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      Iris Wood studied death every day of her life. Helping people confront it was what she did for a living. But tonight she was facing her own fears head-on. And she was losing.

      Driving home after her first night course at San Francisco State University, Iris was adrift in the darkness. She rarely travelled this far south in the city. Her world was limited to the boundaries of her apartment in the Western Addition and her researcher’s job in a downtown office building on Montgomery.

      Her decision to attend an introductory astronomy class at SFSU was a brave new personal step. Not because she was interested in the stars, but because she needed to venture beyond her solitary universe, something made painfully clear to her weeks ago at the last office party where the resident busybody cornered her before she could escape.

      “You never stay at our parties, Iris. You’re so mousy in your cubicle, most of the time we don’t even know you are here. Have some wine, dear.”

      “No, I really should be going. I have someone waiting at home.”

      “Like who? You live alone, don’t you?”

      “No. I don’t. I’m living with somebody. My boyfriend.”

      “You have a boyfriend? Since when, Iris? You never told me.” Miss Busybody grinned as she sipped her wine.

      “Well, I --”

      “What does he do?”

      “Works at home. He’s the quiet type.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Jack.”

      “Jack? We’d love to meet him. You should --”

      “Really, I have to go.”

      In the elevator Iris’s face reddened, stinging with the realization of how pathetic she was. That night at home she fought her tears while working on her computer. Jack, the four-legged male in her life, plopped himself in her lap, purring and nudging at Iris to overcome her shyness and wade into the real world.

      Now, here she was, lost in it. This was exactly what she had feared. She left the map she had made back in the lecture hall. Her attempt to navigate from memory was futile after a dozen blocks or so. She took the wrong exit from the campus, meandering on Lake Merced, Middlefield, Sloat, and Crestlake. How did this happen? The fog from the Pacific didn’t help. This was silly. Getting back should be a no-brainer. If she could just get back on Nineteenth Avenue, it would take her right to Golden Gate Park, and from there she knew she could find Fulton, then east to her apartment near Alamo Square, in time to curl up and watch Sleepless in Seattle.

      Where are you Nineteenth Avenue?

      Could ask somebody for directions but the streets seem deserted tonight. Besides, she didn’t really want to approach anybody. She pressed the automatic lock button again before seeing a flashing emergency light in her rear-view mirror. It came out of the shadows. She pulled her car over and was bathed in pulsating red from the dash-mounted police light of the unmarked car that stopped behind her.

      Iris had never encountered traffic police before.

      “Evening, ma’am,” said the man’s voice from behind the intense flashlight beam.

      “Did I do something wrong, Officer?” She squinted.

      “Your license and registration, please.”

      Iris switched on her dome light, producing the items from her wallet. The officer put them on his small clipboard, then directed his flashlight on them.

      “You drove through an intersection, missed the stop sign.”

      Stop sign? What stop sign?

      “I guess I didn’t see it. Sorry.”

      “Happens all the time. Where are you coming from tonight, ma’am?”

      “A class at SFSU.”

      “You consume any alcohol tonight?”

      The flashlight was directed at her face.

      She squinted. “No. I don’t drink.”

      “Drugs?”

      “No.”

      “Would you please shut off your ignition and step out of the car.”

      “Why?”

      “Roadside sobriety check, ma’am.”

      Iris saw a pale half-moon peeking through the clouds as she stood before the tall officer. His face was darkened by the night, distorted by the strobing red light of his patrol car. From what she could see amidst the fog, they were situated near a heavily treed park.

      “Would you please count aloud backwards from one hundred while walking heel to toe in a straight line for me, ma’am?”

      Iris accomplished it without difficulty.

      “Thank you, ma’am. I am going to have to cite you for the stop sign. You can wait in your car, or in my cruiser. It won’t take long, but I will require your signature after I run a check on your particulars.”

      The area was a little creepy so Iris opted to wait in the police car then get directions home. The officer opened the rear right passenger door.

      She thought it odd how the car did not seem to have a police radio crackling or any other police equipment. In fact, it had that new-car smell and a plastic recycle bag from a rental agency. The red emergency dash light was almost blinding. She still couldn’t see the officer’s face as he wrote up her ticket from behind the wheel.

      “Ma’am, can I ask you a personal question?”

      “I guess so.”

      “What exactly do you look for in a man?”

      She had heard this question before. But where?

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Yes, you do. Tell me something, Iris. How’s Jack?”

      Iris Wood froze. “Excuse me?”

      “Jack, the guy you’re living with. Or should I say, cat.”

      She was dumbstruck. Paralyzed. How could he possibly know…

      “I think I’ll wait in my car.”

      “The back doors have child-safety locks. Won’t open from inside.”

      Iris swallowed, meeting his eyes in the rear-view mirror.

      “You know, Iris, people shouldn’t lie to other people. It always catches up with them in the end.”

      Iris could not speak. Her blood was pounding in her ears. The stranger grunted, turning in his seat, gripping a device that looked like an electric razor, suddenly pressing it against her neck, instantly overwhelming her neuromuscular system, disorienting her until she collapsed.

      He switched off the red light, then drove away, vanishing into the fog with Iris Wood in his back seat.
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      Julie Zegler was talking on her cell phone while disarming the security system at the rear of Forever & Ever, her bridal boutique near Union Square.

      “You’re sure it’s finally done, Ronnie?”

      “Completely. I stayed until nine last night to finish it.”

      Zegler could hear the bells of the cable cars on Powell Street clanging as the control keypad beeped an all-clear. She entered her shop, switched on the lights.

      “You know, she’s picking it up this morning. In two hours.”

      “I know.”

      Zegler went to the work room to get the completed gown.

      “Any problems, Ron?”

      “The bodice. Her recent augmentation complicated things. Of course, there was her attitude.”

      “What? Sorry, I can’t seem to find --”

      “Don’t you remember? Her attitude. Rhymes with rich.”

      The store phone began ringing. Please. We don’t open for another hour. Zegler rustled through the finished orders. Brannigan, a size-four chiffon mermaid. Dodd, trumpet skirt in a ten tall. Lorenzo, an organza affair, size seven.

      No Carruthers.

