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For the bravest woman I know, Valerie
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I’m the boy in the third row of the class photograph that everyone’s eyes pass over. No one remembers my name, the color of my hair, or the sound of my voice. I’m invisible.


– Gabriel’s journal





one


The auditorium had the strong perfume scent of too many roses, like the hospital room of an accident victim. That sweet, not entirely healthy air. It smells so good you just know something terrible has happened.


It’s funny how the imaginary life you conjure up for your child is invariably nothing like the real thing. It’s actually not that different from being a cop, except that the longer I’m a cop, the less surprised I am by the things I see. And the longer I’m a mother … well, I don’t really need to finish that, do I?


I was watching my daughter compete in a beauty pageant. The Rose Parade Queen no less. How can you prepare for a moment like that?


How the hell did this happen?


I should be happy my daughter is on that stage, right? She’s beautiful, smart. It’s just that I always imagined beauty queens as girls from Texas with a missionary glow in their eyes as if they were selling a peculiar brand of faith. And I always imagined they were someone else’s daughters.


Maybe it’s because I’m a cop that I don’t buy any of it. Look at the girls on that stage. From left to right: Kimberley, Rebecca, Kellie, Grace, Caitlin. They’re all hiding something – no escaping it. Doesn’t take a cop’s eyes to see it. Kellie had her nose done, Grace her teeth, Caitlin lips … God only knows what Kimberley had done. And Rebecca … Rebecca I think has done it all.


What isn’t perfect can be hidden. Beauty queens cling to that like some ultimate, unshakeable truth.


My own daughter lied on her application for the pageant about two piercings. Bet the judges wouldn’t be happy about that: I know I wasn’t. I only know about them because I found the disinfectant in her bathroom.


Nothing is ever completely hidden – ever. A cop’s one and only unshakeable truth.


I looked at my daughter and wondered how she’d become a stranger to me. I didn’t know. It just crept up like the change of seasons.


A pageant official in a white suit started walking from judge to judge collecting the final tally sheets. I looked around for the other contestants’ parents seated in the auditorium. They were easy to pick out. They all appeared to belong to a lost tribe of perfectly proportioned people. It’s no mistake that their daughters are on that stage. Some have been in pageants since they were five years old. But why Lacy? I couldn’t let it go. Six months ago her wardrobe didn’t extend beyond jeans, T-shirts, and work boots. What is she doing in taffeta and heels?


I glanced at two of our SWAT officers wearing dark suits at the entrance to the auditorium. In the weeks before the pageant there had been whispers of the unthinkable happening. But those voices are everywhere now. In every civic gathering, in every speck of unattended white powder, in everyone’s imagination. The auditorium had been made as safe as we could make it. The fact that a cop’s daughter was one of the contestants seemed to give everyone involved an even greater sense of security, except me.


The master of ceremonies, a former TV actor who vaguely resembled his younger self, walked up to the mike.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to crown our new queen.’


The auditorium fell silent. I looked at Lacy and began to wonder if I’d survive being a mother. She had a rope around every nerve in my body and was yanking it tight. And it never changes, not from the moment the doctor places her on your chest, to the moment you find the nipple ring and the diaphragm in the sock drawer.


My pager started vibrating and the woman next to me gave me a look like I had just crawled out of a dumpster. I pulled my jacket back just enough so she could see the gun on my waist. She stared at it with that blank look of fear that always accompanies the sudden sight of a weapon by a civilian.


‘My daughter’s the second on the right,’ I whispered. ‘Isn’t she beautiful?’


The woman smiled nervously and looked quickly away, not wanting to disagree with a mother packing heat.


I glanced down at my pager – my partner’s cell number. I’d left word with him that I wasn’t to be disturbed unless there was a body, so evidently somewhere in Pasadena, someone had died violently.


I tried to focus on the stage, but my mind drifted to the distant crime scene. I imagined the position of the body and started to work backward. I could hear the dull sound of the victim hitting the ground. The crack of a gunshot. The sound of a scuffle. Fabric tearing. Individual voices raised in anger as events spun out of control.


A flashbulb went off.


‘And the 2003 Rose Queen is …’


‘Come on, Lacy,’ I whispered. ‘You go, girl.’


A kid in his twenties, with long dreadlocks, wearing a knee-length jacket, jumped out of his seat across the aisle from me and stumbled, falling to the carpet nearly at my feet. He looked up at me for a second in embarrassment as if he knew me, then rushed up the aisle and disappeared. Behind me I heard the sound of movement. Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of the other parents stand up and point in horror toward the stage.


As I turned back to the stage I saw Lacy lifting up her dress and removing a dark plastic bottle that was secured to her thigh.


‘You’re poisoning the planet for a fucking parade!’ Lacy yelled as she began spraying the audience with herbicide. ‘Pesticides kill, herbicides are poison. You’re all killers!’


People began diving under seats and shielding themselves with their programs as someone began screaming, ‘Poison, it’s poison, she’s got poison!’


I jumped out of my seat and began pushing my way through the panicked audience trying to flee up the aisle. On the other side of the auditorium one of the SWAT officers was removing his weapon from under his suit jacket and rushing toward the stage thinking my daughter had a weapon.


I yelled no at him but my voice was lost in the shouting and chaos erupting throughout the hall.


I took out my badge and began yelling ‘Police,’ hoping it would help to clear people out of my way but the only thing they were seeing were the exit signs. A woman in a pink dress with tears streaming down her face and hair sprinkled with herbicide ran into me and briefly looked me in the eye before pushing past with the rest of the crowd.


