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        PROLOGUE

      

      AT EIGHT-FIFTEEN IN the morning on a balmy Los Angeles winter’s day, a 282 Lucent Industry Aircraft, better known as WestAir flight 1324, took off from Burbank Airport holding forty-seven commuters. The ETA to its final destination, San Jose, California, was one hour and six minutes and the ride was expected to be smooth and uneventful. The skies were blue, the wind gentle, and the heavens’ visibility was unobstructed in all directions. Sixty-seven seconds later, with its nose still headed skyward, it inexplicably yawed to the left, did a 360 rotation on its axis, and began to plunge down until it clipped a power line, thundered its last hurrah, and burst into flames, the explosion so great that it was heard five miles away. 

      The main bulk of the fiery fuselage landed on a three-story apartment house in the Granada Hills section of the West Valley, transferring its inferno to the residential structure. Windows shattered, gas pipes detonated, and electrical wires arced blue lightning through the skies. The eighteen-unit building crafted from stucco and wood was swallowed by flames that spanned every color of the rainbow. The noise was so deafening that it drowned out the human screams. The stench of fire, smoke, and fuel oil that infused the air was toxic and suffocating. Oxygen was choked out of the atmosphere. Flesh burned alongside metal and leather. Debris were scattered and windblown for hundreds of feet. Within a heartbeat of time, a green suburban landscape had been transformed into an unimaginable holocaust of hell. 
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      THE CEREAL SPOON stopped midair. Rina turned to her husband. “What was that?” 

      “I don’t know.” The lights flickered and died along with the TV, the refrigerator, and probably everything in the house electrical. Decker reached over and picked up the portable phone. He punched in one of the landlines but got no response. 

      Rina lowered the spoon into the cereal bowl. “Dead?” 

      “Yep.” Decker flicked the light switch on and off, a futile gesture of hope. It was eight in the morning and the kitchen was bathed in eastern light that didn’t require electrical augmentation. “Something blew. Probably a major transformer.” He frowned. “That shouldn’t affect the phone lines, though.” He pulled out his cell and tried to contact someone on a landline at work. With no response coming from the other end, Decker knew that the damage was widespread. 

      The Los Angeles Police Department’s West Valley substation—Devonshire Division in another age—was a few miles away from where Decker lived. When this kind of thing happened, the place was a madhouse, a switchboard of panicked people with emergency lines ringing off the hook. “I should go to work.” 

      “You didn’t eat,” Rina said. 

      “I’ll grab something from the machines.” 

      “Peter, if it’s just a transformer, there isn’t anything you can do about it. You’ll probably have a long day. I think you should fuel up.” 

      There was logic to that. Decker sat back down and poured some skim milk into his cereal bowl, already laden with strawberries and bananas. “I suppose the squad room can wait another five minutes.” They ate in silence for two bites. He noticed the wrinkle in Rina’s brow. “You’re concerned about Hannah.” 

      “A little.” 

      “I’ll stop by the school on my way to work.” 

      “I’d appreciate it.” Rina tried to think of something to say to distract both of them. The default conversation was the kids. “Cindy called yesterday. She and Koby are coming over Friday night for dinner.” 

      “Great.” A pause as Decker finished his cereal. “How are the boys?” 

      “I talked to Sammy yesterday. He’s fine. Jacob only calls before Shabbos or if he’s upset. Since he hasn’t called, I’m assuming everything’s okay.” 

      Decker nodded, although his mind was racing through emergency procedure. He stood and tried the land phone again. The machine was still lifeless. “Is the den computer still plugged into a battery pack?” 

      “I think so.” 

      “Let me try something.” Decker unplugged the small, portable, kitchen TV and lugged it into the back den. Rina followed and watched her husband drop to the floor and insert the electrical cord into one of the empty sockets. The seven-inch screen sprang to life. Decker tried one of the local stations. The TV was color but showed only images in shades of black and gray. 

      “What are we looking at?” Rina asked. 

      “A fire.” As if to underscore Decker’s pronouncement, a billowing cloud of orange flames materialized. His cell jumped to life. “Decker.” 

      “Strapp here. Where are you?” 

      For the captain to be calling him on his cell, something was really wrong. “At home. I’m just about to leave—” 

      “Don’t come into the station. We’ve got a dire situation. Plane crash on Seacrest Drive between Hobart and Macon—” 

      “Good Lord—” 

      “What?” Rina asked. 

      Frantically, Decker waved her off. 

      “Is it Hannah?” 

      Decker shook his head while trying to digest the captain’s words. “… took down an apartment building. A few firefighters are already at the scene, but the local units are going to need reinforcements ASAP. All units are being directed to Seacrest and Belarose. We’re planning tactical.” 

      “I’m ten minutes away.” 

      “You got a roof light in your vehicle?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Use it!” The captain hung up. 

      “What?” Rina was pale. 

      “Plane crash—” 

      “Oh my God!” Rina gasped. 

      “It landed on an apartment—” Decker stopped talking, his ears picking up the wail of the background sirens. He glanced back at the TV screen. 

      “Where?” 

      “Seacrest—” 

      “Where on Seacrest?” 

      “Between Hobart and Macon.” 

      “Peter, that’s about five minutes from Hannah’s school!” 

      “Go get the Volvo. I’ll convoy you over with the siren in the unmarked and then go out to the scene.” 

      Rina’s eyes were still glued to the TV screen. Unceremoniously, Decker turned it off. “You can listen on the radio. Let’s go!” 

      Rina snapped out of her stupor, realizing the extent of what was to follow. A very long day followed by a very, very long night. She wasn’t going to see him for the next twenty-four hours. But unlike the people on the plane, she would see him again. Her heart started racing, her throat clogged up with emotions, but words escaped her. 

      Once they were outside, she found her voice. “Be careful, Peter.” 

      He nodded, but he wasn’t paying attention. He opened the car door for her and she slipped inside. “I love you.” 

      “Love you, too. And yes, I will be careful.” 

      “Thank you. I didn’t think you heard me.” 

      “Normally, I probably wouldn’t have, but right now I could hear a butterfly. That’s what happens when overdrive kicks in. All senses suddenly warp speed to hyperalert.” 

      LIKE MOST PRIVATE schools, Beth Jacob Hebrew Academy High School—grades nine through twelve—had recently flexed its flaccid muscles against its overindulged adolescent inhabitants. Teachers, tired of beeps, whistles, and ring tones interrupting lessons, complained to the administration that in turn passed a draconian law—according to fourteen-year-old Hannah Decker—that prohibited the possession of any electronic gadgets, the sole exception being calculators for advanced math. The ordinance had gone into effect three weeks prior—a case of poor timing because with the land phones out, the school was frantically trying to reach parents on the limited cell phones that it had. 

      Most of the parents had an inkling that something was wrong, so by the time Decker and Rina pulled up, there was already a line of SUVs waiting to haul away the children. 

      Decker got out of the unmarked and walked over to Rina’s Volvo. His nostrils flared at the acrid smell of smoke, his eyes watering from floating ash. He put his hand over his mouth and motioned for her to roll down the window. “How’s our food and water supply in the house?” 

