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Dedication

For Howard G. Malley, whose ongoing battle

with muscular dystrophy constitutes a daily and

courageous Proof of Life.





Prologue

THE DOOR SLAMMED shut and Chrissy Purcell’s eyes popped open. She groped under the covers until she found the comforting softness of her frayed teddy bear, Oscar, and then lay there, staring up at the ceiling, waiting to see what would happen next. Maybe, if she was lucky, he would go to sleep. That’s when the window-rattling snoring would start, but she could sleep through that. They all could.

The bedroom door was shut, but it wasn’t dark in the room. The lights from the parking lot made the ceiling above her glow in a strange, orangish light. Chrissy was grateful for that light. Sometimes, when she did something wrong, Daddy would lock her in the closet, where the only light was from that tiny crack that showed at the bottom of the door. She would lie there with her heart pounding and gasping for breath until Mommy would finally come and let her out.

Mommy knew Chrissy was afraid of the dark. That was why, when they set up the bunk bed, Chrissy had been given the top bunk.

“You’re three years older than Lonny,” Mommy had said. “Since he still falls out of bed sometimes, he should be in the lower bed. Besides,” she had added, “the lower bunk is a lot darker than the upper one.”

The part about their ages was true, of course. Chrissy had just turned seven. Lonny was only four—a baby almost. But so was the part about the lower bunk being darker. Once or twice, when the scary sounds from the other room got to be too much, Chrissy had scrambled down the ladder and tried snuggling in with Lonny, but that hadn’t worked. It was too dark—like being in a cave. She needed the brightness of the ceiling overhead.

And so Chrissy lay there and waited, sometimes holding her breath, sometimes not. Grandma Louise, Mommy’s mother, said that when you were scared like that, it was a good idea to pray. The problem was, whenever Chrissy prayed, she always asked for God to take Daddy away and not let him come home. Obviously her prayer hadn’t been answered, at least not tonight.

Time passed, and she had almost drifted off again, when the expected quarrel finally started. At first it sounded like the distant rumbling of a thunderstorm blowing in off the ocean. Soon after that came the sound of raised voices.

“You stupid . . .” Chrissy wasn’t sure what that last word was or what it meant, but she knew it was one of her father’s mean words. Whenever he called her mother that, it usually made Mommy cry. Only tonight that didn’t happen. Instead of crying, her mother argued back. Chrissy knew that was a mistake and she understood what would happen next. Not right away, but eventually, she’d hear the unmistakable sound of flesh on flesh. In the morning there would be a new bruise somewhere on her mother’s body—on her upper arm maybe or else on her back. The bruises usually ended up in spots that didn’t show once Mommy put her clothes on.

Waiting for it to happen was worse than listening to it happen. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, Chrissy climbed out of bed and clambered down the ladder, dragging both Oscar and her blanket with her. Instead of crawling into the lower bunk with Lonny, she made her way to the foot of the bed and to the spot where Rambo lay curled up on her own bed.

Rambo was a tall, scrawny dog, coal black, and with fringes of long, soft hair on the ends of her ears and on her shoulders. When Grandma Louise had first brought her to live with them, the dog had been a lot smaller—little more than a long-legged puppy. Naturally, that had caused another big fight, with Daddy insisting that he didn’t want a dog and wouldn’t have one, but that time Mommy hadn’t backed down. Rambo had stayed, but only on the condition that Daddy give her a new name.

When Grandma Louise showed up with the dog, she had brought along a dog bed. Back then, the bed had been too big for the dog. Now it was too small. As she lay stretched out flat, Rambo’s nose rested on the floor on one side of the cushion and her long tail trailed off the opposite side. When Chrissy approached the bed, Rambo raised her head and thumped the floor with her tail.

Pulling the blanket down over both of them and still clutching Oscar, Chrissy snuggled up next to the dog, with her back pressed tight against Rambo’s very warm tummy. Once Chrissy was settled, Rambo gave a contented sigh. With the dog’s warm breath humming steadily in Chrissy’s ear, the angry voices from the other room receded into the background, and after a time they both slept.





Chapter 1

WHEN THE PHONE rang and my son’s name appeared in the caller ID window, it was as though someone had thrown a lifeline to a drowning man. “Hey, Pops, it’s Scotty,” he told me unnecessarily. “How’re you doing?”

Most of the time when people ask a question like that it’s rhetorical only—no one expects a real answer, and my reply was a long way from real.

“Great,” I said with as much heartiness as I could muster. “Couldn’t be better.”

Which could not have been further from the truth. I was anything but great. I was at home alone at Mel’s and my recently remodeled cliffside home on Bayside Road in what real estate professionals like to refer to as Bellingham’s “historic Edgemoor neighborhood.” The view outside our floor-to-ceiling west-facing windows was gray—an unrelenting gray sea beneath a gray sky, glimpsed through a gray fog of drizzle. Despite the splashes of color our talented decorator, Jim Hunt, had installed here and there as furnishings and wall hangings, the mood inside the house was unremittingly gray as well. Mel Soames, my lovely wife, was hard at work at her relatively new job as chief of police in Bellingham, Washington, while I was stuck at home alone, trying to come to terms with the realities of retirement.

I had done some occasional work for TLC, The Last Chance, a volunteer cold case unit that my friend and attorney, Ralph Ames, had hooked me up with. That included a case I’d been able to help resolve that had come up just prior to Thanksgiving. The reality of TLC work is that it often involves plowing through old police reports searching for something someone else has missed. The problem with plowing through police reports is that it’s too much like . . . well . . . plowing through old police reports.

Besides, what alternatives did I have? Golf has never been my thing, and there are only so many crossword puzzles you can do in the course of a week before you’re ready to blow your brains out. As our neighbor up the street, Johannes Bodner, a guy who spent his formative years in the South African Defense Force, likes to say, I was not a happy chappie. The words “clinically depressed” hadn’t yet surfaced in my consciousness, but they were lurking around the edges.

“How are things for you?” I asked.

“So-so,” Scott replied, which was probably a far more honest answer than mine had been. If you’re in search of actual information, listening in on father-son conversations probably isn’t the right place to go looking.

“Any chance you’ll be coming into Seattle tomorrow?”

The truth of the matter is, I was free as a bird—no schedule to speak of; no mandatory meetings; no due dates on case reports. And I have to admit, the idea of having a chance to spend some one-on-one time with my son when there wasn’t a houseful of holiday company gladdened my heart. Driving eighty-some miles one way to do it? No problem, but I didn’t want to sound too eager. When it comes to father-son relations, being too eager is also bad news.

