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CHAPTER 1

“PEOPLE WHO DON’T SEND in their taxes sleep in jail, Howard, not in the prize bedroom of a brown-shingled house.” I might as well have called it a brown-shingled other woman. But I didn’t. A homicide detective hates to sound petty, particularly here in Berkeley, California, where the politically correct tone is laid-back snide.

I was sitting cross-legged on the bed in the prize room tensely pulling strands of brown hair loose from the clasp at the nape of my neck. It didn’t ease my tension any to watch Howard pacing in long-legged strides between his work table and his newly painted wall. Spatters of white paint marked his jeans and the forest-green turtleneck I’d given him. The room had smelled of paint for a week now, but it was better than the downstairs, where he’d just sanded the dining-room floor. It seemed the stench of sawdust and singed wood never cleared there.

Seduced by the hint that the owner of the decrepit five-bedroom house he leased and loved might consider a purchase option, Howard had devoted the last three months to refurbishing the aging siren. His latest gift had been an expensive Azalea magnifica he’d planted next to the front door like a Mother’s Day corsage.

I knew what this house meant to him and why it was so important. But I was coming to hate it.

This morning Howard had commandeered an oak door he’d been refinishing and turned it into a table that took up half the free space in his bedroom, our bedroom. Howard appropriating part of his oak-trimmed inamorata was like Romeo using Juliet’s balcony for ballast. Now the door-cum-table sagged under piles of tax booklets, schedule As and Ds, form 4562s, yellow pads, pencils, pens, erasers, hillocks of receipts, and mountains of eraser dust. On top was the 1040 that proclaimed that Howard owed the IRS a bundle. That bundle, alas, Howard had already spent on paint, varnish, and the azalea.

And the table was so close to the king-size bed that one communal tumble could create a tornado of tax forms. The prospect of organizing caresses to suit a 1040 is hardly an aphrodisiac.

“Deductions,” Howard muttered now, running a hand through his curly red hair. “I must have been to twenty charity dinners this year. I’ve got to have more to deduct.” He extricated the 1040 instruction booklet from the mire on the erstwhile door, leaned back in his director’s chair, propped ankle on the opposite knee, and read sarcastically: “‘Gifts to Charity.’ What ‘you MAY deduct’ is one paragraph, followed by three paragraphs of limitations. What ‘you MAY NOT deduct’ is a whole fucking column and a half.”

“Who said it’s better to give than receive?”

“More blessed. Not better, Jill,” Howard corrected.

If he’d caught my disingenuous tone, he wasn’t commenting. But we’d commented on less and less over the months since I’d moved in here. The only thing we both had wholly endorsed lately was the tacit decision to avoid conflict. I didn’t know how we’d landed at this impasse. My first marriage had ended in screams. Then Howard had been my buddy—funny, sexy, anxious to protect me, and ready to accept that a homicide detective doesn’t need protection. I was the one who pushed people, baited them till they talked. I was always taking chances. But here I was paralyzed.

“Besides,” Howard said, “if the IRS believed in blessings, they’d tax them too.” He turned back to the instructions. “You may not deduct ‘travel expenses (including meals and lodging) unless there was no significant element of personal pleasure, recreation, or vacation in the travel.’ I drove to San Francisco to speak to the Nob Hill Club. Does the IRS mean if I got caught in rush hour and sat on the bridge for an hour and was teed-off the whole time, then it’s okay to deduct the mileage? But if I missed the traffic and the sun was shining, there’s no deduction?”

I had no more idea than he. What I did know was that I needed to get out of here. Particularly since my own tax return had required nothing more than a 1040 and W-2. Lack of possessions has its privileges. In contrast to Howard with his five-bedroom albatross, I had lived on a porch for two years and house-sat for months. Moving here had taken only one trip in Howard’s Land-Rover. I liked the freedom of traveling light, of needing no more than a sleeping bag, a deck chair in the living room, and a single 1040.

Howard stood up, stretching to his full six feet six inches, and began pacing around the bedroom, which now boasted an undercoat of white that barely veiled the dark green beneath. “And when I went to a charitable dinner that I didn’t speak at and paid a hundred dollars”—Howard cringed slightly, and I could guess that he was balancing that chicken dinner against the flock of azaleas he could have had nesting in the front yard— “does the IRS say, ‘Thank you, Detective Howard, for being so generous’? No. No thousand points of light for them. What they say is “Well, Seth, you ate the bird, didn’t you? You’re going to have to subtract that dinner from that C-note.’”

“So you deduct ninety-five instead of a hundred dollars. It’s not like they served pheasant under glass.”

“Aha! Logical thinking! IRS hates that. They don’t care what the dinner was worth; they want to know what the restaurant would have charged for the meal.” He put down the booklet. “Jill, we’re talking neckbone marinara.” Howard’s blue eyes narrowed, his lantern jaw jutted forward, his curly red hair virtually vibrated with outrage. Felons who had seen that look were now in San Quentin.

“I take it the instruction book is no help?”

“It says ‘Get Pub five-twenty-six for details.’”

“So why not get it?” I said, more snappishly than I’d intended.

But he was too deep in the world of revenue to notice something so mundane as pique. “Where do you think you get Pub five-twenty-six? The IRS office, right? The IRS office, which is closed on weekends!” Howard slammed his fist on the table.

