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ONE

	 

	 

	I sat on the curb, pressing the square of gauze that the EMT had given me to the cut above my brow. He’d tried to get me to go to the hospital to get stitches, but I refused. My arm ached from holding the gauze in place. My other shoulder throbbed. The stinging in my skinned knee was only overshadowed by my battered pride.

	The police officer squatting next to me was impossibly young. He looked fourteen. And yet, he had that veiled cop condescension thing completely down. He spoke to me slowly, carefully, and with the slight sing-song lilt in his voice that was reserved for drunks, children, and old people.

	I was two for three on that count.

	“Why exactly did you try to hit him again?” the officer asked.

	“I didn’t try. I did hit him.”

	He gave me an indulgent nod. “Okay. But you understand that if you hit him, that’s assault. You get that, don’t you, Mister…” He glanced down at my driver’s license, which he held in his hand. “Mr. McCrae?”

	Technically, trying to hit someone was assault, too, and the baby-faced officer surely knew it. He just didn’t know that I did. I also knew what he was doing – trying to talk his way out of taking a report. If he could get everyone to agree there’d been no assault or, at least, that no one wanted to press charges, he could clear the call with a brief note in the computer dispatch system rather than write an official report. The report took at least ten times longer and he likely already had a few stacked up and waiting until things slowed down so he could get to them. Not only was this incident interfering with the ‘slowing down’ part of that equation but it also threatened to add to his pile of reports. Such was a Thursday night on patrol. Weekends were worse. Some things never changed.

	I pulled the gauze away, revealing the injury above my brow. “What’s that look like to you, son?”

	He bristled, clearly not liking being called “son.” His youthful appearance was probably a point of teasing among his fellow cops and criminals alike. Which is exactly why I chose the word.

	“It looks like a minor cut,” he said. “It’s not even bleeding anymore.”

	“That’s because I applied direct pressure for the last ten minutes.”

	“You want a first aid merit badge for that?” he asked testily. 

	Clearly, the time for patronizing had ended. That was all right with me. I’d rather be insulted than talked down to any day.

	“Jealous that you haven’t earned yours yet, cub scout?”

	He scowled.

	I glanced at his name tag. O. Wilson, it read. My mind flashed briefly to a pioneer in early policing that I’d read about and admired during my career. Of course, the reason I even knew about O.W. Wilson in the first place was because of Sergeant Akeela Williamson, and Akeela was the very reason I was sitting on a curb with a bloody gauze pressed to my skull, talking to a cop who resembled a fourteen-year-old, with an attitude to match.

	It wasn’t Akeela’s fault, though. It was all mine.

	“Why are you trying to talk yourself into jail?” Officer Wilson asked me.

	“Is that what I’m doing?”

	“Yeah. Whether you mean to or not.”

	I decided to shut up for a little while. I was sixty-five-years-old, bloody, drunk, and mouthing off to a cop young enough to be my grandson. It wasn’t a good look.

	Wilson took note of my silence. He seemed to consider asking me another question, but stood up instead. He walked past me, disappearing from my peripheral vision. A few moments later, I caught bits of his conversation with the other guy. I didn’t have to look over to get a mental picture of him. His barrel chest, scraggly goatee and wife-beater tee beneath an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt were still firmly ingrained in my bourbon-soaked brain.

	I’d come to the bar with Rachel. For the most part, we’d been close over the past eight years, ever since she came back into my life. I’d dated her mother in my early thirties for about a year or so. Rachel was ten at the time. Things didn’t work out with her mother and me, and so we went our own ways. Right after I retired, Rachel sought me out to help her find out the truth about a photograph she’d found of her mother and a young girl. Everything pointed to the girl being Rachel’s sister. Some cocktail napkin math made it likely she was also my daughter.

	We went down to Oregon together to find the truth. And in her mother’s small hometown, we eventually did just that. Some measure of it, anyway. And while the truth didn’t bring either one of us peace, it did seem to bring us closer together. In each other, I thought we found something neither of us had – family.

	Maybe we did. But life is a trickster, a realization that I’ve only come to late in the process, perhaps too late to avoid falling prey to its wiles. For a time, Rachel and I stayed in frequent contact and built a relationship. But as things in her life changed, we drifted apart. First it was her new job. Then a boyfriend came along. She was cautious about that, having had bad luck in the men department most of her life. William seemed like a decent guy, though. Treated her good.