      “Ronnie it’s not --”

      “Remember, she invited me to lunch at her favorite French restaurant on Belden two months ago. Never once saying Christoban is in a Malibu detox center. In her phony baby-girl voice she says: ‘Oh, Ronnie I just have to have you! I want the best Veronica Chan ever! Transform me….’ ”

      Zegler bit her bottom lip and kept searching. Li, petite princess, size two. Shire, a size-eight readingcoat. Tannenbaum, five, a classic taffeta. Wong, a size four, a bouffant.

      No Carruthers.

      The phone stopped.

      “…she goes, ‘Ronnie, you’re the artist. Create. I just insist on some teeny things.’ Teeny things? She unfolds her three pages of hideous sketches of Christoban knockoffs.”

      “Ronnie, where did you put --”

      “Nothing to do with my themes. Then the way she kept snapping her fingers at me: ‘Oh Ronnie, make it magical, make it divine.’ Julie, I feel sorry for her dot-commie millionaire beau. You can take the girl out of the trailer park but you can’t --”

      “Ronnie! It is not here!”

      The phone started again.

      “Julie. It’s there. It’s with the others.”

      “Well, I can’t find it.”

      “I placed it with the others, Brannigan, Dodd. Did you look?”

      “Yes! What time did you leave last night?”

      “Nine. I told you.”

      “What about Clarice?”

      “Left at eight. I was the last to leave. Look again.”

      “I am telling you it is not here!”

      “I am telling you, it is there!”

      Zegler rubbed her temple. The security system was properly activated. Nothing was amiss. The store phone continued ringing.

      “Ronnie, I cannot find it.”

      “What do you want me to do, Julie?”

      “Get your butt down here and find the goddamn gown, Veronica!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It’s a six-thousand-dollar order! We flew in the satin from Paris, the tiara’s from Italy.”

      “Julie, I am on the Golden Gate Bridge, late for an appointment in Marin. I will be back in time.”

      Zegler snatched the ringing store phone, slamming down the receiver. An icy silence passed between the cell phones of the two women. Veronica Chan saw San Francisco’s skyline in the rear-view mirror of her sapphire Mercedes 450 SL. She resented Zegler’s tone. She was Zegler’s partner, not her employee. It was Chan’s artistry that attracted the top-end clients, not the cobwebbed reputation of a senile Bay Area seamstress.

      Outside the shop a police siren sounded. Loud. Near. Very near.

      “What’s that?” Ronnie asked.

      Someone began banging on the front door.

      “I don’t know, Ronnie. I have to get the door. Something’s going on.”

      “You deal with this. I’ll be there within two hours.”

      Making her way to the front, Zegler took calming breaths, inhaling the fragrance produced by the automated aroma machine. It simulated an English country garden, accenting the shop’s elegant European motifs and plush carpet. Was she losing her mind? She was rude to Veronica. Perhaps it was time to consider retiring. She should have answered the store phone. It might have been Clarice. Maybe the order was picked up after closing. Or delivered. But Clarice was dependable, always leaving a clear note at the back. This was not good.

      Hurrying by the ornate writing tables and chairs of the Victorian sitting area where brides planned and dreamed, then passing the archway to the change rooms, Zegler massaged her temples, glancing down the darkened corridor to the empty change cubicles, the floor.

      She stopped dead.

      Is that a shoe?

      The front door was now being hammered.

      An empty shoe?

      Emergency lights were flashing through the four mannequins in the window display. The door thudded, cracked. A large uniformed police officer forced his way into the shop.

      “Good Lord.”

      “Lady, are you all right?”

      “Yes, what is this? I --”

      His gun was drawn. He grabbed Zegler’s shoulder pulling her to the street, instantly assessing her, then the shop.

      “Are you alone in the store?”

      “Yes, but I don’t understand.”

      He spoke into his crackling portable radio calmly, saying, “We got a staff member in front. Kick the back entrance.” A female officer was in the patrol car parked in front, talking softly, comforting two people in the backseat, an old man, his arm protectively around an old woman. She was sobbing.

      Zegler heard more sirens, glimpsed an ambulance approaching. The noise, confusion, chaos.

      “Ma’am, please stand by my car. Please, so my partner can see you.”

      “Yes, but, Officer, what’s wrong?”

      A small crowd gathering. A bike courier muttering “Jee-zus! That's real!” The officer ordering rubberneckers back.

      “Everyone back!” The officer’s face taut. “Over there, ma’am, stand by my car.” His hand on his gun as he stepped into the shop. “Do not talk to anyone, please, ma’am.”

      Zegler hearing the old man pleading with the female officer over the old woman’s sobs.

      “We were just walking. Can’t they cover it, or take us away? Please. We were just…”

      Cover what?

      Zegler turning to her storefront, discovering five brides on display, not the usual four. The strobe of police lights staining the gowns. Confused, her mind shocked, gasping, thinking it was a joke, her eyes not believing the Carruthers order, a slipper satin ball gown, floor-length chapel, Venice lace, open sweetheart neckline, illusion veil, the tiara, the entire front saturated in crimson, ruby, scarlet and deep purplish Burgundy against the shiny fabric.

      A bouquet of white silk roses affixed to her hands, the bride was standing, shoulders secured to the steel rods of two heavy metal bases, head bowed, her bare feet in the pool of dark, blackish red, widening on the hardwood floor of the display case.

      Dear God! That’s not a mannequin! It’s a woman! She’s --

      Zegler covering her mouth.

      The droplets splashing like red tears.

      Oh, dear God!

      Sirens screaming. The tolling bells. Cable cars laden with office workers. The graceful lettering of the boutique’s sign over the blood-soaked bride promising to...MAKE IT A DAY YOU WILL REMEMBER FOREVER & EVER.
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      As usual Olivia Grant’s commute began by opening a paperback on her lap after finding a seat for the ride down Market to her job near Union Square.

      But today she couldn’t concentrate on her book.

      Olivia was drawn to the young mother and father across the aisle. Early thirties. Happy baby strapped snugly to Dad’s chest. The parents looked exhausted but their faces radiated absolute joy. The bond with their baby. Pure love.

