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Thank god for drunk twenty-somethings, Poppy
Garcia thought as she happily emptied the contents of her zippered
pouch on the kitchen table. It had been a good night. The graveyard
shift was, indeed, the cash cow of all enterprising cabbies, and
from the heft of her pouch, this night promised to be better than
most. She smiled at the vision of guys hurriedly throwing her cash
while yanking their dates out of the back seat, hoping to get laid
before either of them passed out.

Her smile turned to a scowl when she heard
footsteps climbing the front stairs of her duplex. She glanced at
the clock on the stove: eight-fifteen. Had to be a solicitor. Her
friends knew never to disturb her until mid-to-late afternoon. The
doorbell rang. She ignored it and opened her laptop, firing up
Excel. The doorbell rang again.

“What the hell!” she
grumbled, slamming her laptop shut.

She walked across the living room to the
front door. Looking through the peephole, she saw a middle-aged man
in a blue shirt and brown sport coat holding a leather portfolio in
one hand and a wallet in the other.

“Yes? Can I help you?” she
asked through the door.

“Police officer, ma’am,”
came the reply. Securing the portfolio under his left arm, he used
both hands to open his wallet, revealing a badge on one side and an
ID on the other.

“I’m sorry, can you bring
it closer? You’re standing so far back I can’t read it.”

“Certainly.” Holding it
steady, the man moved closer to the peephole. “My badge and ID,
ma’am.” He waited a moment and said, “I’m sorry to bother you so
early. My partner and I are knocking on all the doors in this
neighborhood to alert residents there was another robbery here last
night.”

She scrutinized the man in front of her.
Clean shaven. Medium height. Full head of hair, neatly combed. Late
forties to early fifties. Not bad looking in that pretty George
Clooney sort of way.

She still had trouble reading his ID through
the peephole’s curved glass, so she slipped on the chain lock and
opened the door. “What can I do for you, Officer?”

“Forgive the intrusion,
ma’am. I’m . . .”

“Before we get any
further, you can knock off the ‘ma’am’ thing. It’s such a cliché.
My name is Poppy. Poppy Garcia.”

“Forgive me, Ms.
Garcia.”

“And forget the ‘Ms.
Garcia,’ too. Call me Poppy. Everybody else does.”

He nodded and smiled. “Be happy to, Poppy.
My name is Michael Ryan, San Francisco Police Department.” He
paused, holding out his badge and ID again, closer this time so she
could read it. “Robbery Unit.” He waited until she read and
internalized the information on the ID and then said, “As I was
saying, we had a burglary last night around the corner.” He turned
and pointed to his right. “Down 24th Avenue. Third home invasion in
this area in the past two weeks. There is no doubt a gang has
targeted your neighborhood. My partner and I are going
door-to-door, cautioning folks to keep their doors locked and
asking for assistance in apprehending the perps.”

The word “perps” made Poppy shiver. She’d
heard it on television, of course, but having a real-life policeman
talk to her like that, like an insider, made the hair on the back
of her neck stand up.

“I would love to help,
Officer,” she said through the narrow opening, “but I just got off
work. I’m really tired and just want to go to bed. Would it be
possible for you to come back this afternoon? Say around
four?”

“If it were possible for
me to come back, I would.” Ryan said. “Unfortunately, the crime
rate in this part of the city is climbing, and the whole department
is stretched to the max.” He stepped back, put his wallet into his
coat pocket, and held up the leather portfolio. “I’ve got pictures
in here of two of the suspects. If we can identify them, we might
be able to roll up the whole gang. Keep you and the neighbors safe
from these scumbags.”

“The perps,” she said with
a grin.

“Yes, the perps,” Ryan
replied with a chuckle. “I can tell you watch way too much
television.”

“You’re right,” she said,
flashing a toothy grin. “I’m a sucker for cop shows. I’d watch ’em
twenty-four-seven if I could.”

“Have any
favorites?”

“The
Wire, for sure. Oh my god! It’s so
good.”

“Yeah, my favorite, too.
But I also like Law and
Order. You watch that?”

“Oh, I do. Unfortunately,
I’m at work when it’s on, so I tape it. Don’t get to watch it until
the next day, but I never miss it.”

“Tell you what I can do,”
Ryan said with a big grin. “Since you’re a police-procedural junky,
I can make you an honorary San Francisco police officer if you’d
like.”

Poppy knew he was teasing, but still smiled.
“That would be so cool, Officer. My girlfriends won’t believe it.
Can I see your badge and ID once more?”

“Absolutely.” He took the
wallet from his pocket and passed it through the opening. She
carefully compared the man standing in front of her with the
officer pictured on the ID. Satisfied, she handed back the wallet,
removed the chain and opened the door.

He slipped his wallet back into his pocket
and held up the portfolio again. “I have a few pictures to show
you, Ms. . . .” He caught himself. “To show you, Poppy. Would it be
a bother if I came in? I promise not to take much time. Three
minutes, in and out, max.”

Poppy glanced at her watch, thought a moment
and then moved aside to let him enter. “Of course. Can I offer you
some coffee?”

“That would be wonderful,”
he said with a smile. “Thank you.”

She led him into the kitchen. “Don’t mind
the mess, Officer.” She pointed to the table. “I drive a cab at
night. Just got home a little over an hour ago and was counting my
tips when you rang the bell.”

