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one

‘We found a small mass in your right breast,’ said the doctor. ‘Now I understand that this may sound bad but, at this stage I don’t want you to overly worry about it. We need to run some more tests before we come to any conclusions,’ the doctor added.

For some reason, at that moment I noticed that the doctor giving me the bad news had very thick hair in his ears. I’m not sure why I noticed it then, but being told not to worry by a man with thick dark hair in his ears didn’t sit quite right with me. Maybe it’s the cop in me, but it’s like listening to a suspect profess his innocence while sweat streams down his forehead and blood glistens on his shoes. Or maybe it’s that I’m on the verge of panic. Since I had turned forty six years ago, I had gotten a yearly mammogram, and for six years there was never anything to be found. I had no history of it in my family. I never found anything when I self-examined. Why did number seven turn up so different?

‘You mean I shouldn’t be worried as in the scenario where the man pointing the gun at me probably forgot to load it?’ I asked. ‘Or I shouldn’t be worried because the suspect just put the gun to his own head and pulled the trigger?’

He smiled, which wasn’t exactly the response I was hoping for.

‘I forgot you’re a policeman.’

‘Woman, policewoman,’ I said, feeling a strong sense of gender pride.

He smiled again and I was fairly certain I saw the hair in his ears grow.

‘Why didn’t I find it when I self-examined?’ I asked.

‘It’s small, easy to miss. I’ll show you,’ he said and stepped over, taking hold of my hand and placing my fingers on my breast.

‘Can you feel that?’ he asked, slowly moving my fingers over the area.

It’s one thing to look at a mammogram and see something that is little more than a small shadow. But it wasn’t a shadow now; I felt the mass, touched it. It was there, inside me, a tiny bomb waiting to go off.

I tried to say yes but for a moment words eluded me.

‘From its appearance, in all likelihood it’s a small cyst that poses no danger, though I would like to do a biopsy just to be certain.’

I nodded. ‘So it’s the first scenario.’

‘It’s a very simple procedure that we can do on an outpatient basis.’

‘When you say mass, that sounds a lot like a lump.’

He smiled again and I tried very hard not to look at his ears.

‘I don’t think it would be productive for you to over-think this,’ he said.

‘Is there some part of being a detective that you don’t understand?’ I replied.

‘Trust me,’ he said, sounding like a triple homicide suspect who had just left a trail of bloody footprints back to his victims’ bodies.

‘Trust really isn’t a part of my job description,’ I said. ‘When would you want to do it?’

‘We’ll schedule you for next week, there’s no rush.’

I had made this appointment six weeks in advance and only got in that early because of a cancellation. One week sounded  tantamount to being rushed into surgery to repair a severed artery.

It was three o’clock when I walked out to my car. The thermometer read a hundred and thirteen degrees in Pasadena. It’s the kind of temperature that makes scientists certain that every piece of ice on the planet is going to melt into a puddle. And it’s the kind of heat that makes cops sure it’s only a matter of time before people begin killing each other.

I slipped the key into the ignition but then reached over with my left hand and felt my breast. How one part of the body can be such a source of terror throughout someone’s lifetime I have never understood. When I was a teen I worried they would not grow as desired. And as you get older, well, that goes without saying. I have always thought of them as relatives that had come for Thanksgiving dinner. No matter how well they behave, you’re always waiting for that one thing to go wrong. And just when you finally think you’re safe and have gotten through another holiday, out of the blue something flies out of their mouth and all hell breaks loose.

And now it had happened. The thing you always thought happened to someone else had happened to me. As a cop I should have known there was no such thing as that mythical other person who always took the fall.

Listening to the words people choose is half of what I do. The difference between an arrest and a suspect walking free is often little more than the way a sentence is structured. Walking out of the doctor’s office I had replayed his words at least a dozen times in my head. The doctor hadn’t said the word cancer, but it was there, underlying every word he spoke, and by not saying it, its presence seemed all the stronger.

So here I was, going on forty-seven, professionally in my prime, sleeping with my almost ten years younger partner, and scared to death by a shadow in a picture. The perfect postmodern woman.

As I drove across town I decided that there would be no point in telling anyone what I had just found out except, perhaps, my daughter Lacy. If, as the doctor was saying, it was nothing, or at least nothing that a little outpatient surgery couldn’t correct, there would be no point in spreading that kind of news. And if he were wrong, there would be plenty of time for panic later.