Someone seeing the other officer holding his gun screamed, ‘No, no, no. He’s got a gun.’


I reached the stage as the SWAT officer took the steps on the other side, his weapon at his side. An usher tried to stop me so I grabbed his hand and twisted it just enough to move him quickly out of my way. Onstage one of the contestants was crying and shaking her hands as if she had touched something hot. The SWAT officer was twenty feet from Lacy, his gun coming up from his side.


‘No!’ I yelled, but he didn’t hear me.


Lacy saw the SWAT officer moving toward her and began to turn toward him and raise her spray bottle.


‘Lacy!’ I screamed.


The SWAT officer froze and raised his weapon to a firing position just as two pageant officials grabbed her from behind. The spray bottle was knocked from her hand and seemed to hang suspended in midair for a beat, then fell to the floor with a dull thud.


There wasn’t a sound in the auditorium. All movement stopped.


The officer stared at the bottle on the floor for a moment then looked across the stage to me, took a breath, and quickly slipped his weapon back under his jacket.


Someone said, ‘It’s over, it’s over,’ as the two officials quickly walked Lacy offstage. I took a breath, then another.


The master of ceremonies, apparently confusing the pageant with the first space shuttle disaster, stepped up to the mike and said, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve had a malfunction.’


Backstage Lacy was seated on a folding chair surrounded by a half dozen gray-haired men in white suits who appeared on the verge of heart attacks. The man in charge was standing over Lacy trembling with rage and repeating himself.


‘You’re in big trouble, young lady! You’re in big trouble.’


Lacy saw me approaching and straightened up in the chair, trying to give the impression that she was still in control. I walked up and made brief eye contact with her, then turned to the men in suits.


‘I’m her mother.’


The man standing over her turned to me, the veins in his neck pumping like fire hoses. He stared dumbfounded for a moment then yelled, ‘She’s disqualified!’


‘I think she knows that,’ I said.


He shuddered like a tree about to topple. ‘In all my years—’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ve never—’


‘I know.’


‘Someone could have been hurt!’


‘Only if they were beneficial insects!’ Lacy said.


I looked at Lacy and started to shake my head.


‘That’s enough out of you, young lady,’ the official said. He turned to me in a rage. ‘What kind of a mother are you?’


The question caught me off guard. Who would really want to know the answer to something like that? I took out my badge and held it up in front of his flushed face. ‘I’m Lieutenant Delillo, Pasadena Police.’


He stared at the badge as if confronted by a puzzle. ‘A policeman?’


‘-Woman … lieutenant … mother.’


The white suits all glanced at one another, looking for some sort of direction.


‘I’ll handle it from here,’ I said.


‘You damn well better!’ yelled the man in charge.


I took Lacy lightly by the arm and led her toward the stage door. In case there had been any misunderstanding of his previous words the man in charge yelled at us one more time, ‘She’s disqualified!’


‘Asshole!’ Lacy yelled as I guided her out the door.


* * *


Outside, a full moon lit up the parking lot with an almost unnatural blue light. As we walked silently to the car, I promised myself I wouldn’t say any of the dozens of parental clichés that were fighting to come flying out of my mouth.


‘I …’


I managed to stop the first outburst.


‘What?’ Lacy said.


I took a breath and tried to stuff the words back down my throat. ‘Nothing.’


‘Right.’


‘Did you—’ I bit down on my lip.


‘Go ahead, say it, I know you want to.’


It was frightening how well she knew me.


‘I hope you’re proud of yourself.’


‘Yes, I am,’ Lacy said, displaying none of the weakness of character I had just succumbed to. She turned to me though I kept my eyes straight ahead.


‘I did something I believed in. That can’t be wrong.’


To the east, the snow-covered San Gabriels loomed over us like a brightly painted backdrop on a sound-stage. Jasmine was blooming somewhere and the air held its sweet, delicious smell. Someone had covered the roof of their house with fake snow and strung a palm tree with Christmas lights. It was one of those perfect nights that sell the California dream without a word being spoken, but my mind couldn’t hold on to it. Lacy had seen to that. It was fiction as surely as the notion of judging beauty.


The truth, or the only truth I was willing to confront head on, was the call I’d gotten on my pager. Somewhere below these mountains on the alluvial fan that spread out below Pasadena lay a body that had been ravaged by violence.


We reached the car and got in. Lacy removed the rose-colored pumps she was wearing and took a deep, relief-filled breath. There were a dozen things I wanted to say to her, a few that I should have … You’re really something. I don’t agree with your methods, but I’m proud of you. I wish I believed in something as strongly as you do.


I said none of them.


‘I have a call I have to take. I’ll drop you at home.’


Lacy nodded, looking straight ahead. ‘Sure, Mom. Why should tonight be any different? Go take care of the dead.’


As we drove away, Lacy opened the window and casually dangled her pumps out under the moonlight. She spun them once on her finger, then I heard them hit the pavement and skitter across the curb like rats racing for cover. I stole a glance at my daughter, who was staring straight ahead, the faintest hint of a smile showing at the corners of her lips. It was a perfect moment. Her moment. I turned my attention back to the road, and somehow managed to keep my mouth shut.





two


The yellow crime-scene tape was already strung by the time I arrived at Breem’s Florist at 1360 East Orange Grove. Four black-and-whites and two motorcycle units were parked on the street. Two of the squads had their yellow flashers working. A uniformed officer recognized me and lifted the tape so I could pull into the small parking lot where there was one more black-and-white, two unmarked squads, and the van from the ME.