“Looks like you did well.
Do you enjoy driving a cab?”

“Actually, I love it. I
get to meet so many interesting characters.”

“I hear you. Same with my
job.” He nodded his head toward the table. “Have you finished
counting?”

“Not yet. I’m guessing
though there’s probably three hundred here. Give or take. May not
seem like much to you, but for me it’s a good night.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you. Have a seat,
please.” She nodded toward one of the chairs. “I’ll get you some
coffee.”

As Poppy walked across the kitchen toward
the coffee pot, she didn’t hear Ryan place the portfolio on the
table. Nor did she hear the sound of the suppressed Sig Sauer as it
sent a 9mm round into the back of her head, blowing out a portion
of her forehead.

Careful not to step in any of the blood
spatters, the man who claimed to be Officer Michael Ryan calmly
unscrewed the suppressor, picked up the shell casing from the
kitchen floor, and placed them both in a plastic pouch that fit
neatly into his jacket pocket. As he walked toward the front door,
he glanced at his watch and smiled.

“Just as I promised you,
Poppy Garcia. In and out in under three minutes.”


CHAPTER 1

 


 


 


Present Day

 


Becky and I had planned on going to the
Giants game that afternoon, but decided to pass when my right thigh
got pretty badly chewed up playing in the Police Athletic League’s
soft-ball game last night. Note to self: never slide on a dirt
infield while wearing cut-offs.

We had just plopped on the couch to watch
the game when my cell chirped from the back bedroom. As I struggled
to stand, my thigh brushed against the couch’s armrest, sending a
sharp pain shooting down my leg. “Shit,” I barked, as my leg
buckled under me.

Becky reached over and patted my shoulder.
“Rest your leg, hon, I’ll get it.” At the kitchen door, she turned
and said, “But you’ve got to start watching the language again,
okay?”

I nodded apologetically. Becky had been
trying for some time to make me more conscious of my word choices.
I rebelled at first, using the go-to excuse that I’m a cop and live
in a relatively male-dominant environment. To me, using the F-word,
S-word, A-word, C-word or hell, pick-a-letter word was nothing more
than normal, everyday male conversation, and, truth be told,
increasingly female conversation as well. At least in my world.

I had to admit, though, her constant
reminders had unquestionably improved my vocabulary. I wasn’t
perfect, but Becky, smart woman that she was, always gave me kudos
for making progress.

“It’s your nephew Bobby,”
she mouthed as she handed me the phone.

“Bobby,” I said, my
grimace folding into a smile. “Been too damn long, my man. How the
heck you been?”

Bobby was my brother Bill’s only child. A
terrific kid. Had been born with cerebral palsy, but I can honestly
say I’d never once heard him complain. He simply accepted his
handicap and pushed on. I admired the hell out of him.

“Hi, Uncle Reg. Yeah, been
a long time. Sorry I haven’t kept in better touch. I know you and
Dad talk a lot so figured you’d be getting an earful about me
whether you wanted to or not.”

I laughed. “Hey, I talked to your dad a
couple of weeks ago. He told me only good things about you.”

“Must have been a short
conversation,” he replied with a chuckle.

“That it was,” I said.
“But seriously, he told me you’re not only graduating from college
in a few weeks, which I already knew, but you’ve been offered a
full-ride to UCLA Law School. Pretty darn impressive. Your brain
musta come from your mom’s side, ’cause your dad ain’t that
freakin’ smart.”

He laughed softly, then said, “It’s been fun
catching up, Uncle Reg, but I really called to ask you a question.
You got a few minutes?”

“For you, my man, I got
all the time in the world. What’s up?”

“I heard something
yesterday that really blew me away. I talked to my dad about it,
and he suggested I call you.” The timbre of his voice had changed.
More serious now. Sounding almost
attorney-like, I thought with a smile. “Do
you remember when I was like three or four years old?” He went
silent, allowing my mind to wander back in time. “You had just
returned from the military and were living with us while you went
to college. I was attending a special school for handicapped kids
run by the Shriners.”

“Of course, I remember.
You got picked up every day by your own personal cabbie. A young
woman, if I remember correctly.”

“Yeah. Her name was Poppy
Garcia, and she’s actually the reason I’m calling.” He took a deep
breath and then said, “Poppy picked me up and took me to school
every day for almost five years. I’m guessing she was probably
about twenty or twenty-one at the time. Around there, anyway. I’m
surprised you remembered her.”

“Funny. I can’t remember
what she looked like, but I do remember her lifting you into that
damned cab every day.”

“Yeah. For over four
years. Rain or shine. Believe me, she got me through some very
difficult times.” I detected a slight catch in his voice. “I owe
her a lot, and got to thinking how cool it would be to reconnect.
To tell her how appreciative I was for everything she did for
me.”

“That’s really nice,
Bobby. And, hey, if you need help locating her, just
ask.”

I heard him take another deep breath.
“Thanks, but I’ve already located her.”

“Congrats, on . .
.”

“No! Hold on, let me
finish.” He went silent for a minute, then said, “I looked her up
on Google. It said she died in June of 2007.”

“Died? Oh, Bobby, I’m
really sorry.”

“She didn’t just die,
Uncle Reg. She was murdered. In a home invasion
robbery.”

