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  May 2008


  The shrill ring of the doorbell propelled Kate Delafield from her recliner. Adrenaline pouring through her, gasping, almost choking with relief, she took in her familiar surroundings. She stood shaking her head to dislodge the images.


  Get a grip, get a grip, get a grip, she ordered herself.


  How could she possibly have dropped off to sleep now?


  Checking that her shirt was tucked into her pants, sweeping a final glance over the living room, she hurried to open the door of her condo.


  She knew she did not look her best, especially with her nerves awash in the aftermath of the dream. But as Captain Carolina Walcott took her in she was dismayed by the surprise that flickered briefly in her dark brown eyes.


  Captain, Kate said, amazed that her voice sounded normal. She extended a hand. Come in, its good to see you.


  And you, Kate. Walcott grasped her hand and held it an extra moment, her smile wide, her gaze affectionate.


  Make yourself comfortable. Kate gestured to the sofa where a tray on the coffee table held a carafe of coffee and two dark blue coffee mugs emblazoned in gold with the letters LAPD. She hung back, took two deep breaths, still dispelling adrenaline and the effects of the dream, wishing she could pour herself a stiff scotch.


  Striding to the sofa, Walcott took in the combination living room, dining area and kitchen with the sweeping, acute, practiced glance of a police professional. As she sat with casual ease on the cream-colored sofa, tree-filtered late afternoon sunlight through the open balcony doors warmed the beige tones of her jacket and pants, her milk chocolate skin. She looked trim and handsome, dignified, well groomed, authoritative. Recovered from the effects of the dream, Kate now felt exposed and vulnerable to Walcotts judgment of her, of the revealing truths of her home and her own attire: pants, a shirt, sneakers. The phone call from Walcott had come in only an hour ago, and while Kate had made a wardrobe upgrade from her sweats, she could not very well don office gear, could not wear a suit jacket as she had done every day of her life at Wilshire Division.


  Receiving a captain of the LAPD was an unprecedented event in her experience. Captains did not visit subordinates in their homes, they received them in their offices. Although technically Kate was no longer a subordinate, it did not matter when it came to the ingrained discipline of police hierarchy; and she felt an inferiority that had everything to do with Walcotts lofty rank.


  I dont happen to have much in the house, she said to Walcott, but I remember you like these. She picked up the plate sitting on the tray and offered it. Oatmeal cookies. Shed found the package in the pantry, its expiration date still a month away.


  Again Walcotts smile was generous, transforming her hawk-like features. She took one. I appreciate you remembering.


  Feeling the need to sit upright, Kate chose the adjacent armchair instead of the treacherous leather recliner that had lulled her to sleep. A breeze, cool for early May, blew in through the open balcony doors, presaging evening, bringing with it a faint leafy aroma.


  Picking up the carafe, Walcott poured herself and Kate a mug of coffee. There was no cream or sugar on the tray; like virtually all cops, both women drank coffee strong and black. Handing a mug to Kate, Walcott said, Doesnt seem possible its been four months.


  Going on five. Kate pasted a congenial smile on her face and picked up her coffee mug. Walcott obviously felt the need to perform whatever casual interrogatories and pleasantries she deemed necessary before she got to the business that had brought her here.


  Walcott studied her with the hooded, expressionless eyes of a cop on the job. How have you been doing, Kate? Before she could answer, Walcott said, I should know better than to ask a detective such a softball question. What have you been doing?


  Kate much preferred the first question, a ball she could bat around among any number of platitudes. Oh, you know, just the usual stuff, a little travel, catching up on sleep, reading, just unwinding and taking it easy. Some of this was true. Shed been to Big Bear and had read a great many books. She gestured vaguely around the condo. Stuff needed doing so I got that done. New carpet, painted the place.


  Her changes had been in fact far more radical. Of the living room furniture, only the recliner remained from earlier days and the career memorabilia hanging on the wall. In the bedroom, only her clothes were the same. Every other item in that particular room including her clock radio had been replaced. Everything in the den, except for her computer and printer, was new. Even the barstools at the breakfast bar had been changed. Shed had to do it all; she had reached the point where she couldnt bear walking into her own home anymore, and shed made this choice over selling the place. At bedrock she needed to live here. She needed at least that much familiarity and continuity in her life.