      “You know me. We have enough for the entire neighborhood.” 

      “Good. Go home and don’t go out. The air’s horrible and is only going to get worse in the afternoon when the winds pick up. Are you going to be okay?” 

      “Absolutely,” Rina said. “Go, Peter. And thanks for getting me here so quickly.” 

      “She’s my daughter, too. Give her a kiss and tell her I love her.” 

      “I will.” 

      Decker returned to the unmarked, now sandwiched between Rina’s Volvo and a Lincoln Navigator. He turned on the siren, it squawked, and the car behind him gave him an inch of backup room. A minute later, he was on the boulevard, using his wipers to clear white ash from his windshield. Even with the siren, the normally five-minute drive took much longer. All the traffic signals were out and the roadways were clogged with vehicles. Weaving in and out of the tiny spaces allotted to him by his siren, Decker managed to reach ten blocks from the appointed spot before he espied the yellow police barricade tape. Miraculously, he found a parking space that didn’t block the street or any driveway. The scorched atmosphere was thick with ash falling like rain. Even with the door closed and the windows up, there was a sickening, permeating stink of jet fuel and molten metal and wood that burned his throat. 

      As a detective lieutenant, Decker was choosy about his field visits when a crime was called in. But he was always prepared, and that meant he had latex gloves and face masks in the console of his car. He slipped on the mask, wishing he had goggles as he opened the door. 

      Immediately his face was hit by a heavy slap of hot air. The sky billowed with black smoke and the occasional leap of an orange flame. He showed his badge to a uniform, also wearing a face mask, whose assignment was to patrol the borders of the yellow tape. The kid’s eyes were jumpy as Decker stepped over the tape. 

      God, they made them young these days. 

      As he edged closer to the disaster, visibility was reduced to soup, the fire’s roar pounding in his ears like crashing waves. He could make out a plethora of fire trucks: departments of every stripe had been called down to the scene. There were ambulances of all colors and makes. Sirens wailed and strobe lights flashed through the misty darkness. Human figures skittered about like gnats. 

      When he got within a half block of the rendezvous location, he spotted a trio that could have been anyone, but by their height and shape, Decker surmised that they were Marge Dunn, Scott Oliver, and Wanda Bontemps. With every forward step, the stench grew stronger—fuel oil, charred wood, boiling metal. He could barely hear himself think because of the screech of lapping flames, sirens, and human screams. Trained as a medic in Vietnam, Decker had seen destruction and chaos, but none of his war experiences could have prepared him for this. 

      When he was within striking distance, Decker saw that his identity assumptions had been correct. Marge Dunn, Scott Oliver, and Wanda Bontemps were sweating under protective gear—slicker coats, mouth masks, and goggles. Marge waved Decker over and handed him a slicker and a pair of goggles. She shouted, “Strapp told me to bring these for you.” 

      “Smart thinking,” Decker shouted back. “How long have you been here?” 

      “About three minutes and that’s too long,” Marge hollered. She was a tall woman but seemed bent over and consumptive under the weight of smoke and a heavy protective coat. Her forehead was soaked and dirty. 

      Decker said, “Does anyone know what crashed?” 

      “WestAir out of Burbank,” Wanda Bontemps screamed. “A commuter airlines. I heard there were around forty-five aboard?” 

      “God, that’s awful,” Decker said. “Terrorism or mechanical failure?” 

      Shrugs all around. Stupid question. How the hell should they know? His mouth was speaking before the brain kicked in. Decker felt a vibration on his chest. His cell was ringing. He shouted into the receiver. “Scream or I won’t be able to hear you.” 

      It was Strapp, and even though the captain was shouting, Decker could barely make out his words. He plugged up his other ear with his finger. “Okay … will do … I’ve got it.” He returned the cell to his pocket. “He’s stuck in traffic from a tactical meeting. First thing we need to do is evacuate the residential area in an orderly fashion. Let’s work within a ten-block radius outside the yellow tape line. The fire marshals are clearing the area within the barricades.” 

      Decker managed to extract a notepad from his suit jacket. 

      “First, let’s get the ghouls and the lookie-loos out of here. Wanda, if you take care of that, we get some clear lanes for emergency vehicles. Anyone who doesn’t leave immediately is subject to arrest. Marge, you coordinate with traffic. Take a bunch of uniforms, station them at every other intersection, and set up some kind of traffic escape route. Oliver, let’s work out an orderly grid of the area. I’ll start grabbing as many detectives and officers as I can so we can start knocking on doors.” 

      As expected in the ensuing pandemonium, the biggest problem was cars jamming up the streets. Panicked folk were packing cherished belongings, stuffing their valuables into cars, trucks, and vans. This particular vicinity was a neighborhood of solid homes with dens, big TVs, and lots of electronics. Some of the houses had pools, and decks and barbecues. All of that could be replaced. It was all the silly items abandoned inside that made people weep: the photo albums, vacation souvenirs, the knickknacks, and the curios. 

      As soon as Oliver got a decent grid map, Decker made his assignments to his waiting detectives, saving the evacuation of the area nearest to the crash for himself. There was a bullhorn on each block telling people that they had to leave their homes now. That was fine for people with cars, but what about those who were without transportation? What about the sick and the elderly? 

      Decker began to knock on doors. 

      The first house in his area belonged to a woman with two small children. She was very thin, her dark hair covered with ash, turning it gray. She coughed as she cried, hauling out a brown box filled with items that were obviously important to her. Her two small children were already strapped into car seats. 

      Decker said, “You must evacuate now. It’s not safe for your children and you to breathe in this air.” 

      “I have to lock the door.” 

      “Give the keys to me and get in the car.” 

      The woman complied, slipping into the driver’s seat. Decker returned with her keys and helped her back out of her driveway and into a lane of cars. 

      Banging on the door to the second house, Decker got no response, but he could hear frantic barking. Looking through the cyclone fence that delineated a backyard, he spotted a small ivory-colored toy poodle, forlorn and incarcerated. He opened the gate and picked up the pooch, carrying it to the next house. 

      That house was occupied by a young Hispanic woman in a maid’s uniform and small Caucasian preschoolers. He told her she must leave with the children. “Do you have a car?” Decker asked her in English. 

      “I try calling Missy. The phone no work.” 

      Decker switched to Spanish. “You have to leave the house. You carry the little girl; I’ll get the big one.” He hoisted a boy of around four into his arm while holding the crying poodle. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” 

      “What about Missy?” the housekeeper asked frantically. 

      “Tell your boss that the police made you leave.” Decker spied the neighbor across the street loading his family into his van. He darted across the street with the kid and the dog in his arms. He spoke to a man who appeared to be in his forties. “Take the woman and children with you. They’re stuck without transportation out of here.” 

      “There’s no room,” the neighbor said, folding his arms across his chest. 

      “Then take out the boxes and make room!” Decker shouted. 

      The man backed down and found room in the car. “Not the dog,” the man insisted. “I’m allergic.” 