      It overwhelmed Olivia, awakening anxieties that had been stirring inside her for months. Years. She would never have what the woman across the aisle from her had. Olivia was alone. Utterly alone.

      Her eyes glistened, blinking at the truth as she tried to return to the sanctuary of fiction. It was futile.

      Time to face reality, girl.

      You ache to have someone in your life but do nothing about it, clinging to the schoolgirl hope someone perfect is just going to walk into your world and rescue you. How many years have you been dreaming that dream?

      Soon she would turn thirty-five. Thirty-six was next. Forty was looming. Birthdays were blurring by, accelerating her trip to middle-aged spinsterhood. Not the life she had envisioned. In high school Olivia had fantasized about how sweet it would be with her husband, her beautiful children, and their perfect home.

      But boys seldom approached Olivia. She was painfully shy. Terrified of rejection. She had had few dates. In college it was the same story. She had expected to find her future mate there, but it didn’t work out that way. Olivia had rarely dated in college. She had supported herself working part-time at Caselli’s Gift Shop downtown, never once thinking some fifteen years would pass and she would still be there.

      What a sad life. Stop it, Olivia. You’re just a little bothered about nearing thirty-five and still being single. Nothing wrong with that. No big deal. Everyone finds their own path. Besides, there is always tomorrow and there is always hope.

      Sounded like one of the greeting cards at the store, Olivia rebuked herself, caressing her tiny gold heart. She had bought it for her thirty-second birthday, a comfort gift to soften the letdown of her last date.

      He was a lawyer who came to the shop occasionally. One day he asked her out. It was nice. He brought her a white carnation, they had dinner, walked along Marina Green. But Olivia had been nervous. So self-conscious she barely spoke. When it ended, he thanked her, then kissed her cheek. She never heard from him again. She placed the carnation in the pages of a hardcover romance novel she kept on a shelf in her bedroom. Some nights she would look at it and touch its dried, dead petals, then the cheek he had kissed.

      That was three years ago.

      Olivia got off at Union Square and walked her workday route. It would take her by the bridal boutique and its enchanting storefront brides displaying the prettiest gowns. Surely that would revive her belief that dreams can come true. That maybe, just maybe, she would find somebody to love and live happily, Forever & Ever….

      The yelp of a siren was the first indication something was wrong. She saw the revolving red lights, police cars, TV news crews, a huge tarpaulin covering the display window. Emergency radios chattering, police directing downtown workers to walk around the scene.

      One man shouted: “Yo, Officer, I hear somebody got herself killed in there. Whatsup, man?”

      “Move it along, please. Move it along.”

      Killed? Olivia cast a worried look in the direction of the shop. A woman dead in Forever & Ever? A firm hand touched her shoulder. “Miss, please keep moving.”

       

      Olivia hurried to Caselli’s. The tiny gift shop was shoehorned between a grand café and large boutique on Maiden Lane.

      Her keys jingled as she unlocked the front door. The transom bells rang loudly as she went to the back, switched off the alarm, put her lunch in the small refrigerator, hung up her jacket, and went through her morning opening routine.

      She prepared the cash register, checked the credit and debit card machines, phone messages, mail, the fax machine, the computer, and the store’s Web site for e-mailed orders.

      Before he died, Mr. Caselli set up an automated on-line service to provide quick delivery of small gifts, flowers, and cards for busy downtown customers at risk of forgetting important occasions. Caselli’s Internet service and the walk-in lunch-hour traffic kept the gift shop afloat. The store had a vast selection of greeting cards -- announcements, birthday, graduation, showers, wedding, anniversary, get-well, forgiveness, sympathy, congratulations, all the big days, Valentine’s, Mother’s, Father’s, and many others.

      Over the years Olivia had helped customers mark milestones in their lives. It was funny that in the region many regarded as the world capital of cyberspace, many people still gave traditional greeting cards.

      The lunchtime rush was winding down when the doorbells jingled and an older heavyset woman, white hair in a high, tight bun, toddled in. Seventy-one-year-old Mrs. Caselli. As always, she was there to relieve Olivia for lunch.

      “How is it today?” Even though she had come to America as a young girl, Mrs. Caselli had not lost her accent entirely.

      Olivia checked the day’s list on the store’s computer. “Busy. Thirty-two orders dispatched.”

      Mrs. Caselli placed a hand against her face, stared into the street. “Isn’t it just horrible about the bride store? The TV news is saying a woman was murdered.”

      “Yes. It’s awful. The customers were talking about it.”

      “Such a horrible thing in my beautiful city. I’m going to pray.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “You’re not frightened, Olivia? It’s so close.”

      “I guess. I don’t know. A lot of other things frighten me. I’d like to know more about her, about what happened.”

      “Maybe you should close early today. Make me feel a little better. One hour earlier, please?”

      “Sure. But don’t worry.” Olivia patted Mrs. Caselli’s hand, then finished on the computer and got ready.

      The older woman smiled, noticing Olivia’s outfit. A cream-colored gabardine straight skirt with slash pockets, a navy knit print top with elaborate designs and a scoop neck.

      “Nice clothes. Are they new?”

      “A weekend sale at JC Penney.” Olivia grabbed her lunch and jacket from the back room. “See you in an hour.”

      Olivia headed to Union Square, missing how the old woman used to optimistically ask if she was “meeting somebody” for lunch. But Mrs. Caselli’s motherly concern about her marital status had faded when Mr. Caselli died. Unlike his wife, the old guy had been blunt. His big eyes had crinkled at the corners when he talked to Olivia about her not having any boyfriends.

      “Life is too short to be eating by yourself from a paper bag with only the birds for company. A pretty girl like you should jump into life. Don’t be so shy all the time. Don’t be afraid of heartbreak or two. Olivia, that is how you know you are alive. Better to have loved and lost…” A smile rose under his thick white moustache. Two days later he had a massive coronary.

      Mr. Caselli was right. She was not participating in life. She was observing it from a safe distance where nothing could hurt her.

      So why was she in pain?

      How many times at the end of the day had she spotted women cradling flowers, or toting a Caselli’s bag containing a card she had selected, a gift she had suggested, and wrapped. She pictured those women, hurrying home to their children, their husbands, boyfriends, or life partners, for dinner, a movie, or to simply talk.