	She got pregnant. They got married. A daughter came along. Rachel named her Marie, her lost sister’s middle name.

	Somewhere in the midst of all that living, room for me in her life diminished. I don’t think it was intentional, or even conscious. But it definitely happened, slowly whittling away at the time we spent together and the life events we shared.

	When we came back to Spokane from Oregon, I felt like Rachel could be the daughter I never had. But these days, she’s become more like the friend I used to know.

	That didn’t stop her from taking me to this bar tonight, though. I needed her, she knew it, and she was there. That has to mean something, right?

	Once at the bar, I drank too much, too fast. I should have stuck with a glass of wine, my usual fare. Instead, I downed one bourbon after another. Things got a little hazy. I got a little loud. Rachel tried to get me to leave. I might have said some things to her that were cruel or self-pitying. Sitting on the curb now, I couldn’t remember that for certain, but I could vividly recall the hurt, angry expression on her face before she left.

	I think the bartender told me to pipe down or leave. At some point, he brought me a club soda and offered to call a cab. I don’t remember if I agreed or talked him out of it. I can’t even recall exactly how long I sat there. But somehow I ended up in a discussion with the barrel-chested man with a goatee in the Hawaiian shirt. That discussion became an argument that became a fight. Even though he was at least twenty years my junior, I took a swing at him. Once the fight was on, he gave no quarter. I landed two or three punches, mostly ineffective ones that glanced off his forearms. Only one connected with any force, bloodying his nose. I missed on the follow up to that shot. My looping right hook sailed past his face as he pulled away, and I tumbled forward, cracking my head on the table. That gave me the cut above my brow.

	The EMT who’d tended to me earlier came back with some paperwork for me to sign. “You should at least go to an urgent care clinic and get those stitches,” he said.

	I shook my head.

	He shrugged and pointed to where I needed to sign. I scrawled my name. Then he flipped to the next page, which was a treatment release against medical advice. I signed the AMA, too. Then he and his partner got into the ambulance and left.

	Officer Wilson stayed gone for what seemed like a long while. But who knows? I was on drunk time, so it could have only been a few minutes. Before he returned to talk to me some more or arrest me, an unmarked police Impala slid into the lot. The headlights died and the door swung open. Detective Angie Scialfa exited the car and looked around. When she saw me seated on the curb, she walked my way.

	She’d changed her clothes since I’d seen her earlier that day. Instead of the black dress, she now she wore a pair of light blue jeans and a snug gray tank top. I could tell by her stride that she was in heels of some sort. Perfectly on brand. You can take the girl out of New Jersey but there’s no taking the Jersey out of the girl.

	Angie had been my last partner on the job. Despite her outward surly sarcasm, she’d been a good one, too. Smart, insightful, and a hard worker. The day I retired, I’d predicted to Akeela, our sergeant, that he’d lose Angie to Major Crimes within two years. I’d been wrong. She was working homicides only eighteen months later.

	Of course, that assignment is a time eater. As a result, I only saw Angie occasionally after that. I didn’t hold it against her, any more than I did with Rachel. How could I? She did noble work, and it was more pressing than having coffee with an old man.

	“This is how you party now, Mac?” she asked when she reached me.

	I didn’t answer.

	She leaned down and motioned toward the gauze I was still holding to my brow. “Lemme see.”

	“It’s nothing.”

	“It might could need stitches.”

	“Speak English, please, not Jersey.”

	She frowned, and affected a bland Pacific Northwest accent. “Sir, your injury may require stitches.”

	“It doesn’t need stitches.”

	“It might could.”

	“Medics were here. I don’t need stitches.”

	“Medics said that?” She raised an eyebrow and smirked at me. “Or you refused and they cleared off with an AMA?”

	“Why are you here?”

	“Why do you think? Rachel called.”

	“Oh.” That meant she knew all she needed to know. I knew I should be embarrassed but I was beyond that now. So I just sat and waited.

	Angie sighed. “Stay here.” 

	She turned to walk away.

	“Where am I going to go?” I asked, sullen.

	She fired me a scathing look. “What I see with all this,” she said, waving around at the scene around us, “who knows what you might pull? Stay put.” 

	I listened as she approached Officer Wilson and the other patrol officers on scene. After flashing her badge and saying her name, she asked, “What are our options here tonight, boys?”