      Decker didn’t press the dog. As he crossed back, he knocked on the hood of a sedan driven by a young mother. Her baby was in the back. She rolled down the window. Decker said, “Can you take the dog? The owners aren’t home.” 

      “Is it friendly? I have a baby.” 

      Decker knew the dog was scared and sometimes fearful animals bite. He told the woman he’d try someone else and finally managed to palm off the mutt on a mother with a teenage boy who was home, sick with the flu. 

      The door-banging on the next three houses went unanswered, but he did rescue another small dog and two cats. He was forced to leave behind several big dogs, trapped inside the houses or behind fences. His main concerns were humans, not animals, but it made him feel sick to leave these poor, pathetic pets. But he—like everyone else—would deal with that later. 

      His throat was scorched with dry heat, his eyes burning behind the goggles. 

      The next residence on Decker’s list was occupied by a woman carrying suitcases to her car. After giving her orders to leave immediately, he asked her if she could transport the pets he was holding. She agreed without hesitation and left her house, sobbing as she started up her car. 

      Smoke clouded any remnants of sunshine. The sky was dark charcoal and all Decker could make out were the pinpoint beams of headlights as cars filed out of the neighborhood. Mechanically, he jogged from one house to another, picking up any stray pet he could tote and giving them to the fleeing residents in the area, checking off address after address to make sure that no one was left behind. 

      An hour into his searching, he knocked on the door of a wood-sided one-story shingle. At first, it appeared that no one was home. But when he knocked again, Decker thought that he might have heard something, a muffled scream or yelp. It could have been animal, it could have been his imagination, but it could have been human. Something in his gut told him to go inside. 

      Lowering his shoulder, he rammed the door several times until the lock splintered and the door swung open. 

      The interior of the house was dark clouds of smoke. 

      “Anyone home here?” he shouted. 

      The response was a strangled cry: it seemed to be coming from the back. He made his way through the acrid hallway and found an elderly, bedridden, sweat-soaked woman who must have been in her nineties. It was nothing short of a miracle that she was still breathing. The woman’s wheelchair was folded and tucked into the corner. She was trapped and as scared as a treed squirrel. 

      “Thank God!” the woman mouthed, tears pouring from her eyes. 

      Decker unfolded the chair, lifted the sticks-and-bones woman from the bed, and eased her into the chair. Her nightgown was wet with sweat, urine, and runny feces. She was shivering even though it was close to a hundred degrees inside. He found a clean blanket and draped it over her skeletal frame. Then he noticed a pharmacy’s worth of medication resting on her nightstand and stuffed the vials into his pockets. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here.” 

      “Thank God!” the woman said again. 

      As he wheeled her through the smoke-laden living room, he said, “You’re all alone here, ma’am?” 

      “My nurse.” 

      “What about your nurse?” 

      “We heard a terrible crash …” The woman was trembling as if she had palsy. “She said she’d be back for me.” 

      “How long ago was that?” 

      “A long time …” 

      “Does she have a car?” 

      “Yes … in the driveway.” 

      There wasn’t any car in the driveway. The nurse had probably fled as soon as she saw the flames. Decker wheeled the old lady outside, pushed her in her chair for half a block until he found a van stuck in traffic on the road. He knocked on the driver’s window and a startled woman looked at him and then quickly away. He knocked again and presented his badge. She rolled down the glass. 

      “I need you to take this woman out of here. She was abandoned in her house.” Decker pulled out the medication from his pockets. “Take these with you.” 

      The woman didn’t respond, dulled by panic and fright. Eventually, as Decker kept talking, she comprehended what he was asking her to do. She depressed the unlock button and Decker opened the back door. He belted the old lady inside next to the woman’s five-year-old boy. The child gave the old woman a shy smile and then, in an act of altruism, offered her his lollipop. 

      The old woman cried. She grabbed on to Decker’s hand. “God bless you.” 

      “You, too.” He hefted the woman’s wheelchair into the back of the van and thanked the driver, who was still too scared and too stunned to respond verbally. 

      After he had finished his initial list, he moved on to residences that were farther down the road but still very much in the sweep of the firestorm. With all that jet fuel to burn and broken gas lines to feed the inferno, it would be a long, long time before things were under control. 

      The fire marshals wanted to clear a two-mile radius. A residential area like this one included not only private homes but condos and apartment buildings. That amounted to a lot of people and a lot of cars. Decker regrouped with his detectives and made new assignments. 

      Hundreds of remaining doors to knock on: the terrified eyes, soot-streaked arms holding boxes, fingers gripping suitcases. Forms flitted from house to house, vehicle to vehicle. Loose animals roamed the streets, crying out with choked and desperate barks, visibility close to nil. 

      It wasn’t hell but it was a good facsimile. 

      He worked without interruption as the fire burned deep into the night. 
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      THE POLICE TOOK eighteen-hour shifts. Somewhere Decker got down enough food to calm his stomach, although he had no memory of eating. The crash information that filtered through to the emergency crews was incomplete and contradictory. With the passing of the first twenty-four hours, no radical terrorist group came forward to take responsibility and that seemed to soothe frazzled nerves. Decker thought it was quite a world when everyone was rooting for mechanical failure. From the eyewitness accounts, it appeared that the plane had been in trouble from takeoff. Ascent was never fully realized, and a few moments later, it nose-dived. No one remembered seeing a midair explosion, and so far, no videos of the crash had surfaced. 

      Thirty-seven hours after WestAir flight 1324 plummeted into 7624 Seacrest Drive, the fire department declared that the inferno had been contained, although it was far from out. Jet fuel was still stoking the flames, and even in the areas where active fire had died out, there were still flare-ups. It would take days before residents could come home. The Gov had come down, declaring the site a disaster area, making it easier for the surviving residents to get federal aid and loans. 

      From the snippets of data that went in and out of Decker’s ears, he surmised that the casualties numbered around sixty to seventy, of which forty-seven came from the hapless travelers on the plane. Ground casualties were still being assessed. 

      Decker was dismissed from duty after forty-two straight hours of work. If he drove home, he didn’t openly remember operating a vehicle. Nor did he recall seeing his wife and his teenage daughter, or taking a shower. Exhaustion had robbed any recollection of his falling asleep. His first conscious memory was Rina waking him up at nine in the morning. He was confused but not ungrateful. His dreams had been disturbing. He wiped his sweat-soaked face with the sleeve of his pajamas, leaving behind a gray streak of soot. 

      Rina handed him the phone. “It’s Captain Strapp.” 

      Decker took the phone and depressed the hold button. Electricity and phone service had been restored sometime between when he had left and when he had come home. 

      “We’re getting calls, Pete. Family of loved ones that lived in the burnt house or in the area: relatives wanting to know if their kin is alive or dead. I want you to set up a task force and collect as many names as possible. Also, get the dental X-rays so that when the coroner’s investigators go in for recovery, we can provide them a list of names and the X-rays for identification. We’ll be one step ahead.” 

      Decker understood the words as English, but it took him a few moments to grab the meaning. “Uh … do we have a list of the ground deaths?” 

      Strapp’s voice was strained. “Did you just wake up?” 