Scraps of paper bounced.

I hadn’t realized the IRS was closed. The two hours I’d spent on my return was on a Wednesday, or maybe Thursday. (It was so long ago, I couldn’t remember, but I restrained myself from mentioning that. I didn’t want to appear petty.) In a show of support, I said, “Why don’t you call Pereira?” Patrol Officer Connie Pereira was the department’s financial maven.

“On patrol,” Howard growled. “By the time she gets off, I’ll be staking out People’s Park.” At work, Pereira’s commitment to financial maneuvers was equaled only by Howard’s love of stings.

The sting Howard would be orchestrating tonight had been weeks in the planning. At midnight, Howard would reel in one of Berkeley’s biggest drug dealers. Normally, just hours before countdown he would be pacing around, worrying about every detail, compulsively discussing every option, weighing his assumptions against my opinions, coming up with six variations on the theme. The Howard I loved. I realized with a start that I had been counting on this sting to resurrect him from this coffin of a house.

“Forty dollars! That’s what the Nob Hill Club charges for their meal! It couldn’t have cost them more than three. They must have found the chicken in a taxidermist’s trash!” Howard broke pace and stalked toward the phone. “No way is IRS going to screw me. I’m going to get every ingredient in every charitable meal I ate, and deduct the real price. Let the bastards challenge that!”

I didn’t think much of Howard’s chances, but at least thumbing his nose at the nation’s most powerful bureaucracy was better than obsessing about the advantages of azalea over alstroemeria, or hornbeam over hackberry trees. It was a bureaucratic sting. “Look, Howard, I’ll go by the station and get Pereira thinking about your talks, dinners, and deductions. I’m going out anyway.”

“Ah, free time.”

Before Howard could go on, I walked downstairs, careful not to run my hand along the stripped and splintery bannister, across the newly stained floor, and out past the hornbeam or hackberry (whichever) and the Azalea magnifica, destined to produce large white flowers with a splash of pink, Howard had told me more than once. So far, it and its numerous cousins had produced only green leaves and resentment. I headed to the Mediterraneum Caffè on Telegraph for a caffè latte and a slice of Chocolate Decadence. I had cashed my refund check yesterday. I planned to spend it all on coffee and chocolate—and if things didn’t improve at Howard’s, on the first, last, and cleaning deposits on an apartment.

I had to admit that Howard’s oak-paneled, balconied, brown-shingled place had lots of potential. A speculator could have renovated and made a bundle. But parting with it, regardless of the profit, would never cross Howard’s mind. For him the house brought back—with the immediacy of smell—a big old house his aunt rented for the family one summer in some California Valley town.

Howard had spent his childhood on the move. His father had been off somewhere on ever-longer jobs. His mother (I met her once—a fey woman with strands of red hair running through her gray like single-lane roads in the desert) was there and not there. She moved around on the spur of the moment to cities and towns in California. Howard would come home from school to find his clothes in cardboard boxes. He was lucky to be tall, good-looking, and most of all athletic. A boy athlete can fit in anywhere. And he grew up playing football on small-school teams or pickup basketball in the cities. He learned to garner confidence quickly. But the teams and the friends could be snatched away by the cardboard boxes. The only place he’d ever felt at home was his aunt’s summer house.

And now this one.

I knew how much it meant to him. I wished I could share his love for it. Or even feel neutral about it. But every time I walked inside, it felt as if all the air had been sucked out of it. I wanted to open all the windows and knew they were nailed shut. Of course, they weren’t—that’s just how it felt. I wished I could figure out why it unnerved me. It wasn’t just its other-womanness. It was something more basic than that. Something I couldn’t draw into consciousness.

It was after ten thirty when I finished a second latte and headed for my car on Regent Street a block above Telegraph by People’s Park. The rain had stopped, but the night was still windy for April. It had been one of those warm dry winters that are becoming all too common here in drought country. And then in March, when every county in the Bay Area had instituted water rationing, it poured and turned cold. Now the wind sliced between the cotton fibers of my jacket.

I was turning onto Regent when I spotted the double-parked patrol car near the far end of the block. Its pulser lights flashed red on the white wooden and stucco buildings and turned the macadam brown. The squeals from its radio pierced the wind.

Behind me in People’s Park men’s voices provided an ominous counterpoint.

People’s Park, the symbol of the flower-child era years ago, had changed. No longer was it the site of free flowers, vegetables, and love. It’d been taken over by the homeless, the dealers, the addicts. And in that mix the just plain homeless walked warily and slept with both eyes open. Near People’s Park there were too many drugs and too many nervous dealers with weapons that we on the force only dreamed of. Add to that, paranoid users, fed-up neighbors, students, and street people, and the old-time crazies—and it was a recipe for violence. All too often a crowd’s anger coalesced and turned on the one outsider, the cop.

Already I could see figures ambling out of People’s Park. Whoever had left the patrol car there tonight might be real grateful for an assist. I picked up my pace. The patrol car was still half a block away but I could make out a blond officer bending over a man.

The street was dark there, shaded by one of the paperbark trees, the wind thwarted by the squat apartment buildings on the west side of the street. Still I got a whiff of decay from the paperbarks—they all had that foul smell.

It wasn’t till I was nearly to her that I realized the officer was Connie Pereira. “You call for backup?” I asked.

