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  Chapter 1


  Detective Kate Delafield turned off La Brea Avenue into a horseshoe-shaped enclave occupied by a motel and a variety of small businesses.


  So tell me about this bar, Ed. She addressed her partner, Detective Ed Taylor, as she angled the Plymouth between the three black-and-whites blocking the road curving away from the street. This close to the station, it must be one of your hangouts.


  Youre kidding, right? Taylor opened his door and peered up a steeply rising driveway leading to a shrubbery enclosed parking lot. Private club, gotta be. Anybodyd be nuts to hide a bar up there. Taylor pulled his bulk out of the car and straightened his yellow and green checked jacket. The Nightwood Bar, he said. Sounds depressing as hell.


  Kate got out and hooked her leather-backed badge over the breast pocket of her jacket. Automatically she reached under the jacket to adjust her shoulder holster, thinking that she liked the name of the bar. The name felt weighted, significant.


  She looked down the familiar Los Angeles street with newly perceptive eyes, assessing it as the focal point of the coming investigation.


  Across La Brea, on the corner, a bright yellow fast-food restaurant offered fried chicken and biscuits and gravy. The rest of that side of the block was fenced in with wire and dominated by a long garage of adobe and frame, so immaculately white it might have been a hospital ward for the damaged cars crowded around it. On La Brea itself, the stream of cars slowed only momentarily at the sight of police vehicles splayed all over the off-street area.


  Kate turned her attention to her own side of the block, stepping back to survey it, ignoring the knots of staring onlookers behind traffic barricades and yellow police tape. She spotted Deems and Foster half-hidden by a black-and-white, their blue-clad backs to her, questioning two swarthy young men of obvious Middle Eastern descent whose gestures eloquently conveyed bewilderment.


  On one side of the steep driveway leading up the hill a dress shop was closed this early Sunday evening, as was the travel agency next to it. On the other side of the driveway, below the motel, a car rental agency and a mailbox rental office were still open; the gaping window of an adjoining storefront displayed a For Rent sign. At each end of the block two other businesses catered to the automobile, one specializing in repairs to Volkswagens and Audis, the other selling brakes and shocks. A typical block on this section of La Brea in LAPDs Wilshire divisionexcept for one element.Kate examined the Casbah Motel, thinking that as many times as she had driven this street she had never really seen the motel for the anomaly it was amid all the varied small businesses and fast-food restaurants on La Brea. It was built on the side of the hill, the exotic name contradicting the staid appearance: simple wide slat frame, dark brown, with a broad horizontal stripe of lighter paint running along under the second-story windows. Tropical shrubs and palm trees with the thick, dusty, settled look of long existence decorated its street-facing side. A small caf fronted the motel, the words Turkish Food on a sign the shape of a fez. Twenty-four units at most, Kate guessed, and none of that almost palpable sleaziness of the sex-for-an-hour motels. To her knowledge, the Casbah Motel was not among the Divisions hot spots.


  Apparently the parking lot on the hill served the motel, the caf, and the Nightwood Bar. Kate ducked under the yellow tape and walked up the steep hill, pressing her slick-soled shoes firmly into the rough asphalt for better traction, grinning at Taylors wheezes of exertion.


  A coffee-brown frame building with a roof of black-brown shingles was separated from the parking lot by an expanse of brilliant white ornamental rock. Clusters of low fir trees grew out of the crushed rock, vivid green against their background. The lone front window was lit with neon letters in lavender script: The Nightwood Bar.


  Weird, Taylor commented, but nice and neat.


  The parking lot, containing perhaps a dozen or so vehicles on its motel side, extended back and behind the Nightwood Bar, a section of the lot not visible from where Kate stood. Several dozen spectators, presumably patrons of the hillside businesses, were clustered across from this section on the motel side, behind another barricade of yellow police tape. Kate rounded the far corner of the dark wood building, and stopped.


  Like any other crime scene, the area had been cordoned off. Less typically, there was no designated pathway to the corpse, a figure in white at which Kate cast only a gauging glance. An asphalt parking lot did not present the same problems of scene preservation as a vacant lot or a public street but, Kate thought disapprovingly, precautions were no less vital. Stepping to the edge of the waist-high yellow tape stretching from the corner of the Nightwood Bar to the Casbah Motel, she evaluated the area.