 

The outside heat meant call levels into dispatch were already at a rate that stretched the limits of the department’s ability to cope when I walked into headquarters. As the temperature rose, minor traffic disputes were escalating into games of high-speed chicken as otherwise normal tax-paying residents tried to drive their fellow commuters into trees so that they could get home to their air conditioning. In places, the blacktop on road surfaces was beginning to melt. The members of a city council nearly came to blows and the meeting was adjourned when it couldn’t reach consensus on a motion to add the word ‘if’ to a resolution supporting Tibetan independence. A young married couple in their non air-conditioned apartment arguing over the placement of an Einstein refrigerator magnet began testing the limits of energy and mass by throwing knives at each other.

When I arrived back at headquarters I quickly scanned the list of calls that were now piling up from across the city, then closed my office door and called my daughter across town at UCLA.

Lacy was silent for a moment after I told her.

‘There’s no history in our family,’ she finally said. ‘Is the doctor certain?’

‘I felt it,’ I said.

‘It’s probably a cyst,’ she said.

‘That’s what the doctor said,’ I answered.

‘Have you been feeling OK?’

‘Until today, yes.’

‘Then you have nothing to worry about,’ she said.

If I could be as fearless as my daughter, I would be a happy woman. Barely in her twenties, she’s survived a divorce, the death of her father and being kidnapped by a homicidal lunatic, and still nothing seems to faze her.

‘Have you told anyone else?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I answered.

‘You think you might?’

‘I don’t see the point, not yet,’ I said.

‘What about Harrison?’ she asked.

‘Why would I do that?’ I said.

‘He’s your partner and you’re sleeping with him.’

I had been under the impression that my relationship with my younger partner was a closely held secret. The notion that I would be looked on as the cougar of Pasadena PD was not one I relished.

‘I thought that was a secret,’ I said.

‘Fucking is never a secret for long,’ she said. ‘Nothing wrong with getting support from someone, it’s natural,’ she said.

‘It’s not that kind of a relationship,’ I said, not entirely sure what I meant by it except I had never been able to shake the lingering fear that Dylan was going to find himself attracted to a younger woman. Adding breast cancer into it certainly wasn’t going to make me any more alluring to him, or maybe that’s me prejudging in a very unfair way.

‘Well, what kind of a relationship is it?’ Lacy asked.

‘For whom, him or me?’ I said.

‘You’re afraid to commit to it, you’re always afraid of that. You think it will help you avoid pain.’

There was no bullshitting my daughter; her ability to know me better than I understood myself was always a little disconcerting.

‘Divorce will do that,’ I said.

‘You might give yourself a little credit, him too,’ Lacy said.

‘Nothing is that simple.’

‘Of course it is.’

‘Is there any other part of my fragile psyche you want to dissect?’ I said.

‘You might try to remember that a woman packing a gun is pretty hot.’

‘I’ll try to think of that next time I draw my weapon.’

Lacy was silent for a moment.

‘Do you want me to come and stay at home?’

‘We’re not there yet,’ I said.

My office door opened and Detective Dylan Harrison leaned in against the frame.

‘Is this a good time?’ he said softly.

‘You have no idea,’ I said to him.

‘About what?’ Lacy asked.

‘I have to go, Dylan . . . Detective Harrison just walked in,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you know about the other thing.’

‘Tell him, take a chance, you might be surprised,’ she said.

‘I’ve had all the surprises I can handle at the moment,’ I said.

I glanced over to Dylan. He had abandoned his tie and jacket. His blond hair was ruffled and his shirt clung to the broad lines of his shoulders in the heat. Just below his green eyes a small crescent-shaped scar marked his cheek from the explosion as we rescued my daughter from the kidnapper.

‘It’ll be all right,’ Lacy said. ‘And try to remember that you’re hot. Love you.’

She hung up and I held on to the phone as if it were a rope I was clinging to over the edge of a cliff.

‘Lacy?’ Harrison asked.

I hung up and nodded.

‘Everything all right?’ he said.

I took a breath and looked at him, trying to decide whether to follow my daughter’s advice.

‘Yes,’ I said, ignoring it. ‘Do you have something?’

‘You know when it was last this hot?’ he said.

‘The late Jurassic period?’

‘July seventeenth, nineteen seventeen,’ he said.

‘The world was trying to destroy itself. World War One,’ I said.

Dylan nodded. ‘Preview of coming attractions?’

How a single day could so completely spin off the rails from where it began I was having trouble imagining.

‘What possible reason is there to think that the social fabric of the world, other than my own, is on the edge of a precipice?’ I said.

