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Chapter One


In a courtroom on the third floor of the Criminal Courts
Building in downtown Los Angeles, Judge Jackson Terrell ordered: Call your
next witness.


The People call Detective Kate Delafield, responded
deputy district attorney Alicia Marquez from her seat at the prosecution table.


Through the gate held open by the bailiff, Kate walked
into the inner court. A plump, blond clerk briskly administered the oath, and
Kate stepped up to the stand to sit in its simple leather chair. After
complying with the request to state and spell her name, she put her shoulder
bag beside her, smoothed her jacket, 

laid her folder of notes on the ledge of the stand, adjusted the
microphone.


Her expression carefully courteous, she made eye contact
with Judge Jackson Terrell, who peered at her over the top of his rimless
glasses, his thin face expressionless. An African-American, this judge ran a
tightly controlled courtroom and had earned a reputation of careful, humorless
competence. Kate gave the jury a swift, expressionless glance, careful not to
give any impression that she was attempting to ingratiate herself. The usual
mixture of gender, age, and race, they were better dressed and from a higher
median income group than usual during this time of depressed employment in the
upper echelons of American commerce. With the assumed right of all juries, they
were unabashedly scrutinizing her and she felt the burn of their stares after
she looked away.


She
was nervous, but not because of Aimee, who had neither returned to the house
nor called. There was no choice but to deal with that particular anxiety later.
No matter how many times she testified, she never lost her awe of the
courtroom, her awareness of the presiding black-robed judge and uniformed
bailiffs, the solemnity and somberness of the proceedings, the spare elegance
of the wooden walls and tables and benches, the seal of the state of California
on the wall above the judge, who sat between the national and state flags. She
took comfort only in the certain knowledge that over numerous court appearances
she had learned how to present herself. How to project an air of calm
certainty, of competence and credibility not only to jurors but no less
importantly to judges, attorneys, clerks, and bailiffs.


On
court days she took meticulous care with her appearance, selecting the simplest
of black or dark blue jackets and pants, complementing them with either a plain
shell or a turtleneck; never a shirt whose collar she might feel the need to
adjust, no wristwatch she might inadvertently glance at and give an unintended
indication of impatience or anxiety, no jewelry she would twist or tug to
telegraph unease. Long since resigned to her finely textured, unmanageable
hair, having lost all hope of taming it when alteration from dark to light gray
changed its consistency not a whit, she simply brushed it in the morning and
let it go where it may, touching it only to skim it from her face, rarely
running her fingers through it as was Aimees habit. The reward for
successfully cultivating physical stillness was the far fewer clues she
revealed about her emotional state to witnesses or suspects, to defense
attorneys or juries.


She
turned her attention to deputy district attorney Alicia Marquez, who stood
behind the podium unhurriedly arranging her notes. These consisted of three
legal-size yellow pads with a confetti of multicolored Post-its protruding from
the ends and sides and several loose white pages interleaved in the pads. Kate
was not impressed with her organizational habits. And had serious misgivings
about the range of her competence.


Marquez
did make a good appearance. Trim and compact, with alert dark eyes and full
lips, she dressed conservatively, today in a dark brown jacket and skirt, a
beige silk blouse, and matching wedge-heeled shoes. Kate suspected that a
sizable chunk of Marquezs budget went to maintaining her attractive hairstyle,
a simple ash-brown curve parted in the middle to frame the golden tones of her
skin.


In a
city where Hispanic influence was rapidly growing, this fifth-generation Latina
had been fast-tracked. Rumor had it shed required longer than usual to be
promoted to drug-related homicides and class A felonies, and her prosecution
win-loss record was undistinguished. This case was her first major break, the
plum assignment of lead prosecutor on what appeared to be a medium-profile
casemeaning it would make page three in the California section of the L.A.
Times. In the opinion of the Office of the District Attorney, the case had
an unexceptional defense lawyer on the other side, and the further advantage of
a detectiveKate herselfwhose solid investigations and preparation for court
were well documented and rarely provided that major bugaboo to prosecuting
attorneys: surprises.