  Nice, Walcott commented. This is a very nice place, Kate.


  Thanks, Kate said, and quickly sent the ball back over the net: And yourself, Captain? How goes the war?


  Were solving every case, being heroes to a grateful populace


  Both women shared complicit chuckles. Pressure to clear cases was relentless and always had been, and public criticism if not outright disdain of law enforcement was an unremitting din in all of LAPDs nineteen divisions, soon to expand to twenty-one. Walcott picked up a small paper napkin, folded it around her cookie and sat back on Kates leather sofa, coffee in one hand, cookie in the other. So far its only conjecture, but the west side may be losing officers to Central and South bureaus.


  Kates eyebrows rose in surprise. She was flattered that Walcott would share anything from high echelon strategy meetings, much less an unreleased major news item like this one. As Kates lieutenant at Wilshire Division, Carolina Walcott had been blunt-spoken, sometimes profane, often confronting her detectives beyond the point of abrasiveness. But except for a few dismissive generalities she kept her own counsel about LAPD politics, and this revelation meant she was trusting her with important and confidential information. The new chief is a brave man, Kate ventured.


  Walcott grinned. Brave? Thats one word for it. How easy is it to shift troops when youve got thirty-five thousand to cover a place like New York? Hell soon find out about redeploying less than ten thousand over the five hundred square miles of LA. Walcott took a bite of her cookie and ate it with obvious relish, and drank some coffee.


  What does she want? Kates mind spun with possibilities. Some major development in an old case of mine? No, shed just call. An assignment? Not possible.


  Walcott added, Wait till the people who believe they deserve greater protection find out a chunk of its being siphoned off to people they consider far beneath their superior selves.


  Even as Kate smiled at the remark, she realized that Walcotts unusual candor about LAPDs internal strategies was also a reflection of Kates own changed status from insider to outsider, someone no longer plugged into the gossip pipeline. Nevertheless she was still pleased that Walcott had shared this with her. Think itll happen?


  Without doubt. He is, as you say, a brave man. And unlike certain people we know, not interested in running for mayor.


  Amused by this reference to the ambitions of a former police chief, Kate picked up her mug and sat back, appreciating the rich scent and hot bitter bite of the coffee while wishing it were laced with scotch. She made no reply to Walcott and decided not to initiate any further conversation. She wanted to be told the purpose of this visit.


  Walcott too drank from her coffee. And then she asked, Heard from Cameron lately?


  Another pleasantry. But this one happened to hit a nerve. Unwilling to let Walcott know how out of the loop she felt with Joe Cameron, how disturbed she was with her former partner, she replied off-handedly, Not for a while. And offered, But hes taken sick leave along with vacation. Information Walcott already knew, of course.


  Walcott nodded, her gaze fixed assessingly on Kate. Did he mention they were my orders about the leave?


  No, he didnt mention that. He wouldnt.


  Stress to the max. We cops will never admit were riding on the rims much less about to spin off the road. But he didnt argue. I assume you know he was lead detective on the Carter case?


  Hell yes. Its all he talked about. Its eaten him alive.


  All homicide detectives had cases that were deep and personal. Shed had several in her career. Fifteen-year-old Tamara Carter had been Camerons first case without Kate, a rape-murder, and his first view of the brutally violated victim had ignited a rage that seemed inextinguishable. With no new leads and further progress now dependent on results from the FBI lab, Cameron had continued to re-interview Tamara Carters friends and family and to pore obsessively over every detail in the murder book.


  How often do you usually hear from him?


  Every week, at first, she admitted. Sometimes more. But its been three weeks now. Werewe were tight, you know.


  Again the smile, this time sudden and disarming. Yeah, tell me. Too tight. He was like a young colt when he transferred in and he turned my most seasoned detective into one too.


  Kate too smiled. Walcott had no idea.


  Im sure I have no idea, Walcott said.


  Kate shook her head in reply. When had this woman turned into a mind reader?


  He was good for you, Kate, so I didnt step much on either one of you unless I had to. You were good for each other.


  We were. Joe was the best partner I ever had.