      Every day Olivia helped strangers find the right gesture for important moments in their lives but could do nothing to help herself. She had devoured countless books and articles about not needing a man to define herself, nor a career, about her biological clock; had studied advice on overcoming dating paralysis, the twin curses of shyness and low self-esteem. She had gone to a dating service but backed out.

      She got a makeover once. The beautician, a gay man, had looked over her five-foot four-inch, one-hundred-twenty pound frame, then her face, and whistled. “Look at you. High cheek bones, natural tones, classic features. Hazel eyes. A hetero heartbreaker, sweetie. Just keep that hair out of your eyes and smile more.” At home Olivia had stared at herself. Who is that? She had scowled, then scrubbed off the makeup, returned her shoulder-length auburn hair to her side part. She could hide there. It was safe.

      Olivia sat on a bench in Union Square, chewing her egg-salad sandwich, gazing into her novel, then at the Corinthian column that had survived the 1906 earthquake. Long ago she had come to Caselli’s a painfully shy and lonely college girl. A lifetime later, here she was, an older, lonelier woman.

      Was this it? Was this all there was to her life? What was the point?

      A cool breeze brushed Olivia’s face turning her thoughts to the bridal shop and the dead woman. Murdered. Wasn’t it strange how that woman had died where she had come to plan the rest of her life?
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      “Dad?”

      Tom Reed was not awake.

      “Dad?”

      A small hand nudged Reed.

      “Dad?”

      “I’m sleeping, Zach.”

      Reed groaned into his pillow, head hurting, throat parched. After work last night at the San Francisco Star, he had joined the usual gang for a few. Stayed late because he was off today and now his ten-year-old boy was shaking him.

      “Son, get your mother. Please.”

      “Mom went to Los Angeles early this morning, remember?”

      Los Angeles? A vague memory of Ann in bed telling him something about an unexpected early meeting with suppliers as he had wrestled out of his clothes in the dark. Then she had smelled the beer, rolling to him, voice like ice. “Tom, you promised to stop this.”

      He had been snoring about then.

      Well, at least he was off today. Pulling his sheets tighter, enjoying the whole bed, hearing Zach wretch in another room, then return.

      “Dad, I don’t feel good. I puked.”

      Reed thought of the mess he’d have to clean.

      “Where?”

      “Toilet. Maybe I better see the doctor.”

      “Come here.” Grunting, Reed sat up, slipped on his glasses. Zach’s eyes were bleary, he was pale, his skin was blotched with red patches. He was feverish. Those red patches. Reed had never seen anything like that on Zach. Not good. “I’ll call the doctor. Go get yourself dressed, brush your teeth.”

      Who was Zach’s doctor? Shaw? Crenner?

      Think about that later. He held his own head. How many beers did he have? The pain. Reed got himself to the bathroom, swallowed several headache pills, took a hot shower, and revisited his problem.

      Brader. The Star’s new metro editor.

      They had first encountered each other as fiercely competitive young reporters at the Associated Press in San Francisco. Reed had broken a story about Russian mobsters, had been short-listed for a Pulitzer, then accepted a job at the San Francisco Star as a crime reporter. It had angered Brader, who openly exaggerated his contribution to Reed’s mob story. The lanky ambitious Texan soon got a job on the cop beat at the Chronicle where he began ascending the management ladder. Several months ago, to Reed’s horror, Zeke Canter, his beloved editor, left the Star for USA Today. He was replaced by Brader, who was now in a position to bury Reed.

      The day after Brader arrived to start his new job at the Star, he summoned Reed into his office, leaned back in his chair, and clasped his hands behind his head.

      “Reed, your file has been shit for the longest damn time.”

      It was true he hadn’t hit many out of the ballpark recently. “It’s a bit of a slump.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Brader was three years older than Reed, a few inches taller. Married. Two daughters. Thick wavy salt-and-pepper hair, perfectly groomed. Wore expensive button-down shirts and silk ties. Liked to wink, show his white teeth, do a lot of shoulder touching whenever he talked to female staff.

      “You’re stale, Reed. I saw that when I was at the Chronicle. You need a change.”

      “I like the crime beat.”

      “Lifestyles wants to expand coverage of whatever the hell it is they do. Here,” Brader looked at the section of that day’s edition, ‘Choosing the right name for your pet’. What do you think?”

      “This a joke?”

      “No joke.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Get interested.”

      “Why?”

      “Unless you show me something in the next few weeks, you’re going to Lifestyles.”

      “What is this?”

      “This damn newsroom needs recharging.”

      “All these years and you can’t let it go. You still got a problem with me, that it?”

      Leaning forward, Brader stared hard at Reed.

      “I have a problem with your damn ego.”

      “My ego?”

      Reed made a point of surveying the wall behind Brader. Covered with full-page reproductions of Brader’s major stories, awards, and photographs of Brader with celebrities.

      “Tom, I know you. I’ve looked damned hard at your stuff in the past year or so and frankly, you are overrated.”

      “Is that what you thought at your old rag when I was killing you?”

      Brader ignored him.

      “These are the facts, Reed. You are not a relentless investigative reporter. You’re a mediocre reporter with the luck of a jackass. No room for a jackass on a Brader news team, sorry.”

      “Clyde.”

      Brader’s face tensed. Reed knew he hated his first name. “I’m not a threat to you and you know it.”

      “Three weeks, Reed. If you don’t dig up a real damned story by then, you’re going to Lifestyles. Got it? Now get out.”

       

      Reed was determined to prove Brader wrong, but his weeks of pumping cops and street contacts were futile, leaving him to seek sanctuary in war stories at bars with other reporters from the paper. Coming home drunk or late had become his routine. Again.

      After the Keller nightmare, Reed had vowed to Ann that he would never return to his bad ways. This morning she let him know that he had and she issued a warning. “Better THINK about what you’re doing, Tom. You made promises to us.” That was how she ended the note she left him on his mirror about her trip and Zach’s schedule.

      He threw on jeans, a T-shirt and a plaid L.L. Bean he left un-tucked and unbuttoned.