As I stepped out of my car I glanced at my watch. 11:19. The scent of jasmine in the air had been replaced by the rich smell of smoked chilies from a taco stand down the block.


‘Lieutenant.’


It was a young officer I recognized by the name of Baker, the kind of straight-backed kid who looked like he had come unglued and fallen off a recruiting poster.


‘You take the call?’


He nodded.


‘Tell me.’


‘Received a shots-fired call at …’


He checked his notes; Officer Baker was a very thorough note taker.


‘… Eight thirty-five. I arrived at eight forty-two. I waited two minutes for backup, and then entered. No sign of forced entry. Found the victim in the shipping garage, facedown, deceased from apparent gunshot. I set up a two-block perimeter when other units arrived.’


‘And?’


My mind drifted back to the scene in the auditorium when Lacy began opening up with her spray bottle and pageant attendees dove for cover.


‘Nothing. Two male Hispanics carrying open containers were detained and released. When I returned inside I found the other owner hiding under a display case.’


‘Is he the one who called it in?’


‘I haven’t checked. He was pretty shook up. Apparently they were robbed and the perps killed his partner.’


There are times I feel like a den mother when I listen to young cops talk like they are on a TV show, and right at that moment I had had enough of being a mother to last me several lifetimes.


‘The witness inside?’


‘Yeah, Detective Traver took over the scene.’


Thank God for small miracles. I left Officer Baker to his note taking and walked over to the front door. The exterior of the business was cedar with that Big Sur, ‘I’m in touch with every living thing in the universe’ sort of feel. Hanging on the door was a carved wooden sign that read GREEN IS OUR COLOR. I glanced at the lock; it was untouched. Print dust covered the handle where the crime-scene investigators had dusted. The salesroom had several large walk-in refrigerated display cases with dozens of different flowers in black plastic pots of water. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers, the roses being particularly distinctive at the moment. And there was another odor, barely detectable but still present, mixing with the fragrances of Dublin Boy and Queen Mother: the acrid smell of spent gunpowder.


‘So, how’d she do?’


My partner, Sergeant Dave Traver, was standing in the doorway to the back room. He was a big man: six-foot-one, 220, early thirties, with the exhausted, sunken-eyed look of the father of two-year-old twin girls. He carried himself like a man who had once been an athlete, junior college football, though all evidence of it was becoming fainter and fainter with each passing year. He had a smile on his face like someone about to hear a secret. I think he thought of himself as the Skipper and I was his Little Buddy, even though I was nearly seven years older and his senior on the force.


‘She won, didn’t she? I can tell by the look on your face.’


‘That’s not the look you think it is.’


Dave has certain blind spots when it comes to anything to do with kids. The thought that tiny, perfect creatures like his daughters could actually grow up to disappoint, or worse, was beyond his field of vision. It was a trait that made him difficult to dislike, though it was not always an aid in being an effective cop.


‘So, come on. Did she do it?’


I pictured people ducking behind seats as Lacy shouted the last words of her beauty pageant career. ‘You’re all killers!’


‘She did “it” all right.’


Dave’s eyes grew as large as silver dollars with excitement. I longed to just walk past him and examine the victim. Some people, civilian people, escape their own lives by going to the ocean or taking long Thoreau-like walks, or jogging until every last ounce of body fat has been sucked dry. I prefer crime scenes. The minutiae of my own life vanishes as soon as I step beyond the yellow tape. There’s only the silence of a victim and a story to discover.


I looked through the doorway leading to the shipping room where the violence had occurred. Sanctuary.


‘Are you going to tell me?’ Traver asked impatiently.


I finally managed to look at him and say it. ‘She didn’t win.’


He seemed to take my reticence as profound disappointment and he put his big arm around my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. ‘She still gets to be in the parade, right?’


There was no way in hell I figured he was ever going to survive twin teenage girls.


I stepped up to the door into the large shipping and receiving area. It was maybe forty by seventy feet, a large roll-up loading door closed at the far end. Four-foot-high stacks of flowers took up most of the available floor space; half appeared to be roses of every imaginable color, the other half, exotic flowers I had no idea even existed. The overhead rows of fluorescent lights drained just a shade or two of color from every flower in the room, giving some of the wild tropical plants the appearance of plastic.


Protruding around the end of a large sorting table stacked with cut roses, the feet of the victim were visible on the concrete floor. He had been wearing sandals and bright orange socks. One of the sandals had fallen off and lay upturned on the floor several feet from him. Winding out through the stacks of flowers, a stream of blood had found the floor drain in the center of the room. Strangely, it was the only thing in the room whose color wasn’t muted by the fluorescent lights: a bright red stream working its way downslope to join the shopping carts, plastic bags, and empty milk cartons on their way to the Pacific via the LA River.


‘Why the hell would you shoot someone wearing orange socks? It’s not right,’ my partner said.


Traver had an unusual sense of justice that was difficult to disagree with. Looking down at the body, I couldn’t imagine what threat someone wearing orange socks could possibly present that would require a bullet to the back of the head.


‘You got an ID?’


‘Daniel Finley, co-owner.’


I slipped some surgical gloves on, knelt down, and looked over the body. He wore jeans and a yellow polo shirt, the collar stained red with blood. He had sandy-colored hair that was matted with blood over the back of his head where the round had entered his skull. When he had fallen he landed facedown, arms at his sides, breaking his nose so it was pushed to the left side of his face. The streams of blood from both the head wound and the broken nose met about three feet from his body to form the larger stream that flowed to the floor drain. I imagine he never felt the cartilage and bone in his nose snap. The force of the round entering his head had knocked him flush out of one of his sandals as he tried to run from his killer. By the time he hit the floor the last conscious sensation he would have felt was terror, and even that would have been disappearing into the ether.


