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        For Inspector Eddie J. Erdelatz,

        San Francisco Homicide Detail (Ret.),

        who has been a friend since the day

        I walked into room 450 at

        The Hall of Justice

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived this is also vexation of spirit.

        For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge, increaseth sorrow.

      

        

      
        –Ecclesiastes 1:17,18
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      Waiting alone at Jake’s Bar & Grill in North Beach, Molly Wilson finished her second diet cola, then pressed redial on her cell phone. Four rings. She got his machine again. Damn.

      “It’s me. I’m at Jake’s. Where are you? Call me.” Nearly an hour late and not a word. This was not like Cliff. Maybe he’d left her a message at work. She tried her line there.

      “You’ve reached Molly Wilson of the San Francisco Star. I’m either on the phone or--”

      She keyed in her password. No new messages since she’d left the newsroom. Just two hang-up calls. She’d been getting a lot of those lately but nothing from Cliff. She ordered another soda and brooded.

      In the time they’d been together Cliff had never been late. Except tonight. Maybe he’d sensed that she’d reached a decision. Cliff was a great guy. She’d never set out to hurt him. She’d set out to have fun and they were having fun. But she didn’t want to move in with him. Wasn’t ready for it. She wanted to cool things. See other people. She was going to tell him tonight. She was going to thank him for his offer and return his key.

      If only she could reach him, she thought on an exhale.

      She didn’t like this. She tried his cell phone, wanting this night to be over so she could retreat to her apartment, soak in her tub, listen to some Phil Collins, then eat a gallon of butterscotch ripple. No answer. She drummed her glossed nails on the table. Then stopped.

      Someone was watching her.

      She pushed back her auburn hair and inventoried the after-work office crowd. Nothing unusual until she noticed two men nearby warming stools at the bar, ties loosened, stealing glimpses of her, then the big TV overhead.

      Of course. She was on Eyewitness 24-Hour Action News. It was her weekly eight-minute spot with Vince Vincent, host of Crime Scene, when they talked about crime trends in San Francisco.

      The show was taped at noon. Molly was still wearing the same sweater and matching blazer, which complemented her eyes. There she was with Vincent at a studio desk against San Francisco’s skyline at night discussing the latest justice department figures.

      “... but what about violent crime, like murder?” Vincent asked.

      “The odds of your being murdered, or a victim of a violent crime, are very remote,” she said.

      Watching the set over the bar, Molly shook her head. Vince was worried. No sensational crimes in weeks.

      “But violent crimes do happen here, Molly. We’ve got gangs, drug wars, murders of every sort. The city is still reeling from the recent jewelry heist homicides.”

      “Sure, but the fact is, your likelihood of being victimized by such a crime is virtually nil.”

      The two guys at the bar were now grinning, offering Molly little waves. She shrugged them off.

      She’d been on the show for over a year. She loved doing it but there was a downside. It was more than a magnet for jerks like those two. Since Crime Scene had been picked up by a statewide cable network it had attracted more whack jobs. Sickos of every description tried contacting her. Comes with the territory. She shrugged.

      Molly could handle the pair at the bar. There was little she couldn’t handle. But not tonight. She wasn’t up for these two. Not now. One was headed her way. That was her cue. She grabbed her bag, tossed a few bills on the table.

      Outside, an evening breeze rolled up from the bay and she was struck by an odd sensation. It was as if somebody was just waiting for her to leave Jake’s.

      And now they were watching her.

      This was stupid. She took stock of the street. Nothing but a few window shoppers. She was being silly, put off by those drunks at the bar. And Cliff. Where was he? She waved it off and flagged a cab.

      “Upper Market,” she told the driver.

      The lights of San Francisco rolled by and Molly thought of Cliff. He was so good to her. Nothing like some of the creeps she’d dated and dropped. Like the hair puller who called her a “stupid bitch” and the weirdo who went mute and just glared at her. She bit her lip wondering if cooling things with Cliff was a mistake. He was considerate, intelligent, had a sense of humor. A decent handsome guy. Nothing was wrong with him. They’d only started dating a few months ago. She just wasn’t ready for a long-term relationship.

      She considered her friend Tom Reed, the reporter who sat next to her at the Star. Look at what he had with Ann, his wife. The real thing. They had Zach, their beautiful son. They were far from perfect but they had a fire that could melt steel. They’d endured heartbreaks and emerged stronger. Maybe someday she’d find something like that. She just wasn’t ready to settle down yet.

      “Miss?” the driver said. “The address, please.”

      Molly recited it as the cab climbed the neighborhood’s serpentine hills. She liked the way the fog rolled up the steep streets of Cliff’s little oasis. He’d joke about being sheriff when she pointed at the community signs that demanded suspicious persons be immediately reported.

      The creak of brakes echoed in the stillness as the cab stopped at the small Queen Anne–style house. Cliff’s apartment was upstairs at the back.

      “If you shut off your meter and wait, I’ll go back with you,” she told the driver.

      “How long, miss? I gotta make a living.”

