have come to trial. Not only should it 

have been dropped but my clients shouldn’t have been arrested in the first place. They have done nothing 

wrong. Let me repeat that; they have done nothing wrong.” 

Tan is in his forties, Asian like his clients, and according to information that I found online, Ivy 

School educated. He exudes as much confidence as Coglin, but more subtly. Whereas the D.A. seems to 

expect jurors to believe him based on his position, Tan speaks as if he is educating neophytes on the law. 

“Some of you may be thinking,” he says, “or even all of you may be thinking, that the defendants 

must have done something wrong, otherwise they wouldn’t be here. The police—our police—don’t arrest 

innocent people. I might think that, too, if I was sitting where you’re sitting now. Unfortunately, this isn’t 

always the case. I could cite any number of instances where a court ruled that an innocent person had been 

trapped by police into committing a crime that he or she wasn’t predisposed to commit. Sherman versus 

United States. Jacobson versus United States. Sorrells versus United States.” 

Tan motions in the direction of the district attorney. “The prosecution is putting a lot of weight on 

one tape,” he said, “on a video recording that, you will see, is inconclusive at best. Why do you think that 

is? I’ll tell you why. Because he doesn’t have anything else. Oh, sure, he’s going to call to the stand 

several current or former drug addicts who will swear on the Bible they’re telling the truth when they say 

they have received drugs from my clients. How creditable do you think their testimony will be, though? 

For one thing, addicts live in a fog, barely able to differentiate night from day, much less truth from lies 

or right from wrong. Not only that, but the prosecution has cut deals with some or all of them, promising 
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reduced sentences for their own crimes in exchange for implicating my clients. They are willing to testify 

to anything in order to receive lighter penalties for their own illegal activities. I’m not allowed to ask 

about this, otherwise you would hear it from their lips. As it is, I can only say that their testimony isn’t 

trustworthy, and the testimony of the two officers involved in the arrest won’t provide any additional 

insights. It all comes down to the video.” 

Tan pauses as if for emphasis, then says, “Let me talk briefly about the video. I know it would be 

helpful if you already had seen it, but neither side is allowed to present evidence during opening remarks. 

What I want to say to you is that the conversation you’re going to hear and see on film doesn’t implicate 

my clients. Their words aren’t incriminating. Their actions aren’t incriminating. Nothing they say or do 

matches the charges that have been filed against them.”  

From there he talks about the defendants, who he says grew up in single-parent households with 

mothers working multiple jobs to put food on the table. He talks about the defendants’ need to take care 

of younger siblings, and about their childhoods, which he claims were bereft of many of the joys of other 

kids growing up. Despite these hardships, they went to college and became hardworking, responsible 

young men, he says, although what college they attended and whether they graduated isn’t specified, nor 

is it clear what they work hard at. 

“If they are guilty of anything,” Tan says, “it is of an error in judgment. This isn’t an excuse, of 

course. After a certain age, each of us is responsible for our actions. At the same time, we need to put 

those actions into context. I hazard to guess that at one time or another every person in this courtroom has 

done something rash that he or she regretted later. That doesn’t make us criminals, however.” 

Tan looks at his clients, which forces everyone in the room to do the same. Both are dressed 

similarly in slacks, dark sports coats, and open-necked shirts. They sit erect, their heads slightly bowed as 

if they’re uncomfortable and even a little ashamed to be there, but proud, too, not admitting any guilt. 

Malcolm Choy is several inches taller than Victor Isso and clean shaven while Isso has a fu manchu, but 

those are the only differences. 
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“It’s a difficult situation,” Tan says, “to sit here, unknown to everyone present, and listen to other 

individuals whose credibility is taken for granted simply because they wear a uniform that each of us 

recognizes. I don’t mean to impugn in any way the good work of law enforcement. There are occasions, 

however, when their zealousness in making an arrest causes them to cross a line that’s in place to protect 

us all. It’s a line that was crossed in this instance, as will be proven to you.” 