“Full moon,” she said, explaining why they had been detained. “I’m waiting for an ambulance too.”

I looked down at the form on the ground—a thin, dark-haired man lying facedown, arms at his sides as if he’d fainted. He hadn’t even lifted his hands to break his fall. Pereira was on the far side of him, feeling for a pulse. The red pulser atop her patrol car turned her tan uniform an odd shade of army green; her blond hair danced in the light and disappeared in the darker darkness that followed. But for the victim it did nothing. He seemed to consume its light with his own darkness. His hair was brown and curly, a Jewish Afro unmoved by the wind. Turned to the right, his nose just touching the macadam. Dark jeans covered thin but muscular legs. And despite his position, the flesh of his buttocks hadn’t relaxed; the muscles looked firm, as if he’d been standing. A black windbreaker hugged surprisingly narrow ribs; excess fabric lay at the sides—definitely not a natural way for it to have fallen. Closer now, I could make out the moisture on his hair—sweat. And that wind-breaker—stuck to his shirt with sweat? He still wasn’t moving.

I looked more closely at his face. The eye I could see was open. It was so deep a brown, I couldn’t tell how much the iris was dilated. But the man’s expression was not that of someone who has eased into collapse. His face was locked in fear.

Behind me I could smell the aroma of dirt-matted sweat—street people trying to see if the fallen was one of their own. They stood silently, but on the sidewalk a man was muttering to himself. Had we been in another neighborhood, house doors would be opening, neighbors wandering out. But here a body on the street was not an uncommon sight. In the shabby student apartments, group houses, and three-story flats, radios blared, but the curtains didn’t move.

“What do you think?” I asked Pereira.

“He’s not moving. But he’s still warm. Hot, really.”

“On a night like this,” I commented, pulling my jacket tighter around me. “ID?”

“Empty. No wallet, no cash.”

“How long has he been lying here?”

Pereira shrugged. “No witnesses. To the accident or the disappearance of his wallet. Big surprise, huh?”

I moved farther into the street where I could form a blockade against any driver who might see only the patrol car and not the victim.

On the sidewalk the crowd was growing, separated into dark clumps of street people, brighter clumps of students taking a break, and a third gathering of miscellaneous folk who milled together and apart like charged particles in a changing magnetic field. All three groups were oozing toward the spaces between the parked cars. In a minute they’d be pressing in on the victim and blocking the ambulance. “Keep back,” I yelled, letting my gaze move slowly from group to group. “Stay on the sidewalk.” The victim might have been rolled. Any one of them could have done it—a student on a dare, one of the users—for cash or at the whim of voices the rest of us couldn’t hear.

My gaze held them only momentarily. Damn. Where was the backup? Where was the ambulance? I glanced over at Pereira. She was hunkered down by the victim’s head, looking from him to the crowd, protecting his head. In the pulser light I couldn’t see the wry competence that was her trademark but a wary look as she eyed the growing groups on the sidewalk. She wasn’t trying CPR; the victim was breathing on his own.

I caught the movement from the eyes of the crowd first. Then I registered the footsteps. To my right, a guy was trying an end-around behind my car. “Moving,” I said to Pereira.

Then, careful not to race, not to up the anxiety level, I ambled over and stopped in front of him. He was under six feet, but he still had three or four inches on me and probably sixty pounds. He was wearing a brown wool cape and a green felt hat with a wide floppy brim with one of those party noisemakers in the band where a feather might have been. He didn’t have a handlebar mustache. Maybe he hadn’t thought of it. Maybe the goatee was enough.

“Stay on the sidewalk,” I said, not raising my voice. I’ve seen cops create incidents because they come on too strong. Mine may not be the popular method, but I try it soft first.

He strode more determinedly. “I have to see him.”

“Do you know him?”

“I must see him!” His voice was louder.

“Your name?”

“Now, madame!” No one on the sidewalk needed to cock an ear to catch that.

We’re trained to grab an arm and twist it behind. But that doesn’t work with crazies in capes. “We’ve got an injured man here. He needs his space,” I said, loud enough for all to hear. The crowd murmured uncertainly, finding it hard to choose between defying a cop and denying a fellow Californian his space. I hoped the ambulance would get here before they decided.

“Madame, I have to see that man.” He projected to the second balcony. His right hand held the edge of the cloak. He looked like a seventeenth-century Dutch flasher. Or an actor portraying one. And clearly I was the foil in his performance. The guy himself was harmless—probably—but he could trigger the crowd. It wouldn’t take much to knock them off the fence. And once they came down, they wouldn’t be rooting for me.

We were by my car now. He moved slowly, each step long, with a choreographed swagger. I did the only possible thing. I upstaged him. I stepped back into the street, forcing him to turn his back to the crowd. Then, using the width of his cape as a shield, I coordinated with his movement, and as he sauntered forward, I grabbed the edges of the cape and shoved him against my car. His shoulders hit the metal, his head jerked, but the floppy hat softened the effect for the audience. “This isn’t a stage here,” I growled. “We’ve got a man seriously injured. We’ve got our hands full dealing with him. You want to perform, try Berkeley Rep!”

Even I was surprised at my anger. I hate these grandstanders. Little boys who rule by tantrum.

“Release me, madame!” His voice was louder.

