
  
    


  


  “Lieutenant Franco, LAPD.”


  “Lieutenant Franco,” the cop repeated, nonplussed. “Hold on.” He picked up a phone, eyeballing her as he talked to Silvester. “Yeah, okay.” He hung up. “She’ll be down in a sec,” he told her.


  Frank nodded. About ten minutes later a trim woman in dark gray descended the stairs. The two detectives immediately made each other and as Silvester neared, she reproached, “You said you were gonna call.”


  “Happened to be in the neighborhood.”


  Silvester pursed her lips while they took each other’s measure.


  The detective was a couple inches shorter than Frank, late forties or early fifties, sharp dark eyes, salt-and-pepper hair cut below gold hoop earrings, wide mouth, generously lipped. She looked Mediterranean—Jewish or Italian, Frank guessed.


  Tilting her head toward the box, Silvester asked, “This your evidence?”


  “Yeah. So what did you find out?”


  “Come upstairs.”


  As they climbed, Silvester asked, “You workin’ this case indie, or what?”


  “No. Not at all. Like I said, it’s a long story and I don’t have a lot of time. I’m just visiting for the weekend. Got a nine o’clock flight back home tonight.”


  “Oh.” Silvester feigned concern. “Why didn’t you say so? If I’da known that I’da had this case solved for you ten minutes ago.”


  “Look.” Frank stopped to glare. “Enough with the attitude, okay? I come to you as a colleague with potential evidence and you’re treatin’ me like a snitch hoping to con a twenty outta you. If you can’t be bothered with doing your job, find me someone who can.”
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  For those in and out of these rooms.


  About the Author


  


  Baxter Clare is a wildlife biologist by vocation and a writer by avocation. She never intended to write mysteries but the L.A. Franco character rented a room in her imagination one morning and has been there ever since. This is her fifth L.A. Franco mystery.


  In a ceremony at San Francisco City Hall she married her lifetime partner, artist Ann Marie O’Connor. They live in the rugged La Panza mountain range of California’s central coast, and Clare ventures regularly from chaparral wilderness to the urban wilds of South Central Los Angeles.


  Chapter 1


  Wednesday, 5 Jan 05—home


  


  All right. Here goes. Mary says I should write, that writing will keep me honest, so here I am. She said, don’t think, just write. Ten minutes a day. I’ve got my timer set. Nine minutes and twenty-one seconds left.


  Christ, where to start? WWJD? What would Julie (Andrews) do? Let’s start at the very beginning, a very good place to start.


  Let’s start with Mary since this is her brilliant idea.


  I bitch, but she’s a gem. Knocked on my door at six thirty the morning after I tried to eat my gun. Took one look at me and said, “Kid, you look like you’ve been eating rat poison and sleeping under rocks.”


  Which was exactly how I felt. I liked her right away. No bullshit. She’s from Brooklyn. Left her husband with two little boys and ran to California, just like I did. Minus husband and kids, of course.


  She was a terrible drunk. Now she looks like somebody’s sweet old granny but evidently she did everything short of murder before she sobered up. She’s a retired dispatch operator from the sheriff’s department. I can tell her things I couldn’t tell a civilian—from the baby drowned in a bucket last week, to fucking up with Gail, all the drinking on the job. The blackouts. Eating my gun. No secrets. That’s the deal. Got to tell your sponsor everything. She just nods and keeps knitting. She’s fucking shockproof. She’s kept me sober this far—sixty-one days—so I may as well keep doing what she tells me. Beats a bullet for dinner.


  Six minutes left.


  Got Stan Getz on. Moved the CD into the living room. Too many memories in the den. Easier to be out here. I’ve been going through new CDs like I used to go through Scotch. Hard to listen to the old ones. They remind me too much of wine, or Scotch, or beer, or ad nauseum . . . a drink for every song.


  So I’m making new memories, sober ones, ones I can remember in the morning. I’m loving Getz’s West Coast Sessions. He was a junkie. Amazing how many musicians were junkies or drunks—it either killed ’em or they kicked it. No half measures. Getz kicked it. Died sober. Good deal. One day at a time, right?