‘Forty-eight years old, married, lives in South Pas.’


I inspected the front of his skull as best I could without touching it.


‘No exit wound.’


Traver shook his head. ‘None that I saw, but I didn’t poke around too much. I was thinking thirty-two and it ballooned or splintered inside the skull.’


I leaned in and examined the hole in the back of his head. It was smaller than the tip of my little finger, and I have small hands – it wasn’t a .32. It had likely traveled through his head and bounced off the other side of his skull, making mincemeat of his brain in the process.


‘Thirty-two’s too big. I would guess a twenty-five or a twenty-two.’


‘A fifty-dollar popgun,’ Traver said.


Three kinds of people use guns like this: gang-bangers, addicts, and wealthy white women in gated communities who keep them in their nightstands next to the bed. If I remember correctly, Nancy Reagan kept one in the White House.


‘Where’s the other owner?’ I asked.


‘He’s sitting in the office.’


I glanced once more around the room to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I noticed another door next to the roll-up marked FIRE EXIT that I hadn’t noted before.


‘Both rear doors locked?’


‘Yep.’


Above the door, right up against the ceiling, fifteen, eighteen feet up, nearly obscured in shadow was a small video camera. If I hadn’t noticed it in the relative order of a crime scene, then it was a good bet that the shooter may have missed it.


‘Do we know if there’s tape from the camera?’


Dave glanced up to the corner where the camera hung. It was clearly news to him. He looked like a kid caught stealing cigarettes.


‘We’re checking.’


We started walking back toward the office. Halfway there I noticed a smile forming on Traver’s face.


‘Goddamn shadows.’


‘Right,’ I said.


It was a game we played at crime scenes: who saw this and who missed that. It was harmless and lacked the kind of competitiveness that the same game would hold if played by two men.


‘How’d Lacy take it … not winning,’ Traver asked, sticking the missed camera firmly in the past.


How was she taking it? Jesus. What kind of question is that to ask a mother who had just discovered her daughter lived an entirely different life from the one I had imagined? Not that I actually ‘imagined’ her life at all. She had managed to become a stranger while I stood by and let it happen.


‘She took it pretty well,’ I said.


‘It’s quite an honor to be a member of the queen’s court. There’s important duties and responsibilities. Being a member of the court can lead to things.’


It was the thing I liked most about Traver as a cop. His failures were mostly small ones, and they never penetrated the skin. I should do so well as a mother. I hardly knew where to think Lacy was headed at that moment, so I didn’t try.


‘Lacy won’t be a member of the court.’


‘Of course she will. All the finalists are.’


At the end of a short hallway I could see through an open door to the office. A uniformed officer stood just inside looking bored and tired of baby-sitting the witness. Across the room the other owner was sitting on a small couch, bent over, his head in his hands. He had the physical appearance of a wilting flower slowly sinking to the ground.


I thought of Lacy standing on the queen’s float spraying herbicide at parade watchers instead of waving. I thought about trying to tell Dave what had happened in the auditorium, but couldn’t find a starting point to explain it to myself, let alone him.


‘They changed the rules this year – no court, no float.’


I could feel the outrage in Traver building like a shaken bottle of soda. The skin in his face began to flush. The doting uncle.


‘The sons of bitches can’t do that!’


Every head within fifty feet turned to see what it was the sons of bitches couldn’t exactly do.


‘They aren’t sons of bitches; they’re killers,’ I said, smiling for the first time since walking Lacy out of the auditorium.


Evans Breem looked up from his seat on the couch as we walked in and said, ‘Jesus God, oh, Jesus God.’


He was in his mid-forties with a soft, middle-aged face, green eyes, his brown hair streaked with gray. Even for a man who had just been witness to violence he had the appearance of someone who worried too much. You could see the stress lines around the corners of his eyes. I imagined he had a lot of headaches. Not the picture of a florist that Hallmark sells.


‘I should have done something. I should have. We talked about having a gun in the shop, but I was …’ His focus drifted for a second. ‘The neighborhood has changed a lot since we started here.’


He looked at us like he had suddenly discovered he wasn’t alone.


‘I’m sorry, it’s just that—’


‘I understand,’ I said, cutting him off. ‘Tell me what happened.’


He searched his memory for a moment as if it were a five-hundred-piece puzzle that had just been dumped on the coffee table. I’ve seen the same look dozens of times at crime scenes. That blank look of ‘How could this have happened?’


Traver looked at me and then glanced down at his watch. Breem was a man on the edge of coming undone and badly in need of direction.


‘Why were you in the shop at night?’


He took a breath and seemed to focus.


‘Flower shipments. We contracted with one of the float designers. It was a big break for us.’


Wonderful, I thought. I could see the headlines: MOTHER OF ROSE PAGEANT QUEEN SCANDAL HEADS FLOWER MURDER INVESTIGATION. I could already hear the nitwit conspiracy theorists tinkering in their basements.


‘The flowers in the back are all for a float?’ Traver asked.


Breem nodded. ‘Yes, most are from greenhouses in Mexico, shipped in refrigerated trucks. Time is the critical factor.’


‘Which float?’


‘San Marino’s Spirit of Diversity.’


More good news for the rose officials. Spirit of Diversity Leads to Murder. A wild thought that this was all some sort of strange hate crime against florists stuck in my head for a moment.


‘How much cash was in the shop?’ I asked.


‘Several thousand dollars. Shipments were coming in tonight and some of the suppliers prefer cash.’