	There was some back and forth, during which Angie let drop that I was retired off the job. This gave the patrol officers pause, but it wasn’t the golden ticket it would have been back when I was their age. There was some hemming and hawing and Wilson even suggested calling a sergeant to figure out what to do. Angie put the brakes on that and offered to talk to the barrel-chested man with the goatee herself. I didn’t hear that conversation, but knowing Angie well, it wasn’t difficult to imagine. If she could convince him to call it even, I doubted the patrol officers would be a problem. Like I said, they weren’t invested. To them, all this boiled down to was three lines in the computer versus half an hour writing an official report.

	I called it right. Less than five minutes later, Angie was thanking Wilson and his compatriots in her almost brusque, near-insult-but-endearing way she had. Her Jersey accent had softened over the years, but still rang out. Among friendlies at least, that accent somehow transformed rudeness into camaraderie.

	She made her way back to me. “Let’s go,” she said, extending a hand downward.

	I grabbed on.  Angie pulled and I stood.  Once upright, I wavered for a moment, then steadied myself.

	“You okay, Mac?”

	I blinked at her, as if trying to remember something important.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	Then I remembered. It was the whole reason I was there in the first place.

	“Akeela’s dead,” I told her. “He’s gone.”

	 


TWO

	 

	 

	Angie held onto my arm as she guided me toward her car.

	“He’s dead, Ang,” I repeated to her.

	“I know.” Her voice softened. “I was at the funeral.”

	She led me to the passenger side of the Impala. I pulled my arm free in a moment of wounded pride and opened the door myself. I was sixty-four not ninety-four. Angie waited patiently while I spilled into the seat. Once my limbs were free of the opening, she shut the door. I looked out the window as the patrol officers stood in a clump, still talking. I could imagine the conversation.

	He used to be on the job, huh?

	That’s what the detective said.

	You ever hear of him? 

	I haven’t, no.

	Me neither.

	It was a fitting testament to my mediocre career. If it weren’t for Angie and Akeela, I’d be all but forgotten now in a place that I spent thirty-one years.

	Angie climbed into the driver’s seat. She started the car and pulled away. I continued watching the patrol officers, who were beginning to disperse and head back to their cruisers to take the next call in the queue.

	“It was a good funeral,” I said thickly.

	“It was,” Angie agreed. “And you gave a good eulogy.”

	It wasn’t a eulogy. Our former chief supplied that, and she performed admirably. Sergeant Perry “Akeela” Williamson was legendary on the Spokane Police Department. She honored that with gravitas and some humor, which Akeela would have appreciated.

	For my part, I spent a few awkward minutes talking about what he’d meant to me, first as a mentor detective and then as my sergeant. How he had dignity and ideals, and retained both for his entire life. I wanted to share more, but emotion threatened to overcome me. Rather than weep in front of a church full of cops and family, few of whom even knew me, I cut my tribute short and left the podium, making way for the next mourner.

	“You know where he got his nickname?” I asked Angie.

	“I do.”

	“Akeela, the White Wolf?”

	“Yes, I know.”

	“It’s from The Jungle Book. Rudyard Kipling wrote it.” 

	“I know, Mac. You gave me a copy years ago.”

	“I did?”

	“After you retired. When you got back from that thing in Oregon.”

	I struggled to remember, then vaguely recalled. “Did you read it?”

	“Some. I liked the one with the mongoose.”

	“Rikki Tikki Tavi,” I said.

	“That’s it. He kicked the shit out of those cobras. Protected the garden and the family in the house.”

	I nodded. That wasn’t the story I wanted her to read when I gave her the book, though. It wasn’t Akeela’s story. “He did, but –”

	“Little furry bastard was kind of a cop in that way, if you think about it.”

	I stopped. I hadn’t ever looked at it from that perspective.

	“Plus he sounded cute as hell.” She shrugged. “So that was a good one.”

	“What about –”

	“Yes, Mac, I read the one that had Akeela in it, too. The wise old wolf who led the pack.” She reached out and patted me on the leg without taking her eyes off the road. “It was a fitting nickname for him.”

	Tears welled in my eyes. It made me happy that someone still on the job would remember him, and where his moniker came from. He deserved that.

	“He was a great sergeant,” I said.

	“He was.”

	“And one hell of a detective before that.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	“It’s true.”

	She raised her hands off the wheel and affected an expression that said Okay, I know. Then she continued to drive in silence.

	“A great man,” I muttered.