That caught my attention.
“Son-of-a-bitch.” I looked over at Becky with pursed lips and
a not now scowl.
“Did the article say who the perp was?”

“No. The killer was never
caught.”

“Dammit. When I get to The
Hall tomorrow, Bobby, I promise I’ll check it out.”

“There’s more.” He went
silent, like he was trying to find the right words. “Do you know
what Twitter is?”

“Twitter? Come on, Bobby,
of course I know what Twitter is. What’s that got to do with Poppy
Garcia’s murder?”

“I’m a heavy-duty Twitter
fiend. I’m on it a lot. It’s my window to the world, so to speak. I
woke up yesterday morning to a tweet from a guy who lives somewhere
in the Bay Area near you. I’ve never met the dude. We’re only
connected through Twitter.”

“And?”

“And, he’s accusing your
department of being overtly racist, sexist and homophobic because
Poppy Garcia’s killer has never been brought to
justice.”

“That’s utter nonsense,
Bobby.” Becky heard the anger in my voice and looked over. I waved
her off. Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I said, “How the hell
could this jerk-off make an accusation like that?”

“I have no idea. That’s
why I called you. Hoping it’s not true.”

“And the department is
being condemned as racist-slash-sexist-slash-homophobic because we
never solved her murder? Where’d that . . .” I wanted to say “crap
come from,” but knew I’d get the
look from Becky, so instead said, . . .
“bull come from?”

“Well, for one, Poppy was
an Hispanic female. That’s where the race and gender accusations
came from.” He paused. “And she happened to be gay. I found that
out by accident a short time ago. I don’t want to get into it, just
know she was.”

“Personally, Bobby, I
could care less about any of that. Wanna know what I
do care about, though?”
Not waiting for a response, I said, “I do care about you. And because this woman cared
about you, I now care about her. I’m sorry about the Department
didn’t find her killer. I’ll look into it, I promise
you.”

“Thanks, Uncle Reg. I’d
really appreciate it if you could.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,
though. Thirteen years was a long time ago. Light years in our
business. Can’t promise you anything. In fact, I can’t promise
they’d let me poke around in it for even a day or two.”

“I was afraid of
that.”

“But there may be light at
the end of the tunnel,” I said. “That Twitter jerk-off, unbeknownst
to him, may have just helped us get this case reopened. His
contention the police department didn’t solve a murder because we
didn’t like the victim’s gender or nationality or sexual preference
is a trifecta that the Brass isn’t going to be able to ignore.” I
paused for a moment, then said, “Bobby, you never met the dude,
right?”

“Yeah. Never. I called to
let you know the accusation was out there, and the guy’s tweet, at
last count, had over 100,000 re-tweets. Most of them critical of
your department.”

“Son-of-a- . . . ,” I
said, before catching myself and saying “. . . gun.”

Becky leaned over and pecked my cheek. “Keep
up the good work, champ,” she whispered with a smile. I almost
caught myself blushing.

I nodded, patted her on the knee, then
continued. “Fill me in on the whole ‘retweet’ schtick. Is 100,000 a
lot?”

“Well, it’s not the most
I’ve ever seen, but it’s getting there.” He paused, then in a
quieter voice said, “Uncle Reggie, I need to have your word that
your department will still pursue finding Poppy’s
killer.”

“I can’t give you an
ironclad promise, Bobby, but I will promise you this—if I’m allowed
to reopen the case, Poppy’s killer will be brought to
justice.”


CHAPTER 2

 


 


 


 


 


I climbed out of bed at 4:35 a.m., grumpy
and acutely pissed off. Grumpy because my leg was still oozing pus,
forcing me to spend an additional thirty minutes in the bathroom
cleaning and rebandaging the damn wound. And pissed off because
this Twitter jerk-off wouldn’t let go of a thirteen-year-old murder
that I was certain no one in the department would even remember.
But I promised Bobby I’d get on the Garcia case at first light,
and, dammit, I was going to keep that promise, gimpy leg or not.
Becky stirred, turned over, and asked what time it was. I told her
to go back to sleep, that she had another hour before she had to
get up. A hint of a smile creased her face. “Gladly,” she murmured,
and snuggled back under the covers.

By 5:17, I was on the freeway headed toward
the Hall of Justice. On the fifteen-minute drive, I replayed in my
head the end of the conversation I had with Bobby.

After repeating the Twitter dude’s
accusation about the department being homophobic and racist, I
patiently explained how the department worked. First off, we don’t
play favorites; we treat all homicides the same. I told him the
television shows had it right—if a murder wasn’t solved in the
first twenty-four to forty-eight hours, there was a good chance it
would never be solved. I explained to him that because the
department didn’t identify a perp in the Garcia shooting, it didn’t
mean they didn’t try or didn’t care.

When he told me the Garcia woman was
murdered in June of 2007, it gave me the opening to switch gears.
Even though I wasn’t in the Homicide Unit back then, I did know the
statistics. Hell, every cop did. In both 2007 and 2008, homicides
in San Francisco doubled, caused mostly by gangbangers shooting and
killing each other in record numbers. I told Bobby his lady friend
unfortunately picked a terrible year to be gunned down. In 2007,
the year she got herself offed, the City and County of San
Francisco recorded ninety-seven homicides. It was the city’s second
highest murder rate in fifteen years, with only 2008 being worse,
and, thank god, by only one. Needless to say, the Department was
overwhelmed. As a result, it solved a dismal thirty-nine percent of
that year’s cases. Poppy Garcia’s case obviously wasn’t one of the
thirty-nine percent.