      “Not long. Please. I need to see if my friend’s home.”

      He slid the gearshift to park and killed the motor. It ticked down.

      Molly approached the front. The exterior lights were on, but the place seemed oddly dark. No interior lights. The wrought-iron gate squeaked as she took the tiled walkway to the rear stairs. The yard was lush, private, bordered with rosebushes, shrubs, eucalyptus trees. A couple of sturdy-looking palms.

      Her footsteps echoed as she ascended the wooden staircase to his door. Inhaling the fragrance of the flowers rising from the boxes on his balcony, she pressed the buzzer, heard it sound through his apartment. Then nothing. She buzzed again. Waiting, she put her ear to the door. Not a hint of movement. She knocked. Waited. Nothing.

      Strange. She reached into her bag for her key to his apartment, slid it into the slot. It went in too fast. What the-- The door was unlocked. She turned the handle. It opened. Inviting her to enter.

      “Cliff?”

      No one responded from the darkness. She reached inside, flipped on a light.

      “Cliff?”

      The first room was the kitchen. She saw his jacket draped over a chair. His car keys were on the counter, along with his cell phone, wallet, loose change, unopened mail.

      “Cliff, it’s Molly.”

      She moved to the living room. In the darkness the red message light of his answering machine was blinking like something terrified. She switched on a lamp.

      It was too quiet.

      Something began to stir deep in her gut, telling her this was all wrong. The next room across the darkened hall was his bedroom. Instinct warned her to leave now but her hand hovered over the doorknob. The driver out front had blasted his horn and her skin nearly exploded.

      “Jerk.”

      She took a breath and opened his bedroom door. The room swam in a surreal dim blue glow from the digital clock on his nightstand. Her stomach tightened.

      Oh God.

      Cliff was on the bed. Facedown. She inched toward him.

      He was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. A huge damp, dark blue halo encircled his head. Something resembling wet raw meat had erupted from the side, glistening in the eerie blue light.

      Resting on Cliff’s lower back was his service weapon, a .40-caliber Beretta. Next to it, open for display, his official San Francisco police identification. It read:

       

      CLIFF HOOPER INSPECTOR OF POLICE HOMICIDE DETAIL
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      Across San Francisco, Walt Sydowski looked upon his father sleeping in the hospital bed.

      Johnny.

      Born a Polish peasant, he was a potato farmer and village barber who’d kept his family alive in a labor camp during the Second World War by cutting the hair of Nazi officers.

      Now his heart was deteriorating. The doctors gave him a year.

      Sydowski saw San Francisco’s skyline glittering in the night. Several years ago he’d lost his wife, Basha. She died in this very hospital calling his name. His first years without her were dark. He nearly gave up. His daughters helped get him through it, visiting from the East in shifts. Sydowski wished they’d visit more but he’d endured. Kept going. He had his work. It was his salvation.

      Visiting hours were over. He kissed his old man’s head. Then popped another Tums into his mouth. As he neared the hospital’s main exit he nearly bumped into his partner, Linda Turgeon, as she was rushing in.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Leo said you might be here.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Cliff.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Sydowski steadied himself against the wall. Turgeon gripped his shoulder.

      “It can’t be. How?”

      “Appears he was shot. In his apartment.”

      “In his apartment.”

      “Leo wants you to be the primary. We have to go now.”

      Sydowski stared at Turgeon, not believing what she’d told him. Then they hurried to where she’d parked their unmarked Chevy. A crumpled tissue was on the passenger side. She drove.

      “A few hours ago in the detail Cliff’s goofing around, holding my coffee mug hostage for a Hershey bar, and now he’s dead,” Turgeon said.

      Alarm bells screamed in Sydowski’s ears until he got control of himself. He ran his hand over his face, then shook his head.

      Hooper’s dead. Christ almighty. Hoop.

      The city blurred by like Sydowski’s life. Over twenty years in San Francisco’s homicide detail. Four hundred and ten murder investigations. The highest clearance rate in the state. He could retire anytime. And some days he thought about it. Dreamed of a fishing cabin in British Columbia, and raising his birds. But no matter how he looked at it, he could not get his head around the idea of hanging it up. He needed the job. It was how he defined himself. Yet, he knew it wouldn’t last forever. Nothing does.

      His wife. His old man. His job. Now Cliff.

      Sydowski had investigated the deaths of police officers. Some were his friends. But nobody this close.

      In the coffee room that afternoon, Cliff had patted his shoulder. “My best to your old man. See you tomorrow.”

       

      In the Upper Market, Sydowski and Turgeon came upon a knot of radio cars, their flashing lights painting the rubberneckers who’d crowded at the yellow scene tape cordoning off Hooper’s house. As he stepped from the car, it dawned on Sydowski: Cliff’s girlfriend was Molly Wilson, one of the Star’s crime reporters. He pulled out his notebook and started a case log as he and Turgeon approached the first officer on the scene, who briefed them from his own notes.

