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PROLOGUE



The man who stood beneath the tree on the front lawn had come to hurt his mother. Of that, Travis felt certain.


The boy stood just a few feet behind the blinds, not touching them, his hands curled tightly on the edge of the desk behind him. The lights were out in the house and with the blinds angled in this way—yes, he was fairly sure he could not be seen by the man. The window wasn’t open very far, just a few inches, and the screen was in place. Travis’s pajamas were dark in color, wouldn’t give him away. More likely his pale face would reflect the moonlight.


He’s not looking at me anyway, Travis reassured himself.


The man was staring toward his mother’s window. He had not moved for the last few minutes.


The small anniversary clock on the desk chimed once. Most other children who were Travis’s age were in bed by now, but he was allowed to stay up as late as he liked. Travis was, his mother was fond of saying, the oldest eleven-year-old in the world.


He wasn’t sure that his mother was right about that. His mother seemed not to be right about much of anything lately. At the thought, Travis glanced nervously toward the room upstairs. He hoped his mother would not awaken. She was so afraid of so many things; seeing the man out on the lawn would greatly upset her.


All together, Travis had been watching the man for about twenty minutes now. He had come downstairs to the study when he heard the car. This was a quiet street, and on these breeze-barren summer evenings, windows were open, sounds carried. Even if the engine had been turned off, the kiss of tires on the pavement would have betrayed the man’s arrival. Apparently—and to Travis’s amazement—none of their neighbors had heard the driver’s door open and close.


The man had not parked in front of their house, though it was obviously his destination. Yet once reaching it, he had not tried to come inside, as Travis had expected. Instead, he had stood beneath that tree and stared at the room where Travis’s mother slept.


The man stirred, took a step closer. Did he see Travis then? No, no, he was still staring at the upper story. He took another step, and another. Travis’s palms dampened on the desk.


The man was crossing the lawn now, coming straight toward him.


Move away from the window! Run upstairs! Don’t let him see you! Hide!


But Travis stayed. And watched.


He could see him clearly now, as he stood just outside the window. He was no farther from Travis than priest from confessor. Travis tried to study him objectively, to memorize his features. The man was younger than his mother, taller and stronger. That his mother would probably call the man’s face handsome did not count for much with Travis, especially not if the man intended to harm them. He watched the strange, intense longing on the man’s face; watched him frown in indecision.


Suddenly the man’s gaze fell, and again Travis tensed, thinking he might be seen—but the man’s eyes were lowered now. The man began to move again; he walked slowly out of view.


Travis let out his breath, then suddenly drew it back in again as he realized that the man was not walking toward the street, but to their backyard gate. He heard the sound of the latch being fumbled open, the quiet click as it closed behind the intruder. Travis ran on bare feet to the kitchen, heard the man’s steps clacking cautiously over the bed of black pebbles that lay between the house and fence.


Here, too, the windows were open, but curtains hung over them, blocking any view. The pebbles gave away the man’s movements.


The back door! Had his mother remembered to lock the back door?


Panicked now, staying low, Travis hurried through the kitchen to the laundry room.


No! He could see the deadbolt had not been thrown.


He reached up, turned the latch, pulled his hand back just as he heard the soft sound of the man’s soles on the back porch. Crouching, Travis leaned against the door, praying the man would not see him, had not heard him throw the lock.


There was a long moment of heart-too-loud silence before he watched the knob turn, heard the man lean his weight gently against the door. The man paused, and Travis looked up to see a hand pressed against the glass of the window in the door.


It was red.


Blood.


Had the man cut himself?


No. Travis could see the palm of his hand pressed there, perfect and large and unwounded.


The knob released.


The man stepped back, and Travis heard him leave the porch; he waited for his steps on the pebbles. The sound did not come.


Travis dared to rise up a little, to peer out the window in the door. He saw the man staring up again, this time toward Travis’s own bedroom window. And Travis saw the man’s face, and again his expression of longing, a longing that Travis found mysterious and unsettling.


Travis stood now, and the movement must have caught the man’s eye, for he was looking right at him, right straight at him; the man, with his solemn face, Travis’s own pale, wide-eyed expression reflected on the same surface, boy’s and man’s face in one. For reasons that would elude him for many years, Travis suddenly balled his hand into a hard fist and plunged it through the glass, through the very place where the hand print had not yet dried, watched the red glass splinter and fall, did not cry out as it cut once and then cut again as he pulled his hand back, not shedding tears when his father reached in through the broken window and let himself into the house, not feeling anything like pain until his father took him into his arms.
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I don’t want to give the impression that my sister, Barbara, is a liar. I will admit that I have long thought that her flair for melodrama has been wasted on her usual audience, a family that has more often called for the hook than begged for an encore. I am the last remaining member of her immediate audience, and time has not deepened my appreciation of her skills.


The most recent performance began late one Friday afternoon at my front door; I was summoned to this makeshift theater by the repeated ringing of the doorbell. Even the overture provided by my barking dogs and yowling cat was unequal to the script she had prepared.


“Irene!” she cried, throwing herself into my arms. “There’s a stranger in my grave!”


I disentangled myself and asked a question I’ve often asked her. “What the hell are you talking about?”


“Someone else has been buried in my grave!”


I looked her over. “From the eyebrows down, you appear to be alive. Customarily—”


“Well, of course I’m not dead yet. I mean, someone is already in the grave I’ll be buried in when I die,” she said.


“Who?”


“I don’t know. That’s why I came to you for help.” She peered over my shoulder. “Why aren’t you letting me in? Is the house dirty?”


“No, it’s not,” I said, then thought of the time I had found her carefully washing out all of the covers on the light fixtures in her home—Barbara would not wait for a burned-out bulb to necessitate the chore. “The house isn’t dirty by the standards of human beings with real lives,” I amended.


“Frank is too lenient with you about keeping the place neat,” she said, pushing past me.


I issued an invitation to come in as she made her way to the living room. I put the cat in the bedroom and the dogs outside, as much for their benefit as hers. I offered her something to drink, but she politely declined as she took a seat in our grandfather’s armchair. She often sits in that chair when she visits me. Barbara has always been annoyed that our father passed that family heirloom on to me instead of her. She ran her fingers over the upholstery and frowned. I know that kind of frown. On Barbara, it’s the equivalent of a labor pain before the birth of a critical remark.


“You came here to ask for my help?” I said.


The frown became a smile. “You’re a reporter—here’s something you can investigate. I think this would make a great story—”


“Uh, Barbara, I don’t think the Express is going to be all that interested in—”


“Of course it will! You don’t want the LA Times to get this story first do you? It’s exactly like that case that was in the headlines awhile back. Cemetery fraud. Illegal burial. Selling the same burial plot to two different people.”