After he finishes, I write a single word in my notebook: Entrapment. It’s a common defense in 

drug cases, but I wonder how Tan will prove it, especially with video evidence. 

⸺⸺⸺ 

Back in the office, Jim Kasselberg’s door is partially open, but I knock anyway. “Got a minute?” 

Kasselberg looks up from what he’s reading and waves me in. He’s managing editor of the Marin 

Independent Journal and has been for years, long before I arrived. His office is at the far end of the 

newsroom, separate from everyone else with thick glass walls and a glass door. The walls offer privacy 

while the glass enables him to see everything that’s going on. Lesser editors and reporters like me work in 

cubicles. 

“I want to give you a quick update on a couple of things,” I say. “First, about drugs. I’ve written 

where they come from—pill mills, mainly in Florida, in the case of opioids, and Mexico, for the most 

part, in the case of heroin—and how they end up in Marin, most of them passing through San Francisco. 

At the moment I’m following a drug case in Marin Superior Court and working to see a bust go down in 

the Tenderloin.” 

Kasselberg shoots me a look. The Tenderloin is a fifty-block radius in San Francisco of liquor 

stores, strip clubs, and tattoo parlors. In recent years it has been cleaned up some, but prostitutes and drug 

dealers continue to roam the streets, and everyone else is wise to avoid the shadows. 

“Are you coordinating with SFPD?” 

I nod. “I’m waiting to hear back.” 

Satisfied, he says, “What’s the second thing?” 
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“According to my contact at the Bridge District, the company that was the main contractor for the 

net has been sold, and the new company, which is in L.A., wants to renegotiate the deal.” 

“Three years into the project?” Kasselberg says. “Good luck with that.” 

“I know, but it’s slowing things down.” 

In 2008, the Golden Gate Bridge District, for the first time in history, approved a suicide deterrent 

system on the world-famous span, which connects San Francisco and Marin County. The system—a 

custom-fabricated, marine-grade, stainless steel net—will extend twenty feet out on each side and be the 

size of seven football fields when it’s completed. It took eight more years, however, for the Bridge 

District to finalize plans and secure funding, and an additional two years before construction started. The 

project was supposed to be wrapped up in the next twelve months, but now that’s in doubt. 

“My source told me off the record that DiFi is getting involved,” I say, “and maybe Nancy Pelosi. 

Both have been strong supporters, and Feinstein is on the Senate Finance Committee, which means that if 

the L.A. company requests federal funding for future projects, it’ll have to go through her.” 

“Sounds like good leverage,” Kasselberg says. “Anything else?” 

“No,” I say. 

Back at my desk, I make three calls. The first is to the coroner’s office. Last I heard, there were 

twenty-six drug-related deaths in the county, with three others pending toxicology results.  

“Twenty-six is still the number,” Amy, the administrative assistant there, tells me. “Nothing has 

changed, and testing hasn’t been completed yet.” 

My second call is to the president of Bridge Rail Foundation. It’s a local nonprofit organization 

that has been the main advocate for a suicide barrier on the bridge.  

“What’s your reaction to the latest news?” 

The president says, “It’s discouraging. Any delay means more deaths.” 

Each month, two to three people jump from the Golden Gate Bridge, and fifteen others are 

stopped from jumping by Bridge Patrol and California Highway Patrol officers. 
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My last call is to a woman I met several weeks ago at Club Deluxe in San Francisco. It’s a famous 

address, corner of Haight and Ashbury, but of more significance to me, there’s live music every night of 

the week and no cover charge. 

From a few tables away, I watched her fend off drunks by flashing a badge. I couldn’t tell what 

kind of badge it was, but whenever she showed it, the man mumbled something and moved away. 

The woman wasn’t beautiful, but in the dim light of the bar she was the best looking female 

around. A Latina somewhere in her thirties, she wore dark pants that fit snugly over wide hips, and an 

orange blouse that was unbuttoned at the top. Her dark hair was down, her lipstick was moist, and her 

eyes were searching. 