  The crime scene was a rectangle accessible from only two sidesthe parking lot and the back door of the Nightwood Bar. The parking lot was separated from the heavily wooded hillside by a high redwood fence along its side and outer perimeter. Within the rectangle were three objects: a trash Dumpster, a beige Volkswagen van of sixties vintage with its side door slid back, and the white-clad corpse.


  Sergeant Hansen, Kate called to the knot of police officers gathered around the back door of the Nightwood Bar. The stolid Hansen nodded to Kate and Taylor and made his way over. I want a path. She gestured. Diagonal, from that end.


  He nodded again. We waited to see what you and Ed wanted, Kate. The bar owner found the victim, Deems and Foster took the call, I looked at her. Then we sealed it all off.


  Good work, Fred. Excellent. As team supervisor she was pleased to have an apparently intact crime scene, and pleased she had not begun this investigation with criticism, even if Hansens history of misconceived police procedure warranted such criticism.


  Hansen looked at his clipboard. We dont have much yet. The victim is Dory Quillin. He spelled both names. Twenty-one, the bar owner says. Doesnt look it, though. She looks


  Hansens voice seemed higher pitched than usual and Kate glanced up from her notebook. His eyes were focused on a spot somewhere over her shoulder. He said, I dont know, Christ, she looks likeshes just a kid.


  The usually dour Hansen had been involved with innumerable investigations of deaths of young victims. Obviously, something about this homicide had touched him under the toughened defenses of his fourteen years in police work. She knew he did not welcome this vulnerability any more than she would. She said briskly, So what else have we got?


  Hansen again looked down at his clipboard. Crushed left temple. His voice strengthened. Baseball bat, its at the scene. Aluminum.


  Recent? Taylor had not looked up from his notebook.


  An hour at the very outside, from the look of her. And shed just returned from playing baseball. She Hansen broke off.


  Taylor said impatiently, So? We got suspects? Witnesses?


  Again Hansens eyes focused on the spot beyond Kates shoulder. Lots of possible witnesses. All of them women, all of them patrons of this bar, Ed. He waited until Taylor looked up at him. Then he gestured toward the Nightwood Bar. Its a womens place.


  Involuntarily, Kate turned to stare at the Nightwood Bar. A lesbian bar. She hadnt been in such a place in years, years and years, since


  She wrenched herself back, concentrating on Hansens words. Weve interviewed everyone, taken names and drivers license numbers, done field interviewsthe F1s arent much help. Except for the bar owner, everybodys uncooperative.


  Taylor scratched his head, then pulled strands of lank blond hair across his bald spot. What about Deems? Would they talk to Deems?


  With her they got hostile.


  Taylor groaned and rolled his eyes. I dont care if theyre lesbians. I dont give a fart if theyre Martians. Why does everybody have to be so goddam nuts?


  Any persecuted minority, Hansen intoned as if quoting from a text, tends to act with hostility toward the symbols of its persecution.


  Shit, Taylor snorted.


  Kate grinned at him. However gracelessly, the issue of what these women were had been brought quickly into the open, and she was grateful. She said to Hansen, But the bar owner did talk to you?


  Hansen glanced at his clipboard. Magda Schaeffer. He spelled the names. I got that from her business permits, not from her. She got a little more cooperative when I suggested there might be grounds for busting her. Hansens face again took on grimness. For serving minors. The victim, Kate, if shes twenty-one Im


  False ID, Taylor said in a bored tone. Bet we find it on her. Got anything else? Where she lives?


  Right there. Hansen pointed to the van. The Schaeffer woman says she parked it here mostly, or at the beach.


  Kate studied the battered vehicle. Well impound it. Parents? Relatives?


  ParentsWest Hollywood, the Schaeffer woman thinks. The other women here claim to know the victim only casually. And thats all weve got so far.


  Kate looked at the Casbah Motel, its L-shape framing the opposite side of the parking lot, and at the blank squares of beige curtained windows. She gestured. Whove you got over there, Fred?


  Davis and Ploski.


  Deploy every officer you can spare, Im sure theyll allow us a permissive search. Have them interview everybody they can find. A motel, Sunday nightpeople will be checking out. Get addresses. Make sure you have the license plates of every single vehicle in this lot and in the off-street area down on La Brea. The motel registration, we can work with that, too. She said to Taylor, Lets get started here, before we have the lab people all over the scene.