  From what I know, he didnt have much competition.


  Kate shrugged. What was there to say? Ed Taylor had come from an earlier era and his minimalist approach to homicide investigation wouldnt see him through a single day on any detective squad in any of the Divisions today. Anyway, why speak ill of the dead? He was five years gone, an early morning heart attack, keeling over among his avocado trees on his property in Fallbrook. Marie Taylor had called her with the news, and Kate had spent an unexpectedly melancholy Saturday going to his funeral services, standing shoulder to shoulder with a few other attending police officers, nostalgic in spite of herself in an onrush of memory of the years and the cases they had shared together. As for her second partner, Torrie Holdenafter her behavior in the aftermath of the arrest gone wrong when Kate had taken a bullet in her shoulder, after Torries concealment of a blundering violation of the terms of a search warrant that had almost let a killer walkLieutenant Mike Bodwin had taken her off Kates hands before she could fasten them around Torries neck. Torrie had thereafter left homicide at Hollenbeck in favor of a transfer to West Valley where presumably she was doing less damage as a patrol sergeant.


  You deserved a good partner, Kate, and you taught Joe a lot, brought him to a level of professionalism and thoroughness he needed. You say its been about three weeks? Any idea why the silence?


  She shook her head. Truthfully, Ive been very pissed with him. Especially with the burden she was carrying right now. Shed been hearing from him less and less over the past two months and had assumed their bonding as partners had been fading as her distance from their daily police life together lengthened. She was becoming ever more tense and alert over these seemingly innocuous questions from Walcott. I left two messages and he didnt call. She sipped coffee, watching Walcott, who wouldnt know whether Camerons behavior was normal or not.


  Is that normal?


  A sharp prickling of alarm ran up her arms into the back of her neck along her hairline. Whats this about, Captain?


  Walcott shifted on the sofa, placing one hand on the leather as if to brace herself, and Kate had a flash of memory: being called into the captains office at Wilshire Division, standing frozen in place as she was informed that her partner of twelve years, the first woman she had ever loved, was dead in a fiery crash on the Hollywood Freewayan oil tanker had fallen on the hood of Annes car. She could still feel how the knife had slid into her heart, a knife that had remained lodged there every day of the twenty-five years since.


  Is CameronCould he be


  Newer procedure had homicide detectives not making death notifications until after theyd gleaned as much information as possible, in the cold calculation that theyd lose the person they were questioning to shock and grief. Carolina Walcott had been a homicide detective and a damned good one, and all good homicide detectives were good actors. But Walcotts overall demeanor did not indicate that anything was seriously amiss, and no way could she be that good an actor. Still, Kate felt no reassurance.


  Whats this about? she demanded. Tell me why youre here, Captain.


  Walcott raised a placating hand. Possiblyprobablynothing.


  She placed the napkin-wrapped remnants of her cookie back on the tray, and leaned toward Kate, elbows on her thighs, hands together, fingers lightly interlaced. Its about the Carter case. When I made captain in January I had SID reprint and superglue the entire crime scene


  Joe told me all that, Kate broke in impatiently and did a recap so Walcott would not draw this out any further. No semen, no blood or hairs anywhere that werent hers, but Joe said there was a palm print, a good one, behind the victims headboard. He figured the guy had a hand behind the headboard when he was forcing himself down her throat.


  Walcott nodded. You know how theyre backlogged at the FBI lab, no case is ever moved up unless major clout comes with it and a mere LAPD captain is hardly major clout at the FBI. But I promised Joe Id stay on it, follow up personally and let him know if anything broke. I can only figure somebody back in Quantico must have heard about the case and had a fifteen- year-old daughter because a week ago I did hear. No way Joe wouldnt call me back, Kate, not after I left a message that we got a hit on his case, no matter what he was doing, no matter where he was. Hed no more be without his cell than his right arm, we both know that.


  Kate was nodding, her mind churning. Walcott was right on all counts. Joe would have been on this like paint.


  Any ideas? Walcott sat back and slid an arm along the back of the sofa, crossing her legs as if prepared to discuss this for whatever length of time it took.


  Yeah, probably too many. Anyone checked his house?


  Me. Last week.


  Kate looked at her in astonishment.