      “His girlfriend found him. Came to check on him when he didn’t show for their date. Cabdriver called it in.” The officer recited the times and names. Sure enough, Molly Wilson. “And we confirmed no sign of life. No weapons there, except his.”

      “How’s that?” Sydowski looked up from his notebook.

      “It’s not a suicide.”

      “How about we let the investigation determine what it is or isn’t?”

      The officer understood. “Look, we know he was in your detail.”

      Sydowski and Turgeon stared hard at the officer.

      “I just want to say I’m sorry.”

      The officer lifted the tape. Sydowski and Turgeon started down the walkway, nodding to the uniform posted at the back. They ascended the staircase at the rear to the landing, pulled on latex gloves and shoe covers.

      “All set?” Sydowski’s hand gripped the doorknob.

      Turgeon nodded and they entered.

      They studied the kitchen, making notes, taking stock of the sink and trash.

      “Walt?”

      Turgeon pointed her pen to a dime-sized hole in the kitchen wall, about five feet from the floor. Sydowski drew his face close, shone his penlight into the hole, then glanced back to the doorway. He tapped his knuckle on the wall.

      “There’s a slug in there. Looks like it’s lodged in the stud.”

      Nothing looked out of place in the living room. Turgeon went to the answering machine, listened to the messages, all from Molly Wilson. She noted the time and the number on his call display. The scene techs would scour everything. She joined Sydowski at the doorway to the bedroom where he took a moment to prepare himself for what awaited them beyond the door. He’d come upon murdered children, slain families, the scenes of rampages by insane gunmen, satanic ritual killings, and the suicides of retired cops, many of whom he’d known. But beyond the door was a colleague, a friend, and, Jesus, he swore he could still feel Cliff’s hand on his shoulder from only a few hours ago.

      “My best to your old man. See you tomorrow.”

      Turgeon took a breath. Sydowski opened the door and entered. For the longest time, he stood over Hooper’s corpse, saying nothing, absorbing the scene. Hooper’s open eyes met his from his death mask. Turgeon took note of Hooper’s gun and ID left on his back by the killer.

      “Ready?” Sydowski asked.

      Working from opposite sides of the body, Sydowski and Turgeon slid their gloved hands under it to explore for any concealed evidence. The odor was not strong. They felt nothing.

      “He’s still warm,” Turgeon said.

      Sydowski examined the blood pool around the head. Then using his flashlight he probed along the bedsheet, the floor, and to the wall as if following a trail.

      “What is it?” Turgeon asked.

      Sydowski went to the adjoining bathroom, inspected the sink, checked a dampened towel and the floor under it, then returned to the bedroom wall. Turgeon was on her hands and knees, studying the floor.

      “Looks like tiny blood drops and water,” she said. “Looks like somebody tried a fast cleanup.”

      Sydowski stood before the spotless blank wall, examining it.

      “Here too. They tried to wash it off the wall,” he said. “Something written...looks like blood.”
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      Tom Reed tensed the instant he walked into the San Francisco Star newsroom. No one was at the far corner monitoring the city’s emergency radio scanners this morning.

      Listening to them was an inviolable duty.

      This was why the Star was getting killed by the Chronicle on breaking news, he thought, casting around the metro section.

      No one useful in sight.

      No clink of bracelets from Molly Wilson, who sat across from him. Where was she? No sign of Acker, the assignment editor. Something was happening out there. Tom could feel it in the voices of the police dispatchers. It was Bobby’s job to sit by the scanners. That’s what interns did. Where was he? Unable to ignore the transmissions, Tom went over and listened.

      “... they’re booked out at the 187 ...”

      “... ready to copy? It’s in Upper Market ...”

      A 187. A homicide. In Upper Market. You didn’t get many there. Surely, Irene Pepper knows about this, he thought, heading directly to her glass-walled office.

      Pepper, the Star’s new metro editor, was standing at her desk taking notes, phone wedged between her ear and shoulder. She’d landed her post five months ago after Bob Shepherd, a legend in the craft, left for the Los Angeles Times. Irene was a strange blend of American-British-Canadian upbringing, in Toronto, London, New York, and Marin County. She’d been a freelancer in Washington, D.C., where she’d married the Star’s Washington, D.C., bureau chief. After he transferred back to San Francisco, Irene joined the Star, writing and editing fashion features.

      Two years later she became editor of Special Sections, the ad-driven pages about homes, recipes, lifestyles, and things to do on weekends. After that, she became national editor before taking control of Metro, the paper’s largest editorial department. Installing Irene there was something of a head-shaker, given that she had precious little news experience. But as a manager, she never overspent her budget.

      “Excuse me, Irene?” Tom knocked on her open door. “We know about this murder in Upper Market, right?”

      “Just a sec,” she said into the phone. “Bobby checked it out this morning. It’s a suicide.”

      “No, it’s a homicide. Where is he?”

      “I’m sure it’s a suicide. Bobby wasn’t feeling good. I let him go home.”

      “So no one’s on the scanners?”

      “The new intern comes on in an hour. I’ve got to finish this call.”