      “My wife just woke me up. I’ve only been home for”—he looked at the clock— “a little under eight hours.” 

      “How long did you work?” 

      “About forty-two hours.” 

      “Good grief! That’s a lot of overtime.” 

      “I suppose it is.” Decker hoped he had kept the sarcasm out of his voice. 

      “In answer to your question, we don’t have a list of ground deaths. That’s what I want you to work on. I want your task force to contact the families of the suspected ground deaths and gather names. You can act as a liaison between the bereaved families and the NTSB and the coroner’s office. I’m calling for a town-hall meeting to assess what the community needs. The first thing we need to do is to set up a system so that worried families can access information.” 

      Decker’s brain was beginning to work. Strapp was spot on target. The charred bodies of the crash belonged to the coroner’s office, the wreckage of the plane belonged to the National Transportation and Safety Board, but the community belonged to the police. Working with bereaved families was bound to be a gut-wrenching assignment, meaning it would be a job that he’d do personally. 

      Another long day. 

      Strapp was talking. “… less immediate note, there have been reports of graffiti and looting in the affected areas. I want those investigated as well.” 

      Decker sat up. “Who’s reporting the looting? The residents haven’t been allowed back in.” 

      “That’s what I want you to find out.” 

      Decker exhaled. “All right. I’ll try to make it down in about thirty to forty minutes.” 

      “See you then.” 

      The receiver clicked off. Decker gave his wife the phone. “I’ve got to take a shower and go to work.” 

      She didn’t even bother to protest. “I’ll make you breakfast.” 

      “Food … that sounds real good.” Decker swung his legs over the bed, stood up, and stretched his six-foot-four frame. Over the years he had gained a few pounds, topping out around 225, but for a guy in his fifties, he carried his weight well. “Is Hannah in school?” 

      “School is in the hot zone. It’s been temporarily canceled until the board can find facilities where the kids can inhale without clogging their bronchioles with ash. We’re going to my parents for Shabbat, by the way. The air isn’t pristine over there, but it’s a lot better in Beverly Hills than it is here.” 

      “That could apply to a lot of things. That sounds fine. I’d love to see your parents.” 

      “You would?” 

      Decker smiled. “After witnessing such harrowing events, I look forward to a night with the in-laws and their mundane problems. Besides, your mother is a phenomenal cook.” 

      “That she is.” 

      “What about Cindy and Koby? Weren’t they supposed to come over on Saturday?” 

      “Friday night, actually, and Mama was gracious enough to invite them as well. Hannah, by the way, is thrilled. Not so much because she’s going to see her grandparents, but because she gets to see her friends that live in the city for a change.” 

      “It’s the age.” 

      “That’s true. Hannah lives for her friends. She’s either IMing someone or on the phone or doing both at the same time.” 

      “I hope I can make dinner this weekend.” Decker kissed his wife on the forehead. “This public servant may be doing overtime for a while. At least it’ll mean more cash in the till.” 

      “I’d rather have you.” Rina stroked his face and Decker realized how lovely she looked. His hormones shot through his lower body, but it was all for naught. He didn’t have the time. 

      After he showered and dressed, he sat down to pancakes and a cheese omelet. He drank four cups of coffee and two glasses of juice. He could have eaten more but the clock was ticking. When he announced that he had to go, Rina didn’t try to hold him back. 

      “Are you safe behind a wheel?” 

      “Safe and completely fueled.” 

      “I packed you a lunch while you were showering—four sandwiches and various side dishes. What you can’t eat, you can share with your brethren in blue.” 

      “I’m sure they will be grateful for any morsel I throw to them.” He kissed his wife chastely on the lips, deciding that this wasn’t at all satisfactory. The next kiss was long and deep. “I really do need to retire from my job.” 

      “You keep threatening, but for me it’s not a threat. First of all, I love you. Second of all, I’ve been collecting a list of projects that we’ve jawed about over the last four years. I’m ready when you’re ready.” 

      He knew what she was referring to. They’d conversed endlessly about adding more space to their eighteen-hundred-square-foot home, although the house had been losing occupants rather than gaining them. For the last few months, they’d been cutting out articles in design magazines. Rina’s pet project was a sumptuous master bathroom. Decker had been saving articles that dealt with media rooms and home theaters. Everything was still in the dream stage, but it made for interesting reading over the weekend. 

      Fantasy was the stuff of life. 

      AT HIS DESK, Decker sorted through the list of names and numbers. “This should keep me busy for a while.” 

      “Why not call a conference for all of them to come in?” Marge asked him. 

      “Because I think initial contact should be personal. These people lost loved ones in a horrible way. Besides, it shouldn’t take me all that long to make the phone calls. As the families start dropping off the dental X-rays, we’ll set up a schedule. There needs to be someone manning the desk all the time to deal with the bereaved until we’ve got all the bodies accounted for.” 

      “I can do that.” 

      “We should also contact several professionals who can offer support.” 

      “I’ll call social services and see what they can do for us.” 

      “Great.” Decker regarded his favorite detective—over forty and young at heart. They had worked together for over twenty years. As bedraggled as he felt, she looked fresh and alert. “How many hours of sleep did you get?” 

      “About five. Why? Do I look that bad?” 

      “On the contrary, you look chipper.” 

      “It’s the coral blouse,” Marge told him. “All women look good in coral.” 

      “What about men?” 

      “Men should wear black. It makes them look mysterious. In your case, Pete, black would set off your red hair very nicely.” 

      “It’s more gray than red,” Decker grumped. 

      “It’s still has plenty of red in it. So does your mustache. And you’ve got a lot of it … head hair. What you really need to look hip is a soul patch.” 

      “I’m beyond trying to look hip. All I want is to look appropriate so I don’t embarrass my teenage daughter.” 

      “I thought that was the purpose of parents of teenagers, to embarrass them.” 

      She had a definite point. Nothing was as much fun as to see his kids squirm at his misbehaviors. “So what’s going on with the graffiti and the looting?” 

      “We’ve gotten calls about homes being tagged.” 

      “How did that happen with units patrolling the area twenty-four/ seven?” 

      “The taggers are wily guys. They’re also not afraid of heights. We found signatures on the 405 Freeway overpass, and a couple of twenty-foot-high billboards. There’s also one on the top of the Parker/Doddard building, which has to be seven stories high.” 

      “Criminal Sherpas. Send them out to Everest where they can do some good.” 

      “I don’t think we’d like to see their signature in the snow, especially if we think what they might use to write with.” 

      Decker let go with a deep laugh. It felt good. “Not a pretty image. So what’s going on with the looting? Who’s reporting the activity?” 

      “Anonymous phone calls.” Marge laughed. “Since the residents aren’t back in the area to substantiate the claims, I’m thinking that may be thieves reporting on other thieves.” 

      “Any arrests?” 

      “A few for burglary, but that hasn’t deterred the felons. You know how it is, Loo. If houses are left unattended, crime is going to happen even with a strong police presence. The bad boys love to take chances. It’s like the tented houses when the owner fumigates for termites. There are always one or two yutzes who think they can beat the system and make it out before poisonous gas renders them unconscious.” 