My passionate explanation quieted him down
some, but he still begged me to look into her murder. That all he
wanted was to bring closure to those who, like himself, had been
affected by Poppy Garcia’s generous life. I told him I couldn’t
guarantee I’d find anything, but I’d give it my best shot. Getting
up at four-thirty in the morning proved, at least to me, I was
giving it my best shot. And the guy who was going to be the
recipient of my best shot was that damn Twitter idiot. No matter
what, I wasn’t going to let that son-of-a-bitch off the hook.

 


~~~~~

 


I pulled into the Hall of Justice of the
City and County of San Francisco parking lot a few minutes after
six, hobbled up the steps and took the elevator to the fifth floor.
Turning right past Robbery, I entered room 504 – Homicide. Even
though it was barely 6 a.m. on a Monday morning, half of my
colleagues were already at their desks. This was not unusual. I’d
been in the SFPD for over fifteen years, in Homicide for the past
six. Only in Homicide did members routinely show up two hours
before their scheduled shift.

When I joined the force in the early part of
this century, major disruptions were occurring in many of the SFPD
units. The Homicide Unit, thankfully, had remained relatively
stable. When I heard in 2014 the Unit had an opening, I quickly
applied and, to my surprise, got the job. As a rookie, I got
partnered with Tom McGuire, who, at the time, was the longest
serving homicide inspector in the history of the department. I
served two years with him, and like a sponge, absorbed everything
he taught me.

When he retired, I was
partnered with a contemporary of his, an officer named Manny
Morales. Manny and I have been together for the past four years.
He’s known in the department as Gloves because back in the day he
wore gloves that were filled with seven ounces of lead shot. All he
had to do was slap a suspected perp, and that perp went down. On
the street he was known as Superman. The gloves were strictly
illegal, of course, but in those years, most supervisors looked the
other way. Manny’s had a good career. As of last week, he was
officially two years shy of retirement.

I saw him as I hobbled into the office. As I
got closer, he looked down at my leg. “You okay? You’re walking
funny.”

“As well as can be
expected,” I replied, trying to play the sympathy card. “Played in
the Department’s baseball game last night. First inning I got a hit
and thought I could stretch it into a double. Ended up sliding into
second on a gravelly dirt infield wearing cut-offs.”

“That was a stupid-ass
thing to do,” he said. There goes the
sympathy card, I thought.

“Were you
safe?”

“Actually, I was. Felt
good taking one for the team so we could score,” I smiled, trying
to reclaim the sympathy angle. Morales was having none of it so I
changed tactics. “See you brought donuts.” I nodded to the open box
on Morales’ desk. “Was wondering why you were in here so early,
Gloves. Your turn, huh?”

He nodded. “Yep. First Monday of the month.
My turn. You want one?”

“Nah.” I laughed. “You
know me, ordinarily I’d be all over that fritter, there. But last
night? Last night taught me a lesson.”

“So, you tear up your leg
in a softball game, and now you’re on a diet?”

“In the old days . . . old
days being like six months ago . . . that hit would have been a
stand up double. No slide. No torn-up leg.” I shook my head. “I
just gotta get back to eating better. These damn donuts everybody
brings have been slowing me down.”

“That and the beers after
you get home.”

“Well, that, too,” I said
with a chuckle. Pausing, I took another look at the box of donuts.
“Okay, you got me. I’ll take that fritter there.”

“Hmmm. Now that’s the
Decker I’ve come to know and love,” he said, passing me the
donut.

“Yeah. I’m a wuss,” I
said, taking a bite of the fritter. “So, what’s on the docket for
today?”

“Only the Morrison murder,
as far as I know,” Manny responded.

“You’re the lead, right?
Anything in particular I can help you with?”

“Don’t think so. Why, you
got something else going?”

“Could be.” I took another
bite of the donut. “Got to talk to the Deputy Chief about this one,
though. You follow Twitter?”

“I have an account, if
that’s what you mean. But I don’t pay much attention to it.
Why?”

“My nephew Bobby, my older
brother’s kid, called me yesterday. He was born in the City, but
now lives in L.A. Told me he’d been trying to find a friend of his
from the time when he and his family lived here. A female named
Poppy Garcia.” I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s a long story so bear
with me. My nephew has cerebral palsy. This Garcia woman was a taxi
driver that picked him up, both literately and figuratively, every
day for three or four years. Drove him to a special school out in
the Avenues. He wanted to reconnect and thank her for all the
things she did for him.”

“How long we talking about
here?” Morales asked. “How much time between then and
now?”

“The relationship goes
back to when he was like three or four years old, so maybe eighteen
or nineteen years. Bobby’s in his early twenties now. Just about to
graduate from UCLA.”

Morales put up his hands to stop me. “So,
remind me again why are we even talking about this?”

“Because when Bobby
searched the Internet trying to find out where this woman lived,
they reported she’d died. Murdered in
two-thousand-seven.”

Morales looked at me with a weird
expression. “She was murdered in San Francisco? In ’07?”

“Yeah. And not murdered
while driving the damn cab like you’d expect. But in her own duplex
out in the Avenues. That’s the reason why I asked you about
Twitter. A tweet came out yesterday morning accusing SFPD of being
homophobic, sexist and racist because we never solved the case. And