  Which reminds me. I’m going to New York this weekend. Mary thinks it’s too early, that I’m too vulnerable in my fledgling sobriety, but I’m afraid if I don’t do this now I never will. Been putting it off a long time and I need to make peace with it. It’s only a weekend. I’ll be back on Monday.


  Jesus. Gail just called. She got my letter. Wants to come by. She’s going out of town tomorrow and wants to talk before she leaves. She sounds pissed. What could have pissed her off? This is what I wrote (I spent so much time on it I know it by heart):


  


  Gail—


  I’ll keep this short—I know you’re busy and probably don’t want to hear much from me. I knew when I walked out on you that I’d made the wrong choice but wrong as it was, it was the only option I could see at the time. And I pursued that option as hard as I could until I was an ounce of trigger pressure away from ending up on one of your gurneys. I got some help and have been sober a while. My head’s clearing and I’m seeing the messes I made.


  The worst is what I did to us. For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry. That doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t make it all better. It’s just the truth. I was wrong—dead wrong—to walk out on you and I have to live with that. I hope it hurts me more than it hurts you, but when I see you at the morgue you look miserable. I hate what I’ve done to you and I’d do anything to take it back but I can’t. Please know it wasn’t about you, Gail. It was never about anything you did or didn’t do—one of the things they say in AA is “no human power could have relieved us of our alcoholism.” All our love combined couldn’t have kept me from reaching for the bottle instead of you. I wish I could take that night back, but I can’t. At least please know I loved you then and I love you now.


  Always—F.


  


  What’s offensive about that? I can’t see it. Oh, well. I guess she’s going to let me know. Wonder if I should change clothes. Got my old academy sweats on. They’re pretty gnarly. Shit. I wonder what she wants. I swear, it’s easier taking down a rock house than waiting for my ex to knock on the door.


  A drink sure would be nice. A couple drinks. Oh well. Not an option. Just gotta tough it out. Okay, okay. Ten minutes is up. I’m going to change my clothes. Later.


  Chapter 2


  


  The doorbell rang and Frank took a deep breath. She held it a second before opening the door. She thought she was ready but seeing the doc made her guts and her knees go quivery. Gail looked tired and pale, grim even, but to Frank she was still beautiful. Her heart felt like it was being squeezed in a giant fist and she wondered vaguely if that was what a heart attack felt like.


  “Hi. Come in.”


  Gail stepped past Frank without looking at her.


  “You coming from work?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you hungry? I can make you something. A sandwich? Soup?”


  “No.” Gail faced her. “I’m not staying that long.”


  “Okay.” Frank motioned toward the couch. “Staying long enough to sit?”


  Gail swept back her bangs with her knuckles and Frank followed her into the living room. Gail primly took one end of the long couch and Frank took the other. She waited for Gail to speak. The doc just stared, until her obvious frustration made her blurt, “Why did you send that letter? What could you have possibly been thinking?”


  Frank was surprised. She thought the letter was plain, but she explained, “To apologize. You were right, I was wrong. I guess I didn’t make that clear.”


  Gail snorted her disbelief. “I don’t hear from you, except for an occasional nod and a ‘hey’ at work, for nigh on six months and then this letter drops out of the blue. And you’re terribly sorry and contrite and sober, and just what the hell am I supposed to do with all that? Forgive you? Everything’s fine now because you’re sorry? Is that what you thought would happen? That everything would be dandy, that all would be forgiven if you just dropped me a little note? That I’d forget you left me for a bottle of Scotch?”


  Gail’s vitriol was another surprise, but a good one. Frank reasoned that she’d only be this angry if she still cared a lot. So Frank proceeded on tiptoe through the minefield of her reply. “No. I don’t expect anything like that. I just felt the least I could do was apologize. You deserve that. You deserve a whole lot more and I hope you find it with someone who can be better to you than I was. I don’t expect you to take me back. I don’t even expect you to like me very much. I guess I just need to accept responsibility for what I did. I fucked us up in a big way. It doesn’t change anything. I just wanted you to have the satisfaction of knowing it was all my doing. In case you had any doubt, which it sounds like you don’t.”


