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Names matter.

Anon

 

 

My darkness is your darkness. 

Your darkness is my darkness. 

Together we will face and defeat it.

Anon

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to my loved ones.

 

 

It is also dedicated to the late great incomparable

Jack Vance.

 

So many of his major novels are about young persons hovering at the threshold of adulthood or heading toward it at a breakneck pace. Their fortitude, strength, maturity, stubborn resilience  and innate wisdom in the face of the randomness of life’s contingencies, societies steeped in decrepit, sclerotic traditions and adults not worthy of the appellation, should serve as an example of what could be. Sometimes is. Not just in fiction and imagination.
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PROLOGUE

 

Joe Highland—a.k.a. ‘Joe Low Blow’, mainly because shooting from the hip and doing it with remarkable accuracy kind-of was his thing—was tapping on the steering wheel of the deliberately nondescript eight year old Taurus in rhythm with Nirvana’s Bleach blaring from the speakers. Anything to drown out Paulo’s fretting over the bag with the two million bucks they were transporting to Carter’s place. From there somebody else would take over the next part of the bag’s journey, until it finally ended up in the hands of someone whose name Joe neither knew nor wanted to know. It was safer that way.

Joe and Paulo were known for their reliability and discretion. They had no criminal records, what on paper and in electronic databases looked like respectable jobs and a perfectly legit reason to travel along an L.A. freeway; visiting their buddy Jack, who was going to get married in two days and was in dire need of getting seriously wasted before his sweetheart turned into his wife and tried to get him dry after years of overconsumption of a dazzling range of alcoholic concoctions. 

Joe made a point of sticking to every California traffic rule he could think of. The Taurus was his, duly registered, taxes paid and all. His driver license was spotless. Neither Joe nor Paulo carried guns; all part of their squeaky clean image. Upright, respectable citizens and all that. If the cops decided to stop the car and be assholes and search it despite Joe’s and Paulo’s expertly laundered records; well, bad luck. If that happened it was just surrender and take what came their way. 

Far more troubling was the possibility that despite Joe’s and Paulo’s anonymity as transporters and the secrecy surrounding their cargo, someone had said something to someone else, and then that someone else had said something… And so on, until… 

Which was of course what had happened, but Paulo couldn’t know that. But, maybe because he had psychic powers or some shit like that, today, on this freeway, immersed in a treacly avalanche of steel, aluminum, glass and plastic, he was a basket case of fire-ants-in-the-pants. Couldn’t sit still; kept peering into the rear vision mirror on his side; made fretful sounds audible even through Nirvana screaming and Dave Grohl battering the shits out of the drums.

Joe cast a quick glance at Paulo’s face and turned down the volume.

“Fucking relax! You make me all tense!”

Paulo said nothing; just turned around and peered out the rear window. Like he could see a damn thing with the dirt on it and lights glaring.

“Something's wrong,” he insisted.

Joe made a show of checking the internal and driver-side mirrors.

“Can’t see a thing.”

Paulo gave him a look of disdain and returned his attention to the road ahead.

After a few moments he looked behind him again.

“Shit, man! Gimme a fucking break!” Joe said

“I can feel it.”

“Jesus fucking Christ! Who’s going to hold us up in this traffic?”

“Maybe nobody. Gonna be a different story when we come off the highway.”

“Refuckinglax for fuck’s sake!”

“Just keep driving,” Paulo grunted. 

 

= ••• =

 

“Hang back,” Dexter Coburn said sharply. 

Phil didn’t answer, but decided to comply. No reason not to. If the result of hanging back was that they lost the cash mules, so be it. No skin off his back. For him, the only stake he had in what was going to happen at the end of this pursuit was a life. Coburn called the shots. Phil was just a driver. He’d do what he was told, and never mind if what he did went against his oath as an LAPD officer. When it was all over, maybe he could go back to what was left of his and Sam’s life after Sarah’s accident. 

Phil glanced to his right, taking care not to turn his head too far. Coburn was a still figure, staring straight ahead, completely focused on the Taurus, now two vehicles ahead of them. The light from the cars around them highlighted his gaunt face, giving it an uncanny resemblance to a skull; perfectly matching the rest of his lean, mean stringy but muscular frame. By contrast, Phil, who was about Coburn’s age—give or take a few years here and there but somewhere in the 40s—was a few comfortable pounds overweight; muscular as well, but Coburn projected an impression of lethality, striking power and speed of a feral cat. Not someone to get into a had-to-hand fight with.