  Walcott shrugged and said, looking a bit sheepish, I just drove by. His car was there and another car, a Ford Escort with a Marvell Maids sign on the door. I figured if he was in the house and anything was wrong a housekeeper would probably notice. Her smile was fleeting. I rang him again from my car. Nothing.


  Cameron could take care of himself, Kate reassured herself; he was surely okay. There had to be a logical explanation. Anything going on with any of his cases? Any recent parole with an interest in revenge?


  Nothing I know of. I cant go deeper without raising flags. No one in his professional life knows him better than you, Kate. Anything personal youre aware of that might bebothering him?


  Kate shifted in her armchair and met Walcotts eyes. Are you asking if I know anything that might make Joe eat his gun?


  Do you?


  No, she said emphatically. I mean, even if there were, he wouldnt. Cameron was far more tough-minded than she was, and while she had some very dark places in her, especially these days, shed never gone anywhere near that particular one. He wouldnt, she repeated.


  Many killers dont look like killers. There was challenge in Walcotts tone.


  Kate shook her head. Wouldnt happen, Captain. You said its been a week since your drive-by? The reason Walcott was here was dispiritingly clear: to elicit what she knew. Which wasnt much. Which still didnt explain why she hadnt called her into the station or asked via phone.


  I was hoping you might take a look, Kate. A quiet look.


  She hid her surprise, saying evenly, From what youve told me I would anyway. But why a quiet look?


  Its been a week now, but theres no justification for any official action. Hes on leave. We cant act just on uncharacteristic behavior. If theres a reasonable explanation, fine. If theres a problem, lets see what it is. Theres no time urgency on the FBI hit, he happens to be somebody in the jail system. I cant inform Rasmussenyou know Joes new partner is a rookie. I dont yet trust him or his judgment. I do trust you. Anyway, Paul Rasmussen would do the same damn thing I did, call him about the hit. I did very casually ask if Joe had any plans for his time off and he said Joe didnt mention anything. What Im saying is, until we know something I want this kept under the radar. Because Im working on getting him into RHD. Homicide Special.


  Kate nodded vigorously, glad for Cameron. Hed be perfect. The positions in Robbery Homicide were highly prized and drew considerable competition, more so now that a new Police Administration Building was under construction downtown to replace the hopelessly antiquated Parker Center, and a restructure of LAPDs best detectives into elite specialized squads was underway.


  Career-wise hes got a clean package, Walcott said. With all the edges he had when he first came into homicide, that miracle is due mainly to you. I dont want anything getting into the rumor mill now. I most certainly dont want anything landing in his jacket.


  I understand. When did you say the Marvell Maids were there?


  Walcotts grin conveyed that she knew what Kate was thinking. Cameron deserves no less than the best detective he knows. Assuming he gets his place cleaned every week


  He does. I sometimes call him Joe Fastidious.


  Then tomorrow. When I drove by it was about eleven thirty.


  Which meant that Walcotts visit today had been precisely timed. Ill check around and let you know.


  Walcott got up as if her business were completed, but instead of moving toward the living room door she headed toward the balcony.


  What now? Kate followed her through the open sliding doors.


  Walcott leaned both elbows on the balcony railing and gazed at the hazy Hollywood Hills in the distance, then did a slow survey of Kings Road from three stories up. All these beautiful trees, she marveled, her face softening in pleasure. Great street, great area, lots of historic preservation. Easy street parking, a miracle these days. Youve done very well for yourself, Kate.


  I was just damn lucky, Captain. Came to West Hollywood in ninety-four, before the area decided to get a lot more upscale. Kate joined her at the railing, gazing in renewed appreciation at the profusion of mature trees, a mix of poplar, laurel, pine and various species of palms shading the other three- and four-story apartment buildings lining her block of Kings Road.


  I wish Id had the brains to move in from Simi Valley, Walcott said. Before the city went to hell with all the traffic. She was watching two young men strolling along pushing a baby carriage. And before LAPD got taken straight to hell by those fucking bastards at Rampart.


  Kate nodded and remained silent. Walcott glanced at her and then said quietly, I did everything I could for you, Kate. I hope you know that.