“Hadn’t planned on it,” I said cagily. “Why? What’s up?”

“I’m having my wisdom teeth pulled,” Scott answered. “Because of the anesthetic, I’m required to have someone there to drive me home afterwards. The trouble is, when I made the appointment I forgot that Cherisse is in Vegas for the big consumer electronics convention this weekend. Still, it’s not that big a deal. If it’s not good for you, I can always run up the flag to Uber.”

The problem for me is that it really was that big a deal. I wasn’t there on the day when Scotty Beaumont, age six, bit into a Taco Bell burrito, lost his first tooth, and swallowed same. My first wife, Karen, was in charge of parental duties at the time because, when the initial lunchtime crisis happened, I was in Seattle conveniently at work as a Seattle homicide cop. I wasn’t home later on when the second part of the lost tooth incident occurred, either—when Karen sat Scott down at the kitchen table and helped him pen a note to the Tooth Fairy, explaining how, although the tooth itself had gone AWOL, he hoped money would appear under his pillow all the same. (It did, once again as a result of Karen’s due diligence.) By that time of day—night, really—I was done with actual work, but I had stopped off for a few stiff ones on the way home, with the ready excuse that I needed to have some “decompression time” between being a cop and being a husband and father.

This is a scenario that will be all too familiar to far too many—including all those guys I’ve met during the intervening years as a result of my long-term involvement with Alcoholics Anonymous. It’s usually among the collection of regrets that are a common denominator in one AA drunkalogue after another. That’s what happens when people finally decide to sober up and begin discovering what they missed out on while they were drunk out of their gourds, sometimes for years on end.

Occasionally, though, life reaches out and gives you a second chance, and this was one of them—a missed Tooth Fairy do-over, if ever there was one!

“What time’s the appointment?” I asked. “And where? Just let me know what time you want to be picked up.”

Because the appointment was set for 9 A.M., and because I didn’t want to be driving into Seattle from Bellingham at the peak of rush-hour traffic, I decided to go down that evening—early afternoon, really—because I didn’t want to be driving in afternoon rush-hour traffic, either. That’s one of the advantages of Mel’s and my keeping the condo at Belltown Terrace in downtown Seattle—it makes it easy for us to come and go whenever it suits us.

It turns out police chiefs need decompression time every bit as much if not more than homicide cops do, so I usually drive into Bellingham proper at midday each day so Mel and I can have lunch together, as long as she doesn’t have to go hobnobbing with some visiting dignitary or other.

Our favorite spot is a greasy spoon diner on Dupont called Jack and Jill’s. Jack died years ago. Jill, somewhere north of seventy, is a wiry, white-haired dynamo who is at the restaurant every day, running the show and keeping an eagle eye on things. The restaurant is two blocks from Mel’s office and comes with a side door that allows her to slip inside and duck into our permanently reserved back-corner booth without garnering a lot of attention.

Some second or third wives might have objected to my driving eighty miles each way in order to take a forty-something son to a dental procedure, but not Mel. She’s been a huge asset in helping me reestablish better relationships with all my offspring—Scott and Cherisse along with my daughter, Kelly, and her husband, Jeremy, who live down in Ashland, Oregon, with their own two kids. Taking my poor parenting history into account, let’s just say I’ve had some serious overcoming to do, and Mel has guided and facilitated that process as much as possible.

“What time are you heading out?” she asked, tucking into her Cobb salad.

Salads aren’t exactly my thing. I’ve always been more of a burger or bowl of chili kind of guy. “Right after lunch,” I told her. “I want to get a haircut this afternoon and then go to a meeting tonight.”

I may have changed residences, but I haven’t changed barbers, and my AA meetings of choice still mostly take place in Seattle’s Denny Regrade neighborhood, or as it’s currently referred to, Belltown.

“You’ve probably forgotten that Saturday afternoon is when we have our Fifth Avenue tickets,” Mel mentioned.

The Fifth Avenue is a longtime theater in downtown Seattle that specializes in musical productions. Mel has had season tickets for as long as she’s lived and worked in Seattle. She used to go with a friend. Now she goes with me. She was right, of course. I had completely forgotten about our theater date, but I managed to spare myself some embarrassment by not asking which show.

“Since you’ll already be in town,” she continued, “how about if I come down after work tomorrow? We can grab a late dinner at El Gaucho and then see Man of La Mancha the next day.”

Whew. At least I now knew which play we were seeing, and I  took the idea of Mel giving herself a weekend off as a very good sign. “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Like an actual date.”

“Right,” she said. “Let’s just hope nothing happens to screw it up. I have a meeting with Mayor-Elect Appleton this afternoon. Keep your fingers crossed.”

When Mel had signed on for the Bellingham chief of police gig, she had walked into a political hornet’s nest where she’d been forced to go head-to-head with the then mayor, a woman named Adelina Kirkpatrick. From the moment I met Mayor Kirkpatrick, I’d had a bad feeling about her—a gut instinct that unfortunately had turned out to be dead-on right. Mel had uncovered some serious corruption issues in Mayor Kirkpatrick’s administration, which had resulted in the now former mayor’s surprise election-day ouster by a dark-horse, write-in candidate named Lawrence Appleton. The new mayor’s swearing-in ceremony was scheduled for two weeks from now. That meant that Mel was currently walking a tightrope between her incoming boss and her outgoing boss. Not fun.

“One-on-one?” I asked.

“Yup,” she said, “a cozy little meeting for just the two of us.”

Mel had met the man previously, but this would be their first comprehensive meeting. Given what had gone on before, I didn’t fault Mel for being concerned about it.

“You’ll do fine,” I assured her with more confidence than I actually felt. “He’ll be totally blown away.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I needed that.”

By the time lunch was over, my bad attitude had been adjusted for the better. As I headed south on I-5, it was raining pitchforks and hammer handles, but I even found a way to be grateful for that. The mountain passes were a mess, but down in the lowlands it was rain rather than snow, and a warm rain at that—a Pineapple Express, as the talking weather-heads like to call it. Unfortunately, according to the weather reports, the rainstorm was likely to be followed by an arctic blast—a sudden dry spell that would drop temperatures to frigid and turn wet road surfaces to glass. No doubt that was just the kind of foul-up Mel was worried about. From my point of view and considering our plans for the weekend, continuing rain for as long as possible was just what the doctor ordered.

I pulled into the parking garage at Belltown Terrace, parked on P-4, and then stopped off in the lobby on my way upstairs to empty the nonforwarded junk mail from our mailbox. Bob, the doorman, greeted me like a long-lost pal.