      “How many looting complaints have been called in?” 

      “About a dozen.” 

      “Okay. Assign someone to call up the owners of the looted houses and have someone meet them there. Do a quick search inside to see if something is missing. That way if something has been stolen, they can contact their insurance agency right away.” 

      “I’ll get to it right away.” 

      “Thanks, Marge.” 

      “Leave the door open?” 

      “Absolutely.” 

      After she left, Decker looked around his private space. It was small, with used furniture, but it had walls that reached the ceiling and a door that made it an office as opposed to a cubicle. He was even lucky enough to have an outside window, although it didn’t open. It wasn’t big, but it usually let in enough light to add a pinch of cheer. Today the sash framed a gunmetal-gray sky. Ash had collected on the sill. He ran his hands through his gray-yet-still-red-according-to-Marge hair. He was still tired, but didn’t dare bitch about it, not when he looked down at all the message slips. 

      His fingers dialed the first number. A young male voice answered the call. Decker introduced himself and asked for Estelle Greenberg. The voice told him to hold on a second and then it called out, “Ma, police are on the phone.” 

      The woman who came on the line spoke before he uttered a word. “You found her!” 

      “Mrs. Greenberg, this Lieutenant Peter Decker of the Los Angeles Police—” 

      “Yes, yes … did you find my daughter?” 

      “And your daughter is …” 

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Why are you calling me if you don’t even know why I called?” 

      So much displaced anger. Decker rode with it. “I was just given a message. I’m sorry to upset you. Believe me, that isn’t my intention.” 

      “Did you find my daughter?” She was yelling over the phone. 

      “We haven’t recovered any bodies from the affected area,” Decker explained. “It’s just too hot and dangerous to search.” 

      “Then why are you wasting my time?” The fury in her voice barely overlay her desperation. 

      “First of all, I want to tell you how sorry I am. Second, I want to explain why I called you. I’m trying to gather information so that when the investigators do go into the area, they’ll know who they’re looking for. From this conversation, am I correct in assuming that your daughter lived in the affected building?” 

      The answer didn’t come right away. When it did, it was laced with tears. “Yes.” 

      “All right. May I please have her name?” 

      “Delia Greenberg. Apartment 3C.” 

      “I know the next couple of questions are going to sound moronic and insensitive, but I have to ask them anyway. So please forgive me if I upset you. I take it you haven’t heard from Delia since the incident.” 

      “No.” 

      “Does she have a cell phone?” 

      “I tried it a thousand times …” She was weeping. “It goes directly to her voice mail.” 

      “Okay. Did Delia live with anyone?” 

      “Alone.” 

      “So there was no one with her when it happened?” 

      “I don’t know! There might have been. She had friends stay over sometimes.” 

      “All right. Do you have any names, perhaps?” 

      “I don’t know! I can’t think right now!” 

      “You’re really helping me a lot, Mrs. Greenberg. Thank you for talking to me. One more thing regarding Delia. Do you think that you could obtain a copy of her dental records for identification purposes?” 

      The request was met with a long, long pause. “Probably,” she whispered. 

      “They can be sent directly to me or you can bring them in person. You are welcome to come in to the station house at any time or any hour and talk to one of us. There will always be someone here who’ll be familiar with your situation. I’m going to give you my cell number. Feel free to call it at any time.” 

      “Thank you,” she said without emotion. 

      Decker rattled off several sets of numbers. Whether the woman was writing any of it down was anyone’s guess. “Is there anything you want to ask me?” 

      “Who am I talking to again?” 

      “Lieutenant Peter Decker.” 

      “You’re a lieutenant?” 

      “Yes, ma’am.” 

      “Your captain couldn’t have given me a call?” 

      “He’d be happy to call you, Mrs. Greenberg.” 

      “But he didn’t. You did.” 

      “Yes. If you want to set up an appointment with Captain Strapp—” 

      “Why should I want to set up an appointment if the man doesn’t have the decency to call me?” She was sobbing. “When do you want the X-rays?” 

      “How about if I come to your house and we’ll go to the dentist together?” 

      The woman didn’t answer. All Decker heard was weeping. Then she said, “All right. Do you know where I live?” 

      “No, but I can take down an address.” 

      “I don’t live so close to my daughter. She wanted her privacy. I’m all the way in the city.” 

      “I have a car, I can drive. What’s the address?” 

      She gave him the street address. “When can you come?” 

      “How about tomorrow morning around eleven?” 

      “Eleven would be all right. What do you look like?” 

      “I’m very tall and have red hair.” That’s turning gray very quickly. “I’ll show you ID at your door. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. I know you’re trying to be nice. It’s just …” 

      She was crying again. Decker could have said, “I know …” Decker could have said, “I understand.” But he didn’t know and he didn’t understand. 

      Thank God. 
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      IT WAS A hard time for the West San Fernando Valley. Even the news that the crash had likely been caused by mechanical failure didn’t stave off the increase in emergency calls, of reported heart attacks, asthma attacks, and fainting spells. 

      The week of the crash, Decker had worked on casino time, never seeing the light of day, never knowing what time it was. He never made it to Rina’s parents’ for Friday-night dinner, nor did he make it over the hill for Shabbat Saturday lunch. There was just too much to do. He did manage to cram in a phone call to his married daughter. Cindy was a grand-theft-auto detective over the hill in Hollywood, and had been doing double duty because so many of the uniformed officers had been diverted to the crash area. 

      But all things must pass, and eventually the terrible incident that had grabbed headlines in the local papers for two weeks running became old news. Coverage faded and fell to page three, then to page five, then to the back of the front section. Eventually it was relegated to local news until it became yesterday’s news. With the coroner’s investigators working nonstop on the body recoveries, and the NTSB working nonstop on plane and fuselage recovery, the police were permitted to go back to doing police work. 

      No one would have definitive answers for many months. Maybe it would even be years before the total puzzle was put back together. The nature of the beast required time and patience. Rina had told him that immediately after the crash, people in the area had seemed to move a bit slower, taking more time to smile and say hello. Traffic had been sparser and much more polite. And despite the initial looting and break-ins that had happened directly after the crash, overall monthly crime had actually taken a drop. 

      A temporary aberration it seemed, because the statisticians reported that the following month, life and crime in the San Fernando Valley had returned to their precrash status. 

      FORTY-SOX DAYS AFTER the crash, as Decker was looking over the upcoming court cases of his detectives, his extension rang. It was Marissa Kornblatt, one of the three department secretaries who manned the front desk for the squad room. Over the intercom, her voice sounded tentative. 

      “Excuse me, Lieutenant. I have someone on the line who is demanding to speak to the head honcho.” 

      “Head honcho?” 

      “His words, Lieutenant, not mine. His name is Farley Lodestone, and as far as I could make out, he’s ranting about his missing daughter.” 

      “How old is his daughter?” 

      “Twenty-eight.” 

      “Twenty-eight?” 

      “I told him our standard policy is thirty-six hours before we file a report, but then he said he’s been waiting over a month and he has had enough.” 