      Back at his desk Tom took a deep breath, then dialed a police number. While it rang he searched through his clutter for a fresh notebook and came across the managing editor’s recent memo demanding to know why the Star was missing breaking news stories. Irene Pepper is why, he thought. She didn’t think it was important to keep the interns handcuffed to the damn scanners like Bob Shepherd and every other editor in the country did.

      “Vickson,” a voice growled over the line.

      “Hey, man, it’s Reed. I need a favor.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “Buddy, can you help me out on a 187?”

      “And how may I enlighten you?”

      “I’m hearing some chatter on one in the Clayton, Short area of Upper Market. Can you tell me, is that one a grounder or what?”

      “Hold on. I’ve got to put you on hold.”

      Tom took a hit of Colombian coffee from his FBI mug, then looked back at Ann, and their twelve-year-old son, Zach, smiling from framed pictures. God, the hell he’d put both of them through over the years.

      Some days Tom questioned if his job was still worth it as he reflected on the keepsakes at his desk. The faded clip from the Tribune in Montana with the head FORMER GREAT FALLS NEWSPAPER BOY PULITZER PRIZE FINALIST. Tramping through Great Falls, the Trib bag knotted over his shoulder, the smell of crisp editions, newsprint blackening his hands with each paper he’d deliver. Dreaming under the Big Sky of being a big city crime reporter. Some of the happiest days of his life.

      There was the old snapshot of a younger Tom in front of the Golden Gate Bridge with the gang from AP’s San Francisco Bureau. The Associated Press was his first major job in the business after college where he’d met Ann. They got married and moved to San Francisco where she started her first children’s clothing store and he started with AP. It was where his reporting on West Coast crime networks earned him a little glory as a Pulitzer finalist.

      Then the Star hired him.

      It was funny. In the last few years Tom had reduced his inventory of treasured tearsheets. Gone were the grisly front-page stories he’d displayed like blooddripping trophies. He no longer needed the validation. His success at covering tragedies had bestowed him with its own honors: the healed scars of a fractured marriage and a craving for Jack Daniel’s whiskey whenever a trip into the abyss overwhelmed him.

      During his worst time Ann had begged him to quit news reporting, stay home, and write books. But he couldn’t quit. Ever. Yes, his job had exacted a toll on his family. But over the roller-coaster years since he’d become the Star’s chief crime features writer he’d gotten a handle on his life. He’d broken a succession of major exclusives. Most drew national recognition for the paper. He was good. Once he locked on to a story he was relentless. It was in his blood. Being a crime reporter was what he’d dreamed of doing since he was a kid delivering newspapers in Great Falls.

      “Still there?”

      “Still here.”

      “That 187 in the Clayton and Short area is a homicide at the home of an SFPD officer.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Here’s the address.”

      “Is the officer the victim or the suspect?”

      “Victim.”

      “Who is it?”

      “That’s all you get from me. I advise you to get over there. It’s getting old. Every news team in town has been there for hours.”

      Tom slammed down his phone, turned, and saw Pepper headed his way.

      “That 187 is a police officer murdered in his home in Upper Market. We missed it. Everyone’s there but us. I’m on my way.”

      Tom thrust the managing editor’s memo into Irene’s hands. Her face reddened as she folded it.

      “It’s early,” she said. “Lots of time to catch up.”

      Tom’s cold stare threatened to rip open old wounds from ancient battles with Pepper but he didn’t have the desire or the time to get into it now.

      “A murdered cop,” she said. “What else do you know?”

      “That’s it right now. Since we’re behind I could use some help.”

      “This is sensational. Simon!” Pepper waved another reporter over. “We need to be strong on this story, it’ll be huge. People will eat this up. Who’s the victim? Any other details?”

      “Nothing yet. Where’s Molly?”

      “I don’t know. You go. I want you on this.”

      Simon Lepp, the paper’s science writer, joined them at Tom’s desk.

      “I’m putting you on a breaking murder story with Tom. You’re going to learn from our master crime specialist.”

      “All right.”

      “Your job is to guarantee the Star owns this story. You do whatever Tom needs to make it happen. I’ll put more bodies on it. But you’re both on this murder until I take you off. Got it?”

      “Sure.” Lepp nudged his round rimless glasses as Pepper strutted away.

      Tom shook his head, struggling to find a fresh notebook while concealing his disgust at the whole thing. And why assign Lepp to this story? No offense but he’d prefer a seasoned crime reporter like Molly or Della Thompson.

      Lepp was a soft-spoken bookish type who’d covered the science beat for years. He’d never touched a crime story. The guy seldom left his cubicle way off in a far-flung corner. The thing was almost overrun with Boston ferns and spider plants. He was bright. His family had moved around a lot when he was a kid. His father had been some kind of research genius. Lepp had won a slew of awards for producing page-eating eye-glazers about things only Nobel winners at Berkeley and Stanford understood.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Tom asked.

      “I’m sure. I’ve become a little bored with science. I’ve watched what you and Molly do. I told Irene I thought a switch to breaking crime news would be exciting.”