“Hey, Mr. Beaumont,” he said. “Great to see you. How’s retirement treating you these days?”

“Terrific,” I said, passing off the lie with what I hoped appeared to be a sincere smile. “Couldn’t be better.”

“Have you heard about Marge?”

Margie Herndon was a registered nurse—a cranky one at that—who happened to be a longtime friend of Bob’s wife, Helen. That connection was enough to explain why I had ended up with her as my home-health nurse in the aftermath of my bilateral knee replacement surgery. She had turned out to be your basic Nurse Ratched–style rehab Nazi. Naturally she and Mel had gotten along like gangbusters. To be fair, the fact that my no-longer-new-but-still-fake knees work as well as they do can be attributed, in large measure, to Marge Herndon’s ability to crack the whip. We had gotten through rehab together, but it hadn’t exactly been a match made in heaven.

“What about her?”

“Helen tells me that she and Harry I. Ball are planning to tie the knot.”

Back before my unexpected and unwelcome retirement, Harry Ignatius Ball used to be my boss. That was when I still worked for the attorney general’s Special Homicide Investigation Team, S.H.I.T. (Unfortunate acronym. Sorry about that, but the name is not my fault.) Slightly more than a year earlier, Ross Connors, the attorney general, and Harry had been involved in a spectacular Christmastime traffic accident near Seattle Center. Ross Connors had been declared dead at the scene.

By the time someone used the jaws of life to extricate Harry from the smashed limo in which he’d been riding, the man was barely clinging to life. He survived. For months he had been a wheelchair-bound double amputee, only recently being fitted with prosthetics. Shortly after the incident, when he had required nursing care in order to be released from the hospital, I had suggested that Marge Herndon might fill the bill. At the time I had expected interactions between the two of them to be your basic oil-and-water combo. For a serious romance to have blossomed between the two of them? Nobody saw that one coming, most especially me.

Stunned by this unanticipated development, I believe my jaw literally dropped. “Are you kidding?”

“Nope,” Bob replied with a grin. “Obviously someone out there in the world of matchmaking is trying to see to it that chain smokers hook up with other chain smokers. Makes life easier for everyone else. Helen says they’re planning on getting married in Vegas on Valentine’s Day. Your smoke-drenched invitation is probably already in the mail.”

“I can hardly wait,” I said, heading onto the elevator. “That’ll be one to remember.”

“Your fault,” Bob said as the door started to slide shut.

I pushed it back open. “Nope,” I told him, “not mine, yours.”

I rode on upstairs and let myself into the penthouse unit. I had inherited a fortune from my second wife, with the money landing during what had been a serious downturn in terms of Seattle’s real estate. I had bought the condo at Ralph Ames’s suggestion because it was totally a buyer’s market back then, and the developer needed to unload it. Now it’s worth far more than I paid for it.

One of the things I like about living in a high-rise is that you can go away for days or weeks or even months at a time, but when you come home, it’s always there waiting for you—just the way you left it. Nobody has broken out one of the windows or strung your trees full of toilet paper.

Without turning on any of the interior lights, I walked over to the windows and stared outside. The Space Needle was lit up, still lined with red and green lights and topped by the traditional tree. Brightly lit trees in Seattle Center sparkled through the downpour, as did the decorated radio towers on the flanks of Queen Anne Hill. As far as Seattle was concerned, Christmas wasn’t over, but seeing all the celebratory decorations reminded me of everything that had been lost the previous Christmas. On the drive down, I had about talked myself out of going to a meeting that night. Why not just stay at home, holed up from the cold and wet? But now, thinking about Ross Connors losing his life and Harry losing his legs made me do an about-face.

Besides, I could hardly cite inconvenience as an excuse for not going. When I first landed in AA, my meetings of choice had taken place a few blocks up the street at a lowbrow dive on Second Avenue called the Rendezvous. Back then, a lot of the attendees were beaten-up old construction workers and ex-fishermen. (Sorry, I refuse to use the more politically correct version, fishers. I believe “fishers” are actually weasel-like mammals, but I digress.)

One of the regulars at the Rendezvous had been a grizzled old retired halibut fisherman named Lars Jenssen, who first became my AA sponsor and eventually my step-grandfather as well, when he married my widowed grandmother, Beverly Piedmont. Although both of those wonderful folks are gone now, their short-but-sweet happily ever after was almost as unanticipated as the newly announced romantic entanglement between Marge Herndon and Harry I. Ball. Go figure.

Now, with the Regrade’s ongoing gentrification, the local AA meeting is held much closer to home—directly across Clay Street from the entrance to Belltown Terrace’s parking garage—in a building that was once a union hall which has now been transformed into a church. The distance I have to travel up and down in the elevator is farther than I have to walk to get from one building to the other.

As for the meeting itself? That has changed, too. For one thing, attendees are younger. As Amazon takes over more and more pieces of South Lake Union, the electricians and carpenters have been replaced by IT guys and gals, and yes, these days more women have been added to the AA mix. Even so, when I showed up that night, there were still a few old-timers around who recognized me on sight. One by one they came up to greet me, shake hands, and remind me to “keep coming back.”

I’m not one of those superobservant AA guys. I’m not someone who goes to a meeting every day (Did that. Ninety meetings in ninety days. Got the T-shirt.) or even every week. Despite the objections of straight-arrow AA guys, I drink the occasional nonalcoholic O’Doul’s, and I go to meetings when I need to go to meetings—as in when I’m down in the dumps. This was one of those times.

Roger, the guy who stood up and spoke at the meeting that night, looked like a kid. He was probably midthirties, which means, compared to me, he really was a kid. He’d been picked up for DUI on Christmas Eve. When he’d called his wife to come bail him out, she had told him to go to hell. When he’d finally gotten cut loose and made it home on Christmas morning, his wife had packed up the two kids and gone home to her mother. I looked at the nodding heads around the room as we all remembered our own holiday screwups, which had routinely devastated our kids and broken our spouses’ hearts.

Fortunately for Roger, someone had dragged him to an ER to go through withdrawal under medical supervision. The idea that DTs can actually kill you isn’t something widely recognized outside the world of Alcoholics Anonymous. Now, having been properly medicated, Roger was through the worst of it—including the shakes, chills, and hallucinations—but this was his first regular meeting. I gave him high marks for having balls enough to stand up, say his piece, and remind the rest of us why we were there.

When the meeting was over, I walked back across Clay, rode upstairs in the elevator, went to bed, and slept like a baby for the first time in weeks.