  Gail retorted, “You’re damn right I don’t,” but her wrath was cooling.


  Frank continued her mollifying. “I’m sorry I upset you. That wasn’t my intention. If you want to stay angry, that’s fine. You have every right to. I can’t change that, and if you want I’ll never bother you again. I’m just trying to extend an olive branch. We still work together and I’d like to make that as peaceful as possible. If we can’t get to peaceful”—she shrugged—“that’s the way it is. I don’t know what else to say. Tell me to leave you alone, never talk to you again, and I will.”


  Gail’s green eyes burned. She looked near tears and finally thumped the couch with her fist. “God damn you, Frank. God damn you. I’ve spent the last six months trying to forget about you and in one fell swoop you obliterate all that effort. And you’re damn right I want to be mad at you. I hate you. I hate your damn letter and your damn apologies! You can’t just swoop back into my life like that.”


  “Then I won’t,” Frank answered gently. “I promise I’ll leave you alone. I won’t call or write or even say hello when I see you. Is that what you want?” Gail dropped her head and Frank pushed, “Is it? Just tell me. Say the word and I’ll be gone forever.”


  “Damn you,” Gail whispered. “Damn me for ever falling in love with you. All the red flags were there and I ignored each one.” She shook her head, picking invisible things from her slacks. Frank waited her out. At length Gail admitted, “I don’t want to hate you, but I don’t trust you either. You scare the hell out of me.”


  “How so?”


  “Because you’re two people. The thoughtful, sensitive Miss Hyde that I fell in love with and the alcoholic Doctor Jekyll that I detest. I never know which one you’re going to be.”


  Frank nodded. “That scares me too. I wish I could look you in the eye and swear I’ll never drink again, but I can’t do that. I’ve been going to all these AA meetings and I hear stories about people who were sober ten, fifteen, twenty years and then one day they start drinking again. Seems like the common denominator among them is that they stop going to meetings and stop working the steps. They stop being honest with their sponsors and themselves and eventually they drink again. So I know it happens.” Scooting down the couch, close enough that she could reach out and touch Gail, she added, “All I can promise, and I promise this more for myself than for you, is to keep doing the things that will give me the best shot at staying sober. And that starts with telling the truth, being honest about where I’m at and where I’ve been. That’s why I wrote that letter. I need to admit what I did to the people I hurt. And I need to remember what I did because if I forget then I’m in danger of doing it again. And I don’t want to do that, Gail. To you, to me or to anyone else.”


  Frank sat back. It was a long speech for her. It felt strange, talking so much, but it felt good, too. Awkward as it was to get into, the truth fit comfortably once it was in place.


  So she continued, “Tell me what to do. Do you want me to leave you alone? I can do that, if that’s what you want. Just tell me.”


  “I don’t know what I want. I thought I did until I got your letter. It was beautiful. I cried when I read it.” She half laughed. “Then I balled it up and threw it across the room calling you names you’d be proud of.” Gail hated profanities and the two women shared a tentative smile.


  “Look, if it’s any help, I don’t know what I want either. I feel all . . . disjointed lately. Like I have no idea who I am. I don’t want to be the old Frank but I’m not sure who the new one is. So what do you say we go back to square one? Start all over. No expectations. Just try to be friends again. Maybe see how that goes.”


  “It’s not that easy.”


  “Why?”


  “Because.” Gail’s eyes searched the room. “Because I’d have to suspend my disbelief to be with you. I don’t know that I can be in a relationship with you without expectations. And I’d keep waiting for you to turn into Dr. Jekyll, waiting for you to shut me out again. I don’t know that I’m willing to do that.”