      Tom looked at him. No one else was available to help at the moment.

      “Want me to deputize you?”

      “Just tell me what to do.”

      After making a few quick calls, Tom jotted details on a page in his notebook, then tore it off. “There’s a press conference at ten-thirty at the Hall of Justice, police commission room. You go to that. As soon as they release a name get the library to search for stories on any cases the dead cop may have handled. Track down the victim’s detail, or district, academy buddies, search the newsletters, call POA and OCC.”

      “POA and OCC?”

      “Police Officers’ Association. You’ve got time to swing by there before the newser. They may know about the victim and friends. OCC, the Office of Citizens’ Complaints, may know of any beefs against the cop. Get them to speculate on whether it could be linked to anything. We’ll get our court guys to ask about cases too. We’ll cast out a wide net and see what we get.”

      Tom reached for his jacket just as his desk phone began ringing.

      “Right, that’s good. Where’re you headed?”

      “I’ll poke around here and there with sources. You go ahead without me. Make sure your cell phone’s on.”

      Tom reached for his phone hoping it was Sydowski. If anyone had data on this thing, it would be him.

      “Hey, Reed,” Vickson said. “All I’ve heard is the dead guy’s an inspector. A detective.”

      “An inspector. Which detail?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Thanks.” Tom gulped the last of his coffee, slipped on his jacket, then headed for the news reception area. The switchboard was ringing as the elevator doors opened.

      “Tom,” Tammy, the receptionist, said. “You’ve got a call.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Hang on,” she said into the phone. “Tom, it’s Molly.”

      “I’ll take it.” Tammy passed the phone to Tom. “Molly, where are you?”

      “The Hall of Justice. Homicide.”

      “You’re on this? You’re covering the story?”

      “No.” She choked on a sob. “Tom, can you come and get me, please?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Cliff.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The elevator bell chimed. Tom felt something brush his arm.

      “Cliff Hooper. He’s dead. I’m the one who found him.” A homicide detective. Molly’s boyfriend. Tom struggled to grasp it.

      A delivery of flowers came to reception. “Okay, Molly, hang on. I’m on my way.”

      Tom passed the phone back to Tammy, who was smiling at the spectacular arrangement of white roses.

      “Aren’t these lovely?” she said to the deliveryman. “Who’re they for?”

      “Says here, Molly Wilson.”
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      The Hall of Justice is a grim Stalinesque building rising from Bryant Street amid the low-rent units, office towers, and struggling high-tech firms in San Francisco’s Soma District. It houses the D.A.’s office, courtrooms, jails, and the headquarters of the San Francisco Police Department. It is also the home of punishment, or righteous wrath, depending on your bank account, Tom thought after parking.

      He hustled up the steps of the Hall’s grand entrance to the polished stone lobby for a security check and a walk through a metal detector. Riding the elevator to the fourth floor and room 450, the homicide detail, Tom recalled Cliff Hooper. He’d met him at murder scenes, even hunched over a few late night coffees with him. Hooper was a former wide receiver for San Jose State who’d studied philosophy and law. A good guy. A smart, honest homicide cop. Molly’s boyfriend.

      Who’d want him dead?

      Stepping from the elevator, Tom saw a deputy chief go down the crowded corridor to the detail. He followed him, threading his way through the detectives and uniformed officers, bumping into handcuffs and holstered guns. Keeping his head down, he moved respectfully, for he’d now entered a hallowed zone: cop land in mourning.

      Inside, Linda Turgeon was consulting a report with a huge detective. No sign of Molly. Craning his neck, Tom glimpsed Hooper’s partner, Ray Beamon, sitting at his desk across from the empty one that was Hooper’s. High-ranking officers circled him. Upon seeing Tom, Turgeon seized his arm. “Out. Press conference in thirty minutes.”

      “I’m looking for Molly.”

      Emerging from an office with a report in his hand, Sydowski caught what was happening. “I’ll take care of this.”

      Lieutenant Leo Gonzales stepped from his office, head in a file, approaching Sydowski: “... just heard that ballistics is having a little computer trouble and will need more time and Crime Scene is--”

      “Hold on, Leo,” Sydowski said. “Come with me, Tom. I want to talk with you.” He took Tom down the hallway. “Molly’s with a crisis worker.”

      “I’m sorry about Cliff.”

      Sydowski nodded.

      “How’s Ray Beamon doing?”

      Sydowski deflected his question with another.

      “How’s your wife doing?”

      “Ann? Oh, her sessions are helping.” Ann had been the victim of a terrifying abduction not so long ago, and the repercussions were still being felt.

      “It takes time.”

      Neither of them said anything more until they came to a room where Molly was at a table with a middle-aged woman clutching a crumpled tissue. Two ceramic mugs sat untouched between them.

      “Hi.” Molly sounded far away.

      “Thanks, Fran,” Sydowski said.

      Taking her cue, the woman left her card. “Remember, you call me anytime, dear. Doesn’t matter. Anytime.”

      “Thank you.”

      Tom embraced Molly.