The next morning, at what seemed like the crack of dawn, I headed for Ballard, the neighborhood north of Seattle where Scott and Cherisse live. Ballard is also where I grew up. Back then, it was primarily a Scandinavian enclave. I was raised in an apartment situated over a bakery where I lived with my mother who was a World War II–vintage single mom.

My mother, left to raise a child on her own and with little formal education, had supported us by working out of our home as a seamstress. Women in town would bring her photos of dresses gleaned from catalogs and magazines, and she would make knockoff copies. She was obviously very talented, something I regret to say I failed to recognize as a kid. Going to school in a shirt she’d made on her Singer sewing machine was always something of an embarrassment when all the other boys were wearing clothes from JCPenney or Sears. I should have told her I was sorry about that before she died, but of course I never did.

These days, Seattle cops, even cops in the Tactical Electronics Unit, are strongly encouraged to live inside the city limits. Because Cherisse’s IT job comes with flexible hours and the ability to telecommute on occasion, it wasn’t necessary for Scott and Cherisse to live close to her job and out in the burbs on the east side of Lake Washington. Originally they had made an offer on a house in a suburb called Burien, south of Seattle proper. When that deal fell through, they ended up buying a place in Ballard, a sweet little 1930s bungalow on NW 57th Street just a few blocks from the now long-demolished apartment building where my mother and I had once lived.

I never met my father. He died before I was born and before my parents married as well. A few years ago I met up with some long-lost relatives, including my father’s aging sister, Hannah Mencken Greenwald. She generously saw to it that both of my kids—Scott and Kelly—came into sizable inheritances that grew out of a collection of family-owned oil wells in eastern Texas. My last name, bestowed on me by my unmarried mother, came as a result of where my father was from—Beaumont, Texas—rather than his family name.

Hannah’s bequest meant that Scott had been able to quit a well-paying engineering job in Silicon Valley, one for which he had trained extensively but ended up hating, and left him free to sign up for his dream job—at Seattle PD. When I learned my son was intent on following my footsteps and going into law enforcement, you could have knocked me over with a feather. His work in the TEU is a whole different can of worms from working Patrol or Homicide, but a cop is still a cop.

Armed with their inheritance, Scott and Cherisse had been able to pay cash for their new house and completely update it before move-in day. (A long family history of my never exactly completed DIY remodeling projects may have had something to do with that.) They had also been able to retire their mutual collection of student loans, so not only were they living mortgage-free, they were almost completely debt-free as well. I could have helped them on both of those scores. My second wife, Anne Corley, left me with a bundle, but they seemed to view help from me as coming with some kind of strings attached, while the money from a great-aunt they had never met could be accepted and used without similar complications.

I pulled up in front of their house at seven thirty on the dot. Then, with Scott belted into the passenger seat, I made my way through gridlocked traffic going back into the city. His appointment was with a dentist in downtown Seattle on Olive in a building unimaginatively named the Medical Dental Building. I slid into the coffee shop on the third floor, whipped out my iPad, and spent the next two hours or so reading the news and, yes, doing that day’s crossword puzzle. At the ripe old age of seventy-two, I find that even the Friday puzzles no longer faze me. Practice makes perfect.

At ten thirty-five, Scott sent me a text saying that he was done and ready to go home. We went downstairs, where the attendants extricated my Mercedes from its individual elevator-accessed parking spot and sent us back up the narrow driveway and out onto Sixth Avenue.

Full confession here. I love watching America’s Funniest Videos. I worked as a cop all my adult life. Out on the street, people who do stupid stuff often end up dead. The people pulling stupid stunts on AFV may end up bruised and battered on occasion, but they aren’t dead, and I find that refreshing.

So I’ve seen the videos—several of them prize winning—of drugged-up folks yammering away while being driven home from dental procedures—usually the extraction of wisdom teeth. Maybe it’s a sudden lack of wisdom that makes them blab their heads off. Although I didn’t have a camera running, that was certainly the case here. Scott was high as a kite and running off at the mouth.

“Am I too old?” he mumbled.

“Too old for what?” I asked. “Too old to have your wisdom teeth pulled?”

“Too old to have kids. Cherisse always said she didn’t wanna have kids, and now all of a sudden I think she does.”

Because of the meds, he had trouble getting his tongue around the necessary s’s. Listening to him try to talk around that severe lisp made it hard to keep from laughing, but I managed.

“Look,” I said. “From where I’m sitting, age forty-four looks like a long way from the end of the line. You’re just a couple of years older than that Ross guy who hit a home run for the Cubs in the final game of last year’s World Series. I was twenty-eight when you were born. Your sister was eighteen when she had Kayla, so we’re all over the map here. If you and Cherisse want to have kids, go ahead and have ’em.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “My gut’s telling me that it’s just too late.” At that point he burst into tears.

There’s no sense trying to reason with people who are a) drunk or b) high, so I didn’t. Instead I drove Scott home, handing out a huge helping of well-worn platitudes along the way. I walked him into the house and settled him in a recliner in the family room. (Scott is his father’s son, after all. Of course he has a recliner.) After making sure his iPad, the TV remote, and a pitcher of water were all within easy reach, I let myself back out of the house and drove back to Belltown Terrace.

“So what do you think’s going on with him?” Mel asked.

It was Friday evening, and we were having our late dinner in our favorite quiet corner of El Gaucho, seated in a raised booth that nonetheless gave us a front row view of the frenetic action happening in the kitchen.

“I don’t know. Midlife crisis maybe? I didn’t bother asking him, not when he was clearly under the influence. That’s a conversation we’ll need to have some other time when he isn’t.”

Mel sighed. “Could be it has nothing to do with how old he is and there’s something else going on with the marriage.”

Mel’s pretty much on the beam when it comes to relationships, and I had a feeling she might be right. “Could be,” I agreed.

“How about my own guy’s postmidlife crisis?” she asked, breezily changing the subject and pointing the conversation in my direction. I’m gradually adjusting to Mel’s sudden shifts in conversation and learning to negotiate same, but that one still caught me flat-footed.

“I’m bored,” I admitted finally, after a pause. “I miss the action. I miss doing something useful.”

What was it my mother used to say? “Ask and you shall receive.” In this case it was a matter of from my lips to God’s ears. I was about to be thrown back into the action, all right—in spades.





Chapter 2

PART OF THE general malaise that had been affecting me was only to be expected. Mel and I had just come through a frenetic round of holiday activities, an overly booked endurance race that had started with a driving trip from Bellingham to Ashland for Thanksgiving with my daughter and her family and hadn’t let up until well after New Year’s Day, when the last college bowl game finally came to an end.