We looked at each other for a moment in silence and then Chief Chavez stepped in. A big bear of a man, his once jet-black hair was now streaked with grey. The dark skin on his face was creased with age and the burdens that came with the responsibility of leadership. He had recovered from the physical injuries suffered when he was taken hostage by a maniac at the Rose Bowl, though one look into his big, kind, sad, grandfatherly eyes and I knew that a piece of him would never be the same. His eyes didn’t have the sparkle that I had associated with him ever since I had known him, didn’t have the humour that Lacy, his goddaughter, loved about him. I had killed the man who had held him. And even though I was untroubled by my actions, my desire to save him my only thought, I knew the Chief had shouldered the burden that I had taken a life more heavily than I had.

‘All the utility agencies have issued stage-three alerts for the entire southern third of the state,’ he said. ‘Rolling blackouts could begin anytime. There’s even talk of the entire power grid collapsing for an extended period. LAPD just put their department, all jurisdictional divisions, on tactical alert in anticipation of looting once it’s dark. Every other department from San Diego north is doing the same thing.’

‘Including us,’ I asked.

The Chief nodded. ‘I just gave the orders.’

I glanced at Harrison then walked over to the window. Outside, a bee was bouncing off the glass again and again as if it was trying to escape from the heat. I reached out and touched the window. It felt like the surface of a stove burner.

‘You think the bee knows something we don’t?’ I said and then looked back at the Chief. ‘You have any other good news?’

‘You’re the last two in the squad available, everyone else is out helping the black and whites which are an hour behind in response time.’

‘You want us out on the street?’ I asked.

Chavez shook his head. ‘No, I want you here for when the first call comes in.’

‘You mean the first homicide call.’

The Chief nodded. ‘Dispatch is overloaded, they’re going to begin routing calls up here, so you’ll also have to start answering phones. Only the most serious calls will receive immediate response, the rest will be logged and responded to when units become available.’

‘That could be hours, if at all,’ I said.

The Chief nodded.

‘How do we define the most serious?’ Harrison said.

‘You’ll know,’ he said.

‘And what do we tell the rest?’ I asked.

Chavez took a breath and shrugged. ‘Anything but the truth. We have enough problems out there.’

Chief Chavez turned and walked out. The bee began tapping against the glass faster. I imagined at any moment it was going to burst into flames. As if Chavez’s words had unleashed something, my phone began to ring and then an instant later stopped as the lights started to flicker and we heard the distinct sound of every computer in the squad room click off as we lost power. I looked back out the window and the bee was gone.

‘Perhaps it does know something we don’t,’ I said.

The silence in the building was unsettling.

‘I wouldn’t make any plans on going home for a while,’ I said.

‘The emergency generators should start in a minute or so.’

Another sound became audible from outside. It seemed far away at first, like a distant scream, then it began to grow in intensity as if it was moving toward us.

‘Do you hear that?’

Harrison nodded.

‘What is it?’ I said.

Harrison stepped over to the window and listened.

‘Car horns.’

‘The beginning of chaos,’ I said.

The lights began to flicker and the hum of electricity returned as the emergency power kicked in and the phones started ringing. We lingered for a moment listening to the sound outside then Harrison walked back to his desk and I stepped to mine and picked up the first call.

For the next two hours the phones rang off the hook. Fifteen calls reporting stolen air conditioners. Countless calls reporting people stuck in elevators. Six domestic disputes, two bar fights, one call citing evidence in the Bible that the world was going to end in fire, thirty-five calls asking that I restore electricity. And one call demanding that the secret government files about Tesla and direct current be released or he would spill the beans himself.

As dusk approached, the number of calls began to fall. During a lull, I stepped over to the window and looked out across the city. The pale orange light of the setting sun appeared as if the color had been burned away. The office buildings of downtown had emptied hours ago. In the street below, there was no pedestrian traffic and only the occasional car passed. Even the sound of car horns had subsided.

Harrison stepped in.

‘Anything?’ I asked.

He shook his head and I looked back out on to the street.

‘It’s as if the city is holding its breath, waiting to see what will happen once darkness falls,’ I said.

My phone began to ring, ending the brief drought in the action. I glanced at the San Gabriels in the distance, lit in the bright orange of the setting sun before resignedly turning around.

‘You want me to get it?’ Harrison said.

I shook my head. ‘Not unless you have information that it’s my mother on the other end.’

I walked over and picked it up.

‘Pasadena Police.’

I heard what sounded like a shudder run through the person as they tried to take a breath.

‘Can I help you?’

‘No,’ said the voice, barely above a whisper.

‘We’re very busy,’ I said and started to hang up.

‘Is this the Homicide Department?’

I stopped and brought the phone back to my ear.

‘Yes. Can I help you?’ I said.

‘I’m afraid you’re the ones who will need help,’ the voice said.