The crowd moved to its left, pressing behind the old Datsun. I could smell the dirt and sweat, the beer, and the heady anticipation. Behind me came music from newly opened windows. Footsteps slapped the sidewalks. We needed backup—now. But neither Pereira nor I could get free to call in.

I could toss this guy in the cage in Pereira’s car; that was the regulation move. But with this crowd it would be disaster, particularly in the full moon. I decided on a gamble. Lowering my voice, I said, “Give me a good reason, and I’ll walk you by.”

His eyes shifted. He was weighing his options—going for the maximum exposure? Finally he said, sotto voce, “Maybe I know him.”

I ground my teeth. I could hear my mother’s voice saying “If you’d said that when I asked …” Part of the reason I became a cop was to spite my mother. I never dreamed how often I’d end up sounding just like her. I eased my grip. “No theatrics!” To this guy I might as well have said “No breathing.”

Dammit—on any other night, three patrol cars would have rolled up by now. “What’s your decision?” I said.

“Okay.” Still sotto voce, but in twentieth-century English.

“You’re going to walk calmly, right?”

He grunted.

“Yes or no?” A grunt is nothing in this type of situation. A yes is commitment, for what that’s worth.

“Yes.”

“Okay. We’ll walk by him slowly, not stopping. If I let you stop, everyone on the block’s going to want a look. We’ll have people tramping on his hair, you understand?”

“Yes,” he muttered. He was shaking, restraining himself. Seeing the victim was more compelling than a great performance. It made me curious. And worried.

But I’d committed myself. If I reneged here, word of it would be all over Telegraph Avenue by morning, and every patrol officer would lose credibility. I started toward Pereira, still holding on to the man’s cape. Pereira was standing now, hands on hips. The pulser light turned her blond hair orange. It glistened on her keys, radio, the butt of her gun, all hanging from her belt. In the distance I could hear a siren. Minutes away. Whatever happened here would go down in thirty seconds. I could feel the crowd moving with us.

We passed the patrol car. He was moving faster now. I was holding him back by the cape.

He came abreast of the victim, still lying in the street, still not moving. He yanked free and squatted down, the brim of his felt hat an inch from the victim’s. Before I could grab for him, he started to laugh. A deep natural laugh that quickly gained resonance. He stood up and threw his head back, flung open his cape, and guffawed for the last row.

He was facing the audience. I was just about to spin him around, the hell with the consequences, when he let his laugh subside. He turned to half-face me and said, “You are an officer of justice, right?”

I didn’t respond.

“Well, madame, here you have justice.”

“What kind of justice?” someone in the crowd called back.

Turning to them, he pronounced, “This man, who lies in the street like a defunct possum, waiting to be spat upon, trod on, run over—do you know who he is?”

“Who? Who?” they yelled.

“He is a revenue agent! With the IRS!”



CHAPTER 2

ANYWHERE ELSE IN BERKELEY—hell, anywhere else in the continental United States, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and Guam—the becaped thespian’s announcement would have drawn guffaws and cheers. But here, right off Telegraph by People’s Park, he’d misjudged his audience. Had he declared the injured man a Cal professor or a police officer, he would have garnered applause. But an IRS agent lying in the street—that got no rise from this crowd of students and street people. Half of them hadn’t filed more than a 1040EZ, and the other half never would.

He had made his announcement and flung open his cape to near silence. Only Connie Pereira, who’d had her hassles with the IRS, cracked a smile, and one glance at the victim wiped that off quick.

Removing that cape exhibited a T-shirt with a huge foamy white OO on top, a small sketchy city skyline beneath, and the words MOON OVER BERKELEY, in this case apparently a double moon. “Mason Moon,” he announced in a tone that hoped for a glint of recognition. But I was too caught up in the shock that I hadn’t gotten his name before. It’s the first thing we do. Always. It said something, something bad, about my state of mind that I hadn’t. I asked for his address.

While I was writing that down, a fire engine pulled up, and two firemen jumped out. I could see the worry on their faces. Firemen know first aid, but they aren’t medics; they’re not trained to carry the whole load of the injured. We should have heard the siren from our ambulance by now. There are only two rigs in Berkeley. We roll the fire trucks because we’ve got them at every station and they’re likely to make it to a scene well before either of the ambulances. But one ambulance was only a mile and a half away. It should have been here by now. The fact that it hadn’t meant it was out picking up some other full-moon casualty. Our IRS man would have to wait for the other rig, or failing that, one from Albany to the north. The pull of the moon wasn’t as strong there.

Another patrol car rolled up. Pereira motioned the driver to crowd-control while she stayed with the firemen. One of them knelt by the victim’s head trying to get a pulse at the carotid artery. Giving up, he put his hand by the victim’s nose, hoping to get some sign of life. The victim had been breathing adequately before. He was fading. If the ambulance didn’t make it soon …

But there was nothing I could do for him. A cop can’t wallow in pity, sorrow, fear. If you can’t shift gears, you don’t make it in this kind of job. I turned away and focused on the problem at hand—Moon. Shepherding him to the far side of the street, I asked for identification.

“Mason Moon,” he repeated.

“Driver’s license?”

“Take my word.” His volume was increasing.

Plenty of our citizens change their names, some at the behest of their gurus, some to align themselves with nature, some to separate themselves from their debts. Looking pointedly at his T-shirt, I said, “Maybe you drag out this name every full moon.”