In
her meetings with Marquez, despite her best efforts to establish a connection,
Kate had felt little rapport with her or personal warmth from her. She knew
Marquez was a divorced parent with two teenage boys and had attained her level
of success through hard work and unremitting determination. Kate admired her
serious demeanor, her ambition and dedication. But she had heard via the rumor
mill that Marquez thus far seemed lacking in imagination and courtroom
generalshipsignificant deficiencies in a homicide prosecution.


Before this case had even gone to trial, Kates
apprehension about Marquezs competence had been proved justified. Three weeks
ago the original defense attorney had been replaced with Gregory Quantrill, a
lawyer with a nationally growing reputation. Quantrill had asked for no continuance,
obviously pleased to allow the District Attorneys Office scant maneuvering
room to make changes in its own legal team. Kate had never made the mistake of
thinking the courtroom was anything less than a theater, and she knew she was
now a supporting player in a live production with a lead actor whose
unexceptional talent and marginal stage craft could bring the production down
no matter how strong her own skills might be. This case had fallen into
unpredictable jeopardy.


Detective
Delafield, Marquez began in a clear voice that carried throughout the
courtroom, how long have you been a member of the Los Angeles Police
Department?


Since
nineteen seventy-two, she answered firmly.


Marquez
turned a page as if searching for a note, then turned the page back, a standard
courtroom tactic; she was allowing the jurors to do the math, allowing the
positive message of a three-decade police career to penetrate. Kate took the
opportunity to glance at the defense table, and met eyes the color of black
coffeethe stare of Gregory Quantrill, so intensely focused she felt it as a
physical sensation impaling her to the back of her chair. He offered the hint
of a smile, confident and faintly personal, as if he had somehow read and
sympathized with her pessimism over Marquez. She held Quantrills gaze to give
him no reason to think she was impressed with him or intimidated.


Marquez
asked, And what is your current assignment?


Im
in Homicide at Wilshire Division.


How
long have you been in Homicide?


Twenty
years.


Again
Marquez paused, and Kate shifted her attention to the defendant seated beside
Quantrill. Handsomely presentable in a gray-green suit and paler green shirt
and tie, he was listening attentively but not looking at her, his gaze fixed
somewhere in the space between her and the jury. His quiet body language was
far different from her last experience with him, his arrest, meaning that he
had been thoroughly coached by the defense about courtroom demeanor.


Marquez
asked, In the ranks of homicide detectives, what is your classification?


Im
a detective-three, the highest classification in my rank.


She
glanced over the courtroom. Now that Quantrill had entered the case, it had
acquired a higher profile, but on this third day of trial, courtroom seats were
sparsely filled, mostly with the victim and defendants relatives and friends.
Son and daughter Allan and Lisa Talbot were here; Rikki, the other daughter,
was yet to come to court. L.A. Times police reporter Corey Lanier
sat by herself on the aisle in the back row, head bent over a notepad. Lanier
had attended opening statements, so why would she choose to hear Kates
testimony, a laying out in detail of what had been covered in Marquezs recitation
to the jury of what she promised to prove?


Marquezs
opening had been relatively brief; her strategy was to take advantage of the
lack of pretrial publicity and to allow the cumulative power of the evidence to
emerge, followed by a strong closing argument. Quantrill had been even more
succinct, offering the colorful metaphor that the Peoples case was no more
than a flimsy tissue of unproven speculation that would blow apart with one
good sneeze.


The
reason for Laniers presence had to be Gregory Quantrill. Prepared as Kate was,
and she was fully preparedno thanks to Aimees confounding behaviorshe would
have a thorny time on the stand under his cross-examination. A homicide case
not pled out was never easyattacking the credibility of investigating officers
was what defense attorneys did for a livingbut much of what they did involved
predictable courtroom maneuvers in providing a competent defense, albeit one
that brought in tens of thousands of dollars to private attorneys; homicide
cases were exceedingly expensive to defend. Corey Lanier was here for one
reason: She smelled courtroom drama and a story. The cross-examination of the
lead detective would be a prime indicator of what that story might be


Marquez
asked, How many cases, approximately, would you say youve investigated over
the course of


Your
honor, Quantrill said pleasantly, rising to his six-foot-plus height, the
defense is willing to stipulate as to the detectives sterling record and
experience.