as of early yesterday afternoon, it had been re-tweeted over a
hundred thousand times.”

“Son-of-a-bitch, Deck. I
actually remember that case. My partner at the time, Barry Egan,
caught it. Yeah, out in the Avenues. The Twitter dude is correct.
We never did solve that damn case.”

“I know. I looked it up.
But just because the case wasn’t solved, doesn’t mean that Egan or
you or anybody in our Department punted on the Garcia murder just
because she was gay, or a Hispanic female. You and I know that’s
not true, and I’m gonna find the idiot who’s tweeting this garbage
and kick his ass good. Screw ’em. No one’s gonna slur me or you or
anybody in this room with that crap.” When I heard the anger in my
voice, I thought of Becky and knew it was time to get a grip. So
did Morales.

“Hey, calm down, partner.
I hear you. I know you weren’t with our illustrious group back in
the day, but you’re obviously aware 2007 wasn’t one of our better
years for closures. And if I’m remembering correctly, the stats
were even more gruesome in ’08.”

I paused and took a deep breath. “Yeah, I
know. I looked that up, too. There’s no doubt those weren’t the
best times to get whacked in this city.” I stood, touched my pant
leg to see if any bodily fluids were seeping out of my wounds and
then delicately brushed the last remnants of the donut off my pant
leg. I sat back down and said, “Geez, Barry Egan! There’s a name
outta the past.”

“Yeah.” Morales laughed.
“Like I said, I partnered with him. We were paired together for
four years. Just like us. I gotta tell you, he was a tough
son-of-a-bitch to work with. But even with that said, I still liked
him.”

“I never met the dude, but
knew him by reputation. Heard the same thing about him that you
just referenced. That he was a tough son-of-a-bitch to work with.”
I paused, then asked, “When did he leave us? Two-ten?
Eleven?”

“Eleven.”

“I knew what he looked
like. Heard about his reputation, and forgot he’d been your
partner. He’s been gone now for nine years.” I gave a soft whistle.
“Damn, a long time ago.”

“God, time sure flies when
you’re havin’ fun, doesn’t it?” He laughed. “And who woulda thunk a
case of his would come up thirteen years later? I’m guessing it’s
gotta be classified not only ‘cold’ by now, but ‘frozen’.” He
laughed again.

“This Twitter nonsense has
to stop,” I said, feeling myself getting angry again. “Makes us
look bad. I’m going to ask Bristow for permission to rummage
through the case file. If for no other reason than to find a choice
morsel or two that’ll stop that SOB from tweeting out slanderous
lies.”

Morales nodded. “I remember the number of
cases we had in ’07. Man, seemed like hundreds. And the way things
were back then, if Egan hadn’t been assigned that particular case,
I never would’ve heard the name Poppy Garcia.” He took another
donut and tore it in half, offering me one of the halves. I shook
my head. He took a bite and then said, “Given the tweet, the Deputy
Chief may actually agree to reclassify the case as
open-slash-pending. But you know he’s not going to let you anywhere
near it given your nephew’s connection.”

I nodded and smiled. “In the old days, you’d
be right. But in the age of Twitter and going viral, I’m hoping
it’s not going to be a problem.” I pointed to our breakroom in the
back. “You want coffee?”

“Nah!” he said. “But I can
get some for you if you want. Save your leg a little wear and
tear.”

“Appreciate it, Manny, but
I’m mobile enough to get my own freaking coffee.”

The room was empty when I got there. I took
the pot to the sink, scrubbed off the burnt-on sludge as best I
could and refilled the reservoir with water. No sooner had I put
coffee inside the filter than Deputy Chief Matt Bristow walked
in.


CHAPTER 3

 


 


 


 


 


“Hi, DC.” I said. “If
you’re after coffee, afraid you’ll have to wait a few for it to
brew.”

“Not a problem, Deck,” he
responded. In the Department I was known as Deck, for Decker, my last name.
“Glad we got guys around like you who’ll make the damn stuff.” He
shook his head. “Some of the newer guys we got now think they’re
privileged.”

“You be a hankerin’ for
the good old days, huh?” I replied with a smile.

“Nah. I was around in
the good old days. I can tell you, for the most part, them days weren’t all
that good. With that being said, however, there are
some of the good old
days I wouldn’t mind resurrecting. Like the ones where I could pick
my own people and get the job done. Like I did for you.” Bristow
and I have had our run-ins, but his deciding vote got me into
Homicide. For that reason alone, I’d go to the wall for him. “So
how you been doing?”

“Busy, Matt. In and out
too many times a day. You know the drill.”

“Only too well.” He paused
and then said, “Did I notice a limp when you walked?”

“Yeah. My leg got all
chewed up playing in that damn softball game last night.” I was
telling him about the game when the coffee pot beeped. Bristow
wanted coffee more than he wanted to listen to my tale of woe, so
he walked over and poured himself a cup.

“Sorry,” he said, offering
to pour mine. “I interrupted your story.”

“Wasn’t all that
interesting,” I said. I do have something I need to run past you,
though, if you got a minute.”

“Shoot,” he said, taking a
sip from his cup.

“Do you remember a female
murder victim by the name of Poppy Garcia? She was capped in
late ’07. Before
my time, but I thought maybe you might remember her. Lived out in
the Sunset.”

“I don’t. But if this is
going to take awhile, could we meet in my office in five minutes?
I’ve got to take a leak.” He held up his cup and shook his head.
“This is what it means to get old. Take a just one sip of this
stuff and you gotta pee.” He put the cup down. “Give me a minute,
Deck, then come to my office. We’ll chat about your murder
case.”

 