Moon looked from me to the T-shirt and back again. His expression changed from incredulity to affront. He fondled one of the foamy O’s. “Madame, perhaps you lack artistic sense.”

Seeing the hand there clarified what his skill in textile art had not. I’d grown up in Jersey near the Garden State Parkway toll booths where mooning was born. Even then it had been considered a tacky outgrowth of youth and beer. Moon over Berkeley. I restrained comment.

Moon reached into his pocket and produced a card. Underneath the T-shirt picture was Mason Moon, Artist of Opportunity. The name was vaguely familiar, but neither that nor the card proved it was real. As for the T-shirt, the most it proved was that Moon was not a craftsman. “I still need the driver’s license.”

In the distance the siren rose shriller, louder. I felt a shiver of fear deep inside. The crowd felt it too. They quieted, a somber hush, and turned from Moon and me toward the victim in the street. Odd that ambulances are never seen as vehicles of hope, rushing the injured to the miracles of healing as opposed to providing a stop on the way to the morgue.

Maybe the siren affected Moon too. Whatever the reason, he pulled out his license and handed it to me. I glanced at it—Mason Moon was the name listed—and said, “So, Mason, who is the treasury agent in the street?”

“I don’t have a name. I’ve just seen him around.” He pocketed the license without fanfare. We both knew his show was over. The onlookers had shifted their allegiance to the firemen and the body in the street. Moon didn’t look at them, but he cocked his head, listening, getting the feel of them, poised for the chance of a comeback.

“So how do you know he’s IRS?” I said, pulling his attention back.

“He’s auditing a friend of mine. She’s bitched enough. When she saw the guy sitting in the Med, drinking a cappuccino like a decent citizen, it was all she could do to keep from punching him out.”

I allowed for hyperbole. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t—”

“I’m not asking for the fun of it. This guy’s barely breathing. When the medics get here, they’re going to start pushing drugs into him. We need medical information. Is he allergic? Does he have some condition Advanced Life Support needs to know about? Your hesitation could kill him.”

“Okay, okay. My friend’s name is Lyn Takai.”

“Address?”

“I don’t know.”

“Think! His pockets are empty; we’ve got no ID. The man could die, Moon!”

He shook his head. His party whistle unrolled and snapped back. “Did you look at his bike? Maybe he’s got one of those carrier bags.”

This was the first I’d heard of a bicycle. “Where is it?”

“Under that streetlight.” He motioned across the street by a house up on blocks, one of the post-earthquake casualties.

“So you saw him ride up?”

“No. Look, I know from Lyn the guy rides a bike. When I recognized him, I looked around for it. Lyn said the guy was so paranoid, he chained both wheels to her railing every time he came. She does a great imitation of him, checking this, checking that, bending over, eyeing the lock from the bottom.”

I could imagine the man the firemen were still working on being suspicious; that fit with the awful picture of fear imprinted on his face. But there was a step missing in Moon’s recitation. The telephone pole at which Moon pointed was too far from the victim for Moon to have noticed. “Who was it who saw him get off the bicycle?”

He hesitated, then shrugged and glanced around. I wasn’t surprised when he said, “A guy I’ve seen on the Avenue, not one of the regulars. He’s not here now. He probably split when you showed.”

“Because?”

“A sensible sense of self-preservation.”

“What would we know him from?”

“Perhaps you don’t.”

The siren silenced the crowd once more, longer this time. It was near enough so we could hear brakes shrieking and tires squealing. I looked over at the victim. The firemen were checking the carotid for a pulse again, a routine they’d do every couple of minutes. I heard one of them say, “Cyanotic.”

“Moon, we’re going to find that witness. Make it easier for us.”

Moon took a step toward me. Even he seemed affected by the controlled desperation of the scene. “Lyn Takai lives on Derby, a couple blocks below the Avenue. Behind a violet stucco with a white picket fence. But this guy who saw him stumble into the street—I really don’t know. I’ve just seen him around. I think he boosts bikes.”

Moon’s identity I had. Pereira could get a patrol officer to baby-sit him on the Avenue till he spotted the booster. “Okay, so he was eyeing the bike when he spotted the flashing lights and split. What did he say about the victim?” If Moon’s story was true, the victim must have looked bad enough that the booster didn’t expect a fight over the bike.

“He said the guy came down Dwight, real slow, made a wide loop at the corner, coasted to a stop, and got off.”

“Not fell off?”

“No. He fiddled with his locks. Then he started across the street and fell on his face.”

“And your guy left him there and headed for the bike?” I said, disgusted.

Moon shrugged. “He took a look around.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he was so pissed off. Kept saying if he hadn’t screwed around taking precautions like his old lady kept telling him, he’d be riding instead of walking.”

I headed for the bike. Moon followed.

The bicycle was an old white racer with long narrow baskets on either side of the back wheel. It was probably a twenty-eight incher, which seemed about right for the man on the street. The only thing unusual about it was the two-pad seat, reminiscent of Mason Moon’s T-shirt. I’d heard those seats were more comfortable, and from my brief foray into bike riding as an adult, it was a fair guess anything would beat the knives that pass for regulation seats. Still, an old bicycle with seats added for comfort would not have been the means of transportation I would have imagined for a Treasury agent.