  I do know that, Captain, Kate answered just as quietly. I was glad to have the five years. Even if they happened for all the wrong reasons. I consider myself lucky on a number of counts.


  You and me both. Bad enough you had supervisory involvement as the D-Three, but for the grace of God you and Torrie could have been the catching detectives on that clusterfuck of a case. I could have been transferred in sooner rather than later and been the lieutenant of record.


  Walcott fell silent, seemingly absorbed in the activity on the street, and Kate took up her own thoughts. Not even a fiction writer could have imagined that the drive-by shooting of a rap star in March of 1997, however sensational it seemed at the time, would explode into a decade-long roiling turmoil for Wilshire Division and the entire LAPD. The homicide of Notorious B.I.G., gunned down in his SUV on Wilshire Boulevard in rumored payback for the killing of rap star Tupac Shakur in Las Vegas, had erupted into a crossfire of accusations that had implicated two of the renegade cops in the anti-gang CRASH Unit at Rampart Division as suspects in the murder. Their infamous, lawless behavior at Rampart in fabricating and planting evidence had resulted in scores of overturned convictions and brought the morale-destroying humiliation of a federal receivership down on LAPD, along with it endless lawsuits and accusations of a cover-up of the Notorious B.I.G. murder by Wilshire Division. The path of destruction had smashed a number of police careers and reputations, and hers could so easily have been one of them.


  While she had shared the anger and embarrassment of her fellow officers over all the events and revelations, she had not shared their despondency; out of the disaster had come additional time beyond the normal thirty-year expiration date on her police career. With Wilshire homicide detectives inundated by the demands of the murder case and its lawsuits, Kates continuing service had become essential, and her tenure had been extended an additional five years under DROP, LAPDs Deferred Retirement Option Program, her application signed off on by the chief of police himself. But no additional extension beyond those five years had been possible, and Kates retirement had become official as of December.


  Watching Walcotts grim face, Kate called upon the one ray of optimism she could offer. It feels like things are changing, Captain. Like the worlds finally turning on its axis into a better place. How good is it that we have an African American candidate for president and he actually stands a chance?


  Walcotts smile chased the grimness from her face. Ill believe it when I see it. But you can feel the hope in the city, Kate. And the country. She turned away from the railing and walked back inside.


  Kate accompanied her while she strolled around the living room looking at the framed memorabilia on the wall. Walcott never wasted time; she had other business she had yet to get to. But she took in slowly and without comment the photos from Kates police career, of her in uniform at official functions, in informal photos in the Detectives Squad Room, Los Angeles Times photos of her with other officers at crime scenes, promotion certificates, awards and citations, the shadow box containing an exact replica of Kates gold detective shield with her badge number that Aimee had had made for her years ago.


  Not looking at her, Walcott inquired, How long have you been drinking again, Kate?


  Totally ambushed by the question, Kate felt an intense burning in her face and an equally hot surge of anger. Cameron. Hes told her.


  Why? she snapped. Im retired. Whats it to you?


  Walcott turned to her, arms crossed. Some of us actually care about you. Plus, you look like hell.


  However I look, whatever I do, its my business.


  Wheres Aimee?


  My business.


  Has she left?


  In welling rage, struggling to not order this woman out of her house, Kate did not reply.


  Youre right of course. Its your business.


  Walcott uncrossed her arms and for a moment Kate thought she would reach for her. Instead she dropped her arms to her sides. Just know this, Kate. Youre highly respected. Youre very much missed. Youre still in the police family. Youre as important to meto usas Joe Cameron. Lots of us care about you. One more thing. She reached into her jacket pocket. Someone else left our confines a few months after you did, shes a free agent too. She helped you onceshe might be willing to help you again.


  Walcott withdrew a business card from the pocket and laid it on the coffee table. Thanks for the hospitality. Ill let myself out.


  As the door closed on Walcott, Kate was already stalking to the kitchen. She yanked the bottle of Cutty Sark out of the cupboard, slammed a glass onto the counter and glugged a large quantity of scotch into it and took two deep swallows.


  She directed a poisonous look at the closed door. You dont know one fucking thing about me or the kind of hell I live in.