This time around, with Mel fully preoccupied with her new job, the complex holiday preparations, which she had previously handled effortlessly and without so much as turning a hair, had all fallen on my inexperienced shoulders. That had included sending out the Christmas cards and seeing to the holiday decorating at both places—the new house in Bellingham as well as the condo in Seattle. It had all gotten done eventually but not, I’m sorry to admit, without a bit of serious grousing on my part.

Fortunately, when it came to organizing and installing decorations, I’d had professional help from our interior designer, Jim Hunt, who saw to it that all our halls were decked to the max, at both places.

Mel is big on family, and the decorations in Seattle were mostly part of our family holiday celebration. As for the ones in Bellingham? Those were mostly business—Mel’s business.

I think that I may have mentioned before that when Mel landed her new job as chief of police, she walked into a political maelstrom. She immediately launched what she likes to call a “charm offensive,” which entailed the two of us hosting several preholiday parties—one for Mel’s top brass, another for her rank and file, and a third for her civilian employees.

Yes, I spent years being a cop, but somehow it never occurred to me that the job of chief would turn out to be quite such a social undertaking, but then perhaps I hadn’t ever envisioned someone like Mel Soames tackling that role.

The preferred management style of Bellingham’s previous mayor, Adelina Kirkpatrick, had been to create as many adversarial situations as possible. While her underlings went after each other tooth and nail, the mayor had been free to do whatever she damned well pleased. Mel’s idea, revolutionary as it might seem, was to get people to work together, and those preholiday gatherings had been part of Mel’s determined effort to put some of the department’s previous bad blood in the rearview mirror and come up with strategies for dealing with the incoming administration. My role in the festivities had been that of corporate/political spouse, which is to say, I arranged for the caterer. When it came to the events themselves? I made sure I was on hand, properly bibbed-and-tuckered, and prepared to make a certain amount of inoffensive small talk. It was also my job to oversee the cleanup of several spilled beverages. In other words, you can mark me as present but not essential.

Now, though, at the end of the first week in January, the last of the decorations in both places had been taken down, packed up, and put away. I was dealing with a curious combination of relief and letdown. Given the weather at the moment, I was probably also suffering from something locals like to refer to as SAD—seasonal affective disorder.

“So how’d it go with Mayor-Elect Appleton?” I asked, as our favorite waiter at El Gaucho cleared away dinner plates to make way for dessert. We’d already decided on the bananas Foster.

“Okay, I think,” Mel said. “He seems like a pretty squared-away guy.”

“He’s a politician,” I warned.

“A beginning politician,” Mel said. “This is his first elected office.”

“They all have to start somewhere,” I said.

“Ross Connors started out as King County attorney,” Mel countered.

She had me there. Ross, our much-lamented late boss, had indeed started his political career by running for elected office as the King County prosecutor. He had gone on to spend several decades as Washington State’s attorney general, where his bipartisan support had meant he had served with governors on both sides of the aisle. That’s where Mel and I had both encountered Ross and each other—when we’d signed on to work with his statewide Special Homicide Investigation Team.

“Okay,” I said, conceding defeat. “You’ve got me there. And I hope you’re right—that Lawrence Appleton turns out to be the same kind of straight shooter Ross Connors was.”

“Larry,” Mel corrected. “He told me to call him Larry not Lawrence.”

“That’s a start then, I suppose.”

“Well, well,” someone said, stopping next to our table. “I spotted you earlier as you came in. What are you doing in town? I heard you’d moved up north.”

Fully expecting the arrival of the bananas Foster dessert cart, I was dismayed to find myself looking into the face of one of my least favorite people on the planet—Maxwell Cole, a former columnist for a now Internet-only newspaper, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. Suffice it to say, Max and I have a long history together, and not in a good way.

It had been years since I’d seen the man, and at first I almost didn’t recognize him. For one thing, he was much smaller than I remembered—thin, almost. Where he had once boasted a full head of hair, his head was now shaved bald, and his signature handlebar mustache was nowhere in evidence. Standing there in the aisle, he leaned heavily on one of those three-pronged, self-standing canes. Parked behind him was a rolling portable oxygen container. My first impression was that the intervening years had been far harder on Max than they had been on me, but I said nothing to that effect. We were out in public. There was no point in being rude.

“Long time no see, Max,” I said, rising to my feet and holding out my hand. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad,” Max said. He swayed slightly as he spoke, as though he might have had a bit too much to drink. Then, nodding briefly in Mel’s direction, he added, “I presume this is the little woman?”

His looks may have changed, but clearly he hadn’t improved in the brains department. Talk about getting off on the wrong foot! Take it from me, calling Mel Soames “little anything” is not recommended.

“Please,” I said. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Melissa Soames—Chief of Police Melissa Soames. Mel, this is Maxwell Cole.”

She offered him her hand along with a frosty look that was one step short of lethal. “Glad to meet you,” she said.

“From Bellingham, I believe?” Max asked, wading in where angels fear to tread.

“That’s correct,” she told him. “I’m chief of police in Bellingham.”

“Is that where the two of you are living now?” he asked.

I sat back down. “We have a place there,” I answered, “but we kept the condo here as well.”

“The one just up the street?” Max jerked his head in the direction of Belltown Terrace.

I wasn’t much liking this Spanish Inquisition style of questioning, but short of making a scene, I had to go along to get along. “That’s right,” I said. “How about you?”

“I’m back in my folks’ old place up on Queen Anne,” he said. “I rented it out for a time while I was down in California, but I hung on to it just in case I might want to come back. Someday I suppose someone will make me an offer that’s too good to refuse. Once they do, I’ll be out of there and living it up in Palm Springs or somewhere warm. What about you? What are you up to these days? I guess that cold case gig with Ross Connors came to a screeching halt.”

Considering the terrible wreck that had happened just blocks from here, the one in which Ross Connors had lost his life and Harry I. Ball both his legs, it was a shockingly poor choice of words. Whether or not it was deliberate on Max’s part, I couldn’t tell, but I spotted the grimace of distaste that flashed across Mel’s face and knew that Max had just managed to dig himself an even deeper hole.

“Keeping busy,” I said noncommittally.

What I really wanted was for him to shut up and walk away. He didn’t.

“I’ve been doing some blogging of late,” Max offered, although I hadn’t asked. “Just to keep my hand in, as it were. I’ve come up with an idea that might actually be worthy of turning into a book. Maybe we could sit down and chew the fat about it one of these days.”