      Maybe he should quit and finish his book. Ann’s children’s clothing stores were doing well. They could make it without his salary. But he couldn’t focus on his book and he would never surrender to Brader.

      Reed searched the kitchen for Zach’s doctor’s number, ashamed he didn’t even know her name, or the name of Zach’s teacher. He would have to call the school.

      “Zach.” He rifled through cupboards and drawers. “Where does Mom keep Doctor Cranson’s number?”

      “It’s Crenshaw, Dad.” Zach was dressed and produced a small black notebook from a drawer Reed had searched. Zach’s face was still patched. He had combed his hair neatly. Smiled up at his dad. Zach loved being with him. Reed punched the number. “Thanks, son.” The line rang. “Is your teacher in this book? I better call your school.”

      “Good morning. Pacific Sun Medical.”

      “No school today, Dad.”

      “No school?”

      “Hello, Pacific Sun?”

      “Sorry. I’m calling for Dr. Cranson?”

      “Who?”

      “Crenshaw, Dad!”

      “Sorry, Dr. Crenshaw. For Zachary Reed. He’s ten. A patient. I’d like to bring him in.”

      Reed heard computer keys clicking. His head was throbbing.

      “Dr. Crenshaw is booked solid today. In the hospital tomorrow. Next week --”

      Ann would kill him if he didn’t get Zach to his doctor.

      “That’s no good. We need to see the doctor.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Zach’s face is covered with red blotches, he’s vomited a few times.”

      “We’re really booked, Mr. Reed. Maybe if you kept him in bed?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Denise, but --”

      “Thanks, Denise. We’re on our way.”

      “Mr. Reed, I told you, we have no --”

      “He’s sick, Denise.”

      Annoyed, she sighed. “We might have an opening if you can get here in less than an hour.”

       

      Thirty minutes later, Denise was warm to Zach when she led him to an examining room, but cold to Reed when she entered information into the office computer. The waiting room was crammed with mothers who were scowling at Reed as he flipped impatiently through dozens of old Time, Newsweek, and children’s magazines, worrying about Zach. On the drive, his face had improved and he said he felt better. What could it be? And why were these women so disgusted at him? Reed’s head ached from the previous night, lack of coffee. His stomach was yowling from skipping breakfast. He hadn’t shaved.

      “Mr. Reed? The doctor will see you now,” Denise pointed her pen to Zach’s room, where he sat on an examining table, little sneakers dangling to the floor.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hi, pal.” The patches had vanished. He looked great.

      “Mr. Reed. I’m Ellen Crenshaw.” A woman in her mid-thirties, frizzy red hair, beige V-neck top and tan slacks. She was holding a file folder. “Zach’s fine now, but I suspect --”

      Reed’s cell phone rang. In a reflex he took the call.

      “This is Brader. Where are you?”

      Reed’s stomach tightened. “On my day off.”

      “Not by my schedule. You’re on today and you’re late!”

      “No, I am not on.”

      “I want you to get your damn ass to Union Square.  The Forever & Ever bridal shop. Photo’s already got somebody there.”

      “I am off today, Clyde.”

      The doctor’s mouth opened. “Mr. Reed, please.”

      Reed’s head was shattering. His stomach roiling. He held up his hand, a plea for patience. Zach looked at his shoes.

      “You are on duty today, Reed.”

      “My boy is sick! I am at the doctor’s office and it’s my day off!”

      Crenshaw shut the door. Zach swayed on his feet.

      “You damn well listen to me, Reed. Get yourself down there now, or get a new job. Forever & Ever. A homicide. Got it?”

      Homicide?

      Reed hung up. “I’m sorry, Dr. Crenshaw.”

      She began reading from the file.

      Reed’s phone rang again.

      “Mr. Reed, please shut your phone off!”

      He’d already taken the call.

      “It’s me,” his wife said. “I tried you at home, where are you?”

      “Hi. We had to go out on an errand, pick up something.”

      Crenshaw looked at her watch.

      “Ann, my battery’s going we could get cut off --”

      “Put Zach on.”

      “Sure.”

      He passed the phone.

      “It’s Mom.”

      “Hi, Mom. I’m good. What did we have to go out for?”

      Reed carefully mouthed the word milk. Crenshaw stared at him like he were insane.

      “Milk. For my cereal. Guess the milk we had turned sour. Oh. The phone’s beeping, Mom. Here’s Dad. I love you!”

      Reed took the phone. He was getting another call. “Ann? Yeah, it’s the battery or something. When are you coming back?”

      “Could be tonight. Tomorrow at the latest. We had plenty of fresh milk, Tom. Bye.”

      Reed took the incoming call.

      “Hey Reed. It’s Kayle. I’m down at this bride shop murder. When do you plan to get here?”

      “Soon Kayle, I --”

      The cell phone was pulled from Reed’s hand as Crenshaw took it hostage in hers, closed it to write on a pad.

      “Zachary’s had a reaction to something. It could be an allergy due to diet or environment. I want him to see a specialist. Here’s my referral to set up an appointment. Have Ann call me. You guys can go.”

      Crenshaw tore her written page from her pad, thrust it in Reed’s hand with his phone, then vanished.

      Reed looked at the note, then at Zach, as he folded the page and tucked it into his breast pocket.

      “How do you feel now, son?”

      “Fine, Dad.”

      “I was thinking we could make today a sort of job-shadow day. How’s that sound?”

      “Cool.”

       

      They picked up breakfast at a McDonalds drive-thru, ate on the ride to Union Square as Reed navigated the quickest route from the Sunset.

      Zach’s eyes widened at the scene downtown, a tangle of police cars, news crews, and lights. Reed flashed his press ID to a cop who nodded approval for him to park near his squad car.

      “You stay with me. You do what I say. If you feel sick, let me know.”

      Zach nodded. Excited.

      “Dad, is that Sky Parker from KTO?”

      “Yes.” Reed sipped coffee as they walked to the news trucks near Forever & Ever, where a pack had gathered. Cameras and groggy-looking press types sipping take-out coffee bordered the yellow crime-scene tape, joking quietly with officers, teasing them about lifting the tarp blocking the shop’s display window.