Not that this was even an option. Coburn held all the trumps in this sick game and knew it. Probably why he was so relaxed. The way he had set things up he had nothing to fear from LAPD Detective Phil Field. Even if he managed to overpower or kill Coburn, there was an UNSUB accomplice waiting somewhere, who would finish what Coburn had threatened to do if Phil didn’t play ball. Could be bluff of course, but no way was Phil going to risk being wrong about that.

“Next exit,” Coburn said. “Hang back.”

Again, Phil did not deign to reply.

He drifted into the right hand lane. Coburn had been right; the Taurus with the transporters and the money was already on the exit ramp. 

Where were they going?

A few intersections later his questions were answered. The neighborhood was familiar enough. He’d been here often enough, usually during car chases that apparently inevitably led here and to a nearby block of dilapidated warehouses. It was the kind of area cops avoided, not least because they might just get shot at by too many of the locals at once to be able to decide who had done what.

Coburn appeared unfazed by the prospect, though he scanned the dwellings they passed with a sharp eye. The traffic had thinned to a trickle; the Taurus was about a fifty yards ahead of them.

Coburn picked up the magnetic red-blue flasher used by unmarked police cars, plugged the power lead into the lighter socket. He rolled down the window and flicked the switch on the side of the unit.

“Let’s do it,” he barked.

Point of no return…

Knowing that hesitation would be worse than useless, Phil floored the accelerator.

Coburn tacked the flasher to the top of the car above his window, then took a device capable of simulating a police siren, held it out the window and turned it on.

Phil had anticipated a chase, but the Taurus almost immediately pulled over. As Phil pulled up behind it at regulation distance, Coburn turned off the siren, dropped it on the floor of the car and got out; approached the Taurus keeping the hand holding a Beretta 93R with an extended magazine behind his back.

A car came up from behind them, accelerated and continued on. As it passed him, Phil saw the male passenger’s face carefully pointed straight ahead, avoiding even a hint of interest in what was going on. 

“Turn off your engine!” Coburn shouted as he started to sidle closer to the driver’s side of the Taurus. “Hands out the window.”

In the flickering beam from the red-blue strobe on his car, Phil thought he saw Coburn briefly looking at him.

To make sure he behaved himself, or hoping that maybe he’d help with getting the cash from the perps in the Taurus?

 Didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to move. 

The men complied. Phil saw hands appear outside the windows on both sides.

Coburn brought the gun into plain view; took it into a two-handed grip as he sidled up to the Taurus and into a position where both of occupants were in his view.

Phil jerked as Coburn fired twice, bent his knees slightly and fired twice again. Phil, still reeling from shock, watched as Coburn opened the driver’s door. The blood-spattered head of the driver lolled sideways into his field of view. Coburn leaned into the car. The trunk popped open. Coburn took out a duffel bag, which he brought over to Phil’s car. 

He gestured with his gun. Phil opened the trunk release. A moment later he felt the impact of something being dropped into the car. The trunk slammed shut.

Coburn dumped himself into his seat and slammed the door.

“You know where to go. Drive!”

 

= ••• =

 

Phil dropped off Coburn near Franklin Roosevelt Park.

“I’ll call you,” Coburn said before leaving the car. “Be there!”

Without waiting for an answer he got out, slammed the door and walked off through the park.

Phil allowed himself a few moments of breathing to calm his nerves and fight down the sickness spreading through him. No matter who the two perps had been—not that he knew, though Coburn almost certainly did—this had been cold-blooded murder. Also, no matter how or for what reasons he had become a part of it, the fact was that he was an accessory to murder. He would have to live with that. 

And it wasn’t over! Coburn was smart. He’d left the money with Phil, making sure that if by some very unlikely chance somebody had tracked what had happened, the shitstorm would come down on him. Also, the people who owned the money—‘ownership’ being a flexible concept in this instance—might have an eye on Coburn. He wanted to make sure there was nothing that could connect him to the heist and contact Phil when he thought the air was clear.

On his way home, Phil stopped at an alleyway in a reasonably safe neighborhood. Nearby stood two dumpsters. Phil wiped off flasher and power cable, as well as the siren and threw them into one of the dumpsters.

Next stop was the place from close to where he had boosted the Toyota. No public CCTV coverage around here, which was why he’d picked this location. 

Phil wiped his prints off every surface he might have touched, and, after taking the duffel bag out of the trunk, headed off on foot.

Two blocks away, without being accosted by potential muggers, Phil managed to flag down a cab that took him to a street in Montebello, which was both safe and at this particular location also was not monitored by CCTV. He paid in cash and waited until the cab was out of sight before getting into his 1994 Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera parked at the curb nearby and heading home. 

Once in his garage, he took the duffel bag out of the trunk and hid it behind a bunch of boxes still left unpacked after the family’s move two years ago. 