‘Did you recognize the gunman?’


He shook his head. ‘He had on a mask.’


‘What kind of a mask?’


‘It was blue, no red … maroon, one of those ski things.’


‘Did you give him the money?’


He nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, yes, everything … that’s when Daniel tried to run out the back.’


‘Why did he run? Had the gunman said something? Did he say he was going to shoot either of you?’


‘No, I think he just panicked. I froze and the … He went after him and I hid in the display case.’


Breem fell silent for a moment, sadness spreading across his face like a flush of blood. ‘Then I heard the shot,’ he said in a whisper.


‘I know this is difficult, but sometimes this is the best time to remember events,’ I said as understandingly as I could.


He nodded, trying to pull himself together.


‘What did his voice sound like?’


‘Daniel had a gentle—’ He caught himself. ‘You mean the killer?’


I nodded. ‘Yes. Did he have an accent? Anything to distinguish it?’


‘It was flat.’


‘Like music?’


He shook his head. ‘Like he didn’t care what happened. Like it meant nothing to kill some—’ His eyes began to drift away.


‘Is the camera in the back room taping?’


Breem had apparently forgotten about it and just realized there was a recording of the murder.


‘Oh, God . .. yes.’


‘Why isn’t there a camera out front where the register is?’ Traver asked.


‘It was just being installed. We had some break-ins in back so we put the first one there.’


‘Who would have known you had as much cash on hand as you did?’


‘We have two part-time employees, and one temp we hired.’


‘We’ll need addresses.’


He nodded sadly. ‘I don’t think any of them would do this.’


I looked around the office. There was a framed dollar bill; a gold plaque from the Florists Association; a chamber of commerce membership; a photo of the two partners and their wives standing on a dock in Mexico with a large sailfish hanging by a rope. This happy, sheltered world had just come apart like a rose dropping all its petals.


‘Why was the front door unlocked?’


He looked up, surprised. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘The front door wasn’t forced open, so it was either open or he was let in.’


‘I was in back. I thought it was locked.’


I walked outside, leaving Traver to finish questioning Breem. The temperature had dropped and I could see the steam of the gathered cops’ breaths evaporate like little jets into the night. The smell of smoked chilies had been swept away with a breeze blowing inland off the ocean. A tall row of Italian cypress swayed with the wind like characters in a silent movie. As one of the coroner’s men walked by heading to the scene, I noticed the faint odor of menthol they use to mask the smell of death when it’s had time to ripen. I walked to the edge of the crime-scene tape and played the few facts that we had out in my head. Most killings were exceedingly simple acts. Connect-the-dots sort of puzzles. Smart people, if they do kill, usually do it stupidly. This had all the makings of a bad paint-by-numbers canvas, but I’ve been surprised before.


Instead of standing outside at a murder scene I suddenly wanted to be sitting on the edge of Lacy’s bed having the conversation I wished we had had in the car but didn’t.


When I had dropped her off, she got out of the car, then turned and said, ‘So you have nothing to say to me?’


I sat silently for a moment, a thousand questions in my head, none of which I asked.


‘Later,’ I said. Exactly one word more than I had said to her the entire ride home.


Lacy took a deep breath, then shook her head. ‘That’s perfect.’


I opened my mouth to reply but nothing came out.


‘You always say there’s going to be a later, but there never is.’ She turned and walked into the house as I sat there silently.


My heart started pounding in my chest and I had trouble catching my breath. My mind raced with questions and doubts like it had lost its brakes on a hill. Why didn’t I say something to her? What harm could it possibly have done to open up to her and tell her what a complete failure I am as a mother? I wanted a drink, I wanted a cigarette, I wanted to cry. I felt a tear forming in the corner of my eye.


Traver walked out carrying the videotape from the surveillance camera and stepped up to me. I turned away, looked up at the mountains, and brushed the tear away with my sleeve.


‘Shall we go look at this tonight?’


I nodded and took several deep breaths trying to regain my balance.


‘You okay?’


I swallowed, trying to get some moisture back in my throat. ‘Yeah.’


Dave nodded and took a deep breath. I could see in his face that he was thinking about not sneaking into his twins’ room to kiss them good night. He loved being a father, every exhausted minute of it. Somewhere inside him I’m sure he was convinced that if something were to go wrong in their lives twenty years from now, they’d trace the root cause back to a missed kiss on a sleeping forehead.


‘They won’t remember if you miss a kiss,’ I said.


The grainy black-and-white surveillance tape showed Daniel Finley sorting through bunches of flowers blissfully ignorant of how little time he had left to live. Was he thinking about flowers, what he was going to have for dinner, his wife’s birthday, an upcoming New Year’s party?


He hears something behind him and turns just as the masked killer steps in pointing a short-barreled weapon at him.


‘Looks like a twenty-five auto,’ Traver said.


The killer was wearing jeans, a dark sweatshirt, and white basketball shoes, the Nike swoosh visible on the side. Finley stands dumbfounded for a moment as if frozen in fear. The shooter motions with the gun toward the door but Finley still stands there as if in disbelief. The shooter’s head appears to move as if he’s shouting, then he steps toward Finley and places the gun against Finley’s head and pushes him out of camera range.


‘Didn’t Breem say he was in back and Finley up front?’ I said.


Traver checks his notes and nods.


On the tape Breem steps into frame for a moment as if looking for something and then walks back out.


‘That could explain why he thought he was in back and Finley up front,’ Traver said.


‘Doesn’t explain how the shooter got the front door open, does it?’