I sighed. “I’m sure it’s nothing more than a simple mistake. If you’re certain the plot is yours, just go into the cemetery office and show them your receipt.”


“Receipt? I don’t have a receipt.”


“You lost it?”


“No. No one sold it to me, but it’s where I’m supposed to be buried. You know that.”


I felt the beginnings of a headache. “What cemetery are we talking about, Barbara?”


“Holy Family.”


“Where Mom and Dad are buried.”


“Yes. I’m supposed to be buried next to Mama.”


“Supposed to be buried next to Mom? Let me guess who’s doing the supposing.”


“Of course I am! I knew her longer than you did, Irene.”


“Don’t start!”


“Okay, okay. I’ve always wanted to be buried there, but even having you buried there would be better than some stranger lying next to Mama for all eternity.”


“Barbara, I don’t own that plot and neither do you. The cemetery can bury whomever they want to in that space. It’s not up to us.”
 

“You never have cared about their graves!”
 

“Oh, for pitysakes—”


“You haven’t. I’m the only one who visits them.”


I stood up and walked over to the sliding glass door that leads to our backyard, looked out at my husband’s carefully tended garden, felt myself relax a little. Trying to stay calm, I said, “For you, it’s important to go to the cemetery. I respect that. But for me, it’s … not where Mom and Dad are.”


“You think someone else is buried in their graves?” she asked in alarm.


I turned to look at her. “No. I mean, the cemetery is only where their remains are—that’s all that’s there, what’s left of their bodies. Not who they were or who they still are in my memories of them.”


She shook her head. “Honestly, Irene. As if you can only have it one way or the other. Besides, if you did care about their memories, you’d honor them on important dates.”


I felt my spine stiffen. “I know that Tuesday was the anniversary of her death, Barbara. If you think I’ve forgotten the day she died, you are seriously full of shit.”


“But you didn’t bring any flowers to the cemetery, or you would have noticed that no one was in my—in the grave next to hers on Tuesday. And if you had returned on the anniversary of her funeral—”


“You think it’s healthy to be that obsessed with death and funeral dates?”


“If you had returned today,” she went on forcefully, “you would have noticed that between Tuesday and today, someone was buried next to our mother without our permission!”


“Maybe that person’s family—whose grief must certainly be fresher than yours—has every right to bury someone there without our permission.”


She folded her hands in her lap and looked down at them.


“Not the praying bit, please, Barbara.”


At least she didn’t say them aloud. After a moment, she looked up and said, “In the whole world, I have only one living relative.”


“Am I adopted, or did Aunt Mary die? Not to mention the ones that live a little farther away—”


“One living sister,” she amended. “One sister to go to when I’m upset, or need help, or any of the other things that sisters do for one another. And even though you don’t like me much—”


“Barbara—”


“I hope you know that if you ever needed me, even for something much more significant than this small request I’ve made of you—” “All right, all right! I’ll go to the cemetery first thing tomorrow—” She smiled. “They’re open until sunset.”


“Frank will be home any minute now. I’m not going to the cemetery tonight. I’ll go in the morning.”


“That’s fine, that’s fine. I’ll probably find some way to go to sleep tonight.”


“I’m sure you will.”


She seemed to figure out that she had obtained her most important objective, and that she wasn’t likely to push me into any further concessions just then. Before she left, she told me again how much she appreciated my help and gave me a kiss on the cheek—which surprised me. A sisterly hug between us isn’t unheard of, but a kiss on the cheek is rare. I had some idea of how important this request was to her then, and found myself standing on my front steps, holding my hand to my cheek as I watched her drive off.


But in the next moment, I realized that once again I had let her con me into doing something I really didn’t want to do. She’s my older sister, but somehow I’ve ended up solving a lot of her problems. There was no reason she couldn’t have gone into the cemetery office on her own and asked who was buried next to our mother, but I saw now that Barbara wanted to get me involved at this early stage for a reason. Later, if a confrontation was necessary, I’d be asked to do her fighting for her.


I went back inside the house, disgusted with the knowledge that the one thing that definitely wasn’t buried in that new grave was my old habit of rescuing my sister.
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“Let’s go over there now,” Frank said when I told him about Barbara’s visit. “Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”


“You just got home from work. Don’t you want to relax, have some dinner?”


“No, I’m not really hungry yet. Let’s go now—Jack wants to take us sailing tomorrow morning. He’s invited Pete and Rachel. Cassidy might come along, too.”


Although Pete and his wife are at our home quite often—Pete is Frank’s partner—I hadn’t seen Thomas Cassidy in a couple of weeks. He’s a detective with the Las Piernas Police Department—as are Frank and Pete. But Cassidy rarely works with them—Frank and Pete are homicide detectives, Cassidy spends most of his time as a negotiator on the Critical Incident Team.


Jack Fremont, our friend and next-door neighbor, must have noticed the same things all of Frank’s friends had noticed lately. He had lost weight he didn’t need to lose, wasn’t sleeping well. All to be expected, Cassidy told me, of someone who had survived being held hostage.


A day out on the water might be good for him; the companionship undoubtedly would be.


“Sure,” I said. “We can go out to the cemetery now, and save tomorrow for sailing.”





2


[image: Image]


As we drove through the gates of the large old cemetery, Frank asked, “Which way do I turn?”


Throughout the drive I had worried that in the seven or eight years since I had been there, some essential landmark within the sprawling grounds would have changed, that I wouldn’t be able to find my own parents’ graves. In order to spare myself that embarrassment, I had a strategy prepared.


“We don’t need to go out to the graves,” I said. “Let’s just pull into the office over here on the right.”


He raised an eyebrow but said nothing as he parked the car. I got out and hurried to the office door, wanting to get this business over and done with. I planned to walk into the office and ask whoever was on duty for the name of the person who was newly buried next to my parents, Patrick and Maureen Kelly. Simple. I yanked on the glass door, but it didn’t budge. I read the lettering on the glass and swore softly.


“Closed?” Frank asked from behind me.


I turned and nodded. “At five. We’ve missed them by an hour. I guess the office closes before they lock up the cemetery itself.” “Let’s just drive over to the graves, then.”


“What good will that do? Barbara said there isn’t a stone in place yet. We won’t be able to learn anything.”


“We might be able to learn something from the surrounding graves. Besides, I’ve never seen where your parents are buried.” He frowned, then added, “But if it’s something that will be too upsetting to you, or is too personal—”


“No, no, of course not,” I said.