Judge
Terrell raised his pencil-thin eyebrows and waited for Marquez, who cast a
confused glance at Kate. Kate looked back at her incredulously. Had she
forgotten the basics of law school? Was she actually considering


Your
honor, Marquez said, shaking her head as if the appropriate response had just
been delivered to her, we will not so stipulate. This jury should hear the
detectives qualifications and


Proceed,
Terrell said crisply. Quantrill took his seat with an amiable grin toward the
jury that said, I did my best to prevent this boring crap.


Ive been involved in more than two hundred and fifty
investigations over that period, Kate answered, doing her best to conceal her
fury. Out of a staff of over one thousand deputy district attorneys serving
this city, she had to get this one. A prosecutor like Linda Foster would have
reacted with outrage, accusing Quantrill of attempting to sabotage the laying
out of Kates credentialsessential to establish maximum credibility for her
key testimony to this juryuntil the judge intervened.


Calming
herself, Kate continued to answer a litany of questions about her position as a
D-3 supervising detective at Wilshire Division and lead detective in homicide
investigations and what that entailed, her experience as a training detective
for other homicide detectives. At the edge of her mind was how awed Marquez
might be by Quantrill.


That Quantrills clients would be well heeled was a
given. His first high-profile, big-money win had been Oklahoma oil mogul Damian
Winfield, acquitted of murder and conspiracy to murder his wife and her lover,
plus the follow-on win of a lucrative lawsuit against two tabloids for libel,
plus a best-selling ghostwritten book on the case. The lengthy trial had been
carried on Court TV, and the shows reporters had made him a star with their
fawning praise of his smooth and deadly cross-examinations, his courtroom
presence and charisma. The only reason they were not covering this trial was
because their hastily made plea to do so had been denied. In a city where fallout
from the O. J. Simpson case still poisoned the atmosphere of law enforcement
all these years later, televised trials were viewed with implacable hostility
by much of L.A.s judiciary.


Gregory Quantrill had come into this case fully
expecting to win. Which meant, worst-case scenario, that he knew something Kate
did not. Or far more likely, had detected amid the discovery documents and the
defenses own detective work an avenue of reasonable doubt leading straight
into the jury box. Unlike Marquez, who had to convince twelve jurors of this
defendants guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, Quantrill, if he could not
persuade all twelve to acquit, had to reach only one for a hung jury, which
would be viewed as a victory. By everyone except, of course, the defendant and
the murder victims family, who would be put through the same torturous process
all over again.


Thus
far, the prosecutions leadoff witnesses, the responding officers, had given
their testimony and Quantrill, beyond politely clarifying a few details about
the scene of the murder, the position and condition of the body at death, had
asked not a single challenging question on cross-examination.


Marquez
continued, On May twenty-ninth of last year, in your professional capacity,
were you called to an address on Oakview Road?


I
was.


This
address is located in Hancock Park?


Correct.


Would
you agree that this is in general an affluent area of the city?


Kate
knew Marquez was reminding the jury of the prosperity of the defendant and that
he could afford the best of lawyers. It is affluent, she confirmed.


At
what time did you arrive at the scene?


At
approximately eight-fifteen that morning. Her crime scene log lay on top of
the stack of reports and notes in her folder if she needed to ask permission to
consult it.


You
came from the station?


I
was on my way into the station. I received notification on my cell phone and
proceeded directly to the location, where I met Detective Joseph Cameron, who
had driven there from the station.


Detective
Cameron was your partner?


He
was and still is my partner.


How
long has he been your partner?


Three
years.


He
was on the scene prior to your arrival?


We
arrived simultaneously.


Describe
what you saw when you arrived.


The
responding officers had secured the scene


Meaning
they had deployed crime scene tape?