      The man sounded like a nutcase. Decker said, “Why don’t you patch the call to Matt Thurgood and have him take a missing-persons report—” 

      “Lieutenant, Mr. Lodestone is screaming that it’s a homicide. I don’t think he’s going to be happy with an MP report … sir.” 

      “I’ll take it.” Decker punched the blinking light. “Lieutenant Decker.” 

      “Lieutenant?” The voice was surprised. “Finally! Now we’re getting somewhere! You know how many phone calls I’ve made over the last few days?” 

      “How can I help you, sir?” 

      “Farley Lodestone is the name and you certainly can help me, Lieutenant Deckman. My stepdaughter’s missing. Me and her mom haven’t heard from her in forty-six days. We thought about it and thought about it and came to the same conclusion. That sumbitch husband of hers finally went out and did it.” 

      “Did it?” 

      “You know what I mean, Deckman. The sumbitch finally killed her!” 

      Decker looked at the phone monitor and took down the calling number. It appeared to be a cell phone and was from an out-of-the-city area code. “Mr. Lodestone, why don’t you come in to the station house and we can talk about this? Things that are this serious shouldn’t be discussed over the phone.” 

      There was a long pause. “You think so?” 

      “Yes, sir, I do. I could see you in about an hour. How does that sound?” 

      “Too quick! It’ll take time for me and the missus to get over there.” 

      “Where are you calling from, Mr. Lodestone?” 

      “Fresno.” 

      One hundred and eighty-six miles away as the crow flies. “And you’re calling this station house because your stepdaughter lives in this area?” 

      “Two-three-one-one-six Octavia Avenue. That’s where you’ll find the sumbitch.” 

      “And who is this sumbitch?” 

      “Ivan Dresden. He’s a broker for Merrill Lynch in Porter Ranch. My stepdaughter’s name is Roseanne. Roseanne Dresden.” 

      Decker tucked the receiver under his chin as he wrote it down. As he saw Roseanne’s name in print, he realized he wasn’t reading it for the first time. “Her name is familiar. Would there be any reason that I might know her?” 

      “Well, you mighta probably read her name in the papers saying she was on that WestAir flight that crashed down on the apartment building.” 

      That was it! Decker’s mind was racing, trying to understand the purpose of the call. “Mr. Lodestone, are you saying that your stepdaughter wasn’t on that WestAir flight?” 

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 

      “But the papers reported her as one of the victims.” 

      “Young man, I’m sure someone somewhere musta told you that you should never believe what you read in the papers.” 

      THEY MATERIALIZED AT the station house at ten minutes to five in the afternoon. Farley and Shareen Lodestone were dressed in their Sunday finest, the man in a decently fitting gray suit with a white shirt and a tie, and Shareen in a flowered dress and low heels. She had taken the time to put on rouge and lipstick. Blond and blue-eyed, with good skin, at one time the woman had been attractive, but grief had deepened her eyes and depressed their light, giving her face a beetle brow. 

      Farley was thin and of average height with a mop of white hair. Yet Decker had seen enough of these guys to know that they were deceptively strong and wiry. He knew that beneath that jacket and shirt were some stringy arms with good grip strength. The man looked more mad than upset, but that was often a man’s way of coping with heartache. 

      Decker got them both cups of coffee and settled them into two seats opposite his desk. After closing the door, he sat down and took out a notepad, although he suspected that what they were going to tell him was a case of extreme denial. He said, “Before we get started, Mr. and Mrs. Lodestone, I want to express my condolences. I am very sorry for your loss.” 

      “Yeah, I am, too,” Lodestone grunted out. “So if you want to help, you’ll put that sumbitch behind bars.” 

      “I always had a queasy feeling about him,” Shareen added. 

      “Him … meaning your son-in-law?” 

      “That’s right,” Shareen said. “Ivan Dresden.” 

      Decker wrote down the name. “And you suspect … what?” 

      “That Ivan killed her.” 

      “Didn’t I already tell you that?” Lodestone butted in. 

      “Yes, you did.” Decker paused. “Before you came in, I called up WestAir. They verified that Roseanne had been on the flight.” 

      “Yeah, verified in what way?” Lodestone said. “They haven’t found her body.” 

      “They haven’t finished all the recovery, Mr. Lodestone.” 

      “They finished most of it,” Shareen added. “They got thirty-eight so far.” 

      “Then maybe we should wait until they have all forty-seven.” 

      “They aren’t gonna find forty-seven bodies, Lieutenant,” Farley said. “Besides, it don’t matter if they do find everyone on the passenger list because WestAir didn’t issue her a ticket.” 

      That threw Decker momentarily off guard. “They didn’t?” 

      “No, they didn’t!” Farley said triumphantly. “So how the hell did they know she was on the flight?” 

      Decker didn’t answer. He wrote down no ticket? while stalling for time. 

      Shareen rescued him. “Let me start from the beginning, Lieutenant. Roseanne was a flight attendant for WestAir. After the crash, when we couldn’t get hold of Roseanne, we called up the airlines. But WestAir told us she wasn’t working on flight 1324. Then the company called us up a couple of days later and backtracked. No, she wasn’t working 1324, but she was on the plane, hopping a ride to San Jose to work the route up there for a couple of nights … which is why they claimed they didn’t issue her a ticket.” 

      “Wait a minute.” Decker started to take notes in earnest. “I thought every passenger who flew on an airline had to be issued a ticket.” 

      “That’s what I thought,” Shareen said. “But I was wrong. This was told to me by one of Roseanne’s friends, so I hope I’m getting this right.” She took a deep breath. “Okay. Here we go. I think if you work for the airlines and you’re flying to work at a destination, you don’t have to be issued a ticket even if you’re not working the flight.” 

      Decker nodded. “So it was possible for her to be on the flight and for the airlines not to have a record of it. But then they’d have a record of the assignment, wouldn’t they?” 

      “They should have a record,” Shareen said. “But they’re not telling me yes, they have one, or no, they don’t have one.” 

      “Right now they’re not saying nothing without their lawyer,” Lodestone said. 

      Shareen said, “Roseanne used to work San Jose. So I figure that maybe WestAir was shorthanded in San Jose. So I called up San Jose, and asked if Roseanne was scheduled to work some routes up there. First they tell me no, then they tell me yes, then they tell me that if I want to talk to them again, they’ll put me in contact with their attorneys.” 

      “Same old, same old,” Lodestone said. 

      Shareen patted her husband’s knee. “Their hemming and hawing was making us very suspicious.” 

      Decker nodded. It did sound funny on the surface, but the airline was probably in disarray. 

      “I talked to Ivan,” Shareen said. “I just didn’t like what he told me.” 

      “What did he tell you?” 

      “That at the last minute, Roseanne changed her plans to work in San Jose. He told me emphatically that she was on the plane and he was upset enough without me making up stories about her not being on the plane. Then he said, in the long run, we were hurting not helping and that he and several other people had lawsuits pending, so we should kindly shut up.” 

      “He told you to shut up?” 

      “Not in those exact words, but that’s what he said between the lines. Then he told me I was in denial.” The old woman’s eyes watered. “I’m not in denial, Lieutenant. I know in my heart of hearts that Roseanne is dead. I just don’t think it was the crash that killed her.” 