During a break in the music, I got up from my seat and moved next to her. Motioning to her 

purse, I said, “Is that real or did you find it in a novelty shop?” 

She looked at me with interest. “Is that your best pick-up line, or do you have an assortment that 

you use depending on the situation?” 

I grinned and sat down in an empty seat next to her. “My best line used to be, ‘Have you ever 

bought mums from that flower shop around the corner?’ Depending on the answer, the conversation could 

go in a variety of directions, everything from ‘I didn’t know there was a flower shop around the corner’ to 

‘How interesting to meet a man who buys flowers.’ I retired it after a woman said, ‘I’m not sure I heard 

you right; what did you buy your mum?’ Turned out she was visiting from England, and I figured I’d 

never hear another answer half as good again.” 

The woman let out a full-throated laugh. “You win,” she said. “Best pickup line ever. Best 

response, too. You were right to retire it.” 

I said, “So, are you a cop?” 

She gave me a smile and held up her empty glass. “It’ll cost you to find out.” 

I didn’t know what had been in it. I also hadn’t finished my beer. Even so, I signaled to a waitress 

for refills. After they arrived, the woman pulled out the badge.  
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“SFPD,” I said. 

“Through and through.” 

“What division?” 

It wasn’t the usual question of someone who was trying to pick her up. It probably wasn’t 

information that she was used to sharing, either, at least with someone she just met. Something about me 

must have made her curious to see my reaction because she said, after a moment, “Narcotics.” 

I couldn’t believe my luck. “So you know where a person can score some blow.” 

The woman rolled her eyes as if to say that that was just the beginning of what she knew, and the 

last thing she wanted to talk about.  

“Don’t tell me my flower friend is looking to get high,” she said sadly. “I’d have to bust you.” 

I gave her my business card. “Reporter,” I said. “I may want to talk with you professionally 

sometime, if that’s all right.” 

The sadness turned to disappointment. “So this is about developing a source.”  

I wasn’t looking for romance or even sex at the moment. The thought of being in bed with a hard 

body didn’t arouse me, although I sensed that she had a softer side. She was right about my intentions, 

though. When I saw her flash her badge the first time, I assumed it was a police badge and made plans to 

get to know her. I didn’t want to sound as if that was all I was interested in, however. 

“It could be about a lot of things,” I said. “Like you, I’m never really off-duty, but that doesn’t 

mean I’m on-duty all the time, either.” 

She acted like part of her wanted to take me home, wanted someone next to her, even if it wasn’t 

for a whole night. Warning bells must have been going off in her head, though, telling her that it was a 

bad idea to get mixed up with someone whose job was to make information public. Most cops don’t like 

that. 

“It’s best if we keep this strictly business,” she said. “For now anyway. The narc and the hack.” 

I protested. “The hack? You haven’t even read anything I’ve written.” 
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“All reporters are hacks,” she said, as if speaking from experience. “Some are just better hacks 

than others.” 

“Just like all cops are pigs, only some produce a better brand of bacon?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Is that how you develop a source? Throw out quips you think are funny and 

hope the other person doesn’t take offense?”  

“Come on,” I said. “I’m not fresh out of J school. It’s hard to insult the cops I know. They’ve 

heard it all before.” 

She stood, threw her purse over her shoulder, and said, “I’ve heard it all before, too. That doesn’t 

mean I like hearing it again.” 

“Fair enough,” I said. “Are you leaving or going to the restroom?” 

If she was leaving, I needed to get her contact information. If she was going to the bathroom, I 

understood her not wanting to leave her purse behind with her badge in it. 

She took out a business card and handed it to me. I noted the precinct where she worked, her 

name, Detective Mercedes L. Lopez, the words Narcotics Division, and a phone number. Then I turned 

the card over to see if she had written anything on the back, like a personal number. She hadn’t. 

“That comes later,” she said. “Maybe.”  

With that she sauntered out of the bar. 

 