Yes.
Among other duties.


The
paramount rule of testifying was answer as briefly as possible. That course of
action required closed-ended questions to elicit brief answers. But Marquez seemed
to like open-ended questions whose answers she would frequently interrupt. Kate
resigned herself to making her answers simple and clear to the jury, and
watching their reactions, especially juror number three, a gray-haired man with
a blue polo shirt stretched over his paunch; he had settled a faint, approving
smile on her. She continued, Sergeant Fred Hansen was in charge


Have
you worked with him before?


Many times. Over many years. When Marquez did not
follow up, she continued, Officer Dane Garrett was maintaining the crime scene
log, a list of everyone entering the crime scene.


As
the detailed questions continued, her memory of that morning sharpened into
focus.


Chapter Two


She had pulled her Saturn in behind Joe Cameron, who was
bent over the trunk of the slickbacka black-and-white without a
lightbarpresumably retrieving evidence bags and latex gloves. Already focused
on assessing the scene as she got out of her car, she absently returned his
wave, then wrote the date, May 29, and time, 8:15 A.M., and temperature,
approximately seventy degrees, in her notebook. The day was an anomaly: soft
sunlight, filtering through the oaks and sycamores shading the street, had
broken through the usual gray pall that hung over the city until midafternoon
during the months of May and June.


She
took in the perimeter set up by the responding officers. The entire scene
looked easy enough to protect. The yellow tape designating a crime scene seemed
superfluous around a home on a corner whose outer boundary provided its own
barrier to the street with a high, neatly trimmed hedge and a wrought-iron
gate. The hedge, she noted, was high enough and thick enough for a determined
perpetrator to conceal himself. Patrol officers Felix Albedo and Rob Finch
stood guard on the sidewalk, but the spectators, a knot of perhaps two dozen,
looked on in respectful silence from across the street. Cameron joined her just
as a Channel Seven news van turned the corner, closely followed by one from
Channel Nine. As usual, the press had picked up the police radio calls.


Albedo
swung open the gate to a flagstone walkway. Its large flat sheets of stone,
weathered and sun-bleached to a warm peach color, curved their way through a
perfect green lawn to the arched entry of a traditional Spanish-style, graceful
two-story home of beige stucco partially shaded by an assortment of Queen
Palms. Spectacular bushes of white and yellow and deep orange daisies lined the
front foundation. The house was not nearly as large or impressive as some in
this area, stately homes of Tudor, Spanish, Mediterranean, French, Colonial,
and traditional architecture, but it was aesthetically pleasing, the kind of
unpretentious house she liked: quality, not quantity.


Her
visits to Hancock Park on police business were rare. The affluence of the city
of Los Angeles increased with every mile one traveled from east to west,
but this section, bordered by La Brea Avenue, Wilton Place, Melrose Avenue, and
Olympic Boulevard, was an anomalya wealthy enclave on whose borders camped the
bustling commerce and racial conflicts of Koreatown, the seedy western edge of
Hollywood, and the ironically named Miracle Mile. In the forties and fifties
the Miracle Mile had been the height of chic elegance but now, except for its
Museum Row, was characterized only by an utter lack of distinction. Calls from
Hancock Park for police assistance were mostly burglary and car theft, its
reported deaths from accident, natural cause, or suicide. In Wilshire
Divisions widely varied social landscape, this northeastern quadrant was polar
opposite to the southwestern corner, where poverty and crime were endemic,
where the 18th Street Latino gang and its African-American
counterpart, the Geer Street Crips, held sway. Hancock Park encompassed the
tony Wilshire Country Club and the mansion of the Canadian Consulate General.
Hancock Park dated back to the nineteen twenties, was old money, was elegant
serenity, was classy.


But
not totally lacking in historical controversy, she recalled. In the late
forties Hancock Park became a minor footnote in the history of integration when
a wealthy and famous new resident moved in, and the neighborhood welcome mat
for singer Nat King Cole had taken the form of a burning cross on his lawn. A
generation or so later, a far more ostentatious resident arrived: world
champion boxer and Vietnam draft dodger Muhammad Ali. The next famous
African-American resident was quiet, dignified, and held unassailable credentials.
He was Tom Bradley, the first black police chief of Los Angeles, who had become
its mayor-elect and was moving into Getty House, official residence in Hancock
Park for the citys mayor.