I glanced at my watch and counted the seconds before what I knew was coming appears on screen. Twenty-five seconds later, Finley rushes back into frame and almost immediately goes down like a puppet whose strings have just been cut. At the edge of the frame a tiny puff of smoke from the round’s discharge is all that is visible of the killer.


We looked at each other thinking the same thing:Why did the killer stop just short of camera range? Did he know it was there, or was it chance? But if he knew the camera was there and avoided it, why had he walked into its view before?


‘Probably doesn’t mean anything,’ Traver said.


‘Probably.’


I sat back in my chair and looked out the window. The street below was empty except for a few parked patrol cars. The moon had set, and the snow on top of the San Gabriels no longer glowed with reflected light.


‘Breem said he was shipping flowers from Mexico. What if they were receiving more than flowers?’


Dave turned the VCR off, stood up, arched his back, and yawned. He looked at his watch; it was three A.M. ‘I was hoping we could keep this simple.’


There was a knock on the office door. A young female officer walked in carrying a piece of paper.


‘We got a hit on one of those names.’


She laid it on my desk and walked out. It was a rap sheet for the temp employee Breem had hired.


‘Frank Sweeny, did thirteen months in Lompoc of a four-year sentence for forgery.’ I turned to Traver, who was already playing out the implications in his head. All of which meant that the kiss on his twins’ foreheads was getting further and further away.


‘What was that you said about keeping it simple?’ I said.


‘It was just a thought.’


I handed him the rap sheet. He studied it for a moment then let the facts bounce around in his head as if he were jangling change in a pocket.


‘How does a guy go from doing thirteen months for writing bad paper to executing a guy for two grand?’


‘They don’t,’ I said.


‘What if it was more than two grand?’


‘What if it was something else?’


‘Such as …’


‘Tonight is not the night for me to make assumptions about anything.’


‘Am I supposed to understand what you’re talking about?’ Traver asked.


‘Not for another fifteen years.’


He tossed the rap sheet back on the desk. ‘Could be just what it appears to be. Some kid with a twenty-five auto who gets lucky and scores, then panics and steps up to the big time.’


‘Then who opened the front door?’


Traver took a deep breath and blew it out like he was expelling smoke.


‘You want to wake the son of a bitch Sweeny up? Rattle his cage?’


‘If he’s involved, then the address he gave Breem will be worthless.’


‘If he isn’t, we’re wasting our time and ruining his night of sleep, not to mention ours.’


I looked at the photograph of my daughter on my desk. It was from a camping trip when she was fourteen. She was standing in front of a giant sequoia in a plaid shirt and cutoffs, her arms held out to her sides, palms spread wide. She was looking up toward the sun with a huge smile on her face. It was taken two months after I divorced her father. My timing having always been impeccable in regards to matters of the heart, three months after the divorce he was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor. He lasted five more hideous months connected to tubes and flooded with drugs. In Lacy’s adolescent mind it was all somehow my fault, which was not all that different from the way I saw it. He was the one who cheated, and I was the one who felt like I had failed. His dying after I divorced him was just further confirmation in my mind that he was the real victim through it all instead of me.


I had thought for a long time that Lacy’s smile in the photograph was because she had passed through some rubicon that had set us free from the baggage her father had dumped on us. Looking at it now I realized that wasn’t it at all. She looked like she was about to take flight, slowly circling up around a tree that had witnessed nearly a quarter of all of human history. What Lacy had found were kindred spirits, survivors, mute participants who silently endured all the poison we could dump on them from the moment they rose out of the soil. Not so different from being a kid.


‘I should have told her I loved her,’ I said silently in my head.


Dave cleared his throat. ‘So what do you think? We gonna do this?’


I looked at Dave sitting anxiously on the edge of the chair.


‘We’ll pay him a visit in the morning,’ I said. ‘Go home and kiss the twins.’
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I waited at the office until four A.M., when the coroner’s investigator called and said he had cleared the body and sealed the scene. Then I cut the witness Breem loose to go home and placed the surveillance tape in evidence lockup. When I got in the Volvo, I slipped a Pablo Casals tape in the deck and drove to Lake Street, where I took a left and headed up toward the foothills, the lights of downtown Los Angeles in my mirrors.


I would give the case a rest for a few hours. I would get an hour and a half of sleep and then I would do what real mothers do: I’d make Lacy eggs, toast and jam, some orange juice, then I would sit at the breakfast table with her and say all the things to her that I should have said last night.


I turned onto Mariposa and headed for our house. A white Hyundai pulled out in front of me from the curb, nearly clipping my right front bumper, and the driver began tossing The Star News out the window onto driveways. I passed on the left and glanced at the driver. In the faint light he looked foreign, maybe European, late twenties, unshaven, the tired, sunken eyes of a recent immigrant who had jumped ship for the American dream and found it contained two minimum-wage jobs and four hours of sleep a night.


Out of habit, I glanced one more time in the mirror at the Hyundai, then my lights caught the eyes of a coyote, glowing red in the darkness, standing in the middle of Mariposa. As I approached, it moved casually over to the side, then just as casually reclaimed its position in the middle of the street once I had passed.


Near the end of the block I hit the garage remote and pulled up the drive to my three-bedroom ranch. My breath caught as if I had been grabbed from behind. Lacy’s yellow Honda wasn’t in the garage. I sat there until I could take a breath, then got out, staring at the empty space next to my own car.


‘Shit’ quietly slipped out of my mouth. If I had only … Don’t go there, but I wanted to. Why didn’t I say something to her? What was I afraid of?