      “Five seconds. We won’t tell. Please.”

      A blond-haired woman in her mid-twenties wearing a navy suit and impeccable make-up approached Reed.

      “Tom. It’s been a long time,” Sky Parker had a honey-dripping broadcaster’s voice and huge violet eyes. “Who’s your little friend?”

      “Zach, my son.”

      Parker’s brow knitted with concern. “Tom, I don’t think this is --”

      “Long story, Sky. Long, painful story. What’s up here?”

      Parker dropped her voice, practically whispering in Reed’s ear.

      “What we’ve got is an old couple stop to admire the brides on display this morning, noticing that one is covered in blood. Dead bride in the window.” Parker smelled like fresh flowers.

      “Anyone talk to the couple?”

      “Nope. Too shook-up.”

      “Staff?”

      Parker shook her head and sipped coffee, leaving a lipstick imprint on the lid.

      “Suspects?”

      “Nothing. What we hear is they haven’t touched the bride yet. This is a fresh story, guy. Early in the day, good for my deadline. My desk will feed on this every fifteen minutes. Hey, Zach.”

      “Hi.”

      “No school today?”

      “No.”

      “Bet your Mom doesn’t know you’re down here with Dad?” Her pretty eyebrows bounced.

      Zach shook his head.

      “Who’s here from homicide, Sky?”

      “Haven’t seen anyone yet.” Parker’s cell phone rang.

      “Hey, Reed!” Levi Kayle, a tanned Star news photographer with a goatee, spotted him, then Zach. “Reed, what’s with your partner? We got child labor laws in this state.”

      “Funny.”

      Kayle showed Reed his digital photos on his Nikon. A detective peeking behind the tarp. Stark. “Not great, but it will work,” Kayle said. “Are you the only writer on this?”

      “Don’t know. Nobody’s told me anything,” Reed said, feeling his shirt being tugged.

      “Dad, I gotta go to the bathroom.”

      “Not now, Zach.”

      “Dad. I have to.”

      “Tom, there’s a coffee shop around the corner,” Kayle said.

       

      Inside the shop while Reed waited for his son near the washroom he spotted an elderly couple sitting alone. The woman was distraught, the man was comforting her. A waitress brought a glass of water.

      “This might help,” the waitress said.

      “What happened over there?” Reed asked.

      “A dizzy spell. Something to do with that commotion at the boutique. Must be a big deal, there’s a cop in our office on the phone.”

      Reed approached the elderly couple.

      “Everything all right, sir?”

      “No, everything’s not all right,” the man said. “It was horrible.”

      Reed approached their table.

      “Sir, can you tell me what happened?”

      “We already told you. Are you another police officer?”

      “No. I’m not.” Reed glanced over his shoulder, then at the woman, staring into her water glass. “I’m with the Star, I --”

      Gazing at the window, the man said: “Every morning we walk by that shop. My wife likes to look at the dresses. We couldn’t believe it. At first we thought it was a terrible joke. A sick prank. A movie set maybe. I’ve never seen so much blood in my life. Everywhere. The way she was posed, the way it cascaded, from her face, her chest. Such horror.”

      Water spilled from the woman’s trembling cup after she sipped from it.

      “I’ll never walk by the shop again,” she said. “Never. As long as I live.”

      Reed finished scribbling his notes thinking these were powerful quotes, raising his head to see his son standing next to him staring at the couple.
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      Walt Sydowski watched his girlfriend Louise kissing another man on an empty beach and swelled with pride.

      “Because you don’t know what tomorrow will bring.”

      Ain’t that the truth, Sydowski agreed, watching the TV commercial for estate planning end with Louise and her “husband” strolling hand-in-hand into a setting sun. She looked so good up there on the set over the counter of Nick’s. The busy diner smelled of frying bacon. It made the best Denvers and BLTs in town and was a short walk from the Hall of Justice.

      Sydowski sipped the last of his coffee waiting for Louise to return from the rest room. He felt the flare of heartburn, popped a Tums knowing he’d pay the price for not holding the onions from his omelet. Or was he reacting to what Louise had dropped on him while eating her muffin? They met here for breakfast before his shift and her early appointment downtown with advertising people.

      Louise was a vibrant sixty-two-year-old grandmother and part-time actor who could pass for forty. They had been dating for close to a year now since meeting at the Seattle bird show. What she saw in a widowed old battleship like him was a great mystery. Sydowski nodded to the TV when she returned to their booth.

      “Saw you with that other guy again.”

      “Oh, he’s not as cute as you, Walter.” Her green eyes taking in his wavy white hair, tanned complexion, the rugged smile which glinted because of his two gold crowns.

      Being with Louise felt so good. At the same time he felt guilty. It was more than six years since his wife Basha had died. Over three since Louise lost her husband, the judge. Living alone in her big place in San Jose. Her daughter was in Sacramento, her son in Pittsburgh. Sydowski’s two girls lived in the East.

      “So, Walt, what do you think of my idea?”

      “About you moving in with me?”

      “Our lives are here. We’re right for each other.”

      “I am trying to get my old man to move in with me.”

      “John loves it at the villas in Pacifica and he doesn’t want to leave. What is it really, Walt?”

      He didn’t know. Maybe he was afraid of a life change, of betraying Basha’s memory. Was he nuts?

      “Cripes is that Reggie? Reggie Pope?”

      Louise followed his attention to the street and a man rummaging through a trash can.

      “We were partners once. Give me a minute.”

      Sydowski hurried outside.

      It was Reggie Pope. Unshaven, reeking of booze, hair matted, clothes dirty, tattered, probing a trash can with a stick.

      “Reggie? It’s Walt.”

      How many years had it been since Sydowski last saw him? Since Reggie had been shot? Reggie had been in Narcotics, pursuing a dealer in a crack house when he fell through a broken step, dropped his weapon, trapped. Reggie’s partner, Ben somebody, had frozen, allowing the dealer to shoot Reggie in the spine. The last Sydowski heard, the partner had been reassigned to some computer-desk job somewhere and was pretending to still be a cop. But Reggie had faded away. Seeing him like this now, Sydowski was at a loss. The stick came out of the trash. It was a cane. Leaning on it, Reggie seemed to take a long time turning to face Sydowski. Eyes avoiding his.