We got back into the car and I directed him down a road that I was fairly certain would at least take us to the right section of the cemetery. I remembered that we needed to pass the oldest part of the grounds first; the one with crypts and tall, ornate headstones inscribed with poetry and scripture. Frank drove slowly, but soon there were fewer and fewer worn and weathered tombstones and more and more modern-style flat stones that lay flush with the ground. As we entered the newer part of the cemetery, I was relieved to see statuary that seemed familiar to me: various angels, one of Mary alone and then a copy of Michelangelo’s Pietà. I suddenly recalled that my parents’ graves were across the road from a section with many children’s graves in it. My parents’ graves on the right side of the road, the children’s graves on the left. I looked across the road and saw a statue of the Good Shepherd—Jesus depicted as a shepherd holding a small lamb.


“Stop here,” I said. “Pull over to the right.”


Now what? Trees, I remembered. Between four trees. I looked out over the cemetery and saw trees everywhere. At least eight of them nearby. I took a deep breath and got out of the car.


I began walking with a show of purpose, looking down at the rows of headstones, trying, as I always did on my few visits here, not to step on anybody. It wasn’t really possible, but I tried. I kept hoping that some unusual name or a special military headstone would jog my memory, tell me I was in the right place. I looked up and tried to recall what the trees near my parents’ graves looked like. I tried to find a new grave—there were four of them, all fairly far apart. One was near a tree and a bench, so I could rule that one out. But it could be any of the others. I chose the nearest one and, feeling Frank’s eyes on me, walked with determined steps toward it.


Wrong grave.


I stood still, feeling a sudden overwhelming sense of shame.


Frank, misunderstanding the cause of my upset, put an arm around my shoulders. I saw him read the nearest headstones, saw his look of puzzlement when he realized that they were Cambodian names.


“I don’t know these people,” I said, then added, “I also don’t know where my parents are buried. I never come out here.”


He didn’t say anything, but he pulled me closer.


“I thought I could find them,” I said. “I’ve never felt what some people feel when they visit graves—what Barbara feels. She feels closer to my mother when she’s here. But even when we were younger, when my father used to bring us here to put flowers on my mother’s grave, I would wander off over there, across the road.” I pointed to the statue. “I’d read the children’s tombstones.”


“We can’t be too far away, then,” he said. “It has to be near one of the new graves, right?”


I nodded.


He kept his arm around me as we walked. We stopped at the next nearest new grave, but my parents’ graves weren’t there, either. As we headed for the third one, a caretaker’s truck pulled up. The driver, a gnarled old man, wore a straw hat, jeans and a light-green cotton shirt, work gloves and boots. He took a rake from the back of the truck and headed toward one of the trees. Seeing us, he asked, “You need help?”


“Yes,” Frank answered before I could politely refuse. “Kelly?”


“Oh, sure. You one of Mary Kelly’s nephews?”


Frank smiled. “No, only by marriage.”


“I’m her grandniece,” I answered. “You know her?”


“Sure.” He studied me for a minute. “You ain’t the one she calls Prissy Pants.”


Frank laughed. There were reasons he got along well with my great-aunt.


“You must be Irene,” the caretaker went on. “She’s told me a lot about you. You’re the reporter, right?”


“Yes. And this is my husband, Frank.”
 

“A cop, right?”


“Yes,” I said, “but how do you know—”


“Oh, I’ve known Mary for years. We both go to St. Matthew’s and a lot of her family is buried here. Most Sundays I see her and we talk for a while after Mass. Your aunt is quite a lady. You’re headed the wrong way,” he added, and steered us toward the grave I had first ruled out, near the bench and tree.


“What’s your name?” I asked.


“Oh, forgive me. No manners on me today. I’m Sean Grady,” he said, tipping his hat. “I knew your grandfather, too. Daniel Kelly was a fine man. A fine man. The Kellys own most of the plots in this section, you know. Or Mary does, anyway.”


“No, I didn’t know that.”


“Well, she does. She has a way about her, that one.” He laughed. “I put this bench in here for her, so she’d have a place to sit when she comes to visit. She thanked me, then asked me to plant a tree so she could sit in the shade!”


“She’s been trying to reach you, hasn’t she?” Frank asked.


“Yes, we’ve been playing phone tag for the last few days,” I said. “This must be why she called.” Worried, I tried to think of any relatives on the Kelly side of my family who might have died—but the other Kellys lived out of state, or in Ireland. Why would any of them want to be buried in Las Piernas?
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There were newly cut flowers on my parents’ grave; a dozen red roses, carefully arranged in the brass vase that fit into my mother’s side of the grave, probably left there by my sister. My mother would have loved them. Frank and Mr. Grady stood quietly beside me. My parents’ headstone looked odd, and I quickly realized why: the side bearing my mother’s name was polished, but my father’s side was covered with a layer of dust. More than dust, really—it was dirty. There was even a bird dropping on it.


“That bitch,” I said, to Mr. Grady’s apparent shock.


“Barbara only cleaned off your mother’s side?” Frank asked.


“Yes,” I said, so angry I could hardly manage that one word. I started looking through my purse for a tissue, but everything was blurry, including the one, big fat tear that I felt rolling unattractively off the end of my nose.


Frank knelt down, not seeming to notice that he was probably going to have grass stains on his suit pants, and took a handkerchief from his pocket. He started cleaning off my father’s side of the stone. I knelt next to him, and soon old Mr. Grady was there, too, using a big red cloth, all three of us polishing the smooth marble.


“We need some water,” Mr. Grady said, getting to his feet.


Frank worked the metal vase free from my father’s grave. “Is there a faucet nearby?” he asked Mr. Grady.


Mr. Grady pointed one out, and Frank left to fill the vase.


I moved to the bench, tried to pull myself back together. I made myself focus on the new grave, on the seams of earth between rectangles of newly placed sod. I silently debated whether or not I should do anything on Barbara’s behalf. Ever.


“Do you know whose grave this is, Mr. Grady? The one next to my mother’s?”


He shook his head. “No, no, I don’t. I wasn’t here the day of the funeral—I’m off on Sundays, Wednesdays and Thursdays, and I think this one was Wednesday. Must be somebody your great-aunt Mary knows, though.”


“Why do you say that?”


“She owns several plots here. Nobody could have been buried next to your folks without her say-so.”


Frank came back and splashed the headstone with a little water. The rest of the dirt came off, and with a little more water, the stone cleaned up nicely. Frank put the vase back in its holder, water still in it. He reached toward the roses, then hesitated, looking at me.


“Do you think she’d mind?” he asked.


“My mother?”


“Yes.”


I smiled. “No, she wouldn’t mind. She was always generous.” He carefully pulled three of the roses from the vase on my mother’s grave.
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I tried to tell myself, on the way home, that my father was past feeling any slights from Barbara, that even when he was alive, he had an understanding of her habit of distancing herself from him, an understanding I could never share.


“You going to see your aunt Mary?” Frank asked.


“You want to come along if I do?”


“Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”


I looked at the muddy spots on his knees. “Frank?”


“Hmm.”


“Thanks.”