  Feeling easier, calmer from just the burn of the alcohol in her mouth and down her throat, she carried the glass to the den that used to be Aimees office and opened the door.


  Vehemently meowing her displeasure, Miss Marple marched from the room and down the hallway into the living room. Kate followed her, and picked up the business card from the coffee table. Placing the glass of scotch and the card on the end table, she dropped heavily into her recliner and rubbed her face with both hands. Miss Marple leaped into her lap and began purring, her head butting Kates elbows.


  Scratching her delicate ears, Kate whispered, Miss Marple, youre still the only female who understands me.


  She picked up the business card and held the plain white side of it between her thumb and index finger for long moments before she finally flipped it over to read its simple black print:


  


  Calla Dearborn, Ph.D.


  Licensed Psychologist


  Lic. # PSY 705536


  Ph: 323-555-1954


  2


  The next morning, after the worst of peak rush hour traffic, Kate drove unseeingly, her head throbbing, through misty gray overcast to Sunset Boulevard and along Fountain Avenue, then up the graceful arc of Hyperion Avenue in Silverlake. She parked the Focus under an oak tree, one of several that sheltered a secluded house tucked amid a wooded enclave of modest frame and stucco homes. Eclectic Silverlake, with its conglomeration of ethnicities and its proximity to downtown, had become a hip place to live during the last decade or so, and the value of the unpretentious dwellings around her had inflated with their newly acquired cachet. Kate quashed the automatic impulse of disapproval, reminding herself of her vow not to lose the flexibility for accepting inevitable change. Along with the relentless congested traffic and roiling politics of a diverse city, Silverlake was part of an ever-evolving LA, whether or not she happened to like any particular aspect of it, and as Maggie had often told her, Everything changes, Kate. Nothing stays the same.


  She let Stevie Nicks finish singing Rhiannon, turned off the radio and sat for some moments sipping from a tall container of strong Starbucks coffee, listening to the birds and the ticking of the cooling engine, waiting for the caffeine hit to lessen the lightning strikes of pain in her head. She finally gave up, opened the glove compartment and poked around till she found the bottle of Tylenol, tossed three more tablets in her mouth and washed them down with the remainder of the coffee.


  Get yourself moving, she muttered. But still she sat, in a kind of torpor, waiting for the willpower to kick in that would get her out of the car. Summoning willpower seemed to take longer each time she came here.


  After all those years she had arrived at homicide scenes and performed her job with authority and confidence, viewing up close beaten, mutilated, sometimes dismembered corpses in the most visceral, nightmarish displays of bloody mayhemwhy was it so hard to do this now? Because, she answered herself, those bodies had been drained of life, they were husks, and her task, her mission in work and in life, had been to determine responsibility for that ultimate robbery, the taking of life and all the promise of that life to everyone around a murder victim. Grueling as it had been at times to spend hours gathering evidence and information amid the worst of human savagery, none of it seemed so difficult as bringing herself now into the presence of imminent death, keeping company with someone on deaths threshold, someone she could not bear to lose.


  She pushed herself out of the car, taking a Starbucks bag with her.


  The latched wrought iron gate opened onto a smooth concrete path bisecting leaf-strewn grounds and leading to a boxy, unadorned, yet architecturally pleasing white frame house that filled a considerable portion of its quarter acre of land. An expanse of attractive mullioned windows on all sides of the house faced an urban forest of jacaranda, ficus, fan palms, bird of paradise, thickets of scarlet bougainvillea and lantana in full May bloom.


  Kate opened a tall oak door and entered a light-filled room. The immediate impression was of a living room with a blond hardwood floor decorated with bright geometric-patterned area rugs, and sofas and chairs and armchairs in cheerful sherbet-colored fabrics arranged into three conversation groupings. Only a light cherry wood reception desk, angled out from the wall nearest the door, and a faint odor, indefinable but distinctly, astringently medicinal, gave any immediate indication that this was anything but a large private home. One of the conversation groupings, arranged around a fireplace of dark blue tiles, was occupied by three people, two heavyset women with graying hair seated on either side of a white-haired, round-shouldered old man in a wheelchair whose head shook with tremors. The women were each grasping one of his hands and did not look up as the pneumatic door hissed closed behind Kate.