      “Christ, Reggie, what happened?”

      “Hello, Walt.” Reggie said. “It hasn’t been good. Not good. I took a bad turn. The POA tried to help but I got addicted to the pain pills. Took it all out on Fran. She left me. Gets most of the pension. That’s how it is.”

      “Reg, we didn’t know. Man, I’m sorry.”

      “I got a room in the Loin. It’s clean. I get by.”

      “Want to come in for some breakfast? Coffee? On me. Come on, we’ll talk and --”

      Reggie noticed Louise. “You got better things to do. I have to go. Walt, you promise me you won’t tell the guys.”

      “Reg, they’ll want to know.”

      “You promise me, Walt. You do that.”

      “If you take this.” Sydowski gave him four twenties from his wallet.

      Reggie took them and limped down the street with Sydowski standing there watching him disappear.

      “You going to be okay, Walt?” Louise said.

      “Yeah. I forgot to pay our check.”

      “I took care of it. Just when you left, the waitress said your lieutenant is trying to reach you.”

      “Leo? But I got my new cell phone --”

      An older unmarked Caprice Classic screeched to a halt, double-parked in front of Nick’s. Dash cherry revolving.

      Inspector Linda Turgeon got out. Ponytail bouncing, the jacket of her powder-blue pantsuit flapping, revealing her shoulder holstered gun as she rushed to Sydowski.

      “Got him, Leo,” Turgeon said into the phone pressed to her ear while reaching into Sydowski’s shirt pocket for his bifocals, snapping them open, slipping them on his head. “Leo. I have showed him how to use his new one.” Turgeon reached into Sydowski’s jacket pocket, fished out his slim cell phone. “We’re on our way, Leo.” She snapped her phone shut, held Sydowski’s before his face, tapping her glossed fingernail on a small green button.

      “This is the on button Walt. Press it when you’re on duty.”

      Sydowski studied his new phone through his glasses. “Thought I had it on.”

      “Get in. We caught one at Union Square.”

      “Call me later.” Louise raised her voice.

      The car doors slammed and its tires squealed. Sydowski returned Louise’s wave as the Chevy disappeared in traffic.

      “Your honey back there is a fine-looking woman.” Turgeon took Seventh, grabbed the car’s radio mike to tell the district units they were coming. “Too good for you.” She sipped coffee from her take-out cup, glancing at Sydowski. “What’s with you?”

      Sydowski folded his glasses into his shirt pocket as they moved down Market, buildings, city blocks rolling by. He reflected. Over twenty years in the detail. What was he at now, four hundred homicides? The highest clearance rate in the state. “You can retire any time, Walt,” his Lieutenant Leo Gonzales would remind him, unlit cigar clamped in his teeth. “Take care of your old man, your birds. Go fishing in British Columbia. Beautiful up there. You don’t need this job any more, Walt.”

      But he did. Being a homicide detective was how he defined himself. He thought of Louise. His old man, his girls. Reggie Pope popping up like a ghost. Sydowski rubbed his face. “It’s a long story, Linda. What do we have at the Square?”

      “Body in a wedding gown, displayed in a bridal boutique.”

      “A wedding gown.” Sydowski crunched on another Tums. “This day just keeps getting better.”

       

      At the shop Sydowski and Turgeon pulled on white surgical gloves, slipped on shoe covers, and began a case log in their notebooks. The patrol officer briefed them while raising the yellow police tape protecting the scene.

      “Who made the find?” Sydowski said.

      “Retired jeweler and his wife on an early morning walk. We got them waiting at a coffee shop.”

      “After you, Walt.” Linda indicated the door. “You’re the primary.”

      For a moment after they had entered, Sydowski and Turgeon stood in respectful silence, taking inventory of the shop, the floors, walls, merchandise. The horror in the display window. Sydowski grunted, stepping up and into the display, careful to keep clear of the blood pool, notebook poised as he positioned himself in front of the body to study it.

      Barefoot in blood. Blood browned on the front of the elegant wedding dress. Hands clasping flowers, bouquet of white sweetheart roses. Female, white, late twenties, early thirties. What had she been doing in the hours before her death? Average build. He estimated her at five-four, one hundred twenty. Body secured at the shoulders with belt-like strips of white fabric to the rods of two heavy steel bases. Front upper abdomen saturated in blood. Reddish brown. Damp, dripping in spots. Dried in others. Dozens of incisions pierced the gown in the heart area. Stabbing? Frenzied attack?

      Sydowski swallowed.

      Her head was bowed. Tiara atop her dark brown hair. He lifted the veil to a pulpy mask of bloodied tissue, white teeth bared in a macabre grin, terrified eyes, frozen open. Wide. Locking on to his.

      He looked into them.

      A wedding gown. Brown eyes. His daughters had brown eyes. Dancing with them at their weddings. With his wife. Dancing with his girls. Their glorious white gowns. Their smiles. Brown eyes glistening. Laughter. Love. Blood. The odor wasn’t too bad. She couldn’t have been dead long. Did she know death was upon her? Did she feel it? Did she scream? What was her final thought?

      “Walt.” Turgeon stood beside him.

      Sydowski could not take his eyes from the victim’s, as if searching them for help, a clue, anything.

      “Walt?”

      “Her face is gone, Linda. Peeled from her skull.”
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      By midafternoon Sydowski and Turgeon were still at Forever & Ever. During that time, techs from Crime Scene and Photo arrived. Voices subdued, they searched, collected, and retrieved evidence while recording the event. Apart from the din from the street and the ringing of the store’s phone, which went unanswered, they worked in near silence.

      Silver graphite fingerprint powder was everywhere, patched on doors, windows, change rooms, the coffee room, sink, washroom, toilet, walls, telephone, cash register, computer, office equipment, light switches as if muddied school children rampaged through the shop.