“Sure,” I said, not really meaning it. “Any time. Just give me a call.”

Our waiter showed up, pushing his dessert cart, but he was forced to park it on the far side of the Maxwell Cole roadblock. This being El Gaucho, the waiter was too polite to say anything. Instead, he stood there silently with his arms crossed waiting for Max to get the message and take his leave.

“Glad to,” Max said, “but I’ll need a number.”

Reluctantly, I hauled out my wallet and handed over the only business card I had in my possession at the time—one that happened to be from TLC—The Last Chance.

Max held the card up to his eyes and peered at it, frowning. He was groping for a pair of reading glasses when the helpful waiter whipped out one of the tiny flashlights the restaurant provides to make menu reading easier for people of a certain age.

“Who’s The Last Chance?” Max asked, reading from the now-illuminated text.

“It’s a volunteer cold case squad, one I work with on occasion,” I explained. “A friend of mine hooked me up with them a few months ago.”

“Oh,” Max said, nodding. “I see.” He pocketed the card. “Weren’t you working on that cold case from Seattle PD, the one where that lady cop got blown away?”

That was a topic I most assuredly did not want to discuss with Maxwell Cole.

“The ‘lady cop’ in question happened to have a name—Detective Delilah Ainsworth.”

Something in my voice must have warned Max away. He took a backward step. “I believe that was a very old case,” he said. “Did you get much pushback?”

“Not so much,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even. I didn’t dare glance in Mel’s direction. I knew she understood how much Detective Ainsworth’s senseless death still haunted me.

For the first time Max seemed to notice the presence of our very patient waiter.

“Okay then,” he said, giving us a half wave as he finally moved away from our table. “See you around.”

He headed out, leaning heavily on his cane as he dodged between tables and dragging his oxygen cart behind him. Mel waited until the waiter had performed his flaming-bananas magic and the dessert plates had been placed in front of us before she said anything more.

“So that was Maxwell Cole!”

By the time Mel and I had met up, the digital age had overtaken the Seattle Post-Intelligencer and Maxwell Cole had gone south looking for greener journalistic pastures. Since he was now back from what had obviously been a brief sojourn in California, those hoped-for greener pastures must not have materialized. That also meant, however, that beyond the bare bones of the narrative—long-term loathing and disrespect on both sides—Mel wasn’t exactly completely up to speed on Max’s and my mutual history.

She knew, for example, that Max and I had been fraternity brothers back in the day at the University of Washington. She also was aware that I had scored my first wife, Karen, by stealing her out from under Max’s nose. I’m pretty sure I neglected to tell her about my punching the guy’s lights out once—not one of my finest hours. As we dug into our bananas Foster, I saw no need to go into any of those gory details right that minute. We were out on the town, having fun, and enjoying the moment. Given all that, it seemed silly to dig up that ancient history, so I didn’t.

“That’s the guy all right,” I agreed, “the very one.”

During dessert, the waiter reappeared twice—first to proffer a box of selected teas to the lady and second to present a box of cigar choices from El Gaucho’s famed humidor. The cigars were offered even though the health police have seen to it that the restaurant’s beloved cigar lounge no longer existed. Mel accepted the tea; I passed on both counts, although I have to admit the idea of settling in to smoke a handmade cigar was more than a little tempting.

I glanced at Mel, who was shaking her head as she stirred Splenda into her Earl Grey.

“What?” I asked.

“Didn’t you see the cigar in his pocket? You’d think someone who’s on oxygen might have gotten the memo that smoking cigars is a bad idea.”

Now that she mentioned it, I remembered that there had been a cigar tucked discreetly in Max’s vest pocket. “You’d think,” I agreed with a nod.

It was a tiny, sharp shard of conversation in an evening’s worth of pleasant and relaxing talk, but one I would have reason to remember in the coming days—and definitely not in a good way.





Chapter 3

WE WENT TO the play on Saturday afternoon. Dulcinea was a knockout, and Sancho Panza was great. Don Quixote, however, was only so-so. I guess it’s true, you really can’t win ’em all. I had expected the play to be followed by a quiet evening all to ourselves, dining on the previous night’s leftovers, but that was not to be. The city of Bellingham had other ideas.

The report of an officer-involved shooting in Bellingham meant that Mel had to head back up I-5 immediately after the show ended. A call to Scott told me that he was doing fine and needed no further hand-holding. With that in mind, I packed up the leftovers and headed north as well.

The torrential downpours continued. I drove through several squalls where the windshield wipers couldn’t keep up with the rain, to say nothing of the spray kicked up by jerks in sports cars, SUVs, and eighteen-wheelers who didn’t have brains enough to slow down even a little bit. The talking heads on the radio reported that the Cascades continued to be hammered with snow. With both Stevens and Snoqualmie Passes currently closed, I was glad to be traveling north rather than east or west. Along I-5, the highway’s proximity to the ocean meant there wasn’t any snow or ice to deal with, just water—but the radio reporter’s daunting list of nearby rivers at or approaching flood stage made me glad our house in Fairhaven was up on a bluff rather than down in a valley.

Just so you know, Fairhaven was founded in the 1880s, but in the early 1900s the village was incorporated into the city of Bellingham. One of the reasons we had bought a house there was that although it was officially “in” the city, it was also “out” of it. Considering Mel’s highly visible position as chief of police, we needed at least a modicum of privacy.

Halfway there, I called Mel to see how things were going. “My officer is fine and out on administrative leave,” she told me. “The guy he shot is not. He’s not room temperature at the moment, but he’s hospitalized in critical condition.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“A DV,” she said.

DV is cop speak for domestic violence. “The woman who called 911 reported that her husband had a gun. Naturally my officers showed up with weapons drawn. What the wife failed to mention and maybe didn’t even know was that the gun in question was a BB gun, which the bad guy promptly fired. We found at least one of the BBs. It had bounced off my guy’s vest and ended up in his shirt pocket.”

A civilian hearing that might think, Wait a minute here. A cop uses his service weapon to shoot the shit out of some poor guy armed with nothing but a BB gun? How unfair is that and how do you spell police brutality? The problem is, that civilian is probably thinking about one of those Daisy BB guns from back in the old days, like the one the poor kid’s mother worries may cause him to shoot his eye out in A Christmas Story.

I’m definitely not a civilian. “What kind of BB gun?” I asked.

“A Beretta Px4 Storm Pellet-BB Pistol,” Mel answered.