Phil fought down a surge of sadness and pain as memories threatened to overwhelm him yet again. Steeling himself to face a part of the world that wasn’t into murder, drugs and corruption he entered his house through the connecting door.

Maria, the child minder, met Phil in the hallway. She was a pleasant, utterly reliable mid-forties Venezuelan who, because both Phil and Sarah had been working full-time, had been with the Field family part-time for over three years.

“How is he?” Phil said in low tones.

Maria made a gesture expressing helplessness, her face sad.

“Sam wakes up again two times. In his dreams he call ‘mom’ many times. Now he is asleep for one hour. First time he wakes he calls your friends and talk to Iris for a long time. I think he sleeps better after that.”

She smiled.

“They are together all day in holidays and then they talk at night. Maybe you should get a bed for Iris here, so she can stay overnight. She will be no trouble. After Sarah—” she hesitated, but then Phil saw her muster her courage “—after death of Sarah, Iris is very close with Sam.”

“They always were. The Sangers have been our best friends for a long time, so that’s no surprise. Besides, Sam has never made friends easily; especially not other boys.”

“Sam is thinker. Now he thinks much about many things.”

“So do I, Maria. So do I. Thanks for looking after Sam.”

“You not working on weekend?”

“No. Need to spend time with Sam. We’re probably going to do most of it with Phil and Maggie. Means Sam and Iris can have more together-time. They always seem to find things to do with each other. Everything from crazy games to just sitting and chatting. She’s a tonic for him. Works miracles, despite his inclination to be a bit of a loner and introvert.”

 

= ••• =

 

When Maria was gone, Phil tiptoed up the stairs, into Sam’s bedroom and watched his fourteen-year old son spread across the bed. He had kicked away the sheet covering him and lay on his belly, legs and arms spread wide.

Phil resisted the urge to cover him. There was no need. It was July and hot. 

Phil leaned closer to check if Sam was maybe too hot. The aircon was off, mainly because Sam hated it. Through the open window, protected only by an insect screen, a sultry gentle breeze blew into the room. Not too hot for Sam apparently. He wasn’t sweating and breathing evenly; hopefully not about to have another nightmare about his mother’s violent death, which he’d had to witness in all its sudden brutal reality.

Phil regarded Sam’s sleeping form for another few moments; still tempted to touch him, just to make sure his and Sarah’s boy was still there with him. His hand twitched, but instead he took a last lingering look and left as quietly as he had entered. 

He returned to his room, undressed, put on a pair of boxers and lay down on his back on what had been his and Sarah’s bed. It would be his and Sarah’s for as long as he lived. Even though he knew that his grief would eventually run its course, he doubted that for him what had happened would ever cease to haunt him. He only hoped that Sam would be able to cope better than his father and eventually, maybe with the help of a friend like Iris, overcome his grief and have it become subsumed into a painful memory of a loved one who was no longer there.

Phil picked the framed picture of Sarah from the beside cabinet and stared at it for a while, remembering… 

Finally he laid it on his chest and—with memories of his dead wife displacing all thoughts of the terrible things he had at the very least facilitated earlier tonight—dropped off to sleep. 

It seemed like it was only moments later when a sound woke him. He sat up suddenly. The picture of Sarah dropped onto the bed as he saw Sam standing in the door.

“Sorry, dad. Can't sleep.”

Again Phil realized that his son was unusually mature for his nearly fifteen years. Sarah’s death only seemed to have added to that. But while Sam seemed to cope most of the time with the tragedy and the trauma, nighttime was a different question. 

Phil put the picture back on the bedside table and motioned to Sam.

“C'm'ere. Let's try it together.”

Sam climbed onto the bed and lay down beside his father. 

There was a brief silence.

“I miss mom.” Sam whispered.

Phil hugged him.

“So do I, buddy. So do I.”

Sam closed his eyes. Not much later, his even breathing told Phil that he had gone to sleep.

Not so Phil. He lay there, wide awake, holding his son, staring at the nothingness of the structureless ceiling. This time even memories of Sarah could not erase what he had done. 

But had he really had a choice?

 

= ••• =

 

He stands at the front door, looking at the street.

“Mom!”

He waves at her as she gets out of her car at the curbside, waves at him and smiles, steps back to close the door.

From around a nearby corner comes a dark-brown car, its engine howling, tires screeching as it accelerates toward her.

His mother stands staring at it, frozen for a fatal instant.

The car ploughs into her, slams her into the still-open car door, tears off the door, continues with his mother’s limp body lying across the hood.

A wild swerve throws her off, leaving her lying on the road in an untidy, contorted heap.