Sergeant
Fred Hansen stood at the arched front entryway to the house, a hand resting on
his holster. She nodded to him and to Patrol Officer Dane Garrett, who was next
to Hansen. Fred, good to see you, she said as she took Garretts posse box,
signed in, and handed it to Cameron. Her greeting to Hansen was more than perfunctory.
His stolid presence and competence at a homicide scene had won her respect over
the years, as had the four hash marks on the sleeve of his uniform signifying
twenty years of steadfast service in their beleaguered organization.


Kate,
Joe, Hansen greeted them, and as usual got straight to the business at hand,
reading from his clipboard, Victims in the back bedroom. Female. Victoria
Talbot. Looking up at them, he indicated the interior of the house with a
slight incline of his head. Messy.


Kate
involuntarily sucked in her breath. When Hansen said a death scene was messy,
she knew to brace herself.


Fifty-three
years old, Hansen said. At the tone in his voice, Kate looked up from her
notebook to exchange a brief glance of mutual understanding. Someone not
younglike themselveshad been robbed of precious remaining years of life.
Gunshot wounds to the head and back. No weapon visible.


So
this death could be neither natural nor a suicide. Her first murder in Hancock
Park.


Who
called it in? Cameron asked briskly, writing in his notebook, oblivious to
nuance. In his tan suit, light blue shirt, and tie, he was his usual
well-turned-out self. Over her three years with him he had become much more
settled at their homicide scenes, his electric energy focused on the
necessities and complexities of the vital first steps of an investigation.


The
son. Hansen looked down at his notes. Allan Talbot. Hes in the backyard. On
a bench back there. Moreno is with him.


Hows
he doing? Cameron asked.


Finding
his mother like that? Hansens head shake was eloquent.


Kate
took the latex gloves Cameron offered and tugged them on. What else, Fred?


No
sign of break-in but the son reports he found the back door unlocked. Thinks
some jewelrys maybe missing.


He
scare the guy off?


Hansen
hesitated. Its possible. He was obviously annoyed that he hadnt asked.


Assault?
Cameron asked, pausing over his notebook.


Doesnt
look it, Joe. Were canvassing. SIDs on the way. We already made the first
call to the coroner. Eversons on standby, he added approvingly.


She
nodded. She too approved; her optimum team was assembling. She exchanged a
wordless glance with Cameron. They went into the house.


The
entryway was a continuation of the flagstone path, but grouted and sanded and
glazed to a high polish. A small, gold-trimmed French provincial table held an
empty crystal flower vase under an ornately framed painting of a countryside of
golden fields. Kate led the way into a spacious split-level living room with a
high-arched ceiling and a well-used fireplace, its exterior hearth and façade
of coral ceramic tile. The room was simply and comfortably furnished with a
cream-colored leather sofa and armchairs on an oriental carpet of rich reds and
blues, a conversation grouping around the fireplace. Three high bookcases,
their shelves crowded with books and knickknacks, dominated one wall. The floor
was a light, glossy hardwood that flowed up onto an upper-level dining room
presided over by a large, oil still life of a bowl of fruit, its warm colors
spilling over the room and its mission-style table and chairs. Part of a large
eat-in kitchen was visible through an archway, tall white cupboards and an
aquamarine banquette along one wall. Moving toward the kitchen, Kate could see
a multipaned window overlooking a backyard lawn and garden of roses. She
smelled, faintly, something that might be cleanser or furniture polish, or
both.


She
had not been remotely tempted to live in a house since Annes death. But she
liked this one very much. Vastly more expensive than that small Glendale house
they had shared, this place was faintly reminiscent of it,
includingespeciallythat kitchen outlook into the garden. Anne had tended
their garden so lovingly. As lovingly as she had tended Kate


But
Anne was twenty years dead in an auto accident, and now there was Aimee. And
now there was also this woman who lay murdered after living what appeared to be
a well-ordered existence in this well-ordered house.