I heard the slap of the paper hitting the driveway and glanced toward the street. The white Hyundai sat at the end of the drive until I walked back and picked up the paper before it drove quickly away squealing its tires.


‘If I had only been smarter,’ I said, steam rising into the chilly air.


Over the top of the San Gabriels, the first hint of light tinted the dark purple of the sky with the warm glow of sunlight. A lizard rustled in the ivy that covered the hillside below the house. A crow sitting on top of a telephone pole croaked its first call of the day. I looked down the street and noticed that the Hyundai had driven on without tossing out any more papers. It seemed strange, but what the hell didn’t at this point.


I opened the paper and glanced at the front page. The headline read: A ROSE QUEEN BY ANY OTHER NAME? Below it was a photograph of Lacy holding out the spray bottle, her mouth open in an angry shout.


I folded it under my arm and for an instant had the brief thought of running down the street and grabbing all the papers before the neighbors wandered out in their robes and slippers. Up the block the yellow light from a kitchen came spilling into the predawn. Too late. I walked inside and closed the garage door behind me.


On the kitchen table Lacy had left a note.


‘How can you be so clueless … I’m at a friend’s.’


I sighed and sat down. So much for breakfast plans. I looked at the refrigerator and then over at the stove. I couldn’t remember the last time I had actually cooked a meal for the two of us. I remembered talking about it, I may have even bought groceries, but I didn’t cook anything. I looked at the bowl of fruit on the table and realized I had no idea how it had come to be sitting in my kitchen. For all I know it might have grown from seed.


I grabbed a banana from the bowl, then turned the light out and walked through the dark house. I hesitated at Lacy’s door and looked inside, hoping against all evidence to the contrary that she would be there. It was empty. I walked inside and lay down on her bed. I could smell the sweetness of her hair on the pillow. It reminded me of when she was a baby and her scent would linger in my arms long after I had put her down for the night. Her red taffeta dress from the pageant lay in a pile in the middle of the floor, along with some dirty socks, a bra, and a Greenpeace sweatshirt.


‘Clueless,’ I whispered into the dark. Then I peeled the banana, laid it on my chest, and fell asleep without taking a bite.


Four hours later I woke up. There were six messages on the phone machine that I hadn’t seen when I came home; two were Lacy’s friends who thought what she had done was totally radical, two were reporters from local television stations requesting interviews, and one was Lacy’s school principal, who thought it might be a good idea if we got together and talked about Lacy’s home environment. The last one was a fan of the Rose Parade who thought the mother of such a child must be a piece of shit, a degenerate, a slut bitch who isn’t fit to raise a chimp.


On the heels of receiving such good news I walked into the kitchen to defend my motherhood and scrambled two eggs, made toast, and had half a grapefruit. I overcooked the eggs.


I left a note for Lacy asking her to call me on my cell so I knew she was all right, and then told her I would be home later and we would talk, or more precisely, I would listen and learn about the depths of my cluelessness.


Stepping outside I noticed the first hint of a Pacific storm was bumping into the base of the foothills and dropping a steady light mist. Up in the mountains the white spiked flowers of yuccas glowed in dull gray light. A low bank of dark clouds hung just over the top of downtown LA on the distant horizon.


News of what my daughter had done was all over morning talk radio. Even the local public station jumped into the fray, though their point of view weighed heavily toward the broader geopolitical side of pesticides and habitat destruction, as opposed to a teenager just acting out to get her mother’s attention. One caller actually described Lacy as the progeny of Rachel Carson.


At the plaza I noticed the first heads turning as soon as I stepped out of the car in the parking lot. This was how it was going to be from now on, I figured – heads turning, finger-pointing. ‘There goes the failed mother of that girl.’ I would be the Typhoid Mary of the Rose Parade, the mother who let a hundred years of tradition slip through her fingers. Inside Homicide I received a standing ovation and then found half a dozen plastic spray bottles with concealed-weapon permits sitting on the desk in my office.


Traver knocked on the door and stepped in looking as solemn as a visitor to a funeral home.


‘I heard,’ he said, broaching the subject carefully. ‘We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.’


‘I don’t,’ I said.


‘Maybe it would be good to talk about it.’


‘For who?’


‘How is she?’


‘She stayed at a friend’s house last night.’


‘That’s good.’


‘Not for me.’


‘You want to talk about it?’


‘No.’


Traver stood there silent for a moment, his eyes looking like they were trying to find a destination on a map. Then he nodded and said, ‘If you do—’


‘Thanks,’ I interrupted.


‘I’m here, whenever you’re ready.’


‘To talk?’


‘Absolutely.’


I nodded. ‘I’m a degenerate slut bitch who isn’t fit to raise a chimp,’ I said, then started for the door to go question the temp employee Sweeny.


Traver looked at me for a moment not sure how to respond. Then he smiled and started out the door after me.


‘I love chimps.’


The address we had for Sweeny was one of six small white bungalows that lined a short drive off Mission in South Pasadena. They were one of the early attempts at postwar housing that dotted older neighborhoods and were now mostly filled with low-income Mexican immigrants.


There were a few plastic children’s toys scattered along the drive. Grass grew in tufts between cracks in the cement. The bungalows needed paint and new roofs. A few bedraggled-looking birds of paradise were planted along the foundation. The wet weather only seemed to heighten the sense that this housing built for returning GIs had seen better days.


Traver looked at the numbers then motioned toward the back.


‘He should be in the last one on the right.’