  Frank nodded agreement. “Yeah. I’d be scared too. Hell, I am scared. I don’t want to be Dr. Jekyll again. I can’t afford to be. The cost is too high. If I become her again I can only see two options— one really. Somehow I’d kill myself. Probably in a car wreck or with a bullet—but something bad’d happen and I don’t want to go there. I’ve been close enough to that edge and I don’t want to go back. That’s all I can tell you.”


  “I know. I know you can’t make any promises. But neither can I.”


  “Fair enough. How about we just try for civility and see where it goes from there?”


  “All right,” Gail yielded. “We’ll try that.” She looked like she had more to add, but stood up. “Thanks for letting me come over.”


  “Thanks for wanting to.”


  Walking her to the door, Frank asked where she was going on her trip.


  “New York. I’m speaking at the NAME convention on Friday.”


  A grin spread across Frank’s face and Gail interpreted it as confusion.


  “Oh, sorry. NAME is the the National Association of Medical Examiners. I’m leaving early to see some friends and do some shopping. What are you laughing about?”


  Frank was still smiling, shaking her head at the floor. “What are the odds?”


  “The odds of what?”


  “The odds that I’d be in New York this weekend, too.”


  “You’re going to New York?”


  “Yep.”


  “What for?”


  “Take care of some business. Stuff I should have taken care of twenty years ago.”


  “Like what.”


  “More apologies, kind of. Amends. Very late amends. I don’t suppose you’d let me buy you a cup of hot chocolate at Rockefeller Center? Tell you all about it if you were interested.”


  Gail looked dubious. “We’ll see. Why don’t you call me?”


  “Same cell phone number?”


  “Yes.” Gail actually chuckled. “It hasn’t been that long. And I’ll be staying at the Crowne Plaza. In Times Square. You can always leave a message for me there.”


  “All right. I’ll do that.”


  “Where are you going to be?”


  “I’m not sure yet.”


  “You don’t have a room?”


  “Nah. It’s New York. I’m not too worried.”


  Gail nodded. All the fight had left her. She looked soft. Touchable. Frank wanted to stroke her cheek, just for a second, but sensed the timing was wrong.


  “If I don’t hear from you, I hope you have a great trip. It’s a helluva city.”


  “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.”


  They lingered by the door. Gail offered a small but earnest smile. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”


  Frank returned the shy smile. “I’ll call you. Be safe.”


  “Always the cop.”


  Frank chuckled. “I can’t change everything.”


  “I hope not,” Gail said. “So much of you is wonderful. I’ll see you.”


  Instead of walking Gail to her car and watching her drive off, Frank closed the door and leaned against it. The smile crept back onto her face.


  Chapter 3


  


  Frank got to work Friday morning well before the rest of the LAPD’s Ninety-third Homicide Squad. Her detectives trailed in around six—Johnny hungover, Darcy and Diego mute, Lewis and Jill cackling about Survivor and Bobby teasing the women, “You don’t get enough on-the-job reality?”


  “Yeah, but I don’t have to clean up the shit on TV,” Lewis shot back.


  “Amen,” Jill said, and the women high-fived each other.


  “All right, let’s get started. Fubar’s going to be on call while I’m gone. Hopefully it’ll be quiet. Looks like there’s some rain coming in and killers don’t like getting wet. Bobby’s lead while I’m gone. Got any questions, ask him first. Bobby, run what you have to by Fubar, but try and keep it to a minimum or else you’ll confuse him and he’ll start making shit up. I’ll have my phone with me so call if you need to. Jill, I want to read the Fuentes sixty-day on the airplane. Got it?”


  “Got it.” The redhead sighed. Johnny and Jill were chronically late with their sixty-day follow-up reports and Frank was tired of taking Foubarelle’s heat for them.


  “Johnny, I want—”


  He raised a hand to stop her. “I know, I know. Valenzuela and Brown.”


  “And Acuña. That’s only a week late.”


  Johnny didn’t even protest and Frank hurt just looking at him.