	We fell quiet. The low beeps and muddled chatter of the police radio serenaded us. After a while, something occurred to me. I tugged the sun visor down and flipped open the small mirror on the back side. A weak light illuminated my haggard face. I pulled the gauze away from my brow and examined the cut there.

	“I might need stitches.”

	“Don’t be a pussy,” Angie retorted.

	I turned my head in her direction. Her eyes flicked to my brow and back to the road.

	“But yeah, you might.”

	I lowered the gauze to my lap.

	“Put that bandage back,” Angie said. “Don’t bleed in my car.”

	“It’s not bleeding anymore.” 

	“Still.”

	I put the gauze back to my brow. Then I noticed Angie wasn’t headed toward my apartment. I opened my mouth to ask about it, but she beat me to it.

	“You’re crashing at my place tonight.”

	“I’m all right. Take me home.”

	“You might have a concussion.”

	“I don’t.”

	“Like you would know. You’re drunker than forty bastards, Mac. Besides, you might pass out, puke and aspirate.”

	“That’s not going to happen.”

	“We’ve both seen it.”

	“You’ve seen it, maybe, in Major Crimes. I worked strictly property crimes, remember?”

	“Regardless, it happens.” She motioned toward my brow. “Or maybe that breaks open and you bleed out onto your pillow.”

	“That’s not going to –”

	“You’re on my couch tonight, Mac. That’s the way of it.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t need a babysitter. I’m a grown man.”

	She raised that smirking brow again. “Really?”

	“Take me home,” I demanded.

	“No, Mac.”

	“Take me –”

	“I’m not going to do that.”

	“I don’t need your help.”

	She snorted lightly. “No, huh?”

	“TAKE ME HOME!” I roared.

	Angie blinked, surprised. She glanced over at me. I don’t know what she read in my face, but it must have convinced her. Wordlessly, she hung a U-turn. Five minutes of silent driving later, she pulled into parking lot of my apartment complex.

	I got out of the car without thanking her and stumbled toward the apartment door. She didn’t bother making sure I made it inside.

	Inside the small, empty apartment, I went into the kitchen. There, I found a bottle of wine.

	I don’t remember much after that.

	 

	 

	The next day was pretty much the hell I should have expected.

	I was used to being a little tired some mornings from one glass too many of wine the night before. It wasn’t a problem. But the mother of all hangovers waited for me when I eventually woke up a few minutes after one o’clock that afternoon. Pounding head, overwhelming nausea, the whole gamut.

	It wasn’t pretty nor pleasant.

	The experience was bad enough that I didn’t think to pick up my phone until just before six. I had no texts, no voice messages.

	That told me I’d messed up worse than I thought.

	It took me a good twenty minutes to compose an apology to Rachel. I typed and erased half a dozen before settling on I’m sorry. It’s no excuse but I guess losing Akeela hit me harder than I realized. 

	For Angie, I went with something even simpler. Sorry. I’m an asshole.

	Both of them deserved a phone call instead of a text. But I was in no shape to carry on a cogent conversation, or even deliver some brief contrition.

	I tried to sleep but couldn’t. I managed to eat some dry toast and watch a PBS documentary while lying on the couch. The show wasn’t very interesting but the narrator spoke in subdued tones, so that helped.

	Periodically, I checked my phone for any replies.

	There weren’t any.

	 

	 

	Another two days passed. My hangover held on for a second day, making me feel like a dishrag that’s been wrung out and left to dry on the counter in a balled heap. 

	Once the effects of my bender faded, it was replaced with a different kind of ache. There was still no reply from Rachel or Angie. I considered following up my texts to both women but knew the next move wasn’t mine. They’d forgive me or they wouldn’t. Pestering either like a lovesick teenager would only hurt my cause.

	That didn’t stop me from checking my phone way too often.

	I fell back into my usual routine that had developed over the past five or six years. I ate a light breakfast and read the newspaper. I still took the physical version, delivered to my doorstep, rolled up with a rubber band around it. Over a second cup of coffee, I read some more of the newspaper. Then I took a walk. There were half a dozen different routes and distances and I always chose one at random. Occasionally, I saw something interesting on those walks, but mostly it was the same sights day after day.

	After my walk, I read. Sometimes non-fiction, trying to understand the world around me, and sometimes fiction, to escape it. Then came lunch. On a real big day, I took my stack of books back to the library and sought out new titles. 