He smiled, looking more content than he had in many days.
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“No, not one of the Kellys,” Aunt Mary said when I called her. “But some things should be discussed face-to-face, not over the phone. Besides, I’ve baked an apple pie and I don’t want to sit here and eat it all by myself. Frank likes apple pie, doesn’t he? Of course he does. Come over to my house after you’ve had your supper. See you then.”


She hung up before I could accept or refuse the invitation or confirm that yes, Frank liked apple pie.
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We pulled into the driveway of her small Craftsman-style home, parking behind her red ‘68 Mustang convertible. Aunt Mary is the original owner of both the car and the house.


Her house is small but it sits on a large lot. Her garden was in bloom, and although it was too dark to see the honeysuckle and roses and jasmine, we savored the combination of their sweet and spicy fragrances as we walked to the front door. I glanced at my watch before knocking. It was nine o’clock. For some people just over eighty years old, it might have been a little late to begin an evening’s visit, but Mary has always been a night owl. As far as Mary’s circadian rhythms were concerned, we had arrived at the equivalent of four o’clock in the afternoon.


When she answered our knock, a different fragrance greeted us, that of hot apple pie. “Come on in, come on in,” she said, taking an apron off.


Despite the fact that she loves to bake, she has always been slender. That night she was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt and running shoes. Her hair was in a single neat, thick gray braid, and she was wearing her favorite jewelry—a squash-blossom necklace and turquoise-and-silver earrings.


She carelessly set the apron aside and gave me a big hug as I walked in. Frank got a hug, too, but she held on to him as she stepped back and looked him over. She made a clucking noise and said, “Irene, you are starving my favorite nephew.”


“No, she’s not—” he began, but she interrupted.


“Pie will be ready in about fifteen minutes,” she said. “Have a seat in here. Too hot in the kitchen.”


“I thought you said the pie was already made,” I said.


“Well, maybe I did, but what I meant to say was that if you’d come over, I’d make one.”


“But you must have had the ingredients on hand,” I persisted.


“Yes, Miss Smarty, I did. And since I know how that mind of yours works, yes, I knew that sooner or later you would be coming by, and if you were—well, now, I couldn’t have you bring this big fellow and not offer him anything to eat, now could I? Have a seat, I said.”


We sat.


“Going to extremes, aren’t you?” I said.


“What? Making an apple pie?”


“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”


“No wonder you’re off your feed, Frank. Pushy and uppity, isn’t she? Here I am, offering my hospitality, and she wants to proceed at her pace, do things her way.”


“Can’t imagine where she gets that from,” Frank said.


She looked taken aback for a moment, then laughed. “Ah, you should come to see me more often, you two. Can I get either one of you something to drink?”


With that she took charge again, and warned off, I bided my time. She focused her attentions on Frank, asking him about his plans for his summer garden, which took the two of them into a rather detailed discussion of planting methods for vegetable gardens. Apparently, there would be no talk of cemeteries until she was good and ready to bring the subject up. I knew her well enough not to try to coax it out of her. If Mary had decided that we owed her three or four visits before she would tell me who was buried next to my mother, that’s how long I’d have to wait.


As it turned out, she only held off telling me until after Frank had polished off two pieces of apple pie with double scoops of vanilla ice cream on them. She wasn’t stingy with my serving, but my patience was wearing thin, and after the day I’d had, my appetite wasn’t up to par. She noticed.


“No need to pout,” she said. “He’s my favorite nephew because you’re my favorite niece.”


I didn’t try to hide my skepticism.


“My favorite in California,” she amended. Since most of her other nephews and nieces live in Ireland, and only another handful live in other states, this was not the signal honor it may seem.


“Mr. Grady tells me you refer to your only other California niece as ‘Prissy Pants,’” I said, “so forgive me if I fail to feel puffed up with flattery.”


“Well, she is a Prissy Pants. And I’m damned tired of her disrespect to her father’s memory.”


“Is anyone buried in that new grave? Or did you just have Mr. Grady and his friends hack up the ground to upset Barbara?”


“Of course someone is buried there. And when I tell you who it is, you’ll be ashamed of yourself for even suggesting such a thing.”


I waited.


“You don’t even have a guess, do you?” she said.


“Tell me something, Aunt Mary. If you go to that cemetery often enough to be on a buddy-buddy basis with the groundskeeper—”


“Mr. Grady is a member of my parish—”


“I’ll bet none of the other members of the parish get benches and trees near their dearly beloveds’ final resting places.”
 

“Hmph.”


“If you’re there so often,” I went on, “why haven’t you cleaned my father’s side of the stone?”


“Ha! You think I haven’t? You think there was seven years’ worth of bird crap on that stone when you got there today?”


That hurt, but I said, “It does rain once in a while.”


“Rain!” She rose to her feet. “Rain! Oh, my poor nephew Patrick, with nobody to remember him but these two—”


“Mary,” Frank said, quietly but firmly.


She sat down and crossed her arms over her chest. She sighed. “You’re right, Frank. I’m going about this all wrong. All wrong. Irene, I apologize.”


“Me, too,” I said. “On more than one count. You’re right, Mary, I should go out there more often—”


Mary waved a hand in dismissal. “I know why you don’t, and it’s all okay by me, Irene. I need your help, and I should have just asked. I guess I just wondered how long it would take your sister to get curious about that grave.”


“Not long. You said you need my help—does it have something to do with the grave?”


“Yes. Do you remember your cousin Travis?”


I frowned, then shook my head. “If I’ve met a Travis Kelly—”


“Not Kelly. Maguire.”


My eyes widened. “You mean—”


“Yes,” she said. “Your mother’s nephew.”


“He died?” I asked, shocked. The last time I had seen Travis, he was an infant.


“No, his mother died.”


“His mother? Not…”


She nodded. “Your mother’s sister, Briana.”


It was a name I had not heard in over a dozen years. Still, I could feel my face turning red when she mentioned it.


Frank straightened in his chair, his interest piqued.


“I buried her next to your mother,” Aunt Mary said. “I was trying to right a wrong. Your father was a good man—please understand, I’m not denying that on most counts he was a very good man, Irene. But he was wrong to treat Briana the way he did. The least the Kelly family could provide her was a place to rest her bones.”


“I haven’t heard anything about Briana or Travis in so long …”


Mary snorted. “Of course not. Your father made sure of that, didn’t he?”


I shook my head. “I could have tried to look her up after Dad died. I’m ashamed to say I’d forgotten all about her.”
 

“I’m confused,” Frank said.


“The Maguires are my mother’s family,” I said. “Most of them are in Kansas. My mother is one of three sisters. I never knew the oldest one, Maggie. Maggie died before I was born. But the other two—my mother, Maureen Maguire, and her sister, Briana—came out to California.”