I happen to have a nodding acquaintance with those. They’re made by Umarex. If you have a computer handy, you might want to google them just for the hell of it. Once you do, I double-dare you to come face-to-face with one of those in the heat of battle and decide it’s a BB gun instead of the real thing. Cops in those kinds of situations are scared to death and jacked up on adrenaline. Confronted with armed assailants with guns in their hands and fingers on triggers, they tend to shoot first and ask questions later. And although pellets fired from one of those aren’t likely to kill you, without that officer’s vest in place, the BB that hit Mel’s guy in the chest would have smarted some.

I knew that. Mel knew that. But there are plenty of people out there—the second-guessers of the world—the Monday morning quarterbacks who have never once put their own lives on the line—who want to turn every police shooting into a media crap storm. Reporters were probably already descending on Bellingham en masse. I knew full well that, along with the officer who had pulled the trigger, Mel would be their next-best target.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Still at the scene,” she said. “As far as the investigation is concerned, we can’t afford to leave any stones unturned. There’ll be a press conference later tonight, and I’ll need to stop by the hospital before that.”

“In other words, I shouldn’t wait up?”

“That would be my guess.”

“Okay,” I said. “Stay safe and stay warm.”

“Too late for the warm part,” she said. “I’m already soaked to the skin.”

I drove on home, where I divided the leftovers scrupulously in half and then ate my share. I watched the boob tube for a while, but I was in bed and fast asleep long before Mel got home.

When I crept out of bed the next morning, she was sawing logs, and I left her to it. I fired up the coffee machine and then turned on the news. It was Sunday morning, so the third-string newsies on the local channels hadn’t yet built up a good head of steam as far as the officer-involved shooting was concerned. The would-be shooter was still hospitalized with his condition listed as critical. As for the officer? He was still on administrative leave. There was nothing new to report other than the fact that neither the shooting victim nor the officer was African-American or Hispanic. Hopefully that meant the race card wouldn’t be played in this case, but the report failed to mention that the hospitalized “victim” had been in the process of beating the crap out of his wife when he had been rudely interrupted by the arrival of the cops.

I checked the TV guide to see when the Seahawks’ game was due to start. I’m not a huge NFL fan, but when your local team ends up in the playoffs, you’re more or less duty bound to pay attention, especially when Seattle is pitted against Green Bay with the Packers already in the playoffs as well. Then, while the TV droned in the background, I took my iPad over to my new and surprisingly comfortable easy chair by the front windows, where I settled in to “read the papers.” Be advised that I use the term papers very loosely, because the electronic news media I follow these days and the sites where I do my crossword puzzles have nothing to do with paper and ink.

The talking heads were blabbing away in the half hour leading up to kickoff when I saw a headline on the Seattle Times site that caught my attention: ONE DEAD IN QUEEN ANNE HOUSE FIRE. Local news is local news, and Queen Anne Hill is the next neighborhood over from the Denny Regrade. Since proximity is everything, I read the whole article.

Overnight the Seattle Fire Department responded to an early morning two alarm blaze on Queen Anne’s Bigelow Avenue where at least one victim is known to have perished. The fire was spotted at 2:30 AM by a passerby who immediately called 911. By the time units arrived on the scene, the upper story of the house was fully engulfed.

Fire department personnel are still on the scene, checking for hot spots. The victim, presumed to be the owner, was transported to Harborview Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival. His identification is being withheld, pending notification of next of kin.

That was it. It’s the kind of article I’ve read countless times over the years—a snippet of news that’s long on drama and short on details. I had no inkling at the time that it would have anything at all to do with me, nor did I guess that the unnamed victim would turn out to be someone I knew personally.

Mel, wearing a robe and with her hair still damp from the shower, emerged from the bedroom about then, in search of coffee. As far as Mel Soames is concerned, her taking a shower before drinking coffee could mean only one thing:

“You’re going in to the office?” I asked.

“What do you think? How bad is the media playing it?”

“Relatively even-handed so far,” I told her.

“That’ll change if the victim croaks out.”

“I thought he was okay.”

“Still critical,” Mel answered. “I checked on him just a couple of minutes ago. He took a turn for the worse overnight due to some kind of complications. He’s currently back in the ICU. So yes, I’ll be going to the office. I’ll probably be there most of the day.”

“Breakfast first?” I asked.

My asking the question should not be confused with an offer on my part to actually cook. I’m useless when it comes to kitchens, and Mel isn’t much better. Our favorite Sunday morning breakfast treat turns out to be huevos rancheros at Pepe’s, a family-run Mexican food joint in downtown Fairhaven. It’s only a little over half a mile away from our house, and lots of Sundays we walk it. (Thank God for my new knees.) But this cold January morning, with torrential rain still pounding down, was not the kind of day to go for a midmorning stroll.

“The usual?” Mel asked.

“Works for me,” I said, “although if you’re going into work, you should probably pass on your customary mimosa.”

In the end, we took separate vehicles and were both soaking wet by the time we walked from our cars to the restaurant. Because of the nature of Mel’s job, she’s on everybody’s radar in town, so we didn’t talk shop during breakfast. I sent her on her mimosa-free way as soon as we finished eating our late-morning meal, while I returned home to watch the remainder of the game—a 17–14 nail-biting victory that the Hawks pulled off by scoring a Hail Mary 48-yard field goal with thirty seconds left on the clock.

I confess, I felt a bit silly, sitting there all by myself, yelling my head off, but it was that kind of game. When it was over, I made another cup of java and returned to my iPad, intent on working the crosswords. That’s when I noticed the updated headline: LONGTIME SEATTLE REPORTER DIES IN FIRE.

Longtime Post-Intelligencer crime reporter and columnist, 72-year-old Maxwell Oscar Cole, perished overnight in a fire at his home in the Queen Anne neighborhood.

Firefighting units were summoned to the blaze at 2:30 AM by a passerby who dialed 911 after seeing flames inside the two-story home on Bigelow Avenue. By the time units arrived on the scene, the upper level of the home was fully engulfed.

Firefighters were able to effect a rescue, although Mr. Cole was unresponsive at the scene. He was transported to Harborview Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival. The investigation is continuing.

For many years, Mr. Cole was considered to be one of the city’s leading crime reporters. Once the PI switched over to being a virtual publication, Mr. Cole left the Seattle area to work in newsrooms first in San Francisco and later on in Los Angeles. In recent years, he’s maintained a blog dealing with reminiscences of his years as a local crime writer. He was said to be at work on a book at the time of his death.

Funeral arrangements are pending.