	Somehow, that got me to dinner. I usually had a glass of wine with my food. Then I finished the bottle in front of the TV, watching the tube until I was tired enough to go to bed. The vino helped with that and it tasted better than a sleeping pill.

	Yeah, my life was a real barnburner.

	In the midst of all that, I tried not to feel sorry for myself. To not feel alone. Or that I wasted most of my life, toiling in mediocrity for over thirty years in a place where no one remembers me, only to retire and sit around, waiting to die.

	I didn’t succeed in not feeling any of those things but at least I kept my whining to myself. Self-pity ain’t pretty, and no one wants to hear it.

	By the end of the second day, there was still no reply from the only two women in my life. Rachel, the daughter I never had, and Angie, the work partner I no longer had. I’d managed to alienate both of them, at least for the time being.

	I drained my wine glass and went to bed.

	 

	 


THREE

	 

	 

	The afternoon of the third day, my phone buzzed.

	I was sitting in my chair, reading a Malcolm Gladwell book. The phone sat on the table next to me. Thinking the buzz was a text, I reached for it. As my fingertips touched the phone, it buzzed again. Someone was calling.

	I wondered if it was Rachel, or Angie. Between the two, Rachel was the more likely. Of course, after my behavior the other night, a telemarketer was just as possible.

	When I saw an unfamiliar number on the screen, I figured that was exactly who it was. I swiped the green button. 

	“Hello,” I snapped, waiting for the pitch.

	“Detective McCrae?”

	I hesitated. How did they know my former rank? “Who’s this?” I asked, suspicious.

	“Clarence Williamson, sir.”

	I didn’t answer.

	I couldn’t.

	“Perry Williamson was my father,” he explained.

	I remembered. He’d spoken after all of the other mourners had said their piece. His speech was short but articulate and heartfelt. He’d been impressive in his tailored suit, too. Akeela stood a skosh over six feet, though he always seemed taller. It may have been the way he retained the erect stature of the old Marine he was or maybe it was his natural gravitas. In either event, his son had learned from him, because he’d stood at the podium during the funeral in much the same manner.

	“I’m sorry about your dad,” I managed.

	“Thank you. And thank you for coming to the memorial service.”

	“I wouldn’t have missed it. He was a great man. I admired him.”

	“Me, too.” There was a pause. “Listen, detective, I was hoping you might meet me in person. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

	 

	 

	In the so-called old days, I think we would have agreed to meet in a bar. Instead, we made it a Starbucks. The first one Clarence suggested was close to my apartment, but I knew it was also where a klatch of retired patrol cops met regularly. Most of them had been motor cops, which was even worse. I’d been there with my newspaper on a couple of occasions, changing up my routine, and none of them recognized me. Or they did and chose not to acknowledge me. Either way, I didn’t feel like re-enacting that experience, so I suggested a different store. It wasn’t like there wasn’t a Starbucks every six blocks. They were more ubiquitous than McDonald’s these days.

	I got there early but Clarence was already waiting for me. He was dressed casually in a pair of stylish tan pants and a bronze shirt. Out of habit, I glanced at his shoes. I didn’t know the brand, but the elegant leather wouldn’t be out of place in the office.

	Clarence’s handshake was firm but not overbearing. His skin was a shade or two lighter than his father’s had been, more umber than Akeela’s espresso. Whereas Akeela’s white hair and goatee stood out, Clarence’s jet-black hair was styled short and served to accentuate his handsome, clean-shaven appearance.

	“Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” he said.

	“No problem.”

	His gaze flicked to my injured brow but he didn’t comment on it. “Can I get you a coffee?”

	I shook my head as I sat down. “I’m okay. What’s this about?”

	Clarence wasn’t fazed by my straight-to-business approach. He reached into a leather satchel on the chair next to him and removed an envelope. He held it in his hand but didn’t offer it toward me. “You know my parents are divorced, right?”

	I nodded. Notoriously private, Akeela had long joked that he couldn’t retire because he didn’t want to give his ex-wife half his pension. I’d long believed there wasn’t an ex-wife at all and that he remained on the job out of love for the same. He’d seemingly confirmed this on several occasions. It was only after I retired that I learned the truth – that he actually did have an ex-wife, and a son. At the same meal he confided this to me, he explained that he remained on fair terms with his former spouse. He even listed her as his beneficiary on his police life insurance policy. And, he told me, in spite of the divorce, he had a close relationship with his son.

	“My mom,” Clarence explained, turning
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