“Go on,” Mary said, “tell him the rest.”


“My mother married my father, Patrick Kelly, and Barbara and I were born. When we were little, we saw Briana fairly often. Barbara and I were very fond of her.”


“You were much closer to her than Barbara was,” Mary said.


I shrugged. “I suppose that’s true.”


“It’s undoubtedly true.”


“So what happened?” Frank asked.


“She got married, and my father never liked her husband.”


“To put it mildly,” Aunt Mary grumbled.


“I didn’t like him either,” I said.


“Do you even remember him?”


“Yes. Arthur Sperry was almost fifteen years—”


“Twelve at most,” she corrected.


“Somewhere between twelve and fifteen years younger than Aunt Briana,” I continued. “He was handsome and charming and still managed to give me the creeps.”


“You liked him at first,” she said.


“Everyone liked him at first. But not after he made a pass at my mother.”


“Hmm. You always did have big ears,” Mary said. “A child shouldn’t have heard such talk.”


“It wasn’t just talk—”


“Never mind that,” Mary said. She turned to Frank. “The upshot of this alleged pass—”
 

“Alleged!” I protested.


“Of this alleged pass,” Mary went on determinedly, “is that the two sisters saw less and less of each other.”


“It wasn’t just that,” I said, turning to Frank. “My mother died not long after they were married.”


“So you were twelve when Travis was born?” he asked.


“Yes. He was born the year my mother died. I never got to know him, really.”


My thoughts drifted to memories of those last weeks of my mother’s life. At that time, hospital rules were different than they are today, and children—defined by the hospital as anyone under sixteen—were not allowed in the patients’ rooms. Barbara was seventeen, but I was only twelve, so I waited alone in the hospital lobby downstairs, while Barbara and my father went up to my mother’s room. I would write notes for my father to bring upstairs, to read to my mother as she lay dying of cancer, to let her know that I was there, too.


As it became clearer to everyone that she would not be coming home from the hospital, family differences were set aside. Still, Aunt Briana did not bring Arthur with her. The first time she came to visit my mother, the nuns wouldn’t let her take the baby up to the room, so she asked me if I would hold Travis until she came back downstairs. I was a little afraid, because I hadn’t spent much time around babies, but Travis made it easy for me. He watched me with that intense, studying stare we allow only babies to make of us. Apparently deciding I was trustworthy, he yawned and fell asleep in my arms.


Briana came back downstairs and thanked me for watching him, and said she would find a sitter next time. But I begged her to bring him back, and whether out of pity or gratitude, she told me she would. And so for three weeks, Travis and I consoled one another, his childhood beginning as mine ended. The last time I held him was the day of the funeral. Aunt Briana took my little talisman against grief away from me that day, and I had not seen him since.
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I looked up to find Mary studying me, and saw that she was challenging me to tell the rest of Aunt Briana’s story.


“What is it?” Frank asked, looking between us.


“As it turned out, my father wasn’t such a bad judge of character,” I said.


“But far too much of a judge!” Mary snapped. “Arthur and Briana weren’t legally married,” I said.


“Now don’t make it sound as if—” Mary began to interrupt.


“Arthur already had a wife,” I said. “He was a bigamist.”


One good thing about marrying a cop is that announcements like these are received with a great deal more equanimity than they might be otherwise. He merely raised a questioning eyebrow.


“Briana had separated from him before anyone else learned that he was already married,” Mary said.


“Not long before. But that’s not the worst of it. No one else learned that he was a bigamist until he was wanted for questioning in connection with a murder in Los Alamitos. His first wife—his legal spouse—was found dead. He was suspected of killing her, but it took awhile to link Arthur Spanning’—which was his real name—with Arthur Sperry.’ Once the connection was made, guess who supplied his alibi?”


“Briana,” Frank said.


“Yes, and Travis backed her up. They said Arthur had been at their home. It wasn’t hard to back up his story, because on the night in question, Travis had cut his hand and was treated at a local hospital. Arthur had carried him into the emergency room. Briana was with them.”


“Anyone else ever accused of the murder?” Frank asked.


“No,” I said. “Everyone always thought Arthur did it, and that Briana just lied for him.”


“Your father thought so, anyway,” Mary said.


“He wasn’t alone. He thought Briana was afraid of Arthur.”


“Well, it hardly matters. They separated. As far as I know, Briana never saw him after that.”


“I wish I had known about Briana’s funeral,” I said.


“There was no funeral to speak of,” Mary said.


“What?”


“She was a Jane Doe.”


“A Jane Doe? Briana?”


“In Las Piernas?” Frank asked.


“No,” Mary said, answering his question first. “She was the victim of a hit-and-run accident in San Pedro. Well, perhaps ‘accident’ isn’t the right word for it. She was walking home from the neighborhood market one morning, didn’t have any identification on her. It took almost two weeks for them to figure out who she was.”


“San Pedro?” I asked. “What was she doing there?”


“She moved there after all the notoriety of the murder case drove her to leave Las Piernas. She stayed here for a time, found a fairly good job as a secretary, but sooner or later she would encounter someone who knew her story. It was very painful for her—for Travis, too, I’m sure.


“So she moved. It took her awhile to find work, but she eventually got a job as a file clerk in a health clinic. Never did have a lot of money. She kept to herself. Life just kept getting harder and harder for her. She had been having health problems lately—something wrong with one of her knees, I think. A couple of months ago, it got so bad it forced her to leave her job. She was living on a small disability check. She hadn’t lived in this last apartment for very long.”


“Travis told you all of this?”


She shook her head sadly. “No, but I suspect Travis hasn’t been in touch with her for some time. And no one over there at this new place really got to know her before she died. Oh, she’d met a couple of her more curious neighbors, but I don’t think they ever learned much about her. I learned a few things from them, but they didn’t even know she had a son. When the police finally figured out which apartment she lived in, they found an Easter card I sent to her a few weeks ago, and that’s how they got in touch with me. I told them I would bury her.”


I tried, but could not reconcile this image of a lonely recluse with that of my aunt Briana. I thought of the last time I had seen her, at my mother’s funeral.


“Travis—”I said.


“That’s what I need you to do, Irene. I want you to find him. A child should be told when his mother is dead. And even if he’s like you, and doesn’t want to visit the grave, at least he should know where she’s buried. But I also need your help—yours and Frank’s—to find out who killed her.”


“The LAPD is calling this a homicide?” Frank asked.


“Yes,” she said, as her phone rang. Even though it was now after ten-thirty, most of Mary’s friends would know that she’s up late. But this wasn’t a social call.


“Yes, Detective McCain,” she said to her caller. “… No, no, this isn’t too late! Not at all! As I told you, I don’t usually go to sleep until just before dawn. But I promise you, you don’t need to bring a wooden stake or garlic when you visit. I’m not a vampire.”