It was a male voice, slight traces of an accent, upper-crust blue blood from the east coast but possibly English. I motioned to Harrison and he picked up the other phone to listen.

‘And why is that?’ I asked.

‘Because once night falls, I can’t stop him.’

‘Stop who from what?’

He said nothing.

‘What is it you can’t stop?’ I asked.

‘The darkness.’

‘It’s called a power outage.’

‘What’s your name, officer?’ he asked.

‘It’s Lieutenant, what’s yours?’

He took what sounded like a deep breath and when he spoke again, his voice sounded slightly higher in pitch.

‘You’re the female detective in charge, aren’t you? You’ve been in the papers.’

‘And you need to find some air conditioning,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you come down here, we have lots of it.’

‘Yes, you both look very comfortable.’

Harrison and I immediately turned and looked out at the hundreds of windows in the opposite building, searching for a flash of movement or something to give away a presence, but with the glare of the setting sun it was hopeless.

‘I see you,’ he whispered and the line went dead.

I looked again out of the window for a moment and then glanced back at Harrison.

‘What do you make of that?’ I asked.

‘You mean discounting the possibility of heatstroke?’

‘What did he say? Once night falls, I can’t stop him.’

‘Stop who?’ Harrison said.

‘And from doing what?’ I stared at the window across the street. ‘He knew this was Homicide.’

‘And he knows who you are.’

I nodded. ‘I’m the only Lieutenant, it’s not that much of a guess. “The female” - curious choice of words.’

‘Or carefully chosen.’

‘What did you make of the voice?’

‘I thought maybe east coast, but he sounds English, though the accent’s worn off a bit. I’d say he was educated, spent a lot of time in America. Thirties maybe, but that’s a guess. You think he was talking about a physical darkness or an interior one?’

I thought about it for a moment.

‘Maybe both.’

‘You think we need to be worried?’

‘See if you can get a location on the call,’ I said.

Outside, the sun dipped below the horizon and a line of shadow began moving across the city. Harrison called dispatch, spoke briefly and then hung up and stepped back to the window.

‘The call came from the office tower across the street. It’s a brokerage firm on the sixth floor. Beckwith, Myers and Dunne.’ Harrison looked over to me. ‘Maybe another of our financial wizards just cracked in the heat.’

I stared at the bank of windows as a siren became audible. It grew in intensity and then stopped as a fire truck pulled up outside the entrance to the building where the call had come from.

‘Could be a coincidence,’ Harrison said with little conviction.

A fireman walked around to the side of the truck, removed an axe and started toward the entrance of the building.

‘You really think so?’ I said.

Harrison shook his head and we started for the door.

Stepping outside into the heat I understood why the call level had dropped as the afternoon went on. Violence requires many things to be effective, energy being one of the primary ones, and it’s difficult to work up a rage if your only care in life is finding a piece of shade and clinging to it.

The few people going from buildings to cars moved determinedly across the pavement as if fearing their shoes might burst into flame if they paused or hesitated. With each step we took I could feel the moisture being sucked from my body. From my lips, my skin, even my hair, which by the time we reached the fire truck felt like dried grass about to go up in a brush fire.

The fire engine company captain was standing by the truck when we reached it. I recognized him from several emergency response planning meetings the city holds each year in the event of fire, flood and God knows what.

‘Captain Jensen,’ I said.

‘Lieutenant,’ he said, looking at the both of us with a certain  curiosity. ‘They usually have Homicide responding to elevator calls too?’

I shook my head. ‘We were tired of air conditioning, felt like getting some heat.’

He looked at me and smiled. ‘I joined the wrong union.’

‘What’s happened, Captain?’ I asked.

‘We got a call thirty minutes ago that someone’s trapped in an elevator,’ he said. ‘We’ve been going from one building to another doing these calls since the power was lost.’

‘Has anyone exited the building since you arrived?’ I asked.

‘Not that I noticed.’ He gazed at me for a moment. ‘What’s going on, Lieutenant?’

‘Is the elevator stuck on the sixth floor?’ I asked.

He looked at me in surprise. ‘How the hell did you know that?’

I glanced over to Harrison.

‘Beckwith, Myers and Dunne,’ he said.

‘Have your people reached the elevator yet?’ I asked.

He nodded. ‘They just got there. Is there a problem?’

‘It’s probably nothing, we’re just following up on something.’

His radio crackled with a call from inside the building.

‘Captain.’

‘What do you got?’ he responded.

There was a pause on the other end.

‘Lopez?’ the captain said into the radio.

‘You better see this, Captain.’

The captain looked over to me, his eyes asking the question, what the hell is going on?

‘Don’t open that elevator,’ I said.
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