~~~~~

 


“Come in,” Bristow called
out as I softly rapped my knuckles on his half-closed door. He
noticed the look of surprise on my face as I looked around his
office. “Pretty cool, huh?” he said, sweeping his hand over the
room. “The place got redecorated over the weekend. You
like?”

I didn’t know what to say. Every damn piece
of furniture in the office was the color of midnight.

He took me by the elbow and escorted me to a
black round table by the back wall. “So, I ask again. What do you
think?”

“At this moment . . .” I
stood next to the table and did a complete pirouette. “I’m thinkin’
I’m glad I don’t have to dust this damn room.”

He laughed and gave me a slap on the back.
“Yeah. Good thing the city supplies janitorial help.” Then,
pointing to one of the chairs, he said, “Sit.” I did as he
commanded. “I know the motif is slightly on the dark side, but that
shouldn’t surprise you. You and I have been together for what now,
six years?” I nodded. He smiled and said, “So, you know what a dark
kinda guy I am.” When I didn’t respond, he changed subjects. “Okay,
so tell me again why you’re asking about an old murder case. I
thought you and Morales had already been assigned?”

“We have, Matt. But I’m
talking about a case that happened back in two thousand and seven,
before my time. A cab driver named Poppy Garcia got herself popped.
The case never got solved.” I spent the next ten minutes telling
him about the call I received from my nephew alerting me to the
tweet accusing the Department of being homophobic, sexist, racists
pigs.

“So, what’s the big deal?”
Bristow asked dismissively. “Not the first time some idiot accused
us of all that. In fact, I’m wondering why ‘baby killers’ didn’t
make the list. They’re all goof balls, Deck. Get used to it. Goes
with the territory.”

“This one’s different,
Matt. You’re familiar with Twitter, right?”

“How can I not be when we
have a President addicted to it.”

I laughed. “But this is
different. I checked before I came in this morning, and this guy’s
accusation has been re-tweeted somewhere north of a quarter million
times. I can tell you the Twitter universe is on fire. The tweet is
on the verge of going viral.
We don’t deserve this nonsense, Matt. Especially
since it’s being engineered by some jerk who probably jacks off at
the thought of making the SFPD look bad. I’m pissed and want to
squash this idiot.”

“If your numbers are
correct, I’m surprised the yahoos in PR haven’t been up here
yet.”

“They will be, Matt. It’s
only a matter of time. And the brass will be all over our asses to
do something.”

“So, you’re asking me to
reopen a thirteen-year-old cold case?” Bristow sat back in his
chair. “That’s gonna be tough to do. First of all, there are
procedures to follow. You know that. And second . . .”

“Nothing you can’t
override, Matt,” I interrupted. “Look, all I’m asking is for a
couple of days. Don’t know about you, but I’m fed up with us taking
the brunt of these conspiratorialist nut cases. Give me two days to
show what a bunch of crap these idiots are spewing, and it’ll all
be over.”

Bristow hesitated. “We can’t reopen every
damn cold case because some half-wit makes a stink, Deck.”

“I know, Matt. But I’m not
asking to open every damn case—only this one. The one with half a
million re-tweets accusing us of not doing our job.” I butted in
before he could respond. “And only for a couple of days. Manny said
whatever you do is okay by him since he doesn’t need me right
now.”

Bristow steepled his hands under his chin
and sat back in his chair. “Thirteen years, huh?” I nodded. “I’m
really skeptical about this, Deck. Let me take it upstairs first.
See what they have to say.”

“We both know what they’re
going to say, Matt. Let’s just you and me put out the Twitter fire
before it goes any further.”

He pursed his lips and looked at the
ceiling. “Okay,” he finally said. “Do what you have to do. I’ll
square it with the brass. You sure your partner is copacetic not
having you around for a day or two?” I nodded. “Then I’ll go along
with it. But no more than two days. We clear on that?”

“You bet, Matt. I
appreciate it.”

“Okay, let’s see what we
got.” Bristow walked to his desk and hunched over his keyboard.
“The vic’s name is Garcia?” I nodded. He fingered a few keys and
watched as pixels showered the screen in a rainbow of colors. He
scrolled downward. “Yeah, here it is. I don’t remember the case.
Not to be heartless, but she’s nothing but another number on my
screen.” He leaned in closer as he scanned the case outline. “Don’t
see much here. Poor lady got herself killed at a bad time. Not only
were the gangs shooting each other with abandon, but it was right
around that damn off-year election that everybody was worried
about. Lots of angst about our budgets. Cuts in the department. You
remember what it was like.”