She listened, then suddenly looked over at us, frowning. “Yes, I know Irene Kelly,” she said into the phone. “She’s my grandniece. She’s sitting here right now, with her husband—did I tell you he’s a homicide detective, too? Oh, I did. Yes, he’s the one. Well, let me ask them.”


She covered the mouthpiece. “Detective McCain is a homicide detective with the LAPD. He wants to know if he can come over to talk with you.”
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People who got their ideas about detectives from television probably would have been disappointed in Detective Jim McCain. He was gray-haired, plain-faced, a little thick in the waist, but—we quickly realized—not between the ears. He was of medium height and stood up straight, his posture neither ramrod nor slouched. He didn’t smoke, didn’t wear a fedora or a crumpled raincoat. His shoes had seen better days, but had leather soles, and while his suit wasn’t an Armani, it was still neat and clean. He didn’t look as if he had punched or shot anyone lately. He smiled warmly when Mary opened her door, thanked her politely when she let him in. I decided his voice, soft and low, was one of his assets. It was a voice that invited confidences.


He was still smiling when his dark blue eyes rested on Frank and me, but they widened slightly when Mary introduced Frank.


“Harriman?” he said, with a note of recognition.


“Yes,” Frank answered. I could see him tensing, waiting for the inevitable questions: Were you the hostage? Just how did that go down? How did they manage to get the drop on you? Questions he had been asked just about a billion times.


But instead, McCain extended a hand and said, “An honor to meet you. Glad you came out of that okay.”


“Thanks,” Frank said, obviously relieved.


McCain turned to me and shook hands as we were introduced—smiling, polite and sizing me up. What the verdict was, I’m not sure.


Once he was seated and had resisted all of Mary’s offers of food and beverage, he took out a little notebook, turned to me and said, “Ms. Kelly, I assume your aunt Mary has told you that I’m investigating the death of Briana Maguire?”


“Yes.”


“She was your mother’s sister?”


I nodded.


“And when was the last time you saw her?”


“Over twenty years ago. At my mother’s funeral, when I was twelve.”


“Not since then?”


“No.”


“Any other type of contact with your aunt since then?”


“No.” From the corner of my eye, I saw Frank sit forward.


“No phone calls?” McCain asked.


“No. No phone calls, no letters, no contact at all.”


He said nothing, just watched me. I didn’t try to fill the silence, but Mary did. “I explained all that to you,” she said.


He smiled. “Is there a room where I could talk to Ms. Kelly alone?”


“Perhaps she should talk to you another time,” Frank said. “In the presence of an attorney.”


McCain’s smile didn’t waver. “She is, of course, absolutely free to do so, but right now, I’m just asking questions. You know how this goes, Harriman. Lawyers cause unnecessary complications, just to make their clients think they’ve earned their fee. I don’t need that kind of grief, and neither do you. Better this way. None of us would ever get a thing done in this line of work without a little cooperation.”


I knew this last didn’t necessarily refer only to my cooperation with him; I could see from Frank’s face that he got the hint as well—McCain was saying, You want cooperation from LAPD on any of your cases, don’t screw with our cases.


“I’ll talk to him, Frank,” I said.


“What brings my wife into this?” Frank asked, ignoring me. “I’ll be happy to tell you in a moment,” he said. “Just a few more questions, Ms. Kelly? In fact, if your husband wants to be present—”


“I get the picture,” Mary said. “I’ll go into the kitchen.”


He thanked her and stood as she rose to leave the room. She laughed and made some remark about courtly manners, then shut the door between the two rooms.


Frank, I could see, was still wary.


“Now, where were we?” McCain said, flipping though his notes. “Oh, yes. Well, let’s skip the family history for the moment.”


He flipped back a few pages in his notebook and said, “You drive a Karmann Ghia convertible?”


So he had run a DMV check on me. And Briana was killed in a hit-and-run accident. Didn’t take a genius to figure out where this was headed. “Yes, I drive a Karmann Ghia. It’s at home in our driveway, without any damage to the front end.”


He smiled again. Now Frank was smiling, too.


“He’s probably got someone over at the house, taking a look at it right now,” Frank said.


He nodded. “And I had a look at the Volvo on the way in. But neither of your cars matches the description witnesses gave of the vehicle that struck your aunt, Ms. Kelly.”


“Which was?”


“Sorry, I’d prefer not to say. It’s an open case, Ms. Kelly, and for the moment we have all the detectives we need on it.”


Polite or no, the guy was starting to irritate me.


“Do you remember what you were doing the morning of Wednesday the eighteenth?” he asked. “That’s two weeks ago.”


“Working. I work for the Las Piernas News-Express”


“You were in the office?”


“Yes. Most weeks, on Tuesday nights, I cover the city council meetings. I turn in what I can on Tuesday night, but if the meeting goes later than my final deadline or some item needs a follow-up, I write about it on Wednesday.”


“And you’re certain you were writing about the city council meeting on that Wednesday morning?”


“Yes. Two weeks ago they took the final vote on the sale of some park land. It was hotly debated. The meeting ran late.”


“You don’t get to sleep in on Wednesdays after covering evening meetings?”


“Sometimes. I’ve worked at the paper for a number of years, so I’m not punching a clock. In general, I get to decide how I use my time—provided I meet my deadlines. As long as I continue to produce my stories on time, no one will hassle me much. But that day I needed to contact some sources I can only reach during business hours, so I showed up at about eight that morning. Lots of people can verify that.”


“What brings Irene into this?” Frank asked again. “For more than twenty years, she’s had no contact with this aunt. She didn’t even learn that Briana Maguire had died until a little more than an hour ago.”


McCain seemed surprised. “Your aunt Mary didn’t tell you before today?”


“No.”


“Ms. Kelly, what are your expectations of Ms. Maguire’s estate?” “Expectations?” I asked, taken aback. “From Briana? Why, absolutely none.”


“But you were a favorite niece, weren’t you?”


“Look, about two dozen years have gone by since I last saw her. There was a family quarrel, even before her other troubles started.”
 

“Other troubles?”


“You undoubtedly know which ones I mean.”


He paused, then said, “Yes, your aunt Mary has been very helpful. Ms. Kelly, several times your husband has asked me what brings you into this matter. Are you aware that your aunt left a will?”


“No. As I said—”


“Yes, yes. But she did leave a will, Ms. Kelly. A holographic will. You know what that means?”


“A will written entirely in her handwriting,” I said.


“Yes. We found it today, among the papers in her apartment.”


“She died two weeks ago and you just searched her apartment today?”


“Keep in mind that we didn’t know who she was until a few days ago, Ms. Kelly. Our first concern was to find someone who could provide positive identification of the victim and claim her body, someone who could arrange for her burial. Given our caseloads in this division, I don’t think we’ve done too badly.”