  He had gone through a department-ordered rehab and done pretty well for about a month afterward. Then he came in one morning with the bleary-eyed shakes, but Frank was in rough shape herself at the time and couldn’t say much. She warned him that he was running out of chances. She kicked herself for being a hypocrite, but after she went to her first couple AA meetings she tried to get Johnny to go with her. He wouldn’t. Said he didn’t want to become a Bible-thumper.


  “Oh, man,” she argued. “It’s not like that. Got nothing to do with banging Bibles. It’s like Cheers, only in reverse. Everyone knows your name but they’re sober. Come on. Won’t kill you to check it out.”


  “Man, I had to do AA in rehab. I’m not into it. I’d rather be drinking than sittin’ around talkin’ about it. You go to meetings for both of us and I’ll go drink for both of us.”


  Frank didn’t argue. She couldn’t have gone six months ago either—she hadn’t been kicked hard enough yet. “All right. You know where I am if you change your mind.”


  “Yeah.” He flapped a hand at her, managing the semblance of a cocky, old Johnny grin. “I never thought I’d see the day.”


  She grinned back. “Neither did I. But let me tell you. Beats eating a bullet.”


  Johnny had stared oddly at her before she’d walked away.


  The phone on Bobby’s desk rang and he answered. Everyone listened to see if they’d caught a case, but the big, black detective said in his shier-than-a-virgin-on-her-wedding-night voice, “Yeah, all right. Around eight or so.” Rejoining the group, he offered, “That was Irie. Says he has a good tip.”


  “Yeah,” Jill said of Bobby’s informant. “And he wants a twenty in his pocket before the liquor store opens.”


  After the meeting Frank said to Bobby, “Let me know when you’re going to talk to Irie. I want to ride with you, stop and talk to that clerk at the Circle Jerk.”


  “Roger that.”


  Frank tied up loose ends, talked to the duty sergeant and met with her captain until Bobby tracked her down, asking if she was ready.


  She nodded. “Let’s roll.”


  He checked out a muddy unmarked and Frank opened the door to see empty cups and cans and Burger King bags all over the floor.


  She told him, “Go see who had this signed out last.”


  “Uh-oh.”


  “Yeah, uh-oh’s right. Fuckin’ pigs.”


  Bobby came back a minute later and handed Frank a scrap of paper.


  Getting in on the passenger side she read the names, grunting, “Figures.”


  “Ha ha.” Bobby chuckled, turning onto Vermont. “Remember when you found Nook taking naps when he was supposed to be knocking?”


  Frank grinned. Watching a muscled young man loping along the sidewalk, she answered, “That was a while back, huh?”


  A brand new LT, she’d inherited two old-timers who refused to change their ways. Nook was one of them. When she found out he was taking a nap every afternoon in a shaded lot she had Bobby and Noah sneak the jack out of his car. Later, after Nook parked and was snoring in the backseat, under a blanket no less, the three of them quietly jacked his vehicle onto blocks. After they’d slunk back to their car, Frank raised him on the radio. Through binoculars she saw Nook lurch from the backseat, fall out the rear door and stand staring in amazement. Frank kept calling him and he finally reached inside for the radio, answering that he had a flat and that someone had taken the damn jack out of the car.


  “Tell me where you are,” she responded. “I’ve got a jack.”


  “No, no!” Nook cried, pacing around his car. “There’s no spare either!”


  “Well, I’ll come get you. Where are you?”


  Nook stalled. “Repeat. You’re breaking up.” Frank repeated and he said, “Oh, it’s okay. I got a cab here. We’ll let the garage take care of this. What’s your twenty?”


  Instead of answering she approached on foot.


  Nook was asking into his radio, “Do you copy?”


  “I copy,” she said, stepping into the shade.


  Nook whirled. He stammered, “I just went into the store and when I came out—”


  Frank held up a hand. “No more naps, Nook. Clear?”


  “I just—”


  “Clear?”


  He shook his head and sighed. “Clear.”


  “Good. Here.” She tossed him the jack.