Bending, I looked closer. The plastic was torn where the two seats met in the back. It looked like a recent tear that someone may have tried to fix with what seemed like a mixture of chewing gum and plaster of paris. We would impound the bike. An errant tear like that and the tan-and-white specks of “fix-it” would be the meat of Raksen’s day in the lab.

A small carrying bag fit in the angle of the crossbar and one of the descending ones, but there was nothing inside. “Are you sure it’s his?”

Moon was already hunkering down. “Look at the chains.”

He had a point, if his story about the victim was true. Plastic-covered chains were looped through the spokes of both wheels. A lock caught the ends of one, but its tongue hung open. On the second one the ends of the chain hung loose. It looked like the work of a finicky man who was losing control, actions done from habit but beyond his waning physical ability. It suggested he’d gotten off his bicycle, been in good enough shape to try to lock it, then walked into the street and fallen.

Moon verbalized my suspicions. “What do you think—drink or drugs? God, Lyn’s going to love it.”

Another patrol officer pulled up just as the ambulance rounded the far corner. I motioned the officer over to protect the scene around the bike.

With the pulsers from the fire truck, ambulance, and patrol cars, and the radio squeals coming from all directions, the street was like a movie scene. The medics jumped from the ambulance and raced to the victim. Their energy seemed to pick up the flagging spirits all around. I headed toward them.

Moon straightened his shoulders and followed. “Think about it,” he said, “IRS agent on drugs. It’ll make the best courtroom drama of the decade. Everybody he ever screwed will be demanding blood.”

One of the medics held the victim’s arm, spreading a vein lengthwise, waiting to see if it would fill back up so he could use it for the catheter. The vein must have faded. The medic stuck the catheter in the carotid artery. His partner conferred with the firemen, then yanked the gurney from the truck.

Another patrol car pulled up. Murakawa got out.

The medics rolled the gurney to the ambulance and slid it in. I started toward them, Moon on my heels. I motioned Murakawa to take him. The drivers shut the doors and ran to the cab. The ambulance rolled with lights and sirens.

I was sure of the answer before I asked Pereira, “What’s the prognosis?”

“Better than if he wasn’t breathing. That’s what they said.” Her blond hair hung limp over the collar of her tan uniform jacket. Under the streetlights she looked washed out, exhausted. “I still don’t have an ID,” she added, a tacit appeal that I track it down. It was a request not from a district officer to a detective but from friend to friend.

“I’ll take care of that.” I didn’t want to go home anyway.

Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Mason Moon moving toward us, Murakawa five yards behind. Quickly I said to Pereira, “In case the victim doesn’t make it, keep the scene secured until you can get Raksen out from the lab. Right now, if the cyclist dies, we’ve got nothing.”

Moon stopped beside me, rubbing his hands in glee. “Time for the audit in the sky! Lyn’s going to love it.”



CHAPTER 3

THREE PATROL OFFICERS WERE already checking out the crowd, taking preliminary statements, getting names and addresses, and IDs where either of the former seemed ephemeral. Pereira called in a request for backup to canvass the neighbors. Neither of us had noticed an open shade, but maybe there’d been someone putting out the garbage or the cat when the bicycle coasted to a stop. Pereira would gather the reports from the scene. If the victim died, she’d turn them and the case over to me. (In Homicide-Felony Assault Detail we handle all questionable deaths.) If he lived, we’d have what they called in bureaucracies a challenge: justifying all this manpower for a guy who stumbled off his bicycle. I’d hope when the next budget hearing came up that this didn’t.

I left Mason Moon in the squad car with Murakawa, who’d take Moon’s statement. And irritated as he was at Moon wriggling past him, he’d be delighted at the prospect of squeezing out an ID for the thwarted bike thief.

With luck, I’d have the victim’s name in half an hour. With at least that much luck, the victim would survive that long. By now, Advanced Life Support would be pushing drugs into his system, hoping to find the right combination before the drugs started to contradict. They’d chase this thing till the last minute. And when the victim hit the emergency room, they’d start the clock there. Six minutes with no response, and it’d be all over.

Even if I couldn’t get an ID in time for the doctors, it was still vital. Somewhere in Berkeley a wife or lover, father or daughter, could be waiting for that bicycle. Getting bad news in the middle of the night was never pleasant, but getting it after hours or days of waiting and dreading was torture.

The address Mason Moon had given me for Lyn Takai turned out to be a rear cottage south of campus. Although it was a high-density area tenanted by students and young families, at midnight the streets were empty, and few house lights were lit. I made my way between the violet stucco cottage and a two-story wood house. The path was narrow enough that I could almost have touched both dwellings. The only light came from a fixture in the backyard.

The yard behind the stucco cottage was typical of Berkeley land usage. Real-estate values have risen so sharply here that lots sell for what houses used to, and leaving a backyard for recreation is wretched excess. The rear cottage was tiny, but so was the yard. The stucco shoebox hugged the property line. Its front door couldn’t have been more than six feet from the main house. And those six cemented-in feet were decorated not with potted plants and deck chairs but appliances. Under the cottage’s picture window where a planter box might have stood were an old refrigerator, an apartment stove, and a scratched metal table. Beyond, on their sides, were two porcelain bathroom sinks, one decorated with a blue-tulip motif, one merely sporting a crack, but both meant for corners of a pint-size bathroom. With all this out in the yard, what was left to be inside? “Less is more,” as our former governor said.