      “It’s going to be all right,” he told her. “Just hang on.” She nodded as Sydowski lowered himself into a swivel chair. Like her, he hadn’t yet slept. “Everyone’s hurting but what I’m going to tell you is critical.” Sydowski paused to hold Tom in his stare. “We know Molly was close to Cliff and she’s your friend.”

      Tom searched her eyes for any signal.

      “Look at me. This is critical,” Sydowski said. “She found him, you’re both reporters. She knows things you’ll want to report.”

      “What are you getting at? Censorship? Muzzling me?”

      “I’m asking you to exercise judgment here.”

      “I’m going to write what I know. It’s my right.” Sydowski’s gold fillings glinted as he winced. “That’s just what I’m getting at.”

      “I’m sorry for everyone’s loss here. I know this hits us both hard, your squad and my newsroom, but I can’t give you special treatment.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “And I can’t afford to get beat on this.”

      “Give me a break,” Sydowski said.

      “All right, all right. How about we ‘cooperate’ where we can? Given the Star’s connection here?”

      “I won’t make any deals with you. I never have.”

      “But things have worked for us before.”

      “I’ve got concerns about this one.”

      “What is it?”

      “He doesn’t--” Molly interjected. “He would like us to be careful about not releasing details about the items I saw or how they were arranged.”

      Items? Tom felt ice roll up his spine. “What items? Is this a ritual?”

      “Just listen,” Sydowski said. “We can’t let details out. We’ve got to hold back. Molly’s going to hold back. I’m asking you not to make this any more difficult than it is.”

      Tom looked at Molly as Sydowski continued.

      “If you weaken the case with your reporting it could reduce our chances of an arrest, let alone endangering prosecution down the road. Understand?”

      “My job is not to make yours easier. That’s what you always tell me.”

      “You of all people know how critical this is right now.” Tom’s focus bounced between Molly and Sydowski. “We’ll work things out as we go,” Tom said.

      “I’ve got your word?”

      “You’ve got my word we’ll work things out.”

      “All right. Take Molly home. There’s a news conference set for the Police Commission Hearing Room in fifteen minutes.”

      “You got a suspect or recover a weapon?”

      “It’s too soon. Take Molly home.”

      Before they took the elevator down, Ray Beamon caught up with them in the corridor. Although Beamon had joined the detail a few years ago, the others considered him the rookie. His hair was messed. Lines of anguish were carved into his face.

      “Molly.” His red-rimmed eyes found hers. “If you remember anything--”

      “It’s okay. I told her,” Sydowski said.

      “He was my partner, you know.”

      Molly gave Beamon a hug.

      “He thought the world of you,” she said before stepping into the elevator with Tom. During the ride down she put her head on Tom’s shoulder. He put his arm around her, smelling traces of perfume in her hair.

      When the doors opened Simon Lepp stood before them. “Hey, guys, what’s going on?”

      “I’m taking her home,” Tom said. “You’ve got the news conference.”

      “Yes, but what’s going on?”

      “This isn’t a good time,” Tom said as they headed for the door.

      “Wait! Do you have a minute?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t talk now.”

      Lepp walked with them. “They’re saying you knew him.”

      Tom and Molly stopped.

      “Before I came here,” Lepp said, touching his glasses, “I swung by the scene. The TV people and a guy from the Chron are floating the rumor he was a detective. Some were saying you’re the one who found him. That he’s the cop you were dating.”

      Tom and Molly exchanged glances.

      “Holy cow,” Lepp said. “It’s true. That’s why you’re here.”

      “We can’t say anything right now,” Tom said.

      “We work for the same paper, don’t we?”

      “It’s complicated right now. I’ll catch up with you later,” Tom said.

      Molly nodded to a KGO-TV crew that had its camera trained on them.

      “We have to go,” Tom said.

      “Wait.” Lepp’s face was filled with concern for Molly. “It must’ve been horrible, finding him. I mean, I just cannot imagine.” He touched her shoulder. “Are you going to be okay?”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “We have to go,” Tom said.

       

      Molly lived alone on the top-floor apartment of a restored Victorian mansion at the edge of Russian Hill. It had a view of the bay and Golden Gate Bridge.

      “I need a hot shower, then we’ll talk,” she told Tom. “Help yourself to anything. Let the machine get any calls.” Ever since she was hired from a small Texas daily, Molly had been Tom’s partner at the Star. They sat next to each other, worked with each other, knew the details of each other’s lives. She had a master’s degree in English literature and was an outstanding writer and reporter.

      Tom had first become her mentor, then her friend and confidant. During his darkest drinking days when Ann took Zach and moved out, Molly made no secret of her willingness to help him through his nights. That was long ago. He never acted on it. Instead, he repaired his life and his marriage while managing to keep his friendship with Molly intact.

      He dropped his notebook on her kitchen table. Strange he thought, gazing at the bay. They’d been through so many stories together, nightmares that turned their world inside out. Now this one. Man, it was brand-new territory. He took in her living room, the bookshelves with the framed picture of Molly standing between her mother and father, clutching her degree. There was a plaque for her Texas statewide creative writing award, a framed print of her first front-page newspaper story, a feature on a blind farmer. Then a small photograph of her between Cliff Hooper and his partner, Ray Beamon. The Star would kill for that one, he thought as it hit him full force.