“No, no, I’m sorry. So you found a handwritten will leaving everything to her son—”


“Oh, no, Ms. Kelly. Nothing was left to her son.”
 

“What?”


“Briana Maguire’s will leaves everything to you.”
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“It doesn’t appear to be much of an estate, I’ll grant you,” he went on. “But we haven’t really had time to check for assets. You know, sometimes you read about these hermits who live very simply, but end up having a million bucks stashed away in a savings account somewhere.”


“Brilliant,” Frank said angrily. “You think this single mother who worked as a file clerk was a millionaire? A woman who was living on disability checks?”


McCain shrugged.


“No matter how much she did or didn’t have,” I said, “I don’t want any of it. And I have no idea why she named me in her will.”


McCain studied me for a moment, then seemed to come to some decision; he appeared to relax a little. He asked me a few more questions about my childhood relationship with Briana, then said, “Any idea why someone might want to kill her?”


“No. I don’t know anything about her recent life that Mary didn’t tell me tonight. As I said, I haven’t been in touch with Briana in a long time.”


“You’re certain this was premeditated?” Frank asked.


“Not absolutely. But a couple of things bothered us about it, or I wouldn’t be here,” McCain said, seeming to loosen up a little more. “First, a high rate of speed, coming down a street that isn’t exactly known for drag racing. Second, no skid marks—and yes, maybe the car had antilock brakes, but we’ve got two wits that say the car didn’t stop at all. You and I both know that very few people would accidentally hit someone and never apply the brakes.” He turned to me. “Most hit-and-run drivers are surprised, you might say—they stop or try to stop at some point. Maybe panic sets in or they have some reason for avoiding the police—drugs in the car, car’s stolen, they’ve got warrants out on ‘em, whatever—so they take off after they realize what they’ve done. But they seldom just hit somebody and keep rolling as if nothing’s happened. In this case, no one heard brakes or saw the driver swerve to avoid her.”


“Any chance the driver just didn’t see her?” I asked.


“Your aunt was in the middle of an intersection on a bright and sunny morning, wearing light-colored clothing. The direction of the vehicle’s travel was away from the sun, so nothing impaired the driver’s vision. In fact, the witnesses say that after the initial impact, the driver deliberately drove the car over her after she was down.”


I shuddered.


“The witnesses give you a make on the vehicle?” Frank asked.


“They can’t agree on the make, but between what they’ve given us and some of the physical evidence, we think we’re looking for a Camry.” He paused, then looked over at me. “As I said, the witnesses agreed that it looked deliberate. The vehicle wasn’t out of control—it maneuvered to hit her. The car hits her, knocks her down, rolls over her, and drags her body a few yards. The collision breaks a headlamp and does some other damage to the car, and makes a noise loud enough to bring people running out of a little store on the corner. No brake lights, no slowing, no horn.”


Even though I hadn’t seen her in a long time, it was hard for me to hear this description, to imagine someone doing that to Briana. Frank took my hand. I held on.


After a moment, McCain said, “Any idea where your cousin is these days?”


“Travis? No.”


“Your aunt’s ex-husband?”


“He wasn’t really her husband. But no, I don’t know anything about him.”


He asked a few more questions, then walked over to the kitchen door. As he opened it, it was clear from both her startled expression and her nearness to the door that Mary had been eavesdropping. She recovered herself quickly though, and I had to admire her regal bearing as she continued on into the living room. “Thank you, Detective McCain,” she said. “It was insufferably hot in that kitchen.”


McCain gave a little laugh. As he came back to where we were seated he smothered a yawn, then said, “Excuse me. I think I’ll call it a night. You’ll be in the area for the next few weeks, Ms. Kelly?”


“As far as I know.”


He took out a card. “Give me a call if you have any questions, or if anything comes to mind.”


“One moment,” Aunt Mary said.
 

He waited.


“I assume you aren’t charging Irene with any crime?”
 

“No, as of now, I have no reason to do so,” he said.
 

“Is there any reason why she can’t visit Briana’s apartment, take things out of there?”


He hesitated, then said, “It’s no longer sealed, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“I don’t want—” I began.


“Hush!” she snapped at me. “I want you to go over there tomorrow morning and clear her things out. You can keep them in boxes and give them to Travis when we find him. That’s fine.”


“But her furniture—we don’t have room—” I began again, grasping at the first argument that came to mind.


“Don’t worry about that. I’ll even arrange to have movers bring the furniture here. I’ll store it for you until we find him.”


“What’s your hurry?” McCain asked.


She folded her arms across her chest. “I drove over to Briana’s apartment the other day. I’m sure one of your men mentioned that to you.”


McCain just smiled.


“Well, he wouldn’t let me in the apartment, but I spoke briefly to Briana’s neighbors. They said up until you and your patrolmen started hanging around, there had been problems with break-ins in that building. I don’t want thieves looting what belongs to Travis.”


“Neither do I,” McCain said, looking right at me.


Frank rose halfway out of his chair. I placed a hand on his arm and said, “That won’t help anyone.” He sat back down.


“What’s your real reason for wanting her to go over there?” McCain asked Mary.


“That’s real enough,” she said, narrowing her gaze on him. “I don’t lie as readily as some people do.”


He didn’t say anything, just kept smiling.


“I do have another reason. I want her to find her cousin. I’m very worried about him.”


“We’ll find him.”


“Hah! Listen here, Mr. McCain. There are only about six or seven states that have a bigger population than Los Angeles County—you’re going to tell me that you’ll find the needle I want out of a haystack as big as that? And that’s if he stayed local. Besides, you just mentioned to us that things are kind of busy in your division.”


“We have other professionals who—”


“So does she!” Mary crowed. “One sitting right next to her.”


“I’m sure Detective Harriman won’t want to cause jurisdictional problems.”


“No,” Mary answered for him. “Even though you’re in his right now. But he’s going sailing tomorrow morning. Irene’s going to hire that private investigator friend of hers to help us look for Travis.”


It took all the acting skill I have not to betray my surprise at this announcement. I’m not sure I succeeded. McCain seemed skeptical. Frank was cooler under fire.


“Rachel Giocopazzi,” he supplied, not missing a beat. “She worked homicide in Phoenix. She’s my partner’s wife.”


McCain’s working smile suddenly brightened into the genuine article—this one lit up his face with pleasure. “Giocopazzi? Rachel Giocopazzi got married?” He laughed. “‘Pazzi! Well, I’ll be damned!” He quickly looked over at Mary and said, “Pardon me, ma’am.”


She waved that away. “You know her?” A bold question, since Mary had never actually met Rachel, only heard us talk about her.


“Know her?” McCain said. “Yes. I know her. Lord, yes. We worked together on a long, tough case—two victims killed here, bodies taken to Phoenix.”