  His mouth dropped. “I was gonna call the garage.”


  “Garage is busy,” she’d said, walking back to her car. “When you get it down meet us at Denker and Sixty-ninth.”


  “Oh, man.” Bobby was still laughing. “That was a good one.”


  Frank nodded, missing Noah and wishing her old partner were here to laugh with them. They pulled into the Circle K and talked to a clerk. They worked him a solid half-hour but he maintained he didn’t see the shooting that happened twenty feet away from him.


  Back in the car, Frank said, “Keep an eye on him. Give him time.”


  “Yeah,” Bobby agreed. “Time enough to have someone he loves get shot. Then we’ll see how eager he is to talk.”


  “Oo-oo, Picasso. Your cynicism’s showing.”


  “Am I wrong?”


  “Wish you were.”


  “Then it’s not cynicism. It’s the truth.”


  “How can I argue with a double major in art and philosophy?”


  On the corner of Slauson they found Irie hawking bags of oranges. He looked older than Moses—his skin, his hair, his clothes, all gray. His pants and shirt were frayed but clean and he wore gleaming white Reeboks. They made a show of pulling the old man over to the car. A couple dudes in a passing car hissed at them.


  “Irie,” Frank chided. “S’up wid dem shoes, mon?”


  Without even thinking about it, Frank slid into Irie’s vernacular—habit from years of dealing with people, from adopting their accents and dialect to help break down the huge wall between cop and civilian.


  “Ya like dem?” Irie bragged in his thick patois. “I foun’ dem. Four pair, lyin’ in de street! Dem fit good, too! I keep two, give dem rest away.” Irie’s face was a topo map of wrinkles and old wounds. He rubbed a raised keloid on his cheekbone and said, “Ya wan’ we talk ’bou’ my feets or I tell ya somet’ing ya migh’ wanna know?”


  Bobby asked, “What do you have?”


  The CI leaned against the car and squinted at the cops. “Fidelio Ramirez,” he enunciated. “ ’Im de one.”


  “Him the one what?” Frank asked.


  “ ’Im de one shoot Oscar Fuentes.”


  Bobby wrote the name down. “Where can we find this Ramirez?”


  With a shrug Irie told them, “Dat ya problem dere. Street say ’im run away to Mexico, but ’im used to be livin’ with ’is girl on Fif-eight Street.”


  “How’d you hear it was Ramirez?”


  “Ya can’t fuh to axe me dat,” Irie snorted. “Chuh! I gots protec’ meself. Ya know dat.”


  “Does Ramirez have any other names?”


  “Mebbe Cuco.”


  “Cuco,” Bobby repeated. “What else?”


  “Why fuh ya axe what else? I fuh gotta fin’ ’im and han’cuff ’im and bring ’im in fuh ya? Chuh!”


  Bobby gave Frank a sheepish look. “Do you have a twenty?”


  Frowning, Frank pulled a Jackson from the wallet in her back pocket. She slipped the bill to Irie, asking, “Irie, mon, how old you is?”


  Tapping the fat scar under his eye, he calculated, “‘Bout fif-tree, fif-fo’. Why fuh you axe?”


  She shrugged. “You been ’round a long time. Known you since I was a rookie.”


  “Fuh true.” He grinned. “A long time.”


  “All dat time and I’m still not for sure why you do this.”


  Irie flashed pink palms. “Fuh be good ci’zen. Fuh do right ting.”


  “Right,” she responded. “Of course.”


  Grinning, Irie stepped back. “Ya have good day, office’s. Irie be tankin’ you.”


  “Dat bwoy.” Frank shook her head as they drove off. “ ’Im I fuh shuh n’unerstan’.”


  Bobby asked, “You want to try and find Ramirez?”


  Frank flipped her wrist over. “Naw, you better take me back. Been joy-ridin’ long enough.”


  “Roger that.”