      “You said Roseanne had worked San Jose before,” Decker said. “Could she have gone up to San Jose to visit someone?” 

      “Who, sir?” Lodestone said. “She’s married.” 

      “I was thinking about a friend.” 

      Shareen said, “If she was hitching a ride to visit someone, then WestAir would have had to issue her a ticket. The only way she could have boarded the plane without a ticket is if she was working the flight—which WestAir admitted to me that she wasn’t.” 

      “But then they backtracked,” Decker said. 

      “They’re lying,” Lodestone insisted. “They haven’t found her body! You know why they haven’t found her body?’ Cause it isn’t there. If that isn’t proof enough of something’s wrong, then I don’t know what is.” 

      “Mr. Lodestone, I don’t want to sound like a broken record, but neither the coroner’s office nor the NTSB has claimed to recover all the bodies. And even with those that they have recovered, it takes time to do positive identification.” 

      “Lieutenant, I talked to the sumbitch and asked him point blank why they haven’t dug up her body. You know what the sumbitch told me?” 

      “No, Mr. Lodestone, what did he tell you?” 

      “That they just didn’t dig deep enough. Can you believe that?” 

      Maybe it was true. Piles of debris still hampered much of the recovery operations. Still, it was a strange remark. Decker nodded sympathetically. 

      “Does that sound like a grieving husband to you?” Lodestone asked him. 

      It didn’t, but Decker had stopped trying to pigeonhole grief long ago. 

      Shareen said, “The only reason that Roseanne’s name is on the list is because Ivan Dresden called the newspapers and told them to put her down on the list.” 

      Decker didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you certain about that?” 

      Shareen backed down. “Well, that’s what I think.” 

      Lodestone said, “When he found out about the plane crash, he finally found a way to kill her and hide it. You know, I wouldn’t be surprised if he blew up the plane on purpose.” 

      Decker had heard people say outlandish things when upset, so his accusations fell on deaf ears. None of the vehemence surprised him, although the intricacy of the fabrication that they had created to explain their daughter’s death was beyond the pale. “Has Ivan Dresden ever threatened your daughter before?” 

      “He was having an affair.” Shareen had neatly sidestepped the question. “She was going to divorce him.” 

      “The condo’s in her name,” Lodestone told him. “I helped her buy it. He was gonna lose everything if the divorce went through.” 

      “And what did he do for a living again?” Decker asked. “Something with finance?” 

      “Broker for Merrill Lynch. That’s a fancy title for a salesman.” 

      “And what do you do, Mr. Lodestone?” 

      “Hardware … three stores and every single one of ’em is profitable.” A smile bisected his face. “Used to bother Mr. High and Mighty that I make more money with my nails and screws than he does with his fancy stocks and bonds.” 

      Shareen said, “No one has seen or heard from Roseanne since the crash, Lieutenant.” 

      That’s because she has disintegrated into dust. There was denial and there was this kind of denial, people so horrified and filled with rage that they actively hunted for an object to absorb their venom. Their anger was so encompassing that it blocked out not only the anguish, but also reason. 

      Decker said, “And you’re sure that she wasn’t on the airplane?” 

      “I called up a few of her friends,” Shareen responded. “No one remembers anything about Roseanne working San Jose.” 

      “Can you tell me the names of the friends you talked to, Mrs. Lodestone?” 

      “Certainly.” She picked up a purse and opened it. “I have a list in my handbag.” 

      Lodestone clapped his hands. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 

      Decker held out his palm to slow the old man down. “One step at a time.” After Shareen handed him the list, he took a moment to look over the names. “And this is everyone you’ve talked to?” 

      “Yes, sir, and the addresses and phone numbers are current.” 

      An efficient woman. “Well, I suppose this is as good a place to start as any.” 

      Moisture in the woman’s eyes ran over the lower lids and down her cheeks. “Thank you, Lieutenant, for taking us seriously.” 

      Decker patted her hand. “In return, I want you to do me a favor, Mr. and Mrs. Lodestone. After investigating these leads, if I feel that Roseanne was definitely on that plane, I’d like you to understand when I say that I can’t do any more.” 

      “Fair enough,” Lodestone answered. “What are you gonna do besides call up those people on Shareen’s list?” 

      “I’ve got a few options.” 

      “Like what?” Lodestone pushed. 

      “I’ll talk to the airlines … talk to the flight attendants who worked the desk to see if anyone remembers seeing Roseanne board the flight.” 

      “That’s good because we tried doing that,” Lodestone said. “WestAir wouldn’t return our phone calls.” 

      Shareen said, “If you could push them hard enough, I’d bet my bottom dollar that you’ll find out she wasn’t scheduled to work San Jose.” 

      “Maybe it was a last-minute change in schedule.” 

      “I don’t think so. There’s something fishy going on and WestAir isn’t talking.” 

      “I’m sure they’re worried about lawsuits,” Decker said. 

      “They should be worried,” Lodestone told him. “If my plane crashed and killed a bunch of people, I’d be worried, too. They can be worried all they want, but they don’t have to worry about a lawsuit from us ’cause they didn’t kill Rosie. That sumbitch did it and that’s all I have to say.” 
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      THE NEXT MORNING, Decker called in Marge Dunn. She had just come back from a spirited weekend with a man she had declared to be a keeper. Will Barnes was in his late fifties—a detective out of Berkeley who was divorced with no children, but got along well with Marge’s adopted daughter, Vega, now a young adult studying astrophysics at Caltech. For the last six months, Barnes and Dunn had seemed perfectly content with a long-distance relationship. As of a couple of weeks ago, Barnes was telling Marge about an opening in the Santa Barbara Police Department—less pay but about two hundred miles closer to L.A. That meant the relationship would be within commuting distance. 

      As Decker related his conversation with the Lodestones, Marge nodded in the appropriate places. Today, she had donned a white shirt, olive slacks, and a brown jacket. The neutral coloring would have normally washed out her complexion, but her skin glowed with a deep weekend tan. Her brown eyes sparkled with love. 

      At the end of the tale, Decker raked his hair and took a sip of water, giving her a moment to absorb everything. As he was summing up the story, he realized how weird the Lodestones’ accusations had been. “Pretty bizarre.” 

      Marge raised an eyebrow. “Beyond bizarre, Pete. I’d say we’re into the realm of fiction.” She flipped through her notebook. “So let me make sure I have this one down correctly. Roseanne Dresden was a flight attendant for WestAir.” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Her husband claimed that Roseanne had made a last-minute schedule change that put her on the doomed WestAir flight 1324.” 

      “Yes.” 

      “She was not working flight 1324 but was en route to San Jose to work some WestAir flights up north.” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Therefore, because she was on a flight for work, she was not issued a ticket.” 

      “Yes.” 

      “Now her stepfather and her mother are insisting that Roseanne’s husband, Ivan … as in Ivan the Terrible … heard about the crash, and suddenly decided that this presented an opportune time to kill his wife.” 