“As you know Matt, I
wasn’t in Homicide at the time. But every damn department in the
building was running scared that budgets might be cut in half.
Would have threatened a lot of our jobs. The department would have
been in deep doo-doo.” I smiled inwardly at my choice of words.
Becky would be proud.

“Yeah, particularly this
one. Thank god the good guys held the high ground.” He chuckled and
looked back at his screen.

“So, says here Garcia got
whacked in her home.” He kept scrolling. “Says here she drove for
the Lake Merced Cab Company and didn’t show up for work. They
called her cell, but she didn’t answer. Ditto her landline.
Finally, the office calls the emergency number. It goes to her
mother who lived in the flat upstairs. The mother goes to the
daughter’s flat and finds her on the kitchen floor. Says here Poppy
had taken one in the head.” He looked up at me. “Damn, Deck.
Imagine a mother finding her daughter with her head blown apart.
How utterly devastating would that be?” Not waiting for my reply,
he looked back at the screen and continued reading quietly for the
next few minutes. He finally stood and stretched. “I could go on,
Deck, but there’s nothing here you can’t get yourself. Says here
Barry Egan handled the case. He’s been long gone, but how
convenient having his old partner, Manny Morales, as your partner.
You have any questions about the case, you can just ask
him.”

“Yeah, right. He’d love
that.” I laughed then said, “Thanks for letting me have a
look-see.”

“As long as Morales is
okay with you leaving him for a few days, Deck, that’s all I care
really about. If he tells me he needs you back, you go back. No
questions asked. Otherwise, I’ll give you a few days to see if you
can silence the noise and give the department some rest from the
assholes who simply want to criticize us. And we owe it to the
victim’s parents, too. They deserve peace of mind knowing we did
everything possible to bring their daughter’s killer to justice.
But after you take enough of a look to show those Twitter jockeys
are full of it, get your ass back with Morales on the Morrison
case. He’ll need you.”

I nodded and stood up, knowing I was
dismissed. As I turned toward the door, Bristow stopped me. “Wait a
minute, Deck. Almost forgot.” He opened the top drawer of his desk
and pulled out an envelope. “Earlier this morning, I found out the
brass scheduled a damn meeting at City Hall this Wednesday night.
On your birthday, of all things. Can you believe it?” He
laughed.

I held up my hand. “Birthday’s on Thursday,
Matt.”

“Whatever,” he said with a
wave of his hand. “This meeting is a command performance.
Unfortunately for me, I happen to have two tickets to the Giants
game that night.” He waved the envelope at me. “Rockies in town.
Thought maybe you could use them.” Knowing my answer, he handed me
the envelope.

“Thanks, DC,” I said.
“Never let it be said I turned down free Giants tickets.” I put
them in my coat pocket. Didn’t want anyone in the squad room
thinking I was Bristow’s honey boy. “I’ll take Becky.”

“Great idea.” He put his
arm over my shoulder and walked me to the door. “Tell her I said
‘hi.’ And some day you’ll have to tell me how a guy your age
corrals a beautiful young woman like her.” He emphasized the word
“young.”

“Matt, you’ll be the first
to know the whole story,” I said with a smirk.

He smiled, patted me on the back and said,
“I’m gonna hold you to that.”


CHAPTER 4

 


 


 


 


 


I checked my watch as I left Bristow’s
office. Half past nine. Gloves was on the phone, but hurriedly hung
up when he saw me coming.

“How’d it go?” he
asked.

“As well as could be
expected. I told him you were okay with me spending a day or two
wrapping this up. Then I’ll be back helping you on the Morrison
case.”

“Sounds good. Got one
question though.”

“Shoot.”

“To reopen a cold case,
the regulations say you’ve got to be in possession of new evidence.
You have new evidence?”

“Nah. And Bristow’s not
reopening it. Just gave me two days to shut down the
conspiratorialists out there. Stop the chatter once and for all.
You got a minute so I can pick your brain about what you remember?
Like what your impressions were back then. A drug deal gone awry?
Pissed off boyfriend? Maybe stuff that didn’t make it into the
murder book?”

“Well, let me suggest you
read the murder book first. Egan was lead on the case, and I’m
pretty sure all the answers you’re looking for will be in the book.
If not, you know where I live.”

I smiled. “Who would have thought as of this
very minute I would be the lead on a thirteen-year-old cold
case?”

“Lucky you.”

“Lucky? Let me show you
what lucky looks like.” I reached into my coat pocket. “Lookie what
da man just gave me for being such a good, loyal homicide
inspector.” I fanned the two tickets in front of him. “For
Wednesday night.”

“And I know you’re gonna
invite your partner and now your best friend to go with
you.”

“Sorry,” I answered.
“Deputy Chief commanded me to take my wife. Besides, I know if you
really wanted to go, you’d just call up one of your marks. Probably
get better seats than these.”

“Let me take a look at
those.” I passed them over. “Geez, man, these are open air seats.
You’re gonna freeze your ass off out there. I mean, if these were
club house tickets, maybe I would have asked nicer.” He laughed.
“Oh, well. Have fun. Remember to bring lots of
blankets."

I walked back to my desk and called the
person I really wanted to take to the game.

Tom McGuire answered on the first ring.

“Tom,” I said. “Reggie
Decker.”

There was a pause on the line and then,
“Decker? Hey, man, what a surprise. How the heck you been doing?
It’s been a while since we last talked. Hope you’re not calling for
a donation to the Police Athletic League or something.”