  No one was at the desk, and Kate made her way quietly through the reception room and down the rear corridor, nodding to a white-clad male attendant who was carrying a tray. She stopped at the fourth room on the left.


  In a narrow bed closest to the window, Maggie Schaeffer lay gazing out into the lush greenery, a light blanket over her emaciated body, a translucent hand resting on the cover of a book lying beside her. Her roommate, new to Kate, an ancient, wizened woman with yellowish skin and gray hair so thin her scalp showed through, was asleep in the bed along the wall near the door, her exhaled breaths blubbery snores. A television mounted on the wall was on, emitting muted sounds of movie conversation into the room.


  Kate paused in the doorway looking at Maggie, pierced by memory of when she had first met her at the Nightwood Bar. A robust, supremely confident Maggie Schaeffer, wearing a lavender T-shirt and shorts festooned with zippers. In later years a Maggie Schaeffer with weathered skin always tanned by San Fernando Valley sun, her handsome face framed by a shock of pure white hair, flirting with her lesbian customers as she served drinks amid the noisy conviviality of the Nightwood Bar. The wraith-thin woman in the bed, her head covered with a fine dandelion fuzz growing back after chemotherapy, oxygen prongs leading from her nose to a canister at the head of the bed, seemed the cruelest of impersonations. The one unchanging element that connected this person to that other vibrant woman was the glazed ceramic coffee mug on Maggies bedside table, a fixture in her tiny Pacoima houseand in Maggies handthroughout the twenty-three years Kate had known her. It was one of the very few items she had taken with her to this final stop.


  I see you over there, Maggie said in a wispy voice, not turning her head.


  Kate, used to her preternatural awareness these days, moved into the room and over to her bed, rattling the Starbucks bag. I brought your good friend Frappuccino.


  Maggie turned her head toward her then, and the taut skin on her gaunt face stretched whitely over her cheekbones with her smile. She indicated the other bed with a slight movement of her head. Thats Alice. She arrived on death row yesterday afternoon.


  The hospice held ten people at any one time, two in each bedroom, and beds in this attractive, well-staffed hospice were only briefly empty. Maggie had no family; they had disowned their unabashedly butch lesbian daughter decades ago. Shortly after the diagnosis of terminal cancer Kate had taken it upon herself to discover and evaluate Silverlake Havenwelcoming LGBT people being a major criterionand had gotten Maggie on the waiting list. By the time it became clear that twenty-four-hour palliative care was all that remained to be done for her, her name had reached the top of the list and Kate had had her transported here by private ambulance.


  Kate poured the Frappuccino into the ceramic mug and inserted the flexible straw from Maggies water glass and served it to her. Maggie raised her head and took an appreciative sip. Good. This too, she said, picking up the KG MacGregor paperback from the bed. Patton finished reading it to me yesterday.


  Kate nodded. Ill bring you one of your favorites tomorrow, a new Kallmaker. She pulled a blueberry muffin out of the bag. How are you? she dutifully inquired, and sat beside the bed.


  Never better. You eat that muffin, she instructed Kate. I dont want it unless its baked around those pills I asked you for.


  Glancing at the new roommate, who seemed to be stirring, Kate shook her head. Lets not go there again today, Maggie.


  Why not? I have a new idea thatll satisfy all your qualms of conscience. How about next time you bring two guns, give me one, and you shoot me in self-defense?


  Kate let out a bark of laughter in spite of herself and heard a snort from Alice in the other bed that did not seem to be a snore.


  Maggie was speaking with a faint wheeze and pushing out words with some effort but without coughing, thanks to the new concoction of aerated medication delivered via her oxygen tube that today seemed to be holding open airways. Kate understood that it was possibly not her lungs that would kill her. The stage four squamous cell carcinoma had metastasized to the liver, Maggie was being given palliatives on demand, and the medical staff had told Kate it was only a matter of weeks if not days before one or more vital functions shut down.


  Kate, when Audie took sleeping pills, you were okay with that, you agreed she had a right to do what she did about her cancer


  Kate scowled. But she did it to herself. And finding Audies body almost killed Raney too.


  Kate, how can you wish these last few weeks of dying like this on your very best friend?