  Chapter 4


  Saturday, 8 Jan 05—LAX


  


  Alrighty then. Waiting to board my flight. Didn’t write yesterday— didn’t have time—so will write for twenty minutes today. Mary says if I found the time to drink I can find the time to go to meetings. Or write. Or whatever damn thing I’m supposed to be doing.


  At any rate, here I am in the thumping, thriving heart of LAX. Haven’t flown since the extradition to Miami. Not looking forward to sitting with my knees on my chin for five hours but I’m glad I’m getting this over with.


  Gotta love this place. It’s like a separate universe, got every race, religion, nationality, sexual orientation, etc. Can find every manner of relationship here—there’s a creep that looks like a pedophile by the women’s restroom, next to a girlfriend crying against her boyfriend. In front of them a toddler’s banging into his grandmother’s legs, the guy walking past could be a hit man, an adulterer, an extortionist or a guy who loves his wife and sells copy machines. Or a terrorist. You never know. And this is just one terminal. Incredible place.


  There’s the boarding announcement. I’ll finish this on the plane.


  Here we go. Fat guy on his laptop to my left, old lady reading on my right. Me stuck in the middle. Only five hours. And then what? Tonight won’t be so bad. I’ll find a room in Canarsie—they gotta be cheap in Canarsie. Not exactly a tourist mecca—and get a good night’s sleep. That’s one thing about being sober. I’m sleeping again. Took a while. First couple weeks were pretty rocky but now it’s good. Pretty sweet to wake up rested instead of hungover. I’d forgotten what that was like.


  So tomorrow, first thing in the morning, I’ll take care of business then I have the afternoon free until my nine o’clock flight home. I hope Gail takes me up on Rockefeller Center. She probably won’t, probably too much, too soon. Besides, she came to New York for a convention and to hang out with friends. She can see me anytime.


  Look at me. I got Sunday over with before it’s even started. What happened to “one day at a time”? Still Saturday, far as I know. Oh, great. Here comes the stewardess with the booze trolley. “I’ll have three Scotches and a can of club soda, please. Oh, and don’t go too far away with that thing.”


  That’s what I wanted to say, but it came out “Coffee. Black.”


  The fat guy got a Budweiser and of course I had to pass it to him. The can was cold and wet like it just came out of a cooler. I wanted to rip it open, guzzle it down and pass it on like nothing had happened. I wonder how much alcohol they stock for a five-hour morning flight. Probably not enough to keep me going once I got started. That’s the thing. Mary says you have to think the drink through—think that first drink all the way through to the end. One would be nice, two would be lovely and three even better, but how many would be enough? There’s no such thing as enough. One drink doesn’t even begin to satisfy the craving, just kicks it into overdrive and sets up the desire for more. More and more and more, world without end, amen. This is getting me nowhere.


  Mary would ask why I want a drink right now.


  Oh, many reasons, Mary. For starters I’m in a tin can a mile above the earth. The smell of the fat guy’s Bud is crawling up my nose—no temptation there—not to mention I’m about to revisit the scene of my youthful and childish crimes. And atone for them. If I can. Other than that, gee, no reason.


  This isn’t very productive. Maybe I should get some work done. Think about what I can do instead of what I can’t. Mary would say that too.


  Jesus, I sound like a damn AA parrot. “Squawk, squawk, squawk.”


  Okay. Time’s up. On to reports.


  Chapter 5


  


  The fat guy ordered a second beer and when he snapped it open Frank tasted the tangy, malty spray through her nose. She took a long swallow of tepid coffee and focused on Johnny’s sixty-day.


  By the time the plane landed at JFK the fat guy had downed four beers. Watching him jerk out of a drooling, snoring sleep, she was glad she stuck to coffee. She made haste from the plane and followed the exit signs to the taxi stand. When her cab came she asked the driver, “You know the Canarsie Cemetery? On Remsen in Brooklyn.”


  “Yah, yah. I know whey ees,” the cabbie answered.


  “All right. I want a hotel near there. A Holiday Inn or a Motel Six, something like that.”


  “Yah, yah.” He bobbed his head. “I know prace.”