Chapter 4

WHEN I WAS in my twenties, I was immortal and didn’t bother reading the obituaries. Yes, my mother had died of cancer, but she was old—in her midforties. Then, in my thirties and after I became a homicide cop, I started paying more attention because people I knew did die. Bad guys died. Fellow officers died. Some were taken out by car crashes or struck down by physical ailments, but some, who found the pain of living more than they could bear, went out of their own volition and on their own timetable.

By my forties, whether I knew the deceased or not, I began paying attention to the ages of the people who had died. It always felt better somehow—or at least less threatening—if the dead person in question happened to be “really old,” which is to say at least a couple of decades older than I was. Now that situation has changed dramatically. People a lot younger than I am routinely show up among those death notices along with plenty of people my age.

Maxwell Cole was one of the latter—a contemporary. Because we had been in the same fraternity back in college, I happened to know that his birthday preceded mine by a mere three months. His birthday in the frat house at the end of August our freshman year was the excuse for the first drunken party I experienced after enrolling in the University of Washington—or the U Dub, as that institution of higher learning is known to locals.

Even with all the bad blood between us, Max’s death hit far closer to home than I would have expected, especially since Mel and I had seen him on Friday night, only two nights before his death. With Mel gone for the day, I had plenty of time to think—and if you’ve been a homicide cop for as long as I have, extended periods of solitary thought have the potential to be hazardous.

I’ve investigated fatality fires. To say they’re gruesome is a huge understatement. Once you’ve been exposed to the distinctive smell of burnt human flesh, it’s something that never goes away. There’s always the faint hope that the victim was overcome by smoke long before the flames reached him. Sometime in the course of that long afternoon, I had a heart-to-heart chat with my Higher Power hoping that had been the case here—that Max had died as a result of smoke inhalation rather than from something much more horrific.

Had I wanted to, I could have found out about what was really going on by checking with some of my longtime contacts at either Seattle PD or at the medical examiner’s office. I could have done so, but I didn’t. At the time it was none of my business. During the course of the day, as the story was updated, I contented myself with reading the updates, and toward the end of the day, a familiar name jumped out at me.

A close family friend, Erin Kelsey Howard, serving as family spokeswoman, said that funeral arrangements are pending with the Poindexter Funeral Home and will be announced once the medical examiner’s office releases the body. In the meantime, in lieu of flowers, it is suggested that donations be made to the local chapter of the Right to Try.

My initial impression was that “Try” was a misprint of some kind—a mistaken rendition of the Right to Die, but then I googled the term and discovered that Right to Try is a national organization devoted to passing laws that allow terminally ill patients to avail themselves of groundbreaking drugs that have not yet been completely vetted by the Byzantine obstacles put in place by the FDA.

Here’s the deal. Imagine you’re someone who has just been given a terminal prognosis by your friendly neighborhood oncologist. In the course of giving yourself a graduate-level education in whatever version of the Big C is currently threatening your existence, you have just discovered that there is an experimental drug that is thought to improve life expectancy of patients dealing with that malady.

In hopes of helping yourself and, as a consequence, helping others as well, you sign up to participate in a trial. Because the drug has not yet been deemed safe, if you’re actually allowed into the program, you have a fifty-fifty chance of receiving a) the drug you want or b) a placebo. If you do sign on, that means you’re agreeing to a situation where you may get the real medication—the one you want—which might kill you, or the placebo, which for sure will do nothing to help you. Good luck with that. Any resemblance to a rousing game of Russian roulette is purely coincidental.

I thought about a thin, bald Maxwell Cole—a mere shadow of his former self—standing in El Gaucho, minus his mustache, leaning on his cane and dragging an oxygen canister behind him. Had he been a cancer patient perhaps? Maybe. And then I remembered that cigar—no doubt of the Cuban, hand-rolled variety. Cigar versus cancer? If you’re already terminal and you want to smoke a cigar, why the hell not?

The first thing I did, right then and there, was locate the Right to Try’s website, where I made a sizable donation in memory of Maxwell Cole.

About that time, the clouds parted and the sun came out. After days of unrelenting rain, that burst of sunlight was especially welcome. Before the sudden clearing had time to turn frigid, I decided that after days of being cooped up in the house, I needed a walk.

Ever since our move to Bellingham, or rather, our half-move to Bellingham, Mel and I had been discussing the possibility of getting a dog, partially under the most likely mistaken impression that having a dog would make me walk more. Mel’s take on the matter was that I should make some effort to walk without using a dog for cover.

So I threw on a jacket and went outside. As I started off through the winding up-and-down streets of Edgemoor, despite having salved my conscience with a monetary donation, my mind was still stuck on what had happened to Maxwell Cole and on the fact that, for the second time in my life, I felt sorry for him. And that realization took me back to the first time I felt sorry for him, some twenty years or so earlier, and to the familiar name that had leaped out at me from the online article—Erin Kelsey Howard.

It had been about this same time of year and in the aftermath of a record-breaking snowstorm that I, along with my least favorite partner of all time, Detective Paul Kramer, was summoned to a double homicide in the old Seattle Public Schools District office up on Queen Anne Hill. One of the victims, Marcia Kelsey, was thought to be Erin’s mother. Unfortunately, our subsequent investigation revealed that everything Erin thought she knew about her past and her presumed family had been a complete fabrication.

When I first met her, Erin was a college sophomore—an Oregon Duck. Her real father and Marcia’s first husband, a nut job by the name of Chris McLaughlin, was a sometime drug dealer with delusions of polygamous grandeur. He had enticed Marcia to marry him and run away to a commune in Canada despite the inconvenient fact that he was already married to someone else. I’m sure at one time I knew the name of the first wife, but as I walked around Edgemoor that cold but sunny Sunday afternoon, I couldn’t for the life of me remember it.

Once at the commune, things went haywire in a hurry. Chris and his first wife already had one child and were expecting a second when eighteen-year-old Marcia turned up on the scene. She came from a staunch Mormon household. At the time of the elopement, she may or may not have known about the existence of that other wife. That early on, she also may or may not have known that she was prone to lesbian leanings. I’ve often wondered if her running off with Chris was an attempt to squelch those very tendencies.

Sometime after she arrived, the commune experiment went south. For one thing, the other women involved—including Chris’s first wife—all seemed capable of getting pregnant at the drop of a hat. Marcia, desperate to have children of her own, could not. I learned later that she was what’s known in the West as a “downwinder.”

During the fifties, as a young child visiting her grandparents in Utah for summer vacation, the family farm was directly in the path of fallout from a particularly dirty nuclear bomb set off on the Nevada test
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