  In her notebook she made a quick sketch of the rectangle, the position of the Dumpster, the van, the body. She recorded the time she and Taylor had arrived, 7:13 p.m., and the date, June 16, 1985, and the approximate temperature, 70 degrees.


  Skirting the edge of the yellow tape, moving past spectators who shrank back as if to avoid infection, Kate and Taylor walked to the far end of the rectangle. Kate entered first, Taylor waiting for her signal. She moved carefully, in a straight line toward the van, scrutinizing the ground with each step.


  The parking lot was unusually clean. A few scraps of fast-food wrappers had drifted against the fence, but most of the debris had blown in off the hillsideleaves, pine needles, twigs, deposited in patterns by eddies of wind. She bent several times to examine cigarette butts and matchsticks ground into the pavement, days old from their state of decay. The killer or killers had left a signatureall killers didbut it was unlikely, Kate reflected, that that signature would be found here in the open.


  As she glanced around at what appeared to be the usual oil stains on pavement, her glance froze on staring silver-blue eyes.


  Dory Quillins face was the color of pale wax, framed by white-blond hair so fine it stirred in the faint evening breeze. The delicately wrought face, the small, tender mouth, reminded Kate of the exquisite perfection of an infants features. But it was the wide silver-blue eyes that held Kate; they stared at her in supplication, in bewilderment.


  Kate tore her own eyes away. Composing herself, reminding herself that the descent into death could freeze features into any configuration, she completed her scrutiny of the oil stains. Concentrating on placement of her steps, so crucial to the preservation and collection of evidence, she halted before the body.


  The white clothing was a baseball uniform, a black stripe down the side of the pants, no lettering on the front of the jersey. Both arms were outstretched and both legs drawn up, the cleats caught in the pavement, as if Dory Quillins last act had been an attempt to rise, to reach for her killer. And with those outstretched arms and that unbelieving face, she had died


  A kid, Hansen had said in his inarticulate, unwilling grief. Her white clothing added the greater symbolism of innocence to her youth and beauty. And those eloquent eyes told Kate that she could not comprehend her betrayal.


  At a cautious distance Kate lowered herself to one knee. Dory Quillins head was in three-quarter profile, the trauma to the left side partly concealed but graphically conveyed by the liquid pool that lay darkly under the declivity along the angle of forehead. Kate did not have to see the entire wound to know how it would look, the swollen edges, the surrounding tissues filled and black with blood.


  Wishing with all her soul that she could reach over and close those unbelieving silver-blue eyes, Kate forced herself to examine her. No visible marks on any of the exposed skin, and the baseball uniform seemed to be intact; apparently there had been no added violation of Dory Quillin. She wore a digital wristwatch with a plastic strapworth no more than a few dollars, Kate judgedand a pinky ring. The palms of both hands were upturned, and Kate could not determine if the ring had a stone of value. The short rope chain around the neck was gold. The jaw and neck, places where rigor mortis usually began, appeared still soft and pliant. Skin surfaces were insufficiently visible for telltale bluish or reddish signs, but lividity seemed unlikely.


  Hansen was right; this homicide had occurred very recently. The killer of this woman-child could not be very far away. Perhaps even right here, in that crowd of avidly staring faces across the parking lot. As she signaled for Taylor to join her, she studied and committed their faces to memory. She would have Shapiro, who would arrive momentarily, work in some shots of them as he photographed the general area.


  She watched Taylor following her path, placing his big awkward feet down carefully, double-checking, as he was supposed to, the terrain she had already studied. Then she watched him look down at Dory Quillin, watched him push his fleshy lips in and out. Ordinarily she only mildly disliked Taylors gallows humor at a death scene; it distracted, lessened some of the grimness and tension. But if he offered any ghastly joke now, she vowed she would hate him forever.


  He looked up at her silently; and his soft brown eyes mirrored mourning.


  She said quietly, All of us are supposed to be Gods children. She looks like one.


  Were all Gods assholes. His voice was a resonant growl. Or we wouldnt do the shit we do.


  She turned toward the van. An aluminum bat lay in its shadow. She looked at the bare metal of the handle. Such a surface could hold a print. More than one person might have been involved in this homicide, but only one person had struck the blow. But many hands had held this bat before it had become a murder weapon Still, there was hope.