      Then the forensic pathologist from the medical examiner’s office arrived -- Julius Seaver, a tall thin man with red hair cropped short to his skull. Dressed in a dark suit, city star and name tag fastened to his breast. Seaver never smiled but had a reputation for exceptional on-scene work. Sydowski briefed him and he went to work. Seaver was relieved someone had the foresight to cover the scene from public view. At the outset of his preliminary investigation, Seaver advised Sydowski that they should look for a knife, scissors, scalpel, or bladed instrument as the weapon.

      But nothing of significance had been found, except the lone shoe. It belonged to no one associated with the store. It was a left, a woman’s casual polyester oxford. Cotton lining, rubber-sole. Size six. Consistent with the victim. It showed little wear. Unlaced. It was located outside the third change room, its position measured, photographed, videotaped. Bagged. The lab would scour it for trace. The thinking was it belonged to the victim.

      Who was this woman? Why her? Why here? Why this gown? The most expensive order? Because it fit? Why that dress? The Carruthers order? Turgeon had reached Maggie Carruthers. She was alive. Very.

      “Yes, it’s tragic, Inspector, but what about me? You tell Veronica she better get me another gown, or I am going to sue.”

      Earlier Lieutenant Gonzales sent down more people to canvas the area. He was in court all day, stepping out to call for updates on the case, which one Bay Area radio station was calling “Who Killed the Bride?”

      Sydowski and Turgeon searched the store several times. Basement, main floor, office, work area, storage rooms, attic, roof. They’d requested a search of dumpsters and trash cans within a few blocks for a weapon, the victim’s clothing. Anything that might have been tossed.

      Access to the rear alley was sealed. A traffic cop had moved Turgeon’s Caprice there and Sydowski sat in it, alone, reviewing his notes. At this stage, they had nothing. No wallet, no identification, no weapon, no clothing, no signs of a struggle, no missing cash or merchandise. Nothing.

      Clarice Hay, the night manager, had left at eight. Veronica Chan had completed the gown at nine, activated the security system, and left. Julie Zegler had been alerted to the body by the first officer who was flagged by the retired jeweler and his wife.

      Chan swore to Sydowski she had activated the security system. Zegler confirmed that she had to disarm it. No forced entry. But no outside sharing of the key code. How did he get in? The security cameras were on a recorded loop. But they had recorded nothing. It was strange. Nothing.

      How does he get her in a gown that was here and displayed without signs of a struggle. How did he do it? Drugs? Persuasion? A sex game or dare, a fantasy rider? At the threat of a weapon?  He has control. He’s out of control. Brazen. She knows him? Jealousy? Envy? Revenge. Wound tracks around the heart? Someone’s heart was broken. The face? God, her face. Maybe he’s scarred. Maybe he thought she was two-faced? Or it’s rage for a lie? Maybe she jilted him. Humiliated him? Left him at the altar? This is payback? So he manipulates her corpse, poses her for the world to know, then takes her face.

      Barney Tighe tapped on Sydowski’s window after helping canvas neighboring businesses. “Nothing yet, Walt. Went through some security camera recordings for the front and rear. Nothing. Woke up a few night watchmen from the office buildings. Nothing again.”

      “We’re going to pull district patrol logs, talk to the guys on duty last night, and hit the private firms, you know the drill.”

      “So how bad is it?”

      “Bad.”

      “You thinkin’ he brought her here, or done her here?”

      “Not thinking anything right now. Seaver’s going to give me a heads-up from the coroner’s crew before they finish and move her.” Sydowski checked his watch. “Should be any time now.”

      Tighe nodded.

      “Hey, Barn, you remember Reggie?”

      “Reggie Pope? Sure. Where’s he at now?”

      “Downtown somewhere. Whatever happened to his partner?”

      “That mope? Ben Wyatt?”

      “Yeah. Now I remember him. What happened with him?”

      “He got a rough ride. Took stress leave, then bounced between districts. Taraval, Ingleside. Why?”

      “I saw Reggie the other day. It got me thinking.”

      “How’s he doin?”

      “Don’t know. We didn’t talk much.”

      Turgeon emerged from the shop. “Seaver’s done.”

      Turgeon and Sydowski met him in the back of the boutique, amid the brushstrokes of the fingerprint investigator.

      “We’ll get her prints and an odontologist, to help with identification,” Seaver sighed, going to his notes. “None of this is confirmed, Inspectors. But I’d put time of death within last six to eight hours.”

      “Cause?”

      “Likely multiple stab wounds. Easily forty, almost all to the heart. All deep. This is overkill. A frenzied attack.”

      “Sexually assaulted?”

      “Appears not.”

      “Location.”

      “It appears she died here. In the window.”

      Turgeon was puzzled. “But how did he get her in the dress without a sign of a struggle, no blood tracks?”

      “I’m speculating but it looks like the killer or killers planned it. Very organized. Ritualistic. Like it has some meaning,” Seaver said.

      Sydowski made notes. “What about her face?”

      “It appears he took it with him.”

      Turgeon shook her head. “Jesus.”

      “But why?” Sydowski said as his cell phone rang. It was his lieutenant.

      “Walt, anything more?”

      “Just a bad feeling that’s getting worse.”

      “The merchants want the street opened up.”

      “Bless them for caring.”

      “What’s the read on it so far?”

      “He brings her here, gets her in a gown that was here, then does her. Stabbing. Displays her.”

      “Got a name yet?”

      “Working on it.”

      “What’s next?”

      “We’re going to head back to the Hall soon. Interview the staff, see if they remember anything unusual. Go through client and staff lists. Check with records. See if anybody lights up. Any histories, court-orders, threats, assaults. It’s a start, until we get a name. Or a break.”

      “Walt, I want to put a small team on this. It’s your file, but I’ve got a green light to pull in some investigators from General Works. To help with anything. I’ve set a case status meeting for tomorrow morning.”

      “Fine. I’ve got a lot of other areas to cover.”

      “What’s your gut tell you, Walt?”

      “That I should have held the onions on my omelet this morning, Leo.” Sydowski munched on a Tums, studying the white gowns, remembering his wife, their daughters’ weddings and happy times.

      “Tell me, Walt.”

      Sydowski saw the coroner’s deputies carefully placing the victim into a body bag.

      “I don’t think this is a one-time deal, Leo.”
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