As we walked to the end, I noticed a few curtains pulled aside and suspicious brown faces watching us pass, before quickly disappearing when it was clear that we weren’t there for them. From one of the bungalows came the sweet aroma of pork carnitas slowly roasting in an oven. In two of the others the tinny sound of TVs drifted out through the ill-fitting windows. We walked up to Sweeny’s front door. Some yellow-stained shades were drawn over the window next to the door. A wet, pink flyer for carpet cleaning lay on the stoop, the color bleeding onto the damp concrete.


‘Don’t suppose they get a lot of business here,’Traver said, looking down at the flyer.


I knocked on the door. There was no response, no sound of any movement inside.


‘What time was he supposed to be at work at the florist’s today?’


‘Not till later.’


I knocked again and said, ‘Police,’ and again there was no response.


The mug shot we had from Sweeny’s forgery arrest placed him firmly in the everyman category: dark hair, five-eleven, features designed to blend into whatever environment he was in.


‘I’m going to walk around and see if there’s a back door,’ I said and started toward the side of the bungalow.


Traver grabbed the handle of the door and tested it.


‘Hey, it’s not locked.’


He pushed it open without stepping in and yelled, ‘Police!’


Through the side window I saw a white flash that was the ignition point. I started to yell to Dave but it was already too late. The explosion was shaped and directed to kill a person stepping inside. The speed with which my world changed was astonishing. A rush of hot air knocked me sideways, showering me with pieces of glass from the window. As I was falling I looked toward the front of the bungalow and saw Dave disappear in a cloud of dust and debris as the door blew off its hinges, somersaulting across the alley, where it stuck in the wall of the facing bungalow.


And then it was over. Barely the blink of an eye.


I was lying on the wet ground, the bitter taste of dust filling my mouth. Rising up to my knees, I felt the wet trickle of blood down the side of my face and out my nose, which also began to bleed. I reached up and found a nickel-sized piece of glass from the window had penetrated my scalp just above the hairline and was embedded in my skin. Though I wasn’t aware of the sound of the blast itself, I was acutely aware of the silence that followed it. It was like a shroud had been placed over everything within the area of the explosion. The air itself felt dead, empty, like the blast had created a lifeless hole in space.


Unsteadily I rose to my feet and looked over at the front of the bungalow. The mist that had been falling had turned to rain as if shaken loose from the force of the explosion. The soft plops of raindrops hitting the ground broke the dull, strange silence. The acrid odor of explosives filled the air. I lost my balance for a moment then righted myself.


One of Dave’s brown shoes sat on the first step of the bungalow, its laces still tied in a bow. Dave lay on his back in the middle of the drive, his shoeless foot resting on the other leg, his green sock hanging halfway off his foot like a little kid who had been playing in the yard without his shoes.


I walked over to him and knelt down. His unfocused eyes were open and unmoving. His face was covered in small cuts and thin spidery lines where blood vessels had ruptured from the concussion. Both his arms were outstretched above his head with his sport jacket pulled halfway up each arm. The buttons of his shirt had been blown off and the shirt lay open, exposing his chest. Drops of rain began to wash tiny lines of dust and grit down his stomach.


‘Dave?’


If he heard me, he gave no indication. I placed my fingers on his neck until I found the faint rhythm of a pulse. His chest filled weakly with short breaths.


‘Dave?’ I yelled again.


The white of his right eye flooded with a hemorrhage, turning a bright, crimson red. He blinked several times, then focused on me for a moment as if I had just arrived for a surprise visit.


‘Dave, can you hear me?’


A moment of understanding flashed in his eyes.


‘There was an explosion. You’re hurt.’


His lips moved as he tried to speak, but nothing came out. He tried again and then faintly said, ‘No shit.’


A frightened Mexican woman in her mid-thirties stepped out of one of the other bungalows.


‘Do you speak English?’ I yelled.


The woman nodded.


‘Call nine-one-one, tell them “Officer down.”’


‘No phone,’ the woman said.


I looked back at Dave, but his eyes had slipped away again. I stood up and started toward the car and the radio inside. Halfway there I heard the first sirens already on the way to the scene. I reached the car and picked up the radio anyway and called in an ‘Officer down’ call, just so there was no doubt about the amount of help that would be on the way.


As I started back toward Dave, I noticed that glass from each of the bungalows had shattered and littered the drive. Blood began to drip into my right eye. I reached up and painfully touched the small piece of glass embedded in my scalp. I again checked Dave’s pulse and found it unchanged. His eyes had rolled back in his head.


I pulled out my Glock and moved to the front of the bungalow, where the shattered door frame hung by a single nail. I raised my weapon and scanned the inside of the bungalow to make sure Sweeny had nothing else planned. Everything behind the source of the explosion was intact, as if nothing had happened. A mug, half-filled with coffee, sat on the small dinette table. Next to the mug several empty beer bottles still stood upright. The third of the room in the direction of the blast was a shambles. The woodwork had been splintered, the plaster walls turned to dust and now lay on the floor.


As my mind began to clear from the fog of the concussion, I noticed the fragments and wires of the triggering mechanism in pieces on the scorched wood floor. I holstered my gun and rushed back to Dave as the first squads pulled up with sirens blaring. A fire truck was on their heels and a paramedic unit right behind them, and still the air was filled with sirens. Nothing brings help faster than an ‘Officer down’ call. And no call is more dreaded.


I stood over Dave wishing I could do something and feeling helpless that the best I could do was nothing. An officer walked up to me and said something, but I didn’t hear it. Several firemen knelt over Dave and began administering to him. Another took me by the arm and walked me over to the step of another bungalow, sat me down, and slipped on a pair of blue latex gloves that were unnaturally bright in the rain.
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