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Chapter One
 

Kate Delafield waited impatiently at the intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue and 9th Street, searching rush hour traffic for a maroon Chevy Cavalier. She glanced at her watch: 5:15. Fifteen minutes later than when she said she would be here, and Aimee would not be annoyed in the least—which served only to increase Kate’s own irritation.

She wished she could signal any of the taxi drivers eyeing her from passing vehicles, wished she had not insisted on a rental car. She wanted the Chevy Cavalier here right now, wanted the armor of a car around her. She felt exposed, uneasy, and off balance in Washington, D.C., on this November day in 1994. Images, branded into her from the picture books of childhood and sketchy recollections of visits during her decades-ago training at the Marine Corps base nearby, clashed against the unsettling changes to this place; a chaos of strange new patches had been added to a familiar old quilt of a city.

Across the street stood the granite Grecian columns of the Justice Department Building; a short distance away on either side of her the two most sanctified features of this city, the White House and the dominating Capitol dome. But behind her was the lego-block FBI Building from which she had just emerged—one of the quilt’s new patches. As was the subject matter of the seminar she had attended: behavioral profiles of the psychopaths infesting the cities of America. In this very city the “normal” murder rate had overwhelmed the capabilities of its Metropolitan Police Force. And although any large city contained its dangers, at least the dangers in the streets of her own city, Los Angeles, were those she knew.

The breeze had edged to crispness after the day’s earlier showers, scudding a few stray gold leaves along the curb. Kate hunched her shoulders inside her raincoat, her gaze drawn briefly to a maple tree with only vestiges remaining of its fall splendor, like a withered old lady with rouge spots on her cheeks. She thought of the Michigan autumns of her youth, the blazing golds and reds of maple, oak, elm, grudgingly falling away to expose branches of icy brittle lace against the gray clouds of winter, against sere, fallow fields, frost-covered red barns…Her gaze rose to clouds gathering to obscure a milky sky. Where was Aimee?

A police car drifted past, and Kate took in its occupants, an African-American female and a white male, then she studied the car itself: white, with a red, white, and blue light bar on its roof, a wide aquamarine swath along the side, a gold shield adorning the door. For her, the presence of the patrol car in a city bristling with police presence safeguarding some of the most prestigious officeholders in the world conferred neither security nor protection—nor did standing in front of the building housing the foremost police organization in the world. Washington, D.C., was falling apart, its civil services in a state of budgetary mismanagement and near-collapse, and everyone knew it. For all its massive buildings and marble monuments, this majestic city felt as dangerous to her as the deadliest alleys of Los Angeles.

Finally, out of the next flotilla of cars released by a stoplight on the wide boulevard, the maroon Chevy Cavalier swung over to the curb.

“Hope you didn’t have to drive around too much,” Kate said, tossing her shoulder bag and briefcase into the backseat, wrestling the seat belt into place. She brushed a hand over Aimee’s thigh, resting it there. “Sorry I’m late. I like the sweatshirt,” she said. The color was odd—burnt orange—and she could not quite make out its sports logo, but it hung attractively on Aimee’s slender shoulders, its sleeves pushed up to her elbows. “Have fun today?”

Aimee flashed her a quick grin, squeezed Kate’s hand on her thigh. “We went to the Space Museum. I need two more weeks here at least!” A practiced head shake flung a lock of dark hair away from Aimee’s eyes. “Anything would be better than spending a day in a place named for the asshole of the century.”

“High-Heels Hoover,” Kate said, quoting her pal Joe D’Amico’s scathing mockery of J. Edgar Hoover’s supposedly hidden life. “Little did we know.”

“His building looks just like him—squat, ugly, sinister.”

Kate murmured assent. Penetrating the FBI Building’s high-tech security had required scanning and registration, a laminated ID tag, entry through a turnstile and past a processing slot for the ID tag—all of which granted monitored access to a warren of dauntingly anonymous corridors.

Aimee’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “The man poisoned so many lives…”

Kate nodded. Nothing needed to be said. She and Aimee had met during the course of an investigation that had proven the ongoing pervasiveness of that poison.

Aimee asked, “So what’s the party line? Is the Bureau at least embarrassed?”

“To them he’s just a cranky, eccentric old ancestor.” She did not mention that Hoover’s spawn seemed to her unchanged from their historical image—the same dark-suited bodies and mannequin-like deportment, the men and women, what few women there were, still marching out of the same mold.

Aimee turned onto Massachusetts Avenue. Kate gazed at the varied architecture along this street, famed in part as home to many foreign embassies, its buildings ranging from modern to white marble Renaissance, from plain brick to ornate Victorian. How different from the stucco pastels of her own Los Angeles, the red Spanish tile roofs, the extravagant, evergreen foliage, and the graffiti marching across the sun-splashed city, encroaching on its wealthiest areas as inexorably as kudzu in the South.

“How’d the session go today?”

Kate shrugged. “Different location, same subject matter. Got trapped afterward by a sister from Chicago wanting to know if homophobia at LAPD is any less with Daryl Gates gone and Mitch Grobeson winning his discrimination suit.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That Chief Williams has yet to show he’s got a backbone, and Mitch Grobeson’s at Hollywood Division still trying to part the Red Sea.”

Aimee chuckled. “Chicago any better?”

“Nope.”

Mist began to obscure the windshield; Aimee sluiced it clear with a click on and off of the wipers. “So what did you learn today?”

“More trends, more stats. Lots of numbers.” Aimee’s disquiet over police work was burdensome enough without dropping any hints about the seminar’s details of ritual torture and ghoulish dismemberment. Again Kate ran a hand down Aimee’s thigh. “What’s on for tonight?”

Aimee clicked the wipers on and off again. “If it doesn’t fucking rain, dinner at the Indian place down the street, a stroll around Dupont Circle. How does that sound?”

“Great.” She understood Aimee’s fascination with the city—she had once felt that way herself—but she had not been looking forward to another round of Aimee’s enthusiastic tourism. The upcoming reunion would draw enough emotion out of her without further invasions into her stock of memories.

Aimee said, “So tomorrow’s the big day.”

Her mood instantly deflating, Kate did not answer. She thought churlishly that at least Aimee had not as yet suggested a visit to the Wall.

The subdued sign for the colonial-style Inn on Liberty Square came into view, and Aimee, smiling, pulled into the covered entrance to the parking lot at the rear of the Inn. “Finally I get to meet up with some of your past.”

“You and me both,” Kate said, trying to recover her equanimity.

As she got out of the car, she looked more closely at Aimee’s new sweatshirt, discerning the logo, a basketball on a bullet-like trajectory through a basket. The Washington Bullets. Bullets, for God’s sake. This charnel house of a city even called one of its sports teams the Bullets.

Aimee used her room key to unlock the double doors that led from the parking lot into a small, plain lobby, and turned the same key in another lock to summon the elevator. Kate unbuttoned her raincoat, glanced at herself in the mirrored wall at the back of the elevator to glumly confirm that sitting all day had terminally wrinkled her jacket and pants. Maybe she could get away with wearing jeans and a jacket to dinner.

The elevator door opened onto the second floor. A tall, lanky male in faded jeans and a jean jacket was striding down the corridor toward them. Kate recognized him and greeted him coolly: “Hello again, Woody.”

They had exchanged brief greetings that morning in the hotel lobby. Her previous dislike for him had returned undiminished, and she suspected he felt the same way toward her. “Aimee, this is Woody Hampton, one of the men I served with in—”

“A pleasure, pretty woman,” Woody interrupted Kate, “and I do mean a pleasure.” He pumped Aimee’s hand.

“Nice to meet you,” Aimee said, deftly extracting her hand. “See you at the party.” She walked on down the navy blue carpeted hallway.

Following her, Kate smiled, thinking how often she wished she could slip a paper bag over Aimee’s head because of the attention she drew. This was not one of those times. Aimee had maneuvered their presence here; therefore she deserved Woody Hampton, and whatever else happened this weekend.

Kate shot the dead bolt into place on their room door, moved on down the hallway and tossed her briefcase and shoulder bag onto the bed, then shrugged out of the raincoat and came back to the closet and hung it up. Aimee reached for her. “Hello, grump,” she said, nuzzling her throat.

Kate sighed, her resentment releasing her. “Hello, sweetheart.” She took her into her arms, kissed her forehead, inhaling the light musk of her hair.

CRACK!

At the same instant, glass shattering. Their hotel room window. Aimee broke away from her. “What—”

“Down!”

The order was purely reflexive; Kate had already dragged Aimee down to the floor. She covered Aimee with her own body, flinching as three more cracks in rapid succession split the air to more splintering of glass.

Aimee struggled beneath her. “What the hell—”

“Hold still,” Kate hissed.

After several long beats of silence, Kate heard a door flung open and a deep male voice in the hallway. Angling her body toward the door, Kate carefully rolled off Aimee.

“Aimee, crawl. Into the bathroom.” The bathroom was right beside them.

Aimee scrambled into it, leaped to her feet, poked her head out into the room’s hallway. “Shit! Somebody shot out the window!”

“Get your head back!” Did she have no sense at all? “For God’s sake, Aimee!”

Kate was crawling toward the bed, and her shoulder bag, and her gun.

A pounding on the door. “Everybody okay in there?” More pounding.

Aimee sprang out of the bathroom, fumbled with the dead bolt on the door.

“Aimee!” Kate screamed. She leaped for her shoulder bag, yanked out her gun, and whirled back to the door in a crouch, the gun in a two-handed grip as Aimee flung the door open.

“Hey!” A tall African-American man stood there, clad in sweatpants, his eyes widening at the sight of the .38 leveled at his eyes. “Good God Almighty.” The voice was deep bass. He extended his hands, palms up, his bare chest glistening in the light from the hallway. “Hey.”

Kate lowered her gun to his kneecaps, and moved toward the door, still holding the weapon in both hands. “Aimee,” she commanded, “call nine-one-one. Tell them we have a shooter in the hotel.”

Aimee stood gaping from the fissures in the door to the ones in the window. “The door…the shots went right through the door and out the window—”

“Hurry.”


Aimee rushed for the phone.

Peering first to her left, Kate edged into the hallway. She knew a stairway was to her right; their room was the last one along this hallway. Several people in various stages of dress and undress had come out of their rooms, none of them from the reunion group, or at least not familiar to Kate. At the sight of her and her gun they ducked back into their rooms and slammed their doors.

She said to the African-American man, “What did you see?”

“Nothing. Nobody.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Not a soul. I’m right across the hall, heard the shots, came out of my room, saw the bullet holes in your door—”

She interrupted him with a raised hand and moved down the hallway, inspecting it for bullet damage, scrutinizing the blue and white flocked wallpaper, the dark blue room doors, the ceiling.

She returned to the African-American man. “What’s your name?”

His eyes again on her gun, he answered, “John Stafford.”

“Mr. Stafford, you’re a brave man,” Kate said, shoving the gun into the waistband of her pants. A brave man, she judged, but a foolish one.

He said in his deep voice, “This doesn’t happen where I come from.”

“Where is that?”

“Oklahoma City.”

She extended a hand. “Kate Delafield. I’m a police officer. Los Angeles.”

He looked relieved. And perplexed. Shaking her hand, he peered down into her face. “What’s going on? Somebody after you here in Washington?” He managed a faint grin. “I’m on a movie set?”

“Not that I know of,” she answered with a wry smile, and then turned to briefly inspect the damage to her own door. Hearing sirens—at least four or five, she judged—she moved down the hallway to the lighted EXIT sign and the stairway door. Its handle was a bar type, and at the point farthest from the doorjamb she carefully pushed down on the bar. Gun in hand once again, she braced the door open with a knee. The staircase looked empty. She let the door swing shut, again stuffed the gun into her waistband.

“Ran down there, didn’t he,” John Stafford offered.

Kate nodded. “Probably. Or into one of the rooms along this floor.”

“Not likely. Not enough time, unless he’s in the room right next to you.”

Melanie Shaw was in that room. She and Aimee had spent the day together. Either Melanie was not there now or had not come out despite all the commotion. Kate was looking reflectively at the room when Aimee called, “Cops just pulled up in front.” She came out of the hotel room. “I forgot to tell them you’re police. They won’t be happy to see that gun.”

Shit, Kate thought. “It’ll be okay,” she said. She could hear the gurgle-clank of the elevator. “The two of you get back in your rooms.”

Kate turned toward the elevator and kept her hands extended before her, hoping these D.C. Metro cops weren’t trigger-happy.

The elevator doors opened and out stepped a man and a woman in dark blue uniforms with light blue shirts. Both police officers were African-American, both were resting a hand on the handles of their unsnapped weapons. They immediately backed against the wall, drawing their guns as Kate called in a loud, clear voice: “Police officer! LAPD, Wilshire Division Homicide.”

Weapon in hand but pointed slightly downward, the woman moved slowly and carefully, ahead of the man. Kate held her hands stationary as the officers reached her. Then she said, “If you’ll give me just a moment, I’ll get my identification from the hotel room.”

The female officer reached to Kate and deftly removed the gun from Kate’s belt. “You just do that,” she said.



Chapter Two
 

The woman officer took Kate’s ID and inspected it, her narrow-eyed glance shifting from the photo on the ID back to Kate.

The stairway door was pushed open; two police officers, guns drawn, peered into the hallway. “Under control here,” the woman officer told them.

“We’re checking every floor, Jill,” one of the officers said, and withdrew back into the stairway.

The woman returned Kate’s gun along with her ID, holstered her own gun.

Kate stowed the gun back in her waistband. She liked this young woman’s crisp appearance and her flair, and most of all, her judgment.

“What’s the story here?” said the male officer, stuffing his gun back into his holster.

“We—Aimee and I—were out all day,” Kate said. “We were back less than a minute, I heard the first shot, heard the window glass go. Three more shots, all of them into the room. Maybe ten seconds later the guy across the hall pounds on the door. I come out into the hallway. See just him and some apparent onlookers. He claims he saw no one in the hallway when he came out.”

“Hear any shots from anywhere else in the hotel?”

“No.”

“From the street?”

“No.”

The woman officer said brusquely, “I’m Jill Manners, Kate. My partner’s Rudy Doyle.”

She moved off down the hallway before Kate could respond. At the door of Kate’s room she beckoned for Kate and Rudy Doyle to join her. “Notice anything different about these bullet holes?” she asked.

“Big,” Rudy said. “Big caliber ammo.”

“They’re high,” Kate said.

Jill raised a hand until it was flush with the bullet holes—well over her head. “Yeah. High.”

“So the guy shot up,” Rudy said, hooking his thumbs over his gun belt.

“Look, Rudy—it’s a hollow door. There’s a lot of damage, but you can still see bullet entry and exit are level. Somebody held a gun high over their head. No way those shots could hit you unless you were seven feet tall.”

Jill walked on into the room and down the hallway—Kate and Rudy following—and headed directly over to the window. Aimee, who was sitting on the bed leaning back on her elbows, looked on with interest. “Aimee Grant,” Kate said in introduction.

“We’ll speak to you in just a few minutes, Ms. Grant,” Jill said courteously.

Aimee said, with a faint grin at Kate, “I guess I know the drill.”

Not much of it, Kate thought dourly, remembering Aimee’s rash behavior after the shots were fired.

Jill studied the large hole, the network of cracks radiating from it. Rudy Doyle, Kate noted, was watching Aimee with his hands on his bulky hips. With a nod to Aimee, Jill led the group back out of the room.

John Stafford had come out into the hallway. Kate said, “This gentleman is John Stafford.”

Jill Manners said, “If you’d be kind enough to just step back into your room, Mr. Stafford, we’ll speak to you in a few minutes”

Stafford backed slowly into his room, inspecting Jill Manners from head to foot with an approving smile until his door closed.

Kate and the two officers moved down the hallway, away from the two hotel rooms and out of earshot of either Stafford or Aimee. Jill Manners pulled a spiral notebook and pen out of her back pocket. “Please call us Jill and Rudy,” Jill said amid her rapid note taking.

Rudy nodded his assent. Kate relaxed slightly, appreciating this limited acceptance of her as a colleague.

“Any ideas, Kate?” Rudy asked, scratching a mustache that had been shaved to pencil-thinness.

Kate shrugged. Random violence, she supposed, the kind that could touch anybody anywhere in this country. But it wasn’t her place to suggest that to these D.C. cops.

“Somebody mad at you?” Rudy suggested. “Somebody you put away?”

“Why take a plane to Washington and shoot through a hotel room door?” Then she answered her own question: maybe somebody wanted to play with her first. It would be easier here, away from her own territory and with the added element of surprise…No, she chastised herself, that was crazy, her imagination was running away with her.

Jill asked, pen poised over her notebook, “What are you doing in D.C.?”

“An FBI seminar on criminal profiling.” Some of those criminal profiles no doubt accounting for her overactive imagination. She added, “Along with a reunion of some vets I served with.”

“At the Gulf?”

“Thank you,” Kate said, smiling. “Vietnam.”

“Really. My father was there. Who with?”

“Second Battalion, First Marines.”

“My dad was Army,” Jill Manners said. “Chu Lai.”

“Da Nang,” said Kate. “What year?”

“Sixty-eight.”

Kate nodded. “Me too, and part of sixty-nine. The worst time.”

“Yeah. He got a leg blown off.”

“I came in just after Tet. Your father helped make it safer. Where—”

Rudy interrupted impatiently, “Any of these ex-Marines still playing with guns?”

Rude Rudy, Kate thought. “I haven’t seen any of them for more than two decades,” she said. And she wouldn’t have this time either, if it hadn’t been for Aimee.

Rudy said to Kate, “Then this is some kind of a joke, right? A Marine buddy’s idea of a welcome salute?”

“Some joke,” Kate said in a short tone. She did not like Rudy Doyle, and she liked even less what he had just said. “No one I knew over there would do anything like this.” Not precisely true. Back then, they would have. Surely they wouldn’t now…

“You’re telling me this hotel is crawling with ex-Marines, some of ’em for sure have to be packing firepower—”

“Maybe it’s some crystal freak,” Jill said. “Out entertaining himself.”

Kate nodded. “Kids today—the world’s their shooting gallery.” She wanted to believe Jill’s theory. Or even Rudy’s, for that matter. To ease the prickling sensation between her shoulder blades.

“Doesn’t figure,” Rudy said. “A druggie’d shoot up the whole hallway, not just this door. Looks to me like somebody was waiting for you to come back here. I figure somebody’s giving you a hello. Or some other kind of message.”

He strode toward the EXIT sign over the hallway stairs, Jill and Kate following, and shoved open the door before Kate could get her mouth open to utter more than a strangled sound.

“Rudy, you dipshit,” Jill said.

“Oh, right,” he said, hitting himself in the forehead. “We’re gonna track who did this with fingerprints. And then we’re gonna find a way to prove it, with no witnesses.” He scrubbed his hand contemptuously along the bar handle of the door. “Maybe LAPD’s got time to fart down a chimney…”

Kate looked at him in silence. The nonchalant body language, the shoes in need of polish, the clip-on tie hanging from one side of the shirt collar, the uniform pants lengthened by the gut hanging over his gun belt. His partner, on the other hand—the points of her light blue shirt were starched crispness, her uniform neat on her full-figured and well-conditioned-looking body. Rudy said to Kate, “What about your hallway neighbor, this Stafford?”

“A do-gooder,” she responded. “He doesn’t figure to have anything to do with this.”

“We’ll still talk to him. And your…girlfriend.”

“Of course,” Kate said, her dislike for him solidifying.

“Of course as a professional courtesy,” Jill said, “we’ll—”

“I’ll leave it to you and your partner,” Kate said. She would do her own checking into this without any help or interference from either of them.

Jill said, “We’re searching the building, we’ll look outside for discharged bullets, dispatch units around the neighborhood, but not much probability there.” She pulled a card out of a pocket in her notebook. “We’ll be in touch when we know something. But call me. Anytime.” Kate heard apology in her tone. “Anything I can do while you’re in town, be glad to hear from you.”

“I appreciate it,” Kate said. “Let me get you one of my own cards. And put this gun back out of sight. I always break my gun down as soon as I get home, I just didn’t have time before the shooting started here.”

“I hear it’s a real pain to travel with one,” Rudy observed.

Kate nodded. “The FAA needed a letter from my captain stating my duty assignment, the gun had to be unloaded and packed in a gun travel box and locked in a hard-sided suitcase, the airport police checked it through and marked it with orange and black tape.”

“Right,” Jill said, “so any terrorist on board can go right to it.”

Kate joined in their chuckles. “They don’t allow guns into New York City, period. Too bad I wasn’t going there.” No, she would take that back. She was glad she had brought her gun to Washington, D.C.

Hands on his hips, Rudy asked, “How long you been in Homicide?”

“Twelve years.”

He greeted this information with slightly elevated eyebrows, then asked, “You in the Division with the O. J. case?”

She smothered a groan. She was sick sick sick of the questions about the O. J. Simpson case. “That particular circus is playing under West L.A. Division’s big top.” And in Parker Center. Poor Vannatter and Lange…she wouldn’t be in their shoes if someone offered her a win in the lottery.

“You know any of those cops we see on TV? That Fuhrman turd, is he—”

“He’s retired, I knew him only to say hello to,” she said, hoping to short-circuit any assumption that she had inside gossip on the case. God, the obsession with this case, particularly among all the police officers she knew.

“So what’s the story? Is O. J. guilty?”

“DNA evidence against him is stacked to the ceiling.” She shrugged. “Which doesn’t mean he’ll be convicted.”

“Yeah, right. Even videotape wasn’t good enough for Rodney King. You get caught up in that riot business?”

“Everybody did,” she said with feeling. “Every police officer in the entire city was on standby alert.”

She had been called in at dusk as media reports filled the airways and a pall of smoke spread over the city. In full uniform plus riot gear, she had driven a black-and-white along with three other officers, shotguns across their laps to protect themselves as well as the city, assigned to patrol the eastern perimeter of Wilshire Division. The entire night and following day had been a nightmare of fires on the horizon and listening to the spreading devastation reported over the police radio.

She had come home to find Aimee hollow-eyed from worry and lack of sleep…“A terrible, ugly time, a huge bla—” She shifted gears as she realized that she had forgotten, in the focus of memory, that these two were African-American police officers. “A very bad business that hurt all of us. We haven’t recovered yet, I don’t know when or if we can.”

“Some nutball of a town you live in,” Rudy said amiably.

Kate said without a trace of irony, “Absolutely no comparison with your paragon of a city.”

Jill laughed, and Kate felt grateful for it. The woman looked to be only in her twenties—too young to have such tense wariness in the posture of her body, such tiredness in her eyes, such cynicism in the curve of her mouth.

Jill said to her partner, “Let’s go talk to Mr. Stafford.”

***
 

“No,” Aimee said. She stood with her hands on her hips as Kate finished packing their clothes.

“We could have been killed.” Kate snapped the clasps on the suitcase in emphasis. “You’ve seen a lot of the city by now—”

“A fraction!”

“The seminar’s over, let’s get on a plane and get out of here. I promise we’ll come back—in April, at cherry blossom time.”

“I’ve seen two inches of the city, you’ve seen hardly anything, it took a congressional act to get you here this time, we won’t be back and you know it—”

Kate turned on her. “I can’t begin to understand what’s in your head. We were shot at.” She shook an arm toward the door. “Why aren’t you upset?”

“Kate, look. We weren’t hurt. Whoever did this isn’t going to be back—”

“How do you know that?”

“Somebody did this as a joke. One of your Marine buddies maybe had too much to drink. That’s what the cops think—and you should too,” Aimee insisted. “I’m buying it.”

“Buy it if you want to. I don’t.”

“Kate, honey,” Aimee pleaded, “what else makes any sense?”

“It could be somebody I helped convict.”

“How would anybody know you’re here?”

“We could have been followed.”

“You mean somebody followed us all the way to Washington, D.C.? That’s ridiculous. Why not just hunt you down and kill you in L.A.?”

Aimee thrust her shoulders back, a posture Kate knew all too well. “This isn’t the reason you want to go back,” Aimee accused her. “You don’t want any part of this reunion. Seeing all these people from your past scares the shit out of you.”

“Stow it,” Kate snapped. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Aimee said scathingly, “This is probably your newest scheme for getting out of it. Maybe you got that Woody creep to—”

“Aimee.” Kate pronounced the name in an arctic tone. “Don’t trivialize what happened here.” She gestured at the bullet-scarred door. “You were between me and the door. You could have been killed. If those bullets were any lower—”

“They weren’t. All right, Kate. Go home. I’ll stay for the reunion and explain to all the tough-ass Marines and nurses who served with you how some goofball that can’t shoot straight scared the big bad cop all the way back to L.A.”

Kate sighed. She did dread this reunion. But how to convince Aimee that her instinct to leave had nothing to do with that, and everything to do with her five-alarm warning signals about this shooting…

“All right,” she said, and picked up the phone and dialed the front desk. “This is Kate Delafield in room two-twenty-two…Yes. We’ll take your offer of another room…Four-sixteen? Thank you.”

With Aimee in the shower of their new room—a top floor suite courtesy of the management—Kate slid her ID case into her pants pocket and let herself quietly out the door.

Entering the stairwell at the end of the hallway, she walked slowly down a narrow metal staircase, its stairs cushioned with sturdy dark brown plastic treads, checking the door at
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