      This was a murder among friends.
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      After a few hours of sleep and refueling on coffees from a McDonald’s drive-through, Sydowski and Turgeon guided their unmarked Impala back to Hooper’s neighborhood for more legwork.

      They came to an uphill house overlooking Hooper’s staircase, the sixteenth address on the list. The woman who answered the door was Dora Mahoney, a sixty-nine-year old retired high school history teacher who said well, yes, come to think of it, maybe she did see something last night.

      “I’m pretty sure I saw a man leaving the apartment. I’ll show you.”

      Dora led them through her home to French doors that opened to a rear balcony. It offered a stunning view from her terraced yard. In the distance, over a thick hedge, a stand of eucalyptus trees framed Hooper’s building and the stairway to his upper apartment.

      “It was dusk. I saw a man going down those stairs.”

      “Describe him, please.” Sydowski pulled out his note-book. And as her cat threaded its way around his ankles, he took down every detail he could squeeze from Dora.

      A white man. In his thirties. Wearing a T-shirt and jeans. It wasn’t much but it was something, Sydowski told Gonzales when they returned to the homicide detail.

      “All right. Good.”

      “Hear from Crime Scene or the M.E. yet?” Sydowski asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “Where’s Ray, I want to talk to him.”

      “I sent him out. Would you step into my office now?” His tone alerted Sydowski. Whoever was in his lieutenant’s office was going to make for an unpleasant meeting. He popped a Tums in his mouth and rolled up his sleeves.

      “You know Ms. Sareena Fortune with the Office of Citizens’ Complaints.”

      She was a civil rights attorney. Wore an expensive tailored power suit. Had hair styled like Cleopatra.

      “My condolences, Inspector.”

      “And Dan Taylor, with Management Control.”

      “Everyone sends their best,” Taylor said.

      As he shook hands, Sydowski’s guard went up at the presence of Fortune with Taylor, the SFPD’s assassin who probed internal affairs. Taylor practically worked foot in boot with OCC, to plant it on the neck of most cops who failed to say “have a nice day” while arresting psychos who tried to kill them. Sydowski ground on his Tums.

      Fortune said, “Inspector, it’s no secret the department and OCC have been at odds lately.” Fortune picked a thread from her suit. “I thought this was a critical time for my office to show its support and pay respects to the people who risk their lives every day for this city.”

      “And here I was afraid I’d misread this as OCC trying to exert some warped sense of its mission that might be defined as obstruction,” Sydowski said.

      “Walt,” Gonzales warned.

      “Did some sewer dweller complain already? Or are you just hopeful?”

      “Walt.”

      “It’s a little early to get in my face. Cliff’s not even in the ground yet.”

      “Inspector,” Fortune said, “you’re taking this the wrong way. This is a visit of compassion.”

      “Ms. Fortune,” Sydowski said, “do you personally, or does your office, have any information that has a direct bearing on the homicide of SFPD Homicide Inspector Clifford Hooper?”

      “No, Inspector.”

      “Does OCC have any blue folders that relate to, or could in any remote way be material to, the homicide of Inspector Hooper?”

      “None.” Fortune smoothed her skirt.

      “Thank you for your heartfelt support,” Sydowski said. “Dan, does MCU have anything to offer us on this case?”

      Taylor held up an SFPD personnel folder.

      “This is Hooper’s file. That’s the extent of what I’m here for.”

      Fortune stood, indicating they’d finished.

      “Again, our sympathies. Lieutenant. Inspector,” Fortune said before she left with Taylor.

      Gonzales closed the door behind them. Sydowski shook his head. “What in the hell was that?”

      Gonzales leaned back in his chair, his weary eyes going round his cramped office to the file cabinets, vacation and duty schedules, the bookshelf jammed with departmental regs, the Penal Code, California statutes, then his poster of the Rockies.

      “It’s politics and bullshit,” Gonzales said. “Plain and simple. A detective is murdered. It sets the stage for agendas, so the watchdogs come out. Automatically smell corruption. They figure Cliff had to be doing something wrong to just go out and die like that.” Gonzales gritted his teeth and looked at the mountains.

      “Well, if they know something we don’t, then they’d better damn well tell us.” Sydowski turned the pages of Hooper’s file. “’Cause there’s nothing in here. He was in Narcotics, Vice, the Tac team, worked in Taraval, Mission, Ingleside, the Loin, before coming here. Spotless record. By all accounts, he was outstanding.”

      “He was.” Gonzales blinked. “Now you know why I sent Ray out. It would have been a bad scene with him.” Getting back to work, Sydowski slapped Hooper’s file on his desk. Turgeon was on her phone, taking notes. Sydowski was helping himself to coffee when Beamon returned.

      “How you doing?” Sydowski asked.