There was no bell. I knocked and waited. I wouldn’t mention the victim was likely to die. The dead are barely cool before even the staunchest enemy stops speaking ill of them. And speaking ill is the bread and butter of my business.

I was about to knock again when stronger lights came on and the door opened. The woman in front of me was short, with light-brown pixie hair and a mouth that was surprisingly wide for her delicate oval face. She wasn’t wearing lipstick, only eyeliner and shadow, but even with that effort she hadn’t managed to correct the imbalance. She looked to be about my age, midthirties, but already there were creases beside her mouth—none by her eyes, just the mouth—as if her irritation had all settled there. She was wearing a black V-neck leotard and shorts, and despite her slight build, the muscles in her legs and shoulders were clear. And I noted with surprise, even on this cold, windy night there were no goose bumps on her bare legs.

“Yes?” It was more a demand than a question.

No one wants to see a cop at the door at midnight. Tough-guy mouths like hers are usually clenched to hide quivering jaws. “Detective Smith, Berkeley Police,” I said, holding out my badge. In cases like this I don’t say “Homicide.” There’s rarely a need to frighten people more than they already are. But when there is, it’s nice to have kept “Homicide” in reserve.

She held the shield under the light. She could have saved the effort. The shield was no proof; anyone with the right resources could have made a good copy. But she scrutinized it, her brown eyes un-scrunched, her lips neither pressed together nor pursed. “Do you have a driver’s license?” she asked in a quiet voice, a softness that comes from assurance, like the perfunctory bark of a St. Bernard.

I showed her the license. Caution like hers is a trait we encourage in women living alone. But I wondered how much the tension of being ever watchful, ever vaguely afraid, had contributed to those defensive lines around Lyn Takai’s mouth.

As she looked from my license to me, her finger moved across it from Brn (hair) to Grn (eyes) to 5-7 (I had the feeling she knew I’d stretched the truth there, but maybe that’s just the paranoia of the shortest officer in Detective Detail), to 120 (actually that was more than the truth too; the Howard house diet, in which food disappeared regularly from the fridge, had slimmed me more than I’d intended).

Handing back the license, she said curtly, “I’m in the middle of my practice.”

I glanced into the room behind her, hoping to see what it was she was so adamant about practicing in the middle of the night.

The first thing I noticed was myself, then Lyn Takai’s straight muscular back. Reflected in mirrors on the far wall. And that was about all there was in the twelve-by-twenty room. It was bare but for a pile of two-by-five-foot rubber mats, wooden handrails on the walls, and ropes hung next to the mirrors. The setup suggested a dance studio, a dance studio with ropes. Exotic dance? Erotic dance? S-and-M dance?

One rubber mat lay alone in the middle of the floor, three thick books piled on the end. Slow dance with reading material?

Takai bent her right leg, braced her foot against the left thigh, put her palms together, and balanced on one leg like a stork. “I teach yoga. I was doing a forward-bend series.” She indicated the rubber mat. “I was teaching a private class this evening. It’s easy to pick up students’ energy and be too wired to sleep. Sitting on the floor bending forward relaxes the body and calms the mind. I’m limber enough that I can reach beyond my feet. That’s what I’ve got the books for.”

I nodded. Lots of people in Berkeley did yoga. I was not one of them.

But Takai must have taken my nod as encouragement, for she continued, “Forward bends not only calm the mind; they massage the digestive organs, tone the urinary system, the abdominal muscles, and strengthen the entire back. If you practice them daily, you—” She stopped abruptly. I was sure she’d slipped into a spiel from one of her classes. “My first class is at nine thirty. So if you can be brief …”

A woman used to being in control. I said, “I need to identify a man in an accident. A friend of yours, Mason Moon, said the victim was an IRS agent who’d been dealing with you.”

She sucked her lips in. It looked as if she didn’t have lips at all, at least not in the middle of her mouth. For another person it might not have been much of a response, but for a woman who had shown nothing but controlled impatience, this was the kind of reversion it would take a lot of forward bends to rectify. “What kind of accident?” she asked in a completely different tone of voice.

“Bicycle.”

She waited. I didn’t elaborate but said, “His name?”

“Drem,” she snapped. She shut her eyes momentarily (a little forward bend of the lids?) and said only slightly more calmly, “Philip Drem. D-r-e-m.”

“Does he live in Berkeley?” If he didn’t, Pereira could call his jurisdiction and have them deal with the family.

“I don’t know. We didn’t deal in small talk. Now if you’re finished …” She glanced toward the door. It was virtually beside her since she hadn’t encouraged me in farther than was necessary to shut it.

I hate to leave when people want me to go. I took a step away. “Was Philip Drem difficult to work with?”

“He was here to audit me!” she said in an exasperated tone that conveyed not only her opinion of the event but of me for being dense enough to question her.

Defensiveness like that is a flashing red light. “Was he overzealous? You complained enough about Drem to Mason Moon.”

Takai let her eyes close again. When she opened them, they looked different. “It’s hard not to grumble when someone demands money. But Mason tends to dramatize everything. Anyway, that’s over and done with. Drem’s out of my consciousness. Before you brought him up, I hadn’t even thought about him in ages.”