  Because I cant bear even the thought of losing you. Weve talked about this, she said.


  Be grateful you gave up smoking so long ago, Kate.


  If it werent for Anne She didnt finish because she would not have said she was grateful. Undoubtedly, had Anne not made her stop she would have been stupid enough to still be smoking. I think this happened from the secondhand smoke you breathed in all those years at the Nightwood Bar.


  So youre telling me my lesbian sisters killed me?


  Kate smiled at her. Maybe just the ones you seduced and dumped.


  Are you the police detective? called the woman in the other bed, her voice shaky and querulous. I need you to help me.


  Kate raised her eyebrows at Maggie, who shrugged. So I told her about you. I told her youre retired.


  Miss Police Detective, can I talk to you?


  Kate rolled her eyes at Maggie, then got up and walked over to the other bed. Hello Alice, my name is Kate. I cant help you with anything. Im retired from the police.


  Alice surveyed Kates khakis and yellow polo shirt with something like approval in her watery blue eyes, then she fixed her gaze on Kates face. I need you to find somebody. Jonathan Philip Souza. Like John Philip Sousa except its Jonathan and the Souzas spelled with a zee.


  Dont you have family


  My family wont have a thing to do with him. I need to see him. I need to tell him Tears formed and overflowed down her shrunken cheeks. I love that boy. Please find him. Tell him his Aunt Alice wants to see him.


  Alice, Im sorry, Kate said gently. I just cant do that.


  Alice dismissed this with a contemptuous wave of a claw-like hand. What kind of detective are you? The tone suggested shed asked Kate what kind of human she was. She rolled away, turning her back to Kate, facing the wall.


  Kate Maggie beckoned to her.


  Kate returned to her bed, and obeying Maggies signal, bent down to her. Pancreatic cancer, Maggie whispered in her ear. Cut her some slack, shes on God knows what medication. A hand on Kates shoulder, Maggie held her in place and continued, This boy, hes no boy, hes thirty-five years old and gay. He was a throwaway like me. Years ago.


  I dont know what I can


  Dont give me that crap, she rasped. She weakly pushed Kate away. Just figure it out and do it.


  Kate sighed.


  You look pretty rough, Maggie remarked, inspecting her. Hung over?


  A little, Kate admitted. She was feeling better with the Tylenol.


  Aimee was in last night.


  Kate nodded. Aimee was visiting when Kate was not. A few days ago, coming out of the hospice, Kate had seen her drive off after seeing Kates Focus parked in front of Silverlake Haven.


  If you dont get off the sauce


  Kate held up both hands in peremptory command. No need for Maggie to deliver this message yet again. I have to go, she said. Theres somewhere I need to be by eleven thirty. She patted Maggies hand.


  Maggie grasped hers. Please, Kate, I want this to end. Just bring me pills. Thats all I ask.


  Maggie, I cant.


  You can.


  Kate withdrew her hand and turned away from Maggie and moved sadly, dispiritedly toward the door. Ill be back later today.


  Miss Police Detective, you find Jonathan Philip Souza, Alice called to her. Thats Souza with a zee.


  3


  Still strategizing how she would go about her next actions of the day, Kate stopped at her condo to pick up some necessities before proceeding to Camerons house.


  In the living room she took from the wall the shadow box that displayed the replica of her badge and pried open the back of the box, telling herself all the while that this was about Cameron and only in the most extreme circumstances would she ever make use of the badge. Also wryly thinking that in similar circumstances Cameron wouldnt have a single qualm, hed be laughing at her: What, you have a problem with impersonating the officer you used to be? Unhooking it from its blue velvet backdrop, hefting it in her handshe had never before touched itshe noted that the replica felt slightly heavier than the real one.


  In the bedroom she changed out of her khakis and into roomy cargo pants. She slipped her wallet and phone into one of the pockets along with a pad and pen and a few other items, still glad these four plus months later that she never again had to carry the shoulder bag she had always thought of as that goddamn saddlebag the entire time she was a cop. Carefully, she buttoned the badge into the remaining empty cargo pocket so that she could not inadvertently display it while pulling out something else. Or worse, lose it. Losing a fake badge with her number on it would potentially be a greater
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