We both laughed. “Nope, something a lot
better, Mac. Bristow, you remember him, don’t you?” That triggered
another dual laugh.

“God, Deck. Been trying to
forget the SOB going on two years now. No such luck. Tell him I
said hi.”

“Will do, Mac, for sure.
Actually, it was Matt who gave me two tickets to the Giants game
Wednesday night. Playing the Rockies. I know it’s short notice, but
I was wondering if you’d like to go with me. Would be kick-ass to
see you again.”

There was silence on the other end, then,
“Damn, Deck. Of all nights. I’m scheduled to give a talk in front
of some old fogies over at the Athletic Club on Steiner. About how
to keep busy in retirement. As if I knew. Anyway, sorry I can’t
make it. It was nice of you to think of me, though. Let’s plan on
getting together sometime soon. Maybe for lunch at Original Joe’s?
You up for that?”

“Would consider it an
honor, my friend. Sorry about Wednesday, though.”

“Take that pretty young
wife of yours. You can pretend it’s a first date.”

I laughed. “Sounds like a perfect
substitute, Mac. I’ll tell her you gave up your seat so she could
go.”

“You do that. And give my
best to the guys.”

I hung up, disappointed about McGuire, but
knowing I would be scoring points with Becky. It made the tradeoff
worth it.

I sat back and called
Bristow’s secretary, Carolyn Knecht, known to everyone as “CK.”
She’d been a fixture in the Unit for what seemed like forever. Over
the years, she was given more and more responsibilities, one of
which was being the keeper of the keys that unlocked all the
department’s official records. The ‘record’ I needed was Poppy Garcia’s
official murder book.

Every homicide that
occurred in the City and County of San Francisco had its own
murder book: a day by
day paper trail of the case that had been put together by the
assigned Investigator. If you wanted to look through a murder book,
you had to call CK. If she liked you, it would be on your desk
within thirty minutes. If she thought you were a pain in the ass,
it might take her three to four hours to find the particular book
you were looking for.

Lucky for me, CK and I were buds. After
checking with Bristow for an okay, the storage box containing Poppy
Garcia’s murder book was on my desk twenty minutes after I
called.

“Dusty,” I teased as she
placed the banker’s box on my desk.

“Am I supposed to
apologize?” A half-grin creased her face as she ran her index
finger over the cover twice, making an X. The several ornate rings
that adorned her fingers flashed in the glow of the overhead
florescent lights. While CK wasn’t a woman you’d call a
looker, she had a
certain earthy sophistication that made her a treat to be around.
“Been lying in the vault for the past thirteen years,” she said.
“What did you expect?”

I took the top off the box and peeked
inside. “Not much of a murder book,” I stated, staring down at a
single three-ring binder.

“Another Barry Egan
masterpiece,” she hissed. Seeing my look, she quickly added, “Okay,
okay, so I couldn’t stand the son-of-a-bitch. Sue me!” She paused
and then added, “Glad we got rid of the prick.”

I sat back in my chair and chuckled. “Oh,
CK, you’ve got such a colorful way with words. But you know,” I
whispered conspiratorially, “he wasn’t ‘gotten rid of.’ He
quit.”

“I know,” she whispered
back. “But that makes no difference. He was still a
prick.”

I smiled, wondering what would’ve happened
if CK and Becky had become roomies. Her bawdy mouth would have
driven Becky to drink. That friendship would’ve gone belly up
within three weeks.

I shook off the image as I felt her
fingernail tap my shoulder. “You can use the small conference room
if you want. More privacy. No one scheduled until after lunch.” She
glanced at her watch. “You’ve still got a few hours.”

“Any chance I could take
this home?”

“Well . . .” she replied
as she walked away. “You know you’re not supposed to, but if I
don’t see you again today, have a good one.”

I blew her a kiss, stuffed the binder and a
yellow legal pad into my briefcase and limped out of the
office.


CHAPTER 5

 


 


 


 


 


I pulled into my garage shortly after noon.
Carefully trudging up the back stairway, I turned off the alarm and
plopped my briefcase on the kitchen table. I opened the
refrigerator looking for something to eat, but instead grabbed a
beer and limped into the dining room. From where I was standing, I
could see virtually all of the city’s southern waterfront. As a
wedding present, Becky’s mom purchased a new home for us right
below Twin Peaks. Never let it be said I didn’t marry well.

My leg started to bother me so I took the
beer into the bathroom and peeled off my khaki’s. The gauze pads
covering my leg were crusty with blood. I gingerly replaced them
with new bandages, hoping the leakage phase was finally over.

Once finished, I swallowed
two aspirin with the beer remaining in my bottle, walked to the
bedroom and put on my loosest sweats. If I
have to work all afternoon and night, I
thought, might as well be
comfortable.

Back in the kitchen, I snagged another beer,
placed it on the table, and opened the murder book. The inside
front cover featured a 5 x 7 photograph of a dark-haired woman in
her early-to-mid-twenties, wearing rimless glasses and a hopeful
smile. “Nice to meet you Poppy Garcia,” I whispered. While I
wouldn’t have called her beautiful, I could see why my nephew
wanted to reconnect. A sense of goodness radiated from her,
detectable even through the
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