The car speeds away, the driver's face a brief flash, partially obscured behind the reflections of the window.

“Mom!”

 

= ••• =

 

Sam screamed, jerked upright, tried to leap out of the bed.

Phil lunged, drew him back and into his arms. 

Sam struggled briefly, but Phil didn’t let him go. Eventually his son stopped fighting; instead clung to him with wracking sobs that metamorphosed into spasmodic whimpers and finally turned into another bout of crying. 

Phil held him and let the grief take its course. The psychologist had hinted that it might not be beneficial to let Sam continue to sink into these episodes, but Phil knew better. 

What was he supposed to do? 

Tell Sam everything was all right?

That was a lie.

That everything was going to be all right?

Not a lie, but a wish. Even though maybe with the help of himself and their friends Sam would eventually get over this. But right now saying nothing, just being there and holding his kid was the only thing that made any sense.

Sam’s grief presently exhausted itself. He relaxed again and eventually went back to sleep.

 



CHAPTER 1

Phil’s partner, detective Doug Sanger, his wife Maggie and their daughter Iris, lived just a few minutes’ drive and less than fifteen minutes’ walk from Phil’s, which made it easy to keep in contact and brought the families even closer.

Another factor had been the relationship between their children; both fourteen, heading for fifteen and due to make the transition from Junior High to High School when the summer holidays were over. Both of them were singletons. Maggie and Sarah suffered from endometriosis, which in both cases had been severe enough to make second pregnancies likely to be even more excruciatingly painful and potentially dangerous to their health than their first ones. 

Sam and Iris had been born long before Phil and Doug had become patrol and later plainclothes partners at the LAPD. Beyond the men’s professional association, the families had quickly developed a close and enduring friendship. Phil and Doug knew each other as well as two friends who also shared daily confrontations with danger possibly could. The women shared a history of difficult child bearing and resonated at other levels as well. Sarah Field had been a clinical psychologist; Maggie Sanger was a registered nurse, working at a private clinic.

Sharing Maria as a child minder worked well, mainly because of Iris and Sam. Despite their occasional fights and Iris teasing Sam about her being seven weeks older than he, they were close.

Maria’s suggestion about putting a bed for Iris into the Fields’ house and another for Sam into the Sangers’ hadn’t been completely tongue-in-cheek. The families had been about to do it, when their lives were disrupted by Sarah’s sudden death, which had distracted everybody’s attention. 

Still, Phil thought as he watched Sam and Iris playing a serious and very competitive game of tag, maybe the bed thing was worth reconsidering. Iris seemed to know exactly what Sam needed to be distracted from his current emotional state. Maybe she wasn’t even aware of knowing it, but she did all the right things. Sam wasn’t overly inclined toward physical activities, mainly since most of those involved sports that included teams of some kind. 

Sam did not have a ‘team’ personality. That resulted in some grief at school, where according to the general consensus being a team player was a virtue and standing apart wasn’t. But some people just weren’t made for team sports, and the school didn’t make any allowances for activities that qualified as ‘individual’. 

The grief Sam got occasionally involved outright bullying, which Phil had attempted to deal with by doing some bullying of his own as a cop with the school. But then Sam had asked him to stop it, as it made things worse. He insisted that he could deal with it. As long as things didn’t get physical he apparently didn’t care a fig. There were a few boys, who copped it even worse, which kind of took the attention of the bullies away from Sam enough to make things bearable.

Phil looked up as Maggie came up to where he and Doug stood dutifully attending to the barbecue.

“He's so good with Iris,” she said.

Her eyes drifted to the kids, who were chasing each other, weaving their way through the row of shrubs Maggie and Doug had planted near the eastern side fence to provide some measure of privacy. The part of the garden facing the street was a picket fence with a gate. It wasn’t very secure, but Maggie really hadn’t liked the idea of completely surrounding their home with a palisade fence that would made the place look like a fort. Instead Doug had several motion sensor triggered cameras/alarms aimed at the front, which should deter casual intruders. Burglars who were intent on robbery, rather than just vandalism, tended to be opportunists, who did what they could to avoid wasting time with risky B&Es; unless of course they had excellent intelligence to prompt them to break into a particular residence.

Phil followed Maggie’s look. She was right. Sam and Iris were of similar height and stature; slim without being thin. Sam’s hair—which he refused to have cut unless absolutely necessary and then only under protest—was the color of Sarah’s part-Latina near black; while Iris was her mother’s somewhat unruly, shoulder-length coppery brown. 