Whether by visualized forward bend or whatever, she had managed to tone down her response. I wasn’t sure where the truth was between Moon’s flashing red version and her pallid gray one. If I’d had another ten minutes, I could have found out. But if Drem survived, it wouldn’t matter; if he died, I’d be back. Now I wanted to get the ID to Pereira. Philip Drem’s six minutes would be long gone. But maybe he’d done better than I imagined; maybe the ID would help him.

Before I finished telling Takai I’d probably need to see her again, she had closed the door.

I hurried past the fridge and that odd tuliped sink around the side of the house to my car. Since it was my own car rather than the patrol car, there was no radio.

I flagged down a patrol car on Telegraph and called in the ID. Then I drove back to the scene of the accident. Almost an hour had passed since I’d left. I looked quickly to the end of the street by People’s Park, but there was no sign of Howard’s sting. He’d have reeled in his victim by now, and the action would be down at the station.

Regent Street too looked merely middle-of-the-night now. A pair of patrol cars was still there, parked by a hydrant and in a crosswalk, lights out, radios off. And the slow progress of the officers going house to house would have been noticeable only to someone spending the night looking out a darkened window. I waited till one of the uniforms emerged from a house near the spot where Drem’s bicycle had been abandoned. It was Leonard, a short gray-haired guy who’d been a veteran when I started in Patrol.

Leonard had been laid-back before the term entered the realm. There was a disarmingly shambling quality about him. He was the kind of cop who knew everyone on his beat and found a soupçon of decency in felons the rest of us would have classified as pornographic (no socially redeeming qualities). Because of that, he’d managed to get case-breaking hints from guys who knew they were on their way home to Q. (Or maybe they couldn’t quite believe this cop whose shirtsleeves were always wrinkled, whose pencil point was always broken, could be smarter than they were.) Whatever the reason, patrol was Leonard’s forte, and he knew it.

Leonard should have gone off duty at eleven o’clock. It was going on 1:00 A.M. now, but he didn’t seem to mind. The wind had picked up, and it flapped at the sides of his tan jacket, the summer-weight jacket. But he seemed no colder than Lyn Takai had.

“So,” I said, “you manage to massage anything out of the neighbors?”

“It was late, you know. A time people are watching the tube, or listening to the stereo, or getting ready for bed.”

From another man, that might have been an excuse for coming up empty. From Leonard, it meant full pockets. “Someone saw Drem get off the bike?”

“After a fashion.” Leonard hated to overstate.

“The house right by the bike, the one propped up, with the foundation damage,” I said, looking over at one of the earthquake’s casualties. The whole crawl space was open to the air. “Are there people living there?”

“No. Anyway, it wasn’t the neighbors. It was one of the street people, guy named Sierra. Mason Moon spotted him. Murakawa passed him on to me. You heard of Sierra?”

I shook my head. It had been years since I’d had this beat.

“Well, he’s not someone you’d want to take on the stand, if you know what I mean. And really, Smith, when you find out what he said …” Leonard shrugged, the motion for which his shambling body seemed to have been created. “It’s no help, but he’s the only one who saw anything. I’ll have another go at him tomorrow. He could have been hoping for a few bucks from the snitch fund. Maybe he really didn’t see anything at all. It doesn’t make much difference.”

“Leonard!” I said, exasperated. No wonder felons let down their guard with him. “What did Sierra see?”

Leonard leaned an arm on the patrol car. His tan shirtcuff stuck out beyond his sleeve, wrinkled. “Sierra said Drem looked shaky, like he was on something, which is an area Sierra knows about. Said Drem propped the bike against the phone pole and had to brace himself on it before he squatted down and fiddled with his locks. Said he didn’t think a guy in that condition could get them out of his baskets and through the tires, but he did. Got them partway locked, and then it seemed like he didn’t realize they were still open. He pushed himself up and staggered into the street.”

That confirmed what we’d figured, but it broke no new ground. And if I knew Leonard, it wasn’t what his pockets were full of. “And?”

“And then, Sierra said, a patrol officer came.”

“Pereira?”

“Now that’s the odd thing that makes me wonder if Sierra really saw anything. He says a dark-haired officer in uniform. Came up to the bike, but didn’t see Drem.”

“Looked at the bike and left?” I asked, amazed.

Leonard shrugged again. “Like I said, it’s not worth much. Probably nothing. I’ll catch him again tomorrow.”

“Could have been his own private screening,” I said. “Whatever Sierra saw, it was not a patrol officer eyeballing the scene and wandering off into the dark.” No Berkeley patrol officer would have left the scene—I knew that, I believed it. But just in case, I was glad to have Leonard following up.

I walked back to my car and headed for the station. I thought Howard and his crew might be there celebrating his sting. They weren’t. I’d hoped Raksen, the lab tech, might have seen something telling on Drem’s bike. But it was way too soon for the compulsively thorough Raksen to say anything. What I wasn’t expecting was Pereira.

I walked in from the parking lot through the squad room. Seeing me, Pereira jumped up and raced toward me, her face flushed. “Philip Drem,” she said. “Do you know who he is?”

“An IRS agent.”

“Not just any Treasury agent, Smith. Philip Drem is the Al Capone of the auditors. When word that he’s been hospitalized hits, half of Berkeley will be sighing in relief.”
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