  She sat back and the cabbie slalomed from the terminal. Frank lowered the window—no matter what coast she was on, cabs still smelled of rancid body fluids. The stale air rushed out. What replaced it was the muddy, dank smell of Jamaica Bay and she was instantly ten years old again. The gushing cold air ripped at her eyes but she kept her face into the wind. The bay smells mixed with truck diesel and the must from centuries of city living. A hunger pang stabbed her and she suddenly craved a warm onion bialy with a shmear. As the driver tore through the precocious dusk, Frank allowed a thin smile and rolled the window up.


  She rapped on the Plexiglas divider. “I changed my mind. I want to go into the City. To the Times Square Crowne Plaza.”


  “You no want Brookryn?”


  “No. Midtown. The Crowne Plaza.”


  “From Motey Six to Crowne Praza?”


  “Yeah.”


  The cabbie shrugged and slid the window shut, veering north off the parkway a couple exits later.


  Frank was at the hotel in under an hour. She carried no bags, only a toothbrush in her briefcase. Upstairs, stretched on the taut bed, she wondered which floor Gail was on. She clicked the TV on and roamed through channels. Nothing caught her interest. She knew there was a bar downstairs. Warned herself not to even think about it. She should think about food instead, and remembered her desire for the bialy. She dialed the operator, called Katz’s Deli. They were open until nine. Frank thought about schlepping all the way down to the Lower East Side but decided she was more restless than hungry. Nor was she sure she wanted to go traipsing through her old neighborhood, seeing things she might not want to be reminded of.


  Instead she took the stairs to the lobby. In the gift shop she popped for an outrageously priced pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She found the gym and worked out for an hour. After a shower she walked down Broadway, finally stopping in front of a kebab house. She’d passed the Italian restaurants knowing she’d want wine with dinner. Sushi was out because of the sake. Pizza because of the beer. But she couldn’t associate Afghan food with alcohol, so she ate there. Mixed kebabs with spiced tea were good and after dinner she wandered Times Square back to the hotel.


  It was eight thirty, too early to go to bed and still nothing on TV. She read the New York Times with her attention inevitably drifting to the locked minibar, whose key she had wisely declined.


  She dropped the paper on the floor and laced her fingers behind her head, staring at the same ceiling that was there earlier. She wondered if Gail was in, imagined she was out dining with friends and colleagues, kicking up her heels in the Big Apple. She was sure the doc wouldn’t be in her room staring at the ceiling. She’d be having fun somewhere, and her ability to play was one of the things Frank loved best about Gail. All Frank knew was drinking and working. Playing was something she’d have to learn about.


  Not wanting to bother Gail on her cell phone, Frank called the desk to leave her a message. She scanned the room service menu while waiting for a machine to answer. She was surprised when Gail answered.


  “Hey. It’s Frank. I, uh, I didn’t think you’d be in. I was just going to leave you a message.”


  “Well, here I am. I got in about thirty seconds ago.”


  “So what do you think about my offer of hot chocolate?”


  “I think that’d be lovely.”


  “Okay, then.” Frank couldn’t believe Gail had said yes. “Lovely, it is. Uh, how about one?”


  “That’d be fine.”


  “Okay. How about I meet you in the lobby.”


  “Sure. Where are you?”


  “Well, actually I’m on the third floor.”


  “Here? At the hotel?”


  “Yeah. Don’t worry, though. I’m not stalking you. I was headed to a Motel Six in Brooklyn and I thought what the hell, why not treat myself? So here I am, about to order a hot fudge sundae from room service.” Frank decided to gamble big. “I don’t suppose you’d care to join me?”


  “You’re not playing fair. You keep plying me with chocolate.”


  “It’s my new drug of choice. Better a big bowl of ice cream than a bottle of Scotch.”


  “What room are you in?” Frank told her and Gail said, “Order one for me, too. I’ll be down in five minutes.”


  “Roger that.”


  “With extra chocolate.”


  “Roger again.”
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