      Beamon hesitated for a beat as the older detective looked into his bloodshot eyes. The guy was a mess. Gonzales had ordered him off the case and called the staff psychologist, but Beamon had put off talking to her.

      “I had to step out to take care of some things. I talked to Cliff’s sister.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “She’s taking it hard. She’s all the family he had. She’s a paramedic. On her way up from Los Angeles with her husband to make arrangements as soon as the M.E. releases the body.”

      “Shouldn’t be too much longer. What’d you do to your fingers?”

      Beamon was rubbing the knuckles of his right hand, feeling Sydowski’s attention on them.

      “This? Oh, I was working on my car.”

      “Your Barracuda?”

      “Yes. Changing the plugs. I must’ve skinned ’em. Funny. I was going to drive over and see him last night. But I stayed home.”

      “You didn’t see him after your shift?”

      “I never left my house.”

      “Look. I know you want to help us.”

      “I want to find the mother who--”

      “All right. Take it easy,” Sydowski said. “I saw you last night after you’d finished. You ran after Cliff, chased after him to the elevator.”

      Beamon listened for a question.

      “What was that about?”

      “I just wanted to see if he was up for a beer.” Sydowski’s eyes traveled all over Beamon, absorbing his body language and his eyes.

      “What was Cliff’s demeanor like?”

      Beamon shrugged and said it was fine.

      “I noticed you were in the hall for a minute or two. What did you and Cliff talk about?”

      “What did we talk about?”

      “Yes. Your last conversation with him. What did he say? What was on his mind when he left the detail last night?”

      “He was going out with Molly. That’s why he didn’t have time for a beer.”

      “That it? That’s all you talked about? He didn’t mention any problems, or beefs with anybody?”

      “No. I just don’t know who or why anyone would do this.”

      Sydowski stared at Beamon.

      “It might be better if you took some time off.”

      “No, I just can’t.”

      “Okay, why don’t you go back over all your cases? Think of anyone you took down who had it in for Hoop. Anybody who made threats, anybody who wanted to take a run at you. Think you can do that?”

      Beamon nodded.

      Sydowski stood to his full height, drawing himself up until his shadow fell over Beamon. “And you better damned well tell me now if Cliff was into anything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. No one was tighter to him than you and Molly Wilson, so if you know something you damn well tell me now, because I’m going to find out. I usually do, Ray.”

      “Jesus. You know that Cliff was a Boy Scout,” he said. “And I--”

      Sydowski tuned his radar to its maximum and wouldn’t release Beamon from his concentration, taking in his face, his bruised knuckles. “Want to go in an interview room and tell me what’s on your mind?”

      “No, it’s not that. It’s--” Beamon looked at Hooper’s empty desk and chair, the notes Hooper had scribbled on his calendar about court dates, 49er games. “It’s like, this didn’t happen. This isn’t real ...”

      Sydowski let the silence play for a while, giving Beamon the chance to fill it. Finally, he placed his hand on Beamon’s shoulder. “If you want to tell me something, you call me. Anytime. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Excuse me.” Turgeon finished her call and indicated she needed a private moment. They went downstairs to the cafeteria where she opened her notebook.

      “I spoke with the M.E., Crime Scene, and Ballistics. The full autopsy will be completed tomorrow, that’s when they’ll recover any rounds from the body.”

      “What about the round in the wall?”

      “They got that but it’s badly damaged,” Turgeon said. “They need more time. All they can confirm at this stage is that it’s a .40 cal.”

      “A .40?” Sydowski repeated.

      Worry crept into the corners of Turgeon’s eyes and she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Not just a .40. It looks like it could be an SXT Talon, 180-grain. The exact type issued to every cop on the force.”
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      It was late afternoon when Tom left Molly’s apartment and returned to the San Francisco Star.

      The newsroom was humming.

      He enjoyed a small private victory. An intern was now fused to the police radios. That’s better, he thought. Editors and reporters were working at their keyboards or taking notes over the phone while news flickered from TVs on overhead shelves, harmonizing with clatter as the first deadline loomed, along with Irene Pepper.

      She was making her rounds, clipboard in hand, gathering story updates for the editors’ news meeting to decide tomorrow’s edition. Spotting Tom, she raised her taut chin, signaling that she was still smarting from their episode over the scanners.

      “What’ve you got?”

      “I spoke to Molly.”

      “Good. I’ve been trying to reach her. How’s she doing?”

      “She’s shaken up pretty good. I took her home.”

      “I’ll call her later.”

      “Meeting!” the deputy managing editor called from the boardroom doorway.

      Pepper glanced at a newsroom clock.

      “I don’t have much time. So fill me in.”

      “I interviewed her. It’s an exclusive.”

      “She give you a lot of detail?”

      “I got mostly color and time line. She couldn’t provide a lot of details.”

      “Why not? She’s the one who found him, according to Simon.”

      “That’s true but as you can imagine, she’s pretty shaken up.”

      Pepper frowned.

      “But what I have is good,” Tom said. “It’s really good. And it’s all ours.”

      “They
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