Seeing Sam laughing and actually enjoying himself as he and Iris chased each other and tagged far more often than necessary—clearly enjoying it and occasionally behaving like kids half their age—was soothing to his soul. Iris had a way of making Sam do physical things that ordinarily he would have avoided. Most boys of his age would consider playing a kid game like tag below their already fragile dignity. Maybe Sam would have, too; if it weren’t for Iris, who seemed to know that this was a way to pull him out of a shell that right now was even more closed up than it had been before Sarah’s death.

“She’s good for him,” Phil said. “I don’t know what he would do without her around.”

“Are you all right?” Maggie said.

Phil shrugged.

“Just tired.”

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but you're in no condition to go back to work on Monday. Tell him, Doug!”

“Don't say that, Maggie! I need him back.”

To Phil: “I guess I kinda got used to you. Despite your many faults.”

“Thanks,” Phil said dryly. “I guess.”

“Is Sam OK?” Maggie said. “He looks like he's holding together.”

“He's all right most of the time. But then he remembers.”

“More nightmares?”

Phil sighed.

“Meaning you don't get much sleep either,” Maggie said.

“I'll cope.”

“Still going to trauma counseling?”

“No. Does him no good. He hates every minute of it.”

“Can't blame him,” Doug muttered, turning over the steaks. “They may be professionals, but do they really care?”

He looked across at Sam and Iris.

“You’re right,” Maggie said. “Sam needs people who care. Not therapists. I know that goes against everything I’m supposed to believe—being at the clinic and all that—but he needs love. He needs time with you.”

“Maggie's right,” Doug said.

“Huh?”

“You do need more time off. No matter how much I want you back. I think maybe you need some space, too. Look, why don't you leave Sam with us for the weekend. That way you'll get some sleep.”

“I—”

“Iris would love you for it!” Doug laughed. “She’ll keep him so busy, he won't have time to think of anything but her.”

Phil glanced over at where Iris was trying to tag Sam, who was twisting and turning in an extra effort to avoid her reaching hands. 

But then he slipped…

“Yesss!” 

Iris grabbed his shirt, yanked it to help Sam completely lose his balance, then let go and tried to get away. Sam rolled over and leapt up, lunged after her; managed to grab her ankle. She fell onto the soft lawn; rolled onto her back with the grace of a cat and tapped his hand.

“My tag!” she shouted.

“No, it’s not!”

“Yes, it is!”

Phil turned back to Maggie.

“I’ll have to ask him.”

“You really think he’s gonna say ‘no’?” Doug said.

“No, but—”

“Done,” Maggie interrupted. “You’ve got tomorrow off. We’ll take care of Sam. Won’t be a hassle for us. Iris will be doing the caretaking. Maria isn’t even necessary, though we need to keep her on for legal reasons.”

“You’re it!” Iris yelled, distracting the parents’ attention.

She raced off, this time right across the garden and past the barbecue, heading for the picket fence gate. Sam stared after her, his face suddenly panicky.

“Ris! Don’t!” 

Iris ignored him, opened the gate and ran onto the front lawn.

“Ris!”

“Ris! Stop!” 

 

= ••• =

 

The panic that had Sam in its grasp, as Iris ignored him, ran down the driveway and onto the street, almost left him unable to breathe. 

She stopped, turned to face him and waved.

“Too slow!” she shouted.

Sam froze, gripped by preternatural dread as a sound came to his ears and memories flooded him.

…standing at the front door of his home, looking at…

…mom waving at him…

…the car ploughing into her…

… her body lying on the road as the car speeds away…

“Ris! Get off the…”

Sam started running.

The faint sound he’d heard grew into that of squealing tires. 

Iris suddenly looked behind her—at the car weaving erratically along the street, heading straight for her—frozen in shock and indecision.

“No!”

Sam crashed into her, his momentum carrying them both forward.

The screech of tires came up right behind him. Something slammed into his hip. With his last clear thought, Sam wrapped his arms around Iris, instinctively twisted himself around so she would be on top of him as he toppled backward. 

A sharp pain stabbed through his elbows. A dull THUD echoed through his head before the world disappeared.

 

= ••• =

 

Phil watched in horror as the car hit Sam and Iris, then slewed sideways into the curb, flipped over, slid across a lawn and slammed into the wall of the house beside Doug’s.

“Sam!”

He raced down to where Iris was levering herself up, looking down at Sam with a cry of dismay. She cupped his face, staring at the blood seeping onto the pavement underneath his head.

“Sam! “ 

She tried to put her arms around him.

“Sam! Please, Sam. Please! Please! Sam!” 

Maggie ran up to her and tried to pull her off, but Iris clung to Sam, unwilling to let go.

Please! 

Not Sