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Praise for Michael Connelly


‘His methods of killing and eluding detection are infernally ingenious, adding an intellectual charge to the visceral kick of the hunt’


New York Times


 



‘Connelly is a crime-writing genius. His Harry Bosch stories are genuine modern classics ... Unmissable’


Independent on Sunday


 



‘Connelly has great skills. One is the creation of characters who live and breathe, so that we care about them far more than we do for the cardboard figures stamped out by most thriller writers. His second skill is mastery of pace. His books are page-turners, and the author is in sublime control of the speed at which we turn those pages’


Mail on Sunday


 



‘While the themes of Connelly’s LA crime novels are familiar (power, envy, corruption), his plotting is anything but’


Esquire


 



‘A superb legal thriller that manages three final twists ... The first line of The Brass Verdict is “everybody lies”, so there are plenty of surprises. And, of course, as a writer of fiction, Connelly proves to be a brilliant liar’


Evening Standard


 



‘A clever plot, full of twists, to make a first-rate legal thriller’


Sunday Telegraph


 



‘Intensely clever, entirely credible ... thrilling, suspenseful and securely anchored in procedure and purpose. Not a false note; deeply satisfying stuff’


Literary Review


 



‘No one writes a better modern thriller than Connelly. Guaranteed to keep you riveted until the very last page’


Time Out


 



‘The best writer of tough detective fiction at the moment is Michael Connelly ... For those who like a bit of contrariness and astringency in their heroes, Bosch has to come head of the list’


Irish Times
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HER LAST THOUGHTS were of Raymond. She would see him soon. He would awaken as he always did, his welcome-home embrace warm and sustaining.




She smiled and Mr Kang, behind the counter, smiled back,  thinking her brightness was for him. He smiled at her every night, never knowing that her thoughts and smiles were actually for Raymond, for the moment still to come.




The sound of the bell shaken by the opening door behind her made only a peripheral entry into her thoughts. She had the two dollar bills ready and was handing them across the counter to Mr Kang. But he didn’t take them. She then noticed that his eyes were no longer on her but focused on the door. His smile was gone and his mouth was opening slightly as if to form a word that wouldn’t quite come.



She felt a hand grip her right shoulder from behind. The coldness of steel pressed against her left temple. A shower of light crashed across her vision. Blinding light. In that moment she saw a glimpse of Raymond’s sweet face, then everything turned dark.
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McCaleb saw her before she saw him. He was coming down the main dock, past the row of millionaires’ boats, when he saw the woman standing in the stern of The Following Sea. It was half past ten on a Saturday morning and the warm whisper of spring had brought a lot of people out to the San Pedro docks. McCaleb was finishing the walk he took every morning—completely around Cabrillo Marina, out along the rock jetty and back. He was huffing by this part of the walk, but he slowed his pace even more as he approached the boat. His first feeling was annoyance—the woman had boarded his boat uninvited. But as he got closer, he put that aside and wondered who she was and what she wanted.


She wasn’t dressed for boating. She had on a loose summer dress that came to mid-thigh. The breeze off the water threatened to lift it and so she kept one hand at her side to keep it down. McCaleb couldn’t see her feet yet but he guessed by the taut lines of the muscles he saw in her brown legs that she wasn’t wearing boat shoes. She had raised heels on. McCaleb’s immediate read was that she was there to make some kind of impression on someone.


McCaleb was dressed to make no impression at all. He had on an old pair of jeans ripped by wear, not for style, and a T-shirt from the Catalina Gold Cup tournament a few summers before. The clothes were spattered with stains—mostly fish blood, some of his own blood, marine  polyurethane and engine oil. They had served him as both fishing and work clothes. His plan was to use the weekend to work on the boat and he was dressed accordingly.


He became more self-conscious about his appearance as he drew closer to the boat and could see the woman better. He pulled the foam pads of his portable off his ears and turned off the CD in the middle of Howlin’ Wolf singing ‘I Ain’t Superstitious’.


‘Can I help you?’ he asked before stepping down into his own boat.


His voice seemed to startle her and she turned away from the sliding door that led into the boat’s salon. McCaleb figured she had knocked on the glass and was waiting, expecting him to be inside.


‘I’m looking for Terrell McCaleb.’


She was an attractive woman in her early thirties, a good decade or so younger than McCaleb. There was a sense of familiarity about her but he couldn’t quite place it. It was one of those déjà vu things. At the same time he felt the stir of recognition, it quickly flitted away and he knew he was mistaken, that he did not know this woman. He remembered faces. And hers was nice enough not to forget.


She had mispronounced the name, saying Mc-Cal-ub instead of Mc-Kay-Leb, and used the formal first name that no one ever used except the reporters. That’s when he began to understand. He knew now what had brought her to the boat. Another lost soul come to the wrong place.


‘McCaleb,’ he corrected. ‘Terry McCaleb.’


‘Sorry. I, uh, I thought maybe you were inside. I didn’t know if it was okay to walk on the boat and knock.’


‘But you did anyway.’


She ignored the reprimand and went on. It was as if  what she was doing and what she had to say had been rehearsed.


‘I need to talk to you.’


‘Well, I’m kind of busy at the moment.’


He pointed to the open bilge hatch she was lucky not to have fallen into and the tools he had left spread out on a drop cloth by the stern transom.


‘I’ve been walking around, looking for this boat, for almost an hour,’ she said. ‘It won’t take long. My name is Graciela Rivers and I wanted —’


‘Look, Miss Rivers,’ he said, holding his hands up and interrupting. ‘I’m really ... You read about me in the newspaper, right?’


She nodded.


‘Well, before you start your story, I have to tell you, you’re not the first one to come out here and find me or to get my number and call me. And I’m just going to tell you what I told all of the others. I’m not looking for a job. So if this is about you wanting to hire me or have me help you some way, I’m sorry, but I can’t do it. I’m not looking for that kind of work.’


She didn’t say anything and he felt a pang of sympathy for her, just as he had for the others who had come to him before her.


‘Look, I do know a couple of private investigators I can recommend. Good ones that will work hard and won’t rip you off.’


He stepped over to the stern gunwale, picked up the sunglasses he had forgotten to take on his walk and put them on, signaling the end of the conversation. But the gesture and his words went by her.


‘The article said you were good. It said you hated it whenever somebody got away.’


He put his hands in his pockets and hiked his shoulders.


‘You have to remember something. It was never me  alone. I had partners, I had the lab teams, I had the whole bureau behind me. It’s a lot different than one guy running around out there on his own. A lot different. I probably couldn’t help you even if I wanted to.’


She nodded and he thought that he had gotten through to her and that would be the end of this one. He started thinking about the valve job on one of the boat’s engines that he’d planned to complete over the weekend.


But he was wrong about her.


‘I think you could help me,’ she said. ‘Maybe help yourself, too.’


‘I don’t need the money. I do okay.’


‘I’m not talking about money.’


He looked at her for a beat before replying.


‘I don’t know what you mean by that,’ he said, injecting exasperation into his voice. ‘But I can’t help you. I’ve got no badge anymore and I’m not a private investigator. It would be illegal for me to act as one or to accept money without a state license. If you read the story in the paper, then you know what happened to me. I’m not even supposed to be driving a car.’


He pointed toward the parking lot beyond the row of docks and the gangway.


‘You see the one wrapped up like a Christmas present? That’s mine. It’s sitting there until I get my doctor’s approval to drive again. What kind of investigator would that make me? I’d be taking the bus.’


She ignored his protest and just looked at him with a resolute expression that unnerved him. He didn’t know how he was going to get her off the boat.


‘I’ll go get those names for you.’


He walked around her and slid open the salon door. After going in, he pulled the door shut behind him. He needed the separation. He went to the drawers below the chart table and began looking for his phone book. He hadn’t needed it in so long he wasn’t sure where it was.  He glanced out through the door and watched her step to the stern and lean her hips against the transom as she waited.


There was reflective film on the glass of the door. She couldn’t see him watching her. The sense of familiarity came over him again and he tried to place her face. He found her very striking. Dark almond-shaped eyes that seemed both sad and understanding of some secret at the same time. He knew he would easily remember if he had ever met her or even just observed her before. But nothing came. His eyes instinctively went to her hands in search of a ring. There was none. He had been right about her shoes. She wore sandals with two-inch cork heels. Her toenails were painted pink and showed off against her soft brown skin. He wondered if this was how she looked all the time, or if she had dressed to entice him into taking the job.


He found his phone book in the second drawer and quickly looked up the names Jack Lavelle and Tom Kimball. He wrote their names and numbers on an old marine service flier and opened the slider. She was opening her purse as he stepped out. He held up the paper.


‘Here are two names. Lavelle is LAPD retired and Kimball was with the bureau. I worked with both and either will do a good job for you. Pick one and call. Make sure you tell him you got his name from me. He’ll take care of you.’


She didn’t take the names from him. Instead she pulled a photo out of her purse and handed it to him. McCaleb took it without thinking. He realized immediately that this was a mistake. In his hand was a photo of a smiling woman watching a small boy blowing out candles on a birthday cake. McCaleb counted seven candles. At first he thought it was a picture of Rivers a few years younger. But then he realized it wasn’t her.  The woman in the photo had a rounder face and thinner lips. She wasn’t as beautiful as Graciela Rivers. Though both had deep brown eyes, the eyes of the woman in the photo did not have the same intensity as the eyes of the woman now watching him.


‘Your sister?’


‘Yes. And her son.’


‘Which one?’


‘What?’


‘Which one is dead?’


The question was his second mistake, compounding the first by drawing him further in. He knew the moment he asked it that he should have just insisted that she take the names of the two private detectives and been done with it.


‘My sister. Gloria Torres. We called her Glory. That’s her son, Raymond.’


He nodded and handed the photo back but she didn’t take it. He knew she wanted him to ask what had happened but he was finally putting on the brakes.


‘Look, this isn’t going to work,’ he finally said. ‘I know what you’re doing. It doesn’t work on me.’


‘You mean you have no sympathy?’


He hesitated as the anger boiled up in his throat.


‘I have sympathy. You read the newspaper story, you know what happened to me. Sympathy was my problem all along.’


He swallowed it back and tried to clear away any ill feeling. He knew she was consumed by horrible frustrations. McCaleb had known hundreds of people like her. Loved ones taken from them without reason. No arrests, no convictions, no closure. Some of them were left zombies, their lives irrevocably changed. Lost souls. Graciela Rivers was one of them now. She had to be or she wouldn’t have tracked him down. He knew that no  matter what she said to him or how angry he got, she didn’t deserve to be hit with his own frustrations as well.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘I just can’t do this. I’m sorry.’


He put a hand on her arm to lead her back to the dock step. Her skin was warm. He felt the strong muscle beneath the softness. He offered the photo again but she still refused to take it.


‘Look at it again. Please. Just one more time and then I’ll leave you alone. Tell me if you feel anything else?’


He shook his head and made a feeble hand gesture as if to say it made no difference to him.


‘I was an FBI agent, not a psychic.’


But he made a show of holding the photo up and looking at it anyway. The woman and the boy seemed happy. It was a celebration. Seven candles. McCaleb remembered that his parents were still together when he turned seven. But not much longer. His eyes were drawn to the boy more than the woman. He wondered how the boy would get along now without his mother.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Rivers. I really am. But there is nothing I can do for you. Do you want this back or not?’


‘I have a double of it. You know, two for the price of one. I thought you’d want to keep that one.’


For the first time he felt the undertow in the emotional current. There was something else at play but he didn’t know what. He looked closely at Graciela Rivers and had the sense that if he took another step, asked the obvious question, he would be pulled under.


He couldn’t help himself.


‘Why would I want to keep it if I’m not going to be able to help you?’


She smiled in a sad sort of way.


‘Because she’s the woman who saved your life. I thought from time to time you might want to remind yourself of what she looked like, who she was.’


He stared at her for a long moment but he wasn’t  really looking at Graciela Rivers. He was looking inward, running what she had just said through memory and knowledge and coming up short of its meaning.


‘What are you talking about?’


It was all he could manage to ask. He had the sense that control of the conversation and everything else was tilting away from him and sliding across the deck to her. The undertow had him now. It was carrying him out.


She raised her hand but reached past the photo he was still holding out to her. She placed her palm on his chest and ran it down the front of his shirt, her fingers tracing the thick rope of the scar beneath. He let her do it. He stood there frozen and let her do it.


‘Your heart,’ she said. ‘It was my sister’s. She was the one who saved your life.’
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Out of the corner of his eye he could just see the monitor. The screen was grainy silver and black, the heart like an undulating ghost, the rivets and staples that closed off blood vessels showing like black buckshot in his chest.


‘Almost there,’ a voice said.


It came from behind his right ear. Bonnie Fox. Always calm and comforting, professional. Soon he saw the snaking line of the scope move into the monitor’s X-ray field, following the path of the artery and entering the heart. He closed his eyes. He hated the tug, the one they say you won’t feel but you always do.


‘Okay, you shouldn’t feel this,’ she said.


‘Right.’


‘Don’t talk.’


Then, there it was. Like the slightest tug on the end of a fishing line, a scrap fish stealing your bait. He opened his eyes and saw the line of the scope, as thin as a fishing line, still deep in the heart.


‘Okay, we got it,’ she said. ‘Coming out now. You did good, Terry.’


He felt her pat his shoulder, though he couldn’t turn his head to look at her. The scope was removed and she taped a gauze compress against the incision in his neck. The brace that had held his head at such an uncomfortable angle was unstrapped and he slowly straightened his neck, bringing his hand up to work the stiff muscles. Dr Bonnie Fox’s smiling face then hovered above his.


‘How you feeling?’


‘Can’t complain. Now that it’s over.’


‘I’ll see you in a little while. I want to check the blood work and get the tissue over to the lab.’


‘I want to talk to you about something.’


‘You got it. See you in a bit.’


A few minutes later two nurses wheeled McCaleb’s bed out of the cath lab and into an elevator. He hated being treated as an invalid. He could have walked but it was against the rules. After a heart biopsy the patient must be kept horizontal. Hospitals always have rules. Cedars-Sinai seemed to have more than most.


He was taken down to the cardiology unit on the sixth floor. While being wheeled down the east hallway, he passed the rooms of the lucky and the waiting—patients who had received new hearts or were still waiting. They passed one room where McCaleb glanced through the open door and saw a young boy on the bed, his body tied by tubes to a heart-lung machine. A man in a suit sat in the chair on the other side of the bed, his eyes staring at the boy but seeing something else. McCaleb looked away. He knew the score. The kid was running out of time. The machine would only hold him up for so long. Then the man in the suit—the father, McCaleb assumed—would be staring at a casket with the same look.


They were at his room now. He was moved from the gurney onto the bed and left alone. He settled in for the wait. He knew from experience that it could be as long as six hours before Fox showed up, depending on how quickly the blood work was run through the lab and how soon she came by to pick up the report.


He had come prepared. The old leather bag in which he had once carried his computer and the countless case files he had worked on was now stuffed with back issues of magazines he saved for biopsy days.
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Two and a half hours later Bonnie Fox came through the door. McCaleb put down the copy of Boat Restoration he had been reading.


‘Wow, that was fast.’


‘It’s slow in the lab. How are you feeling?’


‘My neck feels like it had somebody’s foot on it for a couple hours. You’ve already been to the lab?’


‘Yup.’


‘How’d everything come out?’


‘It all looks good. No rejection, all the levels look good. I’m very pleased. We might lower your prednisone in another week.’


She spoke as she spread the lab report out on the bed’s food table and double-checked the good results. She was referring to the carefully orchestrated mix of drugs that McCaleb took every morning and night. Last he’d counted, he was swallowing eighteen pills in the morning and another sixteen at night. The medicine cabinet on the boat wasn’t big enough for all the containers. He had to use one of the storage compartments in the forward berth.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’m tired of shaving three times a day.’


Fox folded the report closed and picked the clipboard up off the bed table. Her eyes quickly scanned the checklist of questions he had to answer every time he came in.


‘No fever at all?’


‘No, I’m clean.’


‘And no diarrhea.’


‘Nope.’


He knew from her constant drilling and double-checking that fever and diarrhea were the twin harbingers of organ rejection. He took his temperature a minimum of twice a day, along with readings of blood pressure and pulse.


‘The vitals look good. Why don’t you lean forward?’


She put the clipboard down. With a stethoscope she first warmed with her breath, she listened to his heart at three different spots on his back. Then he lay back and she listened through his chest. She took her own measure of his pulse with two fingers on his neck while she looked at her watch. She was very close to him as she did this. She wore a perfume of orange blossoms, which McCaleb had always associated with older women. And Bonnie Fox was not one of them. He looked up at her, studying her face while she studied her watch.


‘Do you ever wonder if we should be doing this?’ he asked.


‘Don’t talk.’


Eventually, she moved her fingers to his wrist and measured the pulse there. After that she pulled the pressure collar off the wall, put it on his arm and took a blood pressure reading, maintaining her silence all the time.


‘Good,’ she said when she was done.


‘Good,’ he said.


‘Whether we should be doing what?’


It was like her to suddenly continue an interrupted or forgotten bit of conversation. She rarely forgot anything McCaleb said to her. Bonnie Fox was a small woman about McCaleb’s age with short hair gone prematurely gray. Her white lab coat hung almost to her ankles because it had been designed for a taller person. Embroidered on the breast pocket was an outline of the cardiopulmonary system, her specialty as a surgeon. She was all business when it came to their meetings. She had an air of confidence and caring, a combination McCaleb had always found rare in physicians—and in the last years there had been many. He returned the confidence and caring. He liked her and trusted her. In his most secret thoughts there had once been a hesitation when  he considered he would one day put his life in the hands of this woman. But the hesitation quickly left and caused him only a feeling of guilt. When the time came for the transplant, it had been her smiling face that was the last he had seen as he was put to sleep in pre-op. There had been no hesitation in him by then. And it was her smiling face that welcomed him back to the world with a new heart and new life.


McCaleb took the fact that in the eight weeks since the transplant there had not been a hitch in his recovery as proof his belief in her was valid. In the three years since he had first walked into her office, a bond had developed between them that had gone far beyond the professional. They were good friends now, or so McCaleb believed. They had shared meals a half dozen times and countless spirited debates on everything from genetic cloning to the O. J. Simpson trials—McCaleb had won a hundred bucks from her on the first verdict, easily seeing that her unwavering belief in the justice system had blinded her to the racial realities of the case. She wouldn’t bet him on the second.


Whatever the subject, half the time McCaleb found himself taking the opposing opinion just because he liked battling with her. Fox now followed her question with a look that said she was ready for another joust.


‘Whether we should be doing this,’ he said, waving a hand around as if to encompass the whole hospital. ‘Taking out organs, putting in new ones. Sometimes I feel like Frankenstein’s monster, other people’s parts in me.’


‘One other person, one other part. Let’s not be so dramatic.’


‘But it’s the big part, isn’t it? You know, when I was with the bureau, we had to qualify on the range every year. You know, shoot at targets. And the best way to qualify was to go for the heart. The circle around the  heart on those targets scores more than the head. It’s called the ten ring. Highest score.’


‘Look, if this is the aren’t-we-acting-like-God debate again, I thought we were well past that.’


She shook her head, smiled and looked him over for a few seconds. The smile eventually dropped away.


‘What’s really wrong?’


‘I don’t know. I guess I’m feeling guilty.’


‘What, about living?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve been through this, too. I have no time for survivor’s guilt. Look at the choices here. It’s simple. You’ve got life on one side and then you’ve got death. Big decision. What is there to be guilty about?’


He raised his hands in surrender. She always put things in their clearest context.


‘Typical,’ she said, refusing to let him back off. ‘You hang around almost two years waiting for a heart, draw your string out and nearly don’t even make it, and now you wonder if we should have even given it to you. What’s really bothering you, Terry? I don’t have time to be bullshitting with you.’


He looked back at her. She had developed a skill at reading him. It was something all the best bureau agents and cops he had known had. He hesitated and then decided to say what was on his mind.


‘I guess I want to know how come you didn’t tell me that the woman whose heart I got had been murdered.’


She was clearly taken aback. The shock of his statement showed on her face.


‘Murdered? What are you talking about?’


‘She was murdered.’


‘How?’


‘I don’t know exactly. She got caught in the middle of  a robbery in some convenience store up in the Valley. Shot in the head. She died and I got her heart.’


‘You’re not supposed to know anything about your donor. How do you know this?’


‘Because her sister came and saw me on Saturday. She told me the whole thing ... It sort of changes things, you know?’


Fox sat on the hospital bed and leaned over him. A stern look came over her face.


‘First of all, I had no idea where your heart came from. We never do. It came through BOPRA. All we were told was that an organ was available with a blood work match to a recipient we had on call and at the top of our list. That was you. You know how BOPRA works. You watched the film during orientation. We get limited information because it works best that way. I told you exactly what we knew. Female, twenty-six years old, if I remember. Perfect health, perfect blood typing, perfect donor. That’s it.’


‘Then I’m sorry. I thought maybe you knew and just held that back.’


‘I didn’t. We didn’t. So if we didn’t know who and where it came from, how did the sister know who and where it went? How did she find you? This could be some kind of a scam she’s —’


‘No. It’s her. I know.’


‘How do you know?’


‘The newspaper article last Sunday, that “Whatever Happened to ...” column in the Times Metro section. It said I got the heart on February ninth and that I’d been waiting a long time because my blood type was rare. The sister read it and put it together. She obviously knew when her sister died, knew her heart was donated and knew she also had a rare blood type. She’s an ER nurse up at Holy Cross and figured out it was me.’


‘It still doesn’t mean you have her sister’s —’ 


‘She also had the letter I wrote.’


‘What letter?’


‘The one everybody writes afterward. The anonymous thank you note to the family of your donor. The one the hospital mails. She had mine. I looked at it and it’s mine. I remember what I wrote.’


‘This is not supposed to happen, Terry. What does she want? Money?’


‘No, not money. Don’t you see? She wants me to find out who did it. Who killed her sister. The cops never closed it. It’s two months later and no arrest. She knows they’ve given up. Then she sees this story about me in the paper, about what I used to do for the bureau. She figures out I got her sister’s heart and thinks maybe I can do what the cops apparently can’t. Break the case. She spent an hour walking around the San Pedro marinas looking for my boat Saturday. All she had was the name of the boat from the paper. She came looking for me.’


‘This is crazy. Give me this woman’s name and I’ll —’


‘No. I don’t want you to do anything to her. Think if you were her and you loved your sister. You’d do what she did, too.’


Fox got off the bed, a wide-eyed look on her face.


‘You’re not actually thinking of doing this.’


She said it as a statement, a doctor’s order. He didn’t answer and that in itself was an answer. He could see anger once again working itself into Fox’s expression.


‘Listen to me. You are in no condition to be doing anything like this. You are sixty days post-transplant surgery and you want to run around playing detective?’


‘I’m only thinking about it, okay? I told her I’d think about it. I know the risks. I also know that I’m not an FBI agent anymore. It would be a whole different thing.’


Fox angrily folded her thin arms across her chest.


‘You shouldn’t even be thinking about it. As your doctor, I am telling you not to do this. That’s an order.’


Her voice then changed in tone and softened.


‘You have to respect the gift you were given, Terry. This second chance.’


‘But that respect goes two ways. If I didn’t have her heart, I’d be dead by now. I owe her. It’s that —’


‘You don’t owe her or her family anything more than that note you sent them. That’s it. She’d be dead whether you or anybody else got her heart. You are wrong about this.’


He nodded that he understood her point but it wasn’t enough for him. He knew that just because something makes sense on an intellectual level, it doesn’t play any better in the twists of your guts. She read his thoughts.


‘But what?’


‘I don’t know. It’s just that I thought if I ever found out what happened, I would find out it was an accident. That’s what I prepared myself for. That’s what they tell you in orientation and even you told me when we started. That ninety-nine out of a hundred times it’s an accident leading to fatal head injury. Car crash or somebody falls down the steps or dumps their motorcycle. But this is different. It changes things.’


‘You keep saying that. How can it be different? The heart is just an organ—a biological pump. It’s the same no matter how its original owner dies.’


‘An accident I could live with. All that time I was waiting, knowing that somebody had to die for me to live, I was getting myself ready to accept it as an accident. With an accident it’s like it was fated or something. But a murder ... that comes with evil intent attached. It’s not happenstance. It means that I’m the benefactor of an act of evil, Doctor, and that’s why it’s different now.’


Fox was silent for a few moments. She shoved her hands into the side pockets of her lab coat. McCaleb thought that she was finally beginning to see his point. 


‘That’s what my life was about for a long time,’ he added quietly. ‘I was searching out evil. That was my job. And I was good at it but in the long run it was better than me. It got the best of me. I think—no, I know—that’s what took my heart. But now it’s like none of that meant anything because here I am, I have this new heart, a new life, this second chance you talk about, and the only reason I have it is because of this evil, hateful thing that someone did.’


He blew out a deep breath before going on.


‘She went into that store to get a candy bar for her kid and she ends up—look, it’s just different. I can’t explain it.’


‘You’re not making a lot of sense.’


‘It’s hard for me to put it into the words I want. I just know what I’m feeling. It makes sense to me.’


Fox had a resigned look on her face.


‘Look, I know what you’re going to want to do. You’re going to want to help this lady. But you’re not ready. Physically, no way. And emotionally, after hearing what you just said, I don’t think you’re ready to investigate even a car accident. Remember what I told you about the equilibrium between physical and mental health? One feeds off the other. And I’m scared that what you have going on in your head now is going to affect your physical progress.’


‘I understand.’


‘No, I don’t think you do. You are gambling with your own life here. If this goes south, if you start getting infection or rejection, we’re not going to be able to save you, Terry. We waited twenty-two months for that heart you have now. You think another one with matching blood work is going to just pop up because you messed up this one? No chance. I’ve got a patient down the hall on a machine. He’s waiting on a heart that isn’t coming.  That could be you, Terry. This is your one chance. Do not blow it!’


She reached across the bed and placed her hand on his chest. It reminded him of what Graciela Rivers had done. He felt its warmth there.


‘Tell this woman no. Save yourself and tell her no.’
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The moon was like a balloon being kept aloft by children poking at it with sticks. The masts of dozens of sailboats stood raised beneath it, ready to keep it from falling. McCaleb watched it hover in the black sky until it finally escaped by slipping behind the clouds somewhere out over Catalina. As good a hiding spot as any, he thought, as he looked down at the empty coffee cup in his hand. He missed being able to sit in the stern at the end of the day with an ice-cold beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. But cigarettes had been part of the problem and were gone for good now. And it would be a few months before the medication therapy would relax enough to allow a dose of alcohol into the mix. For now, if he had just one beer, it might give him what Bonnie Fox called a fatal hangover.


McCaleb got up and went into the boat’s salon. First he tried sitting at the galley table but soon got up, turned the TV on and started flipping through the channels without really looking at what was on. He turned the tube off and checked the clutter on the chart table but found there was nothing for him there, either. He moved about the cabin, looking for a distraction from his thoughts. But there was nothing.


He moved down the stairs into the forward passageway and into the head. He took the thermometer from the medicine cabinet, shook it and dipped it under his tongue. It was an old-style glass tube instrument. The  electronic thermometer with digital reading display the hospital had provided was still in its box on the cabinet shelf. For some reason he didn’t trust it.


Looking at himself in the mirror, he pulled open the collar of his shirt and studied the small wound left by the morning’s biopsy. It never got a chance to heal. There had been so many biopsies that the incision was always just about covered with new skin when it was opened up again and the artery probed once more. He knew it would be a permanent mark, like the thirteen-inch scar running down his chest. As he stared at himself, his thoughts drifted to his father. He remembered the permanent marks, the tattoos, left on the old man’s neck. The coordinates of a radiation battle that served only to prolong the inevitable.


The temperature reading was normal. He washed the thermometer and put it back, then took the clipboard with the temperature log sheet off the towel hook and wrote the date and time. In the last column, under TEMPERATURE, he drew another dash indicating no change.


After hanging up the board, he leaned into the mirror to look at his eyes. Green flecked with gray, the corneas showing hairline cracks of red. He stepped back and pulled the shirt off. The mirror was small but he could still see the scar, whitish pink and thick, ugly. He did this often, appraised himself. It was because he couldn’t get used to the way his body looked now and the way it had so fully betrayed him. Cardiomyopathy. Fox had told him it was a virus that could have been waiting in the walls of his heart for years, only to bloom by happenstance and to be nurtured by stress. The explanation meant little to him. It didn’t ease the feeling that the man he had once been was gone now forever. He sometimes felt when he looked at himself he was looking at a stranger, someone beaten down and left fragile by life.


After pulling his shirt back on, he went into the forward berth. It was a triangular-shaped room that followed the shape of the bow. There was a double bunk on the port side and a bank of storage compartments to starboard. He had turned the lower berth into a desk and used the overhead berth for storage of cardboard boxes full of old bureau files. Marked on the side of these boxes were the names of the investigations. They said POET, CODE, ZODIAC, FULL MOON and BREMMER. Two of the boxes were marked VARIOUS UNSUBS. McCaleb had copied most of his files before leaving the bureau. It was against policy but no one stopped him. The files in the boxes came from various cases, open and closed. Some filled whole cartons, some were thin enough to share space in the same boxes. He wasn’t sure why he had copied everything. He hadn’t opened any of the boxes since he had retired. But at various times he had thought he would write a book or maybe even continue his investigations of the open cases. Largely, though, he just liked the idea of having the files as a physical accounting or proof of what he had done with that part of his life.


McCaleb sat down at the desk and turned on the wall-mounted light. Momentarily, his eyes fell on the FBI badge he had carried for sixteen years. It was now encased in a Lucite block and hanging on the wall above the desk. Tacked to the wall next to it was a photo of a young girl with braces, smiling at the camera. It had been copied from a yearbook many years before. McCaleb frowned at the memory and looked away, his eyes falling to the desk clutter.


There was a handful of bills and receipts scattered on the desk, an accordion file full of medical records, a stack of manila files that were mostly empty, three fliers from competing dry-docking services and the Cabrillo Marina dockage rules book. His checkbook was open and ready to be put to use but he couldn’t bring himself to wade  into the mundane task of paying bills. Not now. He was restless but it was not because of a paucity of things on his mind. He couldn’t stop thinking about the visit from Graciela Rivers and the sudden change it had put him through.


He sorted through the clutter on the desk until he found the newspaper clip that had brought the woman to his boat. He had read it the day it was published, cut it out and then tried to forget about it. But that had been impossible. The story had drawn a procession of victims to his boat. The mother whose teenage daughter’s body was found mutilated on the beach down in Redondo; the parents whose son had been hanged in an apartment in West Hollywood. The young husband whose wife had gone clubbing on the Sunset Strip one night and had never come back. All of them zombies, left nearly catatonic by grief and the betrayal of their faith in a God who wouldn’t allow such things to happen. McCaleb couldn’t comfort them, he couldn’t help them. He sent them on their way.


He had agreed to the newspaper interview only because he was in the reporter’s debt. When he had been with the bureau, Keisha Russell had always been good to him. She was the kind of reporter who gave some and didn’t always take. She had called him on the boat a month earlier to collect on that debt. She’d been assigned the story for the Times‘s ‘Whatever Happened to ...’ column. Since a year earlier she had written a story about McCaleb’s wait for a heart, she wanted to update it now that he had finally received the transplant. McCaleb wanted to decline the invitation, knowing it would disrupt the anonymous life he was now living, but Russell had reminded him of all the times she had helped him—either holding back details of an investigation or putting them into a story, depending on what McCaleb  thought would be useful. McCaleb felt he had no choice. He always made good on his debts.


On the day the story was published, McCaleb had taken it as his official badge of has-been status. Usually, the column was reserved for updates on hack politicians who had disappeared from the local scene or people whose fifteen minutes of fame had long ago lapsed. Every now and then it featured a washed-up TV star who was selling real estate or had become a painter because it was his true creative calling.


He unfolded the clip now and reread it.



New Heart, New Start for Former FBI Agent


By Keisha Russell



  TIMES STAFF WRITER


It used to be that Terrell McCaleb’s face was a routine fixture on the nightly newscasts of Los Angeles and his words always found space in the local newspapers. It was not a nice routine for him or the city.


An FBI agent, McCaleb was the bureau’s point man in the investigations of the handful of serial killers that plagued Los Angeles and the West in the last decade.


A member of the Investigative Support Unit, McCaleb helped focus the investigations of the local police. Media-savvy and always quotable, he often took the spotlight—a move that sometimes rubbed the locals and his supervisors in Quantico, Va., the wrong way.


But it has been more than two years since he has made even a blip on the public radar screen. These days, McCaleb no longer carries a badge or a gun. He says he doesn’t even own a standard-issue navy blue FBI suit anymore.


More often than not he wears old blue jeans and torn T-shirts and can be found restoring his 42-foot fishing boat. The Following Sea. McCaleb, who was born in Los Angeles and grew up in Avalon on nearby Catalina Island, currently lives on the boat in a San Pedro  marina but plans eventually to moor the vessel in Avalon Harbor.


Recovering from heart transplant surgery, McCaleb says hunting serial killers and rapists is the furthest thing from his mind these days.


McCaleb, 46, says he gave his heart to the bureau—his doctors say severe stress triggered a virus that led to the near-fatal weakening of his original heart—but doesn’t miss it.


‘When you go through something like this, it changes you more than just physically,’ he said in an interview last week. ‘It puts things in perspective. Those FBI days seem like a long time ago. I’ve got a new start now. I don’t know exactly what I’m going to do with it but I’m not too worried. I’ll find something.’


McCaleb almost didn’t get the new start. Because he has a blood type found in less than one percent of the population, his wait for a suitable heart lasted almost two years.


‘He really strung it out,’ said Dr Bonnie Fox, the surgeon who performed the transplant. ‘We probably would have lost him or he would have become too weak to undergo the surgery if we’d had to wait much longer.’


McCaleb is out of the hospital and already physically active after only eight weeks. He says that only on occasion does he think about the adrenaline-pumping investigations that once occupied him.


The former agent’s case list reads like a Who’s Who of a macabre walk of fame. Among the cases he worked locally were the Nightstalker and Poet investigations and he took key roles in the hunts for the Code Killer, Sunset Strip Strangler and Luther Hatch, who became known after his arrest as the Cemetery Man because of his visits to the graves of his victims.


McCaleb had been a profiler in the unit’s Quantico  base for several years. He specialized in West Coast cases and was flown to Los Angeles often to assist local police in investigations. Finally, the unit’s supervisors decided to create a satellite post here and McCaleb was returned to his native Los Angeles to work out of the FBI field office in Westwood. The move put him closer to many of the investigations in which the FBI was called upon for assistance.


Not all of the investigations were successful and eventually the stress took its toll. McCaleb suffered a heart attack while working late one evening in the local field office. He was found by a night janitor, who was credited with saving the agent’s life. Doctors determined McCaleb suffered from advanced cardiomyopathy—a weakening of the heart’s muscles—and placed him on a transplant list. As he waited, he was given a disability retirement by the bureau.


He traded his bureau pager for a hospital pager and on Feb. 9 it sounded; a heart from a donor with matching blood was available. After six hours of surgery at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, the donor’s heart was beating in McCaleb’s chest.


McCaleb is unsure what he’ll do with his new life—other than go fishing. He has had offers from former agents and police detectives to join them as a private investigator or security consultant. But his focus so far has been on restoring The Following Sea, a twenty-year-old sport-fishing boat he inherited from his father. The boat was left to deteriorate for six years but now has McCaleb’s full-time attention.


‘At the moment I’m content to take things a little at a time,’ he said. ‘I’m not worried too much about what’s ahead.’


His regrets are few but like all retired investigators and fishermen, McCaleb laments the ones that got away.


‘I wish I had solved all the cases,’ he said. ‘I hated it when somebody got away. I still do.’





For a moment McCaleb studied the photo they had used with the story. It was an old head shot they had used many times before during his days with the bureau. His eyes stared boldly into the camera.


When Keisha Russell had come around to do the story on him, she had come with a photographer. But McCaleb wouldn’t let them take a fresh shot. He told them to use one of the old photos. He didn’t want anybody to see the way he looked now.


Not that anyone could tell much, unless he had his shirt off. He was about thirty pounds lighter but that wasn’t what he wanted to hide. It was the eyes. He had lost that look—the eyes as piercingly hard as bullets. He didn’t want anyone to know he had lost that.


He folded the newspaper clip and put it aside. He tapped his fingers on the desk for a few seconds while brooding over things and then looked at the steel paper spike next to the phone. The number Graciela Rivers had given him was scratched in pencil on the scrap of paper that sat at the top of the stack of notes punctured by the spike.


 



When he was an agent, he had carried with him a bottomless reservoir of rage for the men he hunted. He had seen firsthand what they had done and he wanted them to pay for the horrible manifestations of their fantasies. Blood debts had to be paid in blood. That was why in the bureau’s serial killer unit the agents called what they did ‘blood work’. There was no other way to describe it. And so it worked on him, cut at him, every time one didn’t pay. Every time one got away.


What happened to Gloria Torres now cut at him. He was alive because she had been taken away by evil.  Graciela had told him the story. Gloria had died for no reason other than that she was in the way of somebody and a cash register. It was a simple, stupid and ghastly reason to die. It somehow put McCaleb in debt. To her and her son, to Graciela, even to himself.


 



He picked up the phone and dialed the number scratched on the paper. It was late but he didn’t want to wait and he didn’t think she would want him to. She answered in a whisper after only one ring.


‘Miss Rivers?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Terry McCaleb. You came by my —’


‘Yes.’


‘Is this a bad time?’


‘No.’


‘Well, listen, I wanted to tell you that I, uh, have been thinking about things and I promised you I’d call you back no matter what I decided.’


‘Yes.’


There was a hopeful tone in just her one word. It touched his heart.


‘Well, this is what I think. My, um, my skills, I guess you’d call them, they’re not really suited to this kind of crime. From what you described about your sister, we’re talking about a random occurrence with a financial motive. A robbery. So it’s different from, you know, the kind of cases I worked for the bureau, the serial cases.’


‘I understand.’


The hopefulness was bleeding out.


‘No, I’m not saying I’m not going to—you know, that I’m not interested. I’m calling because I am going to go see the police tomorrow and ask about this. But —’


‘Thank you.’


‘- I don’t know how successful I’m going to be. That’s  what I’m trying to say. I don’t want to get your hopes up, is what I’m saying. These things ... I don’t know.’


‘I understand. Thank you for just being willing to do this. Nobody —’


‘Well, I’ll take a look at things,’ he said, cutting her off. He didn’t want her thanking him too much. ‘I don’t know what kind of help or cooperation I’ll get from the LA police but I’ll do what I can. I owe your sister at least that much. To try.’


She was silent and he told her he needed to get some additional information about her sister as well as the names of the LAPD detectives on the case. They talked for about ten minutes and when he had all of the information he needed written down in a small notebook, an uneasy silence played across the telephone line.


‘Well,’ he finally said, ‘I guess that’s it, then. I’ll call you if I have any other questions or if anything else comes up.’


‘Thank you again.’


‘Something tells me I should be thanking you. I’m glad I’ll be able to do this. I just hope it helps.’


‘Oh, it will. You’ve got her heart. She’ll guide you.’


‘Yes,’ he said hesitantly, not really understanding what she meant or why he was agreeing. ‘I’ll call you when I can.’


He hung up and stared at the phone for a few moments, thinking about her last line. Then again he unfolded the newspaper clip with his picture. He studied the eyes for a long time.


Finally, he folded the newspaper clip closed and hid it under some of the paperwork on the desk. He looked up at the girl with the braces and after a few moments nodded. Then he turned off the light.
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When McCaleb had been with the bureau, the agents he worked with called this part the ‘hard tango’. It was the finesse moves they had to make with the locals. It was an ego thing and a territorial thing. One dog doesn’t piss in another dog’s yard. Not without permission.


There was not a single homicide cop working who did not have a healthy ego. It was an absolute job requirement. To do the job, you had to know in your heart that you were up to the task and that you were better, smarter, stronger, meaner, more skilled and more patient than your adversary. You had to flat-out know that you were going to win. And if you had any doubts about that, then you had to back off and work burglaries or take a patrol shift or do something else.


The problem was that homicide egos were often unchecked to the point that some detectives extended the view they had of their adversaries to those who wanted to help them—fellow investigators, especially FBI agents. No homicide cop on a stalled-out case wants to be told that maybe someone else—particularly a fed from Quantico—might be able to help or could do it better. It had been McCaleb’s experience that when a cop finally gave up and put a case into cold storage, he secretly didn’t want anyone taking it out and proving him wrong by solving it. As an FBI agent McCaleb was almost never asked into a case or called for advice by the lead detective. It was always the supervisor’s idea. The  supervisor didn’t care about egos or hurt feelings. The supervisor cared about clearing cases and improving statistical reports. And so the bureau would be called and McCaleb would come in and have to do the dance with the lead detective. Sometimes it was the smooth dance of coordinated partners. More often it was the hard tango. Toes got stepped on, egos got bruised. On more than one occasion McCaleb suspected that a detective he was working with was holding back information or was secretly pleased when McCaleb was unsuccessful in helping identify a suspect or bringing closure to a case. It was part of the petty territorial bullshit of the law enforcement world. Sometimes consideration of the victim or the victim’s family wasn’t even on the plate. It was dessert. And sometimes there was no dessert.


McCaleb was pretty sure he was facing a hard tango with the LAPD. It didn’t matter that they had apparently hit the wall with the Gloria Torres investigation and could use the help. It was territorial. And to make matters worse, he wasn’t even with the FBI anymore. He was going in naked, without a badge. All he had with him when he arrived at seven-thirty on Tuesday morning at the West Valley Division was his leather bag and a box of doughnuts. He was going to be dancing the hard tango without music.


McCaleb had chosen his arrival time because he knew that most detectives started early so they could get done early. It was the time when he had the best chance of catching the two assigned to the Gloria Torres case in their office. Graciela had given him their names. Arrango and Walters. McCaleb didn’t know them, but he had met their commanding officer, Lieutenant Dan Buskirk, a few years earlier on the Code Killer case. But it was a superficial relationship. McCaleb didn’t know what Buskirk thought about him. He decided, though, that it  would be best to follow protocol and start with Buskirk and then, hopefully, get to Arrango and Walters.


West Valley Division was on Owensmouth Street in Reseda. It seemed to be an odd place for a police station. Most of the LAPD’s stations were placed in the tough areas where police attention was needed most. They had concrete walls erected at the entranceways to guard against drive-by shootings. But West Valley was different. There were no barriers. The station was in a bucolic, middle-class, residential setting. There was a library on one side and a public park on the other, plenty of parking at the front curb. Across the street was a row of signature San Fernando Valley ranch houses.


After the cab dropped him off out front, McCaleb entered through the main lobby, threw an easy salute at one of the uniformed officers behind the counter and headed toward the hallway to the left. He showed no hesitation. He knew it led to the detective bureau because most of the city’s police divisions were laid out the same way.


The uniform didn’t stop him and this encouraged McCaleb. Maybe it was the box of doughnuts but he took it to mean he still had at least some of the look—the confident walk of a man carrying a gun and a badge. He was carrying neither.


After entering the detective bureau, he came to another counter. By pressing against it and leaning over, he could look to the left and through the glass window of the small office he knew belonged to the detective lieutenant. It was empty.


‘Can I help you?’


He straightened up and looked at the young detective who had approached the counter from a nearby desk. Probably a trainee assigned counter duty. Usually, they used old men from the neighborhood who volunteered  their time or cops assigned light duty because of injury or disciplinary action.


‘I was hoping to see Lieutenant Buskirk. Is he here?’


‘He’s in a meeting at Valley bureau. Can I help you with something?’


That meant Buskirk was in Van Nuys at the Valley-wide command office. McCaleb’s plan to start with him was out the window. He could now wait for Buskirk or leave and come back. But go where? The library? There wasn’t even a nearby coffee shop he could walk to. He decided to take his chances with Arrango and Walters. He wanted to keep moving.


‘How about Arrango or Walters in homicide?’


The detective glanced at a plastic wall-mounted board with names going down the left side and rows of boxes to be checked that said IN and OUT as well as VACATION and COURT. But there were no check marks of any kind made after the names Arrango and Walters.


‘Let me check,’ the frontman said. ‘Your name?’


‘My name is McCaleb but it won’t mean anything to them. Tell them it’s about the Gloria Torres case.’


The frontman went back to his desk and punched in three digits on the phone. He spoke in a whisper. McCaleb knew then that as far as the frontman was concerned, he didn’t have the look. In a half minute the call was done and the frontman didn’t bother getting up from the desk.


‘Turn around, back down the hall, first door on the right.’


McCaleb nodded, took the box of doughnuts off the counter and followed the instructions. As he approached, he put the leather bag under one arm so he could open the door. But it opened as he was reaching for it. A man in a white shirt and tie stood there. His gun was held in a shoulder harness under his right arm. This was a bad sign. Detectives rarely used their weapons, homicide  detectives even less than others. Whenever McCaleb saw a homicide detective with a shoulder harness instead of the more comfortable belt clip, he knew he was dealing with a major ego. He almost sighed out loud.


‘Mr McCaleb?’


‘That’s me.’


‘I’m Eddie Arrango, what can I do for you? My guy up front said you’re here about Glory Torres?’


They shook hands after McCaleb awkwardly transferred the box of doughnuts to his left hand.


‘That’s right.’


He was a large man, more in horizontal than vertical proportions. Latino, with a full head of black hair feathered with gray. Mid-forties, with a solid build, no stomach over the belt. It went with the shoulder harness. He took up the whole door and made no move to invite his visitor in.


‘Is there a place we can talk about this?’


‘Talk about what?’


‘I’m going to be looking into her murder.’


So much for finesse, McCaleb thought.


‘Oh, shit, here we go,’ Arrango said.


He shook his head in annoyance, glanced behind him and then back at McCaleb.


‘All right,’ he said, ‘let’s get this over with. You got about ten minutes before I toss you outta here.’


He turned around and McCaleb followed him into a room crowded with desks and detectives. Some of them looked up from their work at McCaleb, the intruder, but most didn’t bother. Arrango snapped his fingers to draw the attention of a detective at one of the desks along the far wall. He was on the phone but looked up to see Arrango signal him. The man on the phone nodded and held up one finger. Arrango led the way to an interview room with a small table pushed against one wall and  three chairs. It was smaller than a prison cell. He closed the door.


‘Have a seat. My partner will be in in a minute.’


McCaleb took the chair opposite the table. This meant Arrango would likely take the chair to McCaleb’s right or be forced to squeeze behind him to go to the chair on his left. McCaleb wanted him on the right. It was a small thing, but a routine he had always followed as an agent. Put the subject you are talking to on the right. It means they look at you from the left and engage the side of the brain that is less critical and judgmental. A psychologist at Quantico had once given the tip while teaching a class on techniques of hypnosis and interrogation. McCaleb wasn’t sure if it worked but he liked to have any edge he could get. And he thought he might need one with Arrango.


‘You want a doughnut?’ he asked as Arrango took the chair on his right.


‘No, I don’t want any of your doughnuts. I just want you on your way and out of my way. It’s the sister, isn’t it? You’re working for the goddamn sister. Let me see your ticket. I can’t believe she’s wasting her money on -’


‘I don’t have a license, if that’s what you mean.’


Arrango drummed his fingers on the scarred table as he thought about this.


‘Jesus, you know it’s stuffy in here. We shouldn’t keep it closed up like this.’


Arrango was a bad actor. He delivered the line as if he were reading it off a chart on the wall. He got up, adjusted the thermostat on the wall by the door and then sat back down. McCaleb knew that he had just turned on a tape recorder as well as a video camera hidden behind the air duct grill over the door.


‘First off, you say you are conducting an investigation of the Gloria Torres homicide, is that correct?’


‘Well, I haven’t really started. I was going to talk to you first and then go from there.’


‘But you’re working for the victim’s sister?’


‘Graciela Rivers asked me to look into it, yes.’


‘And you have no license in the state of California to operate as a private investigator, true?’


‘True.’


The door opened and the man Arrango had signaled earlier stepped into the room. Without turning around and looking at his partner, Arrango held a hand up, fingers spread, signaling him not to interrupt. The man McCaleb assumed was Walters folded his arms and leaned against the wall next to the door.


‘Do you understand, sir, that it is a crime in this state to operate as a private investigator without a license? I could arrest you on a misdemeanor right now.’


‘It’s illegal, not to mention unethical, to take money to conduct a private investigation without the proper license. Yes, I’m aware of that.’


‘Wait. You’re telling me you’re doing this for free?’


‘That’s right. As a friend of the family.’


McCaleb was quickly growing tired of the bullshit and wanted to get on with what he was there for.


‘Look, can we skip all the bullshit and turn off the tape and the camera and just talk for a few minutes? Besides, your partner is leaning against the microphone. You’re not picking anything up.’


Walters jumped away from the thermostat just as Arrango turned around to see that McCaleb had been right.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Walters said to his partner.


‘Shuddup.’


‘Hey, have a doughnut, guys,’ McCaleb said. ‘I’m here to help.’


Arrango turned back to McCaleb, still a bit flustered.


‘How the fuck did you know about the tape?’


‘Because you’ve got the same setup in every detective bureau in the city. And I’ve been in most of them. I used to be with the bureau. That’s how I knew.’


‘The FBI?’ Walters asked.


‘FBI retired. Graciela Rivers is an acquaintance. She asked me to look into this, I said I would. I want to help.’


‘What’s your name?’ Walters asked.


Obviously he was coming to everything late because he had been on the phone. McCaleb stood up and extended his hand. Walters shook it as McCaleb introduced himself. Dennis Walters was younger than Arrango. Pale white skin, slim build. His clothes were loose, baggy, suggesting that his wardrobe had not been updated since he had experienced a dramatic loss in weight. He wore no holster at all that McCaleb could see. He probably kept his gun in his briefcase until he went out on the street. McCaleb’s kind of cop. Walters knew it wasn’t the gun that made the man. His partner didn’t.


‘I know you,’ he said, pointing a finger at McCaleb.


‘You’re that guy. The serial guy.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Arrango said.


‘You know, the profilers. The serial killer squad. He was the one they sent out here permanently, since most of the nuts are out here. He worked the Sunset Strip Strangler, what else, the Code Killer, that cemetery guy, a bunch of cases out here.’


He then put his attention back on McCaleb.


‘Right?’


McCaleb nodded. Walters snapped his fingers.


‘Didn’t I read about you recently? Something in the  Slimes, right?’


Once again McCaleb nodded.


‘The “Whatever Happened to ...” column. Two Sundays back.’


‘That’s it. Right. You got a heart transplant, right?’


McCaleb nodded. He knew that familiarity bred comfort. Eventually, they would get down to business. Walters remained standing behind Arrango but McCaleb saw his gaze drop to the box on the table.


‘You want a doughnut, Detective? I’d hate to see them go to waste. I didn’t get breakfast but I’m not going to have one if you guys don’t.’


‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Walters said.


As he came forward and opened the box, he glanced anxiously at his partner. Arrango’s face was a stone. Walters took out a glazed doughnut. McCaleb took a cinnamon sugar and then Arrango broke and reluctantly took a powdered sugar. They ate silently for a few moments before McCaleb reached into his sport coat and pulled out the stack of napkins he had grabbed at Winchell’s. He tossed them onto the table and everyone took one.


‘So, the bureau pension’s so short you’ve gotta pick up PI work, huh?’ Walters said, his mouth full of doughnut.


‘I’m not a PI. The sister’s an acquaintance. Like I said, I’m not being paid.’


‘An acquaintance?’ Arrango said. ‘That’s the second time you said that. How exactly do you know her?’


‘I live on a boat down at the harbor. I met her at the marina one day. She likes boats. We met. She found out what I once did for the bureau and asked me to take a look at this. What’s the problem?’


He didn’t know exactly why he was shading the truth to the point of lying. Other than that he had immediately taken a disliking to Arrango, he didn’t feel he wanted to reveal his true connection to Gloria Torres and Graciela Rivers.


‘Well, look,’ Arrango said, ‘I don’t know what she told you about this, but this is a convenience store robbery, FBI man. This isn’t Charlie Manson or Ted Bundy or Jeffrey Fucking Dahmer. It’s not rocket science. This is  some mope with a mask and a gun and the right ratio of balls to brains to use it all to make a couple dollars. This isn’t what you’re used to seein’, is what I’m saying.’


‘I know that,’ McCaleb said. ‘But I told her I’d check into it. It’s been what, going on two months now? I thought maybe you guys wouldn’t mind a fresh set of eyes on something you can’t be spending much time on anymore.’


Walters took the bait.


‘Our team’s pulled four cases since then and Eddie’s been in trial the last two weeks in Van Nuys,’ he said. ‘As far as Torres goes, it’s -’


‘Still active,’ Arrango said, cutting his partner off.


McCaleb looked from Walters to Arrango.


‘Right ... Sure.’


‘And we’ve got a rule that we don’t invite amateurs in on active cases.’


‘Amateurs?’


‘You got no badge, no private ticket, that says amateur to me.’


McCaleb let the insult go by. He guessed Arrango was just taking his measure anyway. He pushed on.


‘That’s one of those rules you bring up when it’s convenient,’ he said. ‘But we all know here that I might be able to help you. What you need to know is that I’m not here to show you guys up. Not at all. Anything I come up with, you’ll be the first to know. Suspects, leads, anything. It all goes to you. I’d just like a little cooperation, that’s all.’


‘Cooperation in exactly what form?’ Arrango asked. ‘Like my partner who talks too much says, we’re kind of busy here.’


‘Copy me the murder book. Also any video you have. I’m good on crime scenes. That was sort of my specialty. I might be able to help you there. Just copy me what you’ve got and I’ll get out of your way.’


‘What you’re saying is you think we fucked up. That the answer’s sitting there in the book ready to jump out at you ’cause you’re a fed and the feds are so much smarter than us.’


McCaleb laughed and shook his head. He was beginning to think he should have counted his losses and left as soon as he saw the macho-man holster. He tried once more.


‘No, that’s not what I’m saying. I don’t know if you missed anything or not. I’ve worked with LAPD many times. If I was betting, I’d bet you missed nothing. All I’m saying is that I told Graciela Rivers I’d check into things. Let me ask you something, does she call you much?’


‘The sister? Too much. Week in and week out and I tell her the same thing every time. No suspects, no leads.’


‘You’re waiting on something to happen, right? Give it new life.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Well, this could at least be your way of getting her off your back. If I see what you’ve got and go back to her and say you boys did what you could, she might back off. She’ll believe it from me because she knows me.’


Neither of them said anything.


‘What have you got to lose?’ McCaleb prodded.


‘We’d have to clear any kind of cooperation with the lieutenant,’ Arrango said. ‘We can’t just give out copies of investigative records without his say-so, rules or no rules. In fact, you fucked up there, bro. You should’ve gone to him before you came to us. You know how the game’s played. You didn’t follow protocol.’


‘I understand that. I asked for him when I got here but they said he was at Valley bureau.’


‘Yeah, well, he should be back soon,’ Arrango said, checking his watch. ‘Tell you what, you say you’re good with crime scenes?’


‘Yeah. If you got a tape, I’d like to take a look at it.’


Arrango looked at Walters and winked, then he looked back at McCaleb.


‘We got better than a crime scene tape. We got the crime.’


He kicked back his chair and stood up.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Bring those doughnuts with you.’
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Arrango opened a drawer in one of the desks crammed into the squad room and took out a videotape. He then led the way out of the homicide squad office, down the hall and then through the half door of the main detective bureau counter. McCaleb could see they were headed for Buskirk’s office, which was still empty. McCaleb left the doughnuts on the front counter and followed the others in.


Pushed into one corner of the room was a tall steel cabinet on wheels. It was the kind of setup used in classrooms and roll-call rooms. Arrango opened the two doors and there was a television and a videocassette player inside. He turned the equipment on and shoved in the tape.


‘So look at this and tell us something we don’t know yet,’ he said to McCaleb without looking at him. ‘Then maybe we go to bat for you with the lieutenant.’
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