      “Yes. She was contemplating divorce and he stood to lose financially, according to Farley Lodestone.” 

      “The stepfather who owns three hardware stores.” 

      “And every single one of them makes money.” 

      Marge continued: “So Ivan killed Roseanne once he heard about the crash. Then he called up the newspapers and told them that Roseanne had been on the ill-fated flight, and that her name should be added to the list of crash victims.” 

      “That about sums it up.” 

      “And so far, her body has not been recovered.” 

      “Farley Lodestone made a point of telling me that three times,” Decker said. 

      “Yes. But as of this morning, there are still bodies that have not been accounted for. So why don’t we wait until the recovery operation is complete?” 

      “Lodestone is tired of waiting.” 

      “And we have to capitulate to this man, who probably harbors some irrational grudge against his son-in-law?” 

      Decker shrugged. 

      “May I ask why?” 

      “You may and I will try to answer you because I’ve thought about it myself. If it were just Farley’s accusation, I wouldn’t bother. But there’s something earnest about the mother, Shareen. She knows that Roseanne is dead, so she’s not in denial. I know the smartest thing to do is to stall them until the body is recovered, but these folks are suffering. If months go by and recovery doesn’t locate Roseanne, we’re just that much further away from what actually happened. Things get lost, people move away. If it is a homicide, it would be good to have a jump start.” 

      “If.” 

      “I know. The big if.” 

      Marge smiled. “What do you want me to do, Rabbi?” 

      “Make a couple of calls to WestAir. See if you can’t get some written confirmation that Roseanne was actually on the flight—a computer printout that showed Roseanne’s work schedule, a memo or a slip of paper: anything that puts Roseanne working in San Jose. The Lodestones were trying to do that on their own, but right now WestAir isn’t directly talking to any of the families.” 

      “Probably worried about lawsuits.” 

      “That and also busy trying to figure out what went wrong. If we could find the assignment sheet, maybe we could give the parents some peace of mind.” 

      “And what if there’s no written record of a schedule change?” 

      “There has to be, Marge. She couldn’t just show up in uniform and hop a plane.” 

      “Why not?” 

      Decker sighed. “Well, maybe she could do it, but why would she do it?” 

      Marge conceded the point. Roseanne must have gotten the assignment and there must be a record of it. “All right. I have some time in the afternoon. I’ll make a few phone calls.” 

      “Thanks.” 

      “If the airline refuses to cooperate, is there anyone else I can talk to who might verify Ivan the Terrible’s account of what happened to his wife?” 

      “As a matter of fact …” Decker pulled out the list that Shareen Lodestone had given her. “What I have is a list of FORs—friends of Roseanne. For what it’s worth, they told Shareen Lodestone that Ivan the Terrible’s version of what happened was pure horseshit.” 

      “Have you called anyone?” 

      “No. I am the lieutenant. You are the sergeant.” He handed her the list. “Now, as the sergeant, you may assign this task to someone else.” 

      “Who do you have in mind?” 

      “You choose.” 

      Marge stepped outside Decker’s office and looked around the squad room. Most of the detectives were already in the field and the few who were loitering around their desks were making a good pretense of looking busy. 

      All except Scott Oliver. 

      The thirty-year veteran detective was busy cleaning his nails. He had obviously showered this morning because his face was shaved pink and baby smooth. His black hair was combed straight back and kept in place by gel. His clothes were meticulous: a gray linen suit, a starch-pressed white shirt and a cherry-red tie, with lizard-skin loafers on his feet. 

      But somehow, even with all that morning grooming, he had missed his nails. 

      She walked over to his desk. 

      “I see you’re busy,” she told him. 

      “Qué pasa?” he asked without looking up. 

      “I have an assignment for you.” 

      “Hit it, babe.” 

      “You can either call a list of people or you can call up WestAir and deal with bureaucracy.” 

      Oliver looked up and frowned. “How many people on the list?” 

      “Around eight.” 

      He took the list and scanned the names. “Info, please?” 

      “A flight attendant named Roseanne Dresden was listed as one of the people who died on WestAir 1324. Her parents think she wasn’t on the flight, but instead was murdered opportunistically by her husband, Ivan, who then called in her death to the newspapers, saying that she had a last-minute schedule change and was on the flight.” 

      Oliver stopped filing his nails, his eyes dazed. “What?” 

      “You want to take out a notepad, Scotty. It might help your aging memory.” 

      As Oliver put away the manicure set, Marge explained the Lodestones’ theories. When she was done with them, she realized that the story still sounded absurd. “Look, what would help close this out is finding someone who saw Roseanne board the flight or an official work order that says that Roseanne had flown up on 1324. Because she wasn’t issued a ticket.” 

      “She wasn’t?” 

      “No. If you’re a flight attendant and you’re working the flight, or you’re on your way to work a flight, you don’t have to be issued a ticket. I’m thinking that it shouldn’t take more than an hour to clear up this mess and give the parents some peace of mind.” 

      “You think this won’t take more than an hour? Can I quote you on that, Dunn?” 

      “No, you may not quote me on that, Oliver, because I’ve been fooled before.” 

      PHONE CALLS TO the airlines went nowhere. Marge went from one division to another with no one anxious to talk to her, let alone give her any information. 

      “I can’t help you with that. Let me try another department.” 

      “I think we have a task force dealing with the crash. I’ll transfer you there.” 

      “I have no way of knowing that. You might want to call up human  resources.” 

      “I wouldn’t have that information. You’ll have to call up Burbank.” 

      “Sorry, I can’t give you that information without a written request  from the employee.” 

      “The employee is dead,” Marge told her. 

      “Then I’ll need a written request from the next of kin.” 

      Next of kin was Ivan Dresden, who, in Marge’s opinion, might not be inclined to give written consent. 

      She was spinning her wheels and that was the problem with the phone. It was hard to be charming and disarming without the visuals. She hung up the receiver and went over to Oliver’s desk. 

      “How’s it going with the list?” 

      “They’re at work, Dunn. I left messages and kept them vague. If they have something illuminating to tell me about Ivan the Terrible, I don’t want to scare them off. Furthermore, I don’t want it to get back to the husband that we’re looking into his wife’s death. I would surmise that such action would displease him. How’s it coming with you and WestAir?” 

      “The phone is good for some things, but not so hot for others. How would you like to come with me and pay a visit to WestAir?” 

      “And what makes you think that the company will talk to us?” 

      “Our gold shields. They’re very shiny.” 

      “Where are the offices?” 

      “Burbank.” Marge checked her watch. “We can grab some lunch then attempt to wade through the corporate morass. I have a few names. By the way, the women I spoke with over the phone sounded young and beautiful.” 

      “Sure, dangle that carrot in front of me.” But Oliver was already on his feet, straightening his tie. “What the heck. I’m kind of hungry anyway.” 

      THE BOB HOPE Airport—formerly Hollywood-Burbank—was one of those smaller, suburban airfields that attempted to drain air traffic from LAX. Originally associated with Lockheed, the Hollywood-Burbank/ Bob Hope was a convenient locale for the residents of the San Fernando Valley. The field was
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