This led to some grisly shop talk between Frank and McCain, during which it was obvious that Jim McCain’s unspoken reminiscences were not strictly about the case.


“Married,” he said again. “Your partner must be quite a guy. I don’t think there was a man in the Phoenix department that didn’t dream about ‘Pazzi. They’d call her that, or ‘the Amazon.’”


I wondered what he’d think of Pete Baird when he met him. I had a feeling he was in for a shock. I’m fond of Pete, but a page off the Hunk-A-Day Calendar he ain’t.


“So you’ll give Irene the keys to the apartment?” Mary asked.


He rubbed his chin, then said, “Sure, but I don’t have the keys with me. I tell you what, I’ll meet you and Rachel over there.”


“But we go through the apartment on our own,” I said.


Again he hesitated, looking at me curiously before he said, “All right, meet you there at ten o’clock. But you’ll tell me if you come across anything that has a bearing on this case?”


“If someone murdered my aunt, Detective McCain, I’ll do everything in my power to help you find her killer.”


“Good. And no trying to get in there before ten, all right?”


“Fine. I’ll see you then.”


“You sure Rachel can make it?” he asked.


“I’m almost certain,” I said, praying Rachel wouldn’t mind giving up sailing, too.
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“Families,” Rachel said on a sigh, her eyes not leaving the heavy traffic in front of us. “My brothers, we might not speak to each other for years, but one of ‘em calls up and says, ‘Hey, Rach, I need a little something from the dark side of the moon,’ and even though my mouth might say, ‘Are you nuts? I’m not going to any damned moon,’ I’m already thinking, Gee, wonder how I’ll look in a spacesuit?”


“You’re just as good to your friends as you are to your family,” I said. “Thanks for giving up the sailing trip.”


Uneasy about McCain’s suspicion of me, Frank had talked about canceling, too—but Rachel had shooed him out the door with the other men. When we first mentioned McCain to her, she frowned a little, glancing over at Pete, then said, “Yeah, I think I remember him.”


She helped me gather up some empty boxes, and offered to drive us over in her Plymouth sedan, which was better suited to hauling boxes than my Karmann Ghia.


Now we were on the Vincent Thomas Bridge, high above LA Harbor. Rachel hit the brakes as a pickup truck made a sudden lane change into the space in front of us, and I heard her muttering something in Italian.


“Starting to regret this?” I asked.


“Aw, I don’t mind this at all. Glad to come along. You think I’d be happier stuck on a sailboat all day with those clowns? No way.”


“If you needed an alternative, you could probably think of something more fun than going through a dead stranger’s possessions.”


“Hell, I’m used to it.”


“I guess you are,” I said. Rachel had retired in her early forties from her job in Phoenix homicide, after putting in twenty years in the department—where she’d started as a meter maid, back when they called them that.


“Am I horning in on something you’d rather do alone?” she asked.


“No—not at all. Even if you hadn’t been so willing to offer your car or to help pack boxes, I’d be grateful just to have you with me. I’m glad I’m not facing this alone.”


“That’s understandable. You said you don’t know how much stuff is in this apartment, right?”


“Aunt Mary said the place is small and that it wouldn’t take long to pack up, but she’s never moved from the first house she bought in Las Piernas, so I’m not sure she’s much of a judge.”


After McCain left her house, Aunt Mary said she hoped we didn’t mind the way she’d rescheduled our Saturday. Apparently it was her guilt over this that led her to make a generous offer—to call my sister and explain a few matters to her about the cemetery. But I had a score to settle with Barbara, so I told Mary that I would make the call myself.


Barbara’s an early riser, so I called before leaving for San Pedro, and started by telling her that the “stranger” in what she thought of as her grave was our mother’s sister.


That led to a brief bout of hysterical exclamations regarding Briana’s unworthiness to be buried in the same cemetery as our mother, let alone in an adjoining plot. Listening to Barbara’s version of family history, it would have been more appropriate to bury Benedict Arnold in Arlington National Cemetery.


I nocked my first arrow. “Then you should call the person who owns the gravesite and tell her off.”


“I will!” Barbara fumed. “Who is it?”


I let the arrow fly. “Aunt Mary.”


Utter silence. Bull’s-eye.


I loosed the next one by saying, “Of course, if you make too much of a fuss about it, you might be the one who ends up buried in some other cemetery. Aunt Mary owns most of the nearest plots.”


“She does?”


“Yes, she does. And Barbara? If I ever hear from Mary that only one half of our parents’ gravestone is being cared for? I’m going to beg her to sell those remaining plots to me. And I think she’ll do it, don’t you?”


She hung up on me. William Tell never had a better day.
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Briana’s apartment was on the east side of San Pedro, an area named by Juan Cabrillo when he sailed into its bay in 1542. San Pedro was once a city itself, but became part of Los Angeles near the turn of the century; Briana’s apartment was near the old downtown, an area once known as Vinegar Hill, on one of the streets between Gaffey and the harbor.


We turned onto Sixth Street, driving past an old theater and Vinegar Hill Books. At the corner of Centre and Sixth was Papadakis Taverna, Frank’s favorite Greek restaurant. We had dined there not long ago, and now I thought of how close we had been to Briana’s home that night.


We turned off Sixth and drove through the surrounding neighborhood, a mix of homes and apartments that ranged in style from Victorian mansion to postwar crackerbox. Briana’s apartment wasn’t hard to find: there was a black-and-white LAPD patrol car sitting in front of it.


“Old Mac didn’t trust us to wait for him,” Rachel laughed.


“Mac?”


“McCain. He called me ‘Pazzi, I suppose? He picked that up from those boneheads I worked with in Phoenix.” “How well do you know this guy?” I asked.


“Well enough,” she answered, in a tone that made me change the subject. She was doing me a big favor and her past was none of my business—my own is by no means sterling. I was curious about her connection with McCain, but it was clear I’d have to wait to learn more.


The apartment was in a run-down fourplex. The crown of the building was a flat roof skirted by three irregular rows of red Spanish tile. The exterior walls were sun-faded brown with white pockmarks; as we came closer, we could see that the stucco was coming off—large, broken, dry bubbles of it clung to the walls—wounds in the building’s hide.


The windows at the side of the building were barred. Four large picture windows faced the street; at the center of the building, a wide doorway opened onto a concrete porch. Inside this door were a short entryway and a steep set of stairs; at the top and bottom of the stairs, apartment doors faced one another. On the right-hand side of the entry, a short row of black mailboxes was attached to the wall. Self-adhesive gold numbers—the type one might find in a hardware store—adorned the locking mailbox doors, numbering them one through four. Three of the four boxes also had red-and-white tape labels bearing the occupant’s first initial and last name.
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