  For several minutes both detectives wrote in their notebooks, Kate recording in detail the position and appearance of the body, the condition of the clothing, the size and shape and degree of blood coagulation, her overall impressions.


  Moving carefully, she stopped a judicious distance from the bat; Taylor hunkered down beside her. The shiny bat was darkly stained on one end; bits of dirt clung to the fouled area.


  Taylor pointed. Looks like it was dropped, maybe right therethat could be a mark on the pavement, a bloodstain. Then it rolled over here.


  Kate studied the bat, the van, the position of the body. Maybe. Could have been thrown, too. Bounced off the van and back here.


  Thered be a dent in the vannot that you could tell. But it would make a hell of a racket, somebody would hear.


  Maybe somebody did. But her instincts told her the killer had simply dropped the bat and fled. Again she studied the scene. From a blow like that, shed fall like a stone. From the bloodstains she didnt move much. Kate gestured. Id say the killer stood about there.


  Taylor rose. With the wound on the left side, we got ourselves a right-handed batter.


  Had he not taken a few swings with an imaginary bat in demonstration, had he not grinned, she might have forgiven him. Five minutes, Taylor could allow Dory Quillin no more than five minutes of dignity. Too occupied with despising him to reply, she made her way over to the van.


  Both detectives peered into the open door. The back window was curtained in dark blue fabric with crisp white polka dots; matching curtains partitioned off the cab of the van. The backseat had been removed, the floor of the van was crowded with the possessions of Dory Quillin: a rolled-up sleeping bag; a wicker trunk, presumably for clothesseveral T-shirts, neatly folded, lay on top of it. In a far corner, on flimsy shelving, dry foods were lined upbread, crackers, granola bars, canned goods, a few plastic plates and cups. Squinting, Kate made out a bag of cat food under the bottom shelf next to a tiny hibachi and barbecue briquettes. Several dozen paperbacks were stacked against a small metal table which had apparently been used as a desk; a yellow legal pad lay face down upon it. Just inside the door a baseball glove leaned against the wall.


  Doesnt seem disturbed, Taylor said.


  Kate nodded her agreement. She was thinking of her own apartment in Santa Monicaa living room, bedroom, convertible den, not to mention a bathroom. Probably eight hundred square feet, altogether. Dory Quillin had lived in less than thirty square feet.


  The gangs all here, Taylor announced, inclining his head toward the Nightwood Bar and the group gathered along the yellow tape. Both detectives made their way back along the trail they had blazed, toward the team that would begin processing the area.


  Shapiro gestured toward the hillside and said unsmilingly to Kate, I suppose you want photos of every leaf on every tree.


  Kate answered the thin, bearded photographer evenly. I wouldnt mind you working some shots of the spectators into your backgrounds.


  Sure. Shapiro shrugged and grinned, and placed his case down on the pavement.


  Do us another favor, Taylor said, try not to step on the victim till the coroner gets here.


  Kate nodded to Hansen. All yours, Fred. She knew he would section off the crime scene and have his officers methodically conduct a thorough search as Shapiro photographed the scene. Well be back when Everson To her consternation, her voice cracked.


  She had remembered the autopsy. She turned her back on the body of Dory Quillin as if that act could prevent those silver-blue eyes from filling her mind. Not only would she carry with her the indelible vision of that face, she would have the horrific memory of that tender body on an autopsy surgeons table Well be back when Everson examines her, Kate said firmly.


  She snapped closed her notebook and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. Not for her to break the cardinal rule of police work: objectivity. Not for her to become obsessed with Dory Quillin


  She looked up to find Hansen staring at her. Kate met his dark eyes and smiled faintly.


  Come on, Kate, Taylor said. He grinned and jerked a thumb at the Nightwood Bar. Lets go in and charm the hell out of all those unfriendly women.


  Chapter 2


  What the hell kind of bar is this, muttered Taylor.


  Casting the most cursory of glances at a large room unusually bright for a bar, Kate did not reply. The greater imperative was to gather her wits, to assess the ten women clustered along the curved dark wood bar. Taylors presence only added to her tension.


  Where does my integrity begin and end? What if someone asks point-blank if Im a lesbian?