Lets
check it out, she said abruptly. Cameron, crouched down to inspect at eye
level a row of framed photos on the mantel, straightened up and adjusted his
tie as if to enter a formal meeting.


Kate
led the way, moving slowly down the hallway, checking for footprints and any
vestige of blood or trace evidence on the walls or floor. Rookie patrol officer
Pedro Delgado stood watching them, his back to an open door, his feet rigidly
apart, hands behind his back, his jaw clenched. Rookies were still given this
detail, the guarding of the dead, as a rite of passage, and she sent him a
glance of sympathy.


She
edged into the bedroom, Cameron beside her, both of them halting just over the
threshold.


The
room seemed on first glance to be as neatly organized as the rest of the house.
A snow white bedspread lay perfectly smooth under an artistically arranged
spray of multigold-toned pillows on a cherrywood four-poster bed. On the
matching dresser four photos flanked a blue satin jewelry box, its lid open,
and an assortment of cut-glass perfume bottles. A cherrywood Queen Anne–style
desk, with a large array of family photos and a closed notebook computer on it,
sat in an alcove formed by a bay window over the garden.


Two
of the three windowpanes were dotted with bright red spots, the angled window
to the left of the desk sprayed more heavily, a shower of red with gray blobs
of material that Kate knew from experience was brain matter.


Just
visible beyond the bed, a dark-haired woman lay supine beside an overturned
desk chair, her head turned to her left. From the doorway Kate could see blood
congealing around a wound in her right temple, and rivulets of blood leading
from her back. The minimal bleeding from the back and the spatter pattern
extending from her torso indicated she had already been down for this second
shot. The left arm was under her, the right arm outthrust, its hand curled into
a claw.


Cameron
stood perfectly still; he had learned to wait and, more importantly, to
observe. She completed her own inspection of the room, including its ceiling.
Outside the window a young man sat at a picnic table, his head in his hands,
Officer Donna Moreno beside him. Kate absorbed no details about him; that would
come later. She did a rough sketch of the room in her notebook, focusing on
placing location and position of the body correctly in context.


Cautiously,
she moved closer to the body. Clad in a long-sleeved brick-colored silk shirt
tucked into dark pants, and deck shoes, the dead woman was considerably
overweight, with fleshy shoulders and large breasts bulging from the sides of
her thick chest.


Shes
a young-looking fifty-three, Cameron said softly.


Id
say so, Kate said.


She
hunkered down a few feet away and surveyed the corpse of Victoria Talbot. The
eyes were shutnot often the case for homicide victims who resisted death,
staring in horror at their imminent demise. Even victims in auto accidents
gaped as if fixating on existence could prevent its extinction. Kate could not
tell if the woman had tried to defend herself; the fingernails on her observable
hand were painted with soft pink polish. The side of the head not visible to
Kate, the left, had undoubtedly been shattered by the exiting bulletNo blood
appeared to have reached the pristine bedspread.


Star-shaped
entry wound, she said to Cameron, pointing to the head wound.


Powder
tattooing, he added.


She could scarcely make out the faint freckle-like
pattern above the wound; his eyes were better than hers these days. Contact,
she said. Someone had held a gun to her right temple.


He
was studying the position of the body. Put one in her head, then capped her in
the back.


Kate
examined the blood pattern. From where she crouched, the primary spatter from
the head wound adhered to the left window facing into the garden where the
young man sat. She looked again at the victim and the blood pattern around her.
The woman had fallen to the left; the left side of her head held the exit
wound. For the blood spatter to be on the left wall, she had been facing or had
been forcibly turned toward the garden when the head shot was delivered to the
right temple.


Cameron
rose to his feet, made his way carefully over to the dresser, and peered into
the open jewelry box. Empty, Kate.


She
couldnt tell whether the woman wore a wedding ring or possibly a watch; her left
hand was under her body. But a diamond ring glittered on the middle finger of
her right hand. And while they had yet to check the entire premises, there
seemed to be no signs of disturbance in this very placid-appearing house, or
Hansen would have said so. They could do nothing more till SID arrived. She
said, Lets go talk to the son.


* * *


Kate nodded to officer Donna Moreno, who acknowledged the nod and moved
quietly away from Allan Talbot after one final, utterly sympathetic glance at
him. As Kate approached, she focused on his hair, a dark brown frizz very
unlike the long straight hair of his murdered mother, what her own mother would
have termed a Brillo pad. A slender young man, he looked to be in his late
twenties, perhaps early thirties, unshaven, whether by happenstance or by style
maybe Cameron could tell if it did not become evident from the interview.


Talbot
sat slumped and motionless at the redwood picnic table, not glancing up as
their shadows fell over him. He appeared stupefied, as if poleaxed, a look not
at all unfamiliar to Kate. After years of attending death scenes, she still
felt a profound empathy for the bereaved because undoubtedly that same
expression had been on her own face after she had been called into the
captains office in Wilshire Division and informed of Annes death. But while
she felt deep commonality, as a detective she took calculated advantage of the
investigative benefit that shocked and unwary witnesses gave her in the
aftermath of sudden death.


There
were no tear tracks on Talbots face, no redness of eye, but his grief was
palpable in his waxen pallor and shrunken posture. The young mans khaki pants
and polo shirt could have hung on a mannequin for all his bodily awareness of
himself. Other than parents absorbing the death of a young child, she had
rarely seen anyone at a homicide scene so visibly crushed under his grief;
usually such suffering penetrated after the first layer of protective shock
wore off.


Kate
stopped in front of him, waiting until he looked up at her from where he sat at
the picnic table. She was surprised by what she saw. To be sure, shock glazed
his hazel eyes, but something else overlaid it, something that burned through
the anguish, and when he did not look away she stared at him as long as she
could, trying to define it before she felt compelled to speak.


Mr.
Talbot, she finally said, Im Detective Delafield. My partner is Detective
Cameron. She added sincerely, I am so sorry.


My
condolences, Cameron said, compassion in his voice; and his right arm twitched
as if he were resisting the urge to reach to him.


Talbot
nodded. He attempted to speak, cleared his throat, tried again. Call me
Allan, he said hoarsely.


I
know this is very hard for you, Allan, she said. Do you think you might be
able to answer a few questions?


He
nodded.


Kate
removed the tape recorder from her shoulder bag, flipped it on, and quickly
murmured the date and time, and that she and Cameron were speaking with Allan
Talbot. Because this is so very important, Id like to use my tape recorder so
we can be sure of our information, Allan. Is that all right with you?


His
shoulders and chest moved in a shrug-sigh. Sure.


She
placed the recorder on the table slightly behind him, where he would lose
awareness of it. She opened her notebook, to use it for major points of
information. I know this is hard. Please tell us if it gets to be too hard.
Can you tell us anything about whats happened here?


He
just looked at her. She would have to lead him. When did you find her?


This
morning.


She
would really have to lead him. Do you have any idea what time?


A
little while ago. I guessbefore eight? He took two deep breaths, visibly
collecting himself.


Do
you have a key? As he nodded, she followed up: Did you let yourself in,
Allan? Was your mother expecting you?


I
let myself in the gate. I always ring the doorbell even if she knows Im
coming His body sagged as if spent from the effort expended in speaking so
many words, as if he were pressed down by a fresh new weight of grief.


Kate
waited a few moments and then prompted him. So you rang the bell.


She
didnt answer. I went around to here. He gestured to the beds of roses. She
spendsspent a lot of time out here, took her morning coffee here He coughed,
as if masking a sob. Typical of the recently bereaved, he was having difficulty
in adjusting his words to the past tense, to the truth that a vital presence in
his life had been extinguished as suddenly as a blown lightbulb.


The
garden looks like it, Kate said gently, and looked around to give him a
moment. Except for an artfully shaped rock garden overflowing
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