  They wont ask. She was looking into the faces of the women at the bar. They dont need to.


  She felt stripped of her gray gabardine pants and jacket, her conservative cloak of invisibility in the conventional world. In here she was fully exposed against her natural background.


  She recognized aspects of herself in each of the women staring back at her. In the assertiveness of one womans posture, in the stocky build of another, in the untouched gray of a short hairstyle, in the practical clothing and unmadeup faces and serviceably pared nails


  With ingrained habit she noted that two women were black, two Hispanic. Three wore baseball pants and shirts similar to Dory Quillins except these were in colors. Others wore pants or shorts, with shirts and T-shirts. A fat woman in a paisley skirt and peasant blouse sat with legs crossed, the skirt hiked above dimpled knees.


  Their direct, perceptive glances penetrated her like an X-ray. A plump woman in white shorts and a blousy pink T-shirt, hoops of gold dangling from her earlobes, leaned over to whisper to her companion, a black woman with hair so short it could not have been more than half an inch long. The black woman grinned and nodded.


  Which of you, Kate said in the most commanding tone she could muster, is Magda Schaeffer? She was braced and ready, expecting the murmuring wave of amusement at the low tones of her voice.


  The burly woman who got up from a bar stool was perhaps fifty-five, with a whitening thatch of hair that looked self-cropped. Her lavender T-shirt was tucked into knee-length shorts with more pockets than Kate believed possible on an article of clothing: zippers covered the entire front and sides, with loops of fabric at each side, presumably to hold a flashlight or hammer. The woman crossed heavily tanned arms and studied Kate with deepset, hooded dark eyes.


  Youre Magda Schaeffer?


  The woman nodded expressionlessly.


  Im Detective Delafield. This is my partner, Detective Taylor.


  Again the woman nodded.


  Would anyone in this room ever speak? Would they never stop their staring?


  Ive already answered every conceivable question, Magda Schaeffer said. The voice was soft; Kate had expected masculine gruffness.


  We need to go over details again, perhaps a number of times. Kate raised her voice to take in the room, launching into her explanation of procedure with a sense of relief at this familiar ground. One of you might have a piece of information more important than anyone can see right now


  Bullshit.


  The speaker lounged on a stool at the end of the bar. A navy blue yacht cap was pulled down over her sharp, hawklike features, cutoff jeans exposed thin but muscled thighs, the sleeves of a blue-checked shirt were rolled to the elbows.


  She jabbed a finger at Kate but directed her words at Taylor: You think bringing a sister in here makes some kind of difference to us? she barked. Shes sold out to her own oppressors.


  Taylor cast an astonished glance at Kate.


  The woman glared at Kate. Enjoy being one of the boys? Kicking your own sisters around?


  Kate said evenly, I dont kick anyone around. She knew she must use diversionary tactics, break up this group, separate them before they solidified in their hostility.


  Patton, Magda Schaeffer said, walking toward the woman, her hands on her hips, you cool it. You lay off all your political shit for just these few hours out of your life so these people can do their jobs and get out of here. The sooner they finish the sooner theyll be gone.


  Dorys a dyke, Patton said bitterly. Whoever killed herhell end up getting a nothing sentence in a cushy cell just like Dan White.


  Magda Schaeffer shook a finger at her. Patton, Im warning you


  Cops never catch anybody anyway, said the fat woman in the paisley skirt. Took three million of em to find the Hillside Strangler. Every cop in the whole country couldnt find Patty Hearst.


  Taylor strolled over to Patton. Well be more than happy to listen to anything you have to say, he said, standing close to her. Kate was well acquainted with the tactic; Taylor often used his beefy bulk to dwarf, intimidate a witness, all the while speaking in what he called his jest-folks voice. He continued, If youd kindly wait till we talk to you, Miss Patton


  The room erupted in guffaws. Patton pushed her yacht cap back and leaned against the railing of the bar looking up at Taylor, shaking her head, her smiling gaze drifting over him as if any conversation was clearly a waste of time.


  Do you live in some kind of time warp? Magda Schaeffer snapped at Taylor. Does Patton look like she wants to be called Miss Patton?


  Procedure, Kate said succinctly. No offense intended to anyone. What would you like to be called?


  Maggie, the bartender answered with an almost imperceptible smile that was like a friendly clue. Kate felt suddenly warmed by her.


  Wed like to look over the bar, Kate said. To orient ourselves. At this moment it seemed more judicious to remove herself and Taylor than to break up this group. Afterward they would interview the women separately.


  Anything you want, Maggie said with a vague gesture toward the wall behind the bar. Business permits are over there.


  The bar counter was an elongated curve, stools along its entire length. At the end sat a coin-filled glass bowl with a neatly inked sign: AIDS PROJECT L.A. Behind the bar, next to a blank television screen high against the wall, a long banner read: ALIVE WITH PRIDE IN 85. A large kidney-shaped mirror was surrounded by lavender lights, The Nightwood Bar written across it in script letters similar to the lettering Kate had seen in the window, but in painted ceramic.


  You run a strange place, Maggie, Taylor said.


  Kate was irked, both by his comment and his tone, which seemed to her offensively familiar and condescending.


  I guarantee you, Taylor said, this is the only bar in the world with a bookcase.


  Kate walked across the room, looking around her in increasing amazement.


  The bookcase was largefour crowded shelves perhaps ten feet long, toward the rear of the bar beside a pool table overhung by a Tiffany-style lampshade. Behind the pool table were three tables, each with a different game set up: checkers, chess, a Scrabble board. Another table contained stacks of magazines and crossword puzzle books; and beside it, another held several decks of cards and a pink box; Kate made out its lettering: Gay Trivia.


  Across a dance floor not more than twelve feet square, two other tables were set up for backgammon. Against the far wall of the dance floor a high narrow counter was fronted by two stools, a video game at each. The jukebox, alongside a cigarette machine, was dark. The entire room was decorated with leafy plants flourishing under generous track lights.


  Incredible, Kate thought. If only thered been a place like this when I was coming out


  Its the kind of place Ive always wanted, Maggie said. Its not a pickup jointplenty of places in town for that. She was addressing Kate, the angle of her body shutting out Taylor. Any woman who comes in here, shes not locked into just drinking or dancing or playing pool. She can sit by herself and read a magazine or a book or play cards with somebody or whatever.


  Maggies tone was low-pitched and earnest. Hell, Im just as happy to serve coffee or soft drinks as booze. Were busy Friday and Saturday nights, but my crowd is mostly an older crowd and mostly regulars. They come in for one thing She spread her hands and finished with quiet emphasis, To relax and be themselves.


  Was Dory Quillin a regular? Taylor asked.


  Kate was pleased that Taylor had refocused this interview; it was too perilously easy in these circumstances to have her own concentration fragmented. Gesturing to Taylor and Maggie, Kate pulled out a chair from a nearby table. The three of them sat down.


  A semi-regular, Maggie answered Taylors question, propping a Puma shoe on the unused chair. She lit an unfiltered Pall Mall. She hit most of the bars, like a lot of the youngsters do.


  Taylor was trying to fit his bulk into the small wooden chair. How long did she park on your lot?


  Nine, ten months. You detectives must want some coffee. Roz, she called without waiting for an answer, bring us three coffees, would you?


  Thanks, Kate said. Then you must have known her quite well.


  Actually, no.


  She parked on your lot. Taylors skepticism was evident. She use the john in here too? As Maggie nodded, Taylor stated, Anybodyd think you were pretty tight with her.


  Again Kate was irked, reading the insinuation of sexuality into his words. Maggie shrugged and drew smoke deeply into her lungs. No, I just felt sorry for her. Did you look at her out there?


  Yes, Kate answered for Taylor, we did.


  The coffee arrived, Roz serving the three mugs from a tray, moving briskly away when the detectives declined the offer of cream or sugar.


  Maggie crushed out her cigarette and looked up at Kate. If you saw Dory then you know. A lost child. Out on her own, just her and that van


  Think she was really twenty-one? Taylor asked casually.


  She had proof.


  Taylor nodded.


  Maggie sighed. Hell, I dont know. I dont think so. God, she looked about twelve. But a lot of them do. The older I get, the younger everybody looks. Letting her park here was a little thing to do for her. And it was reciprocal anyway. Even though we close at two, I need some kind of protection after hours, the place is too far out of the way. My last watchdog gnawed through his leash and took off, Dory offered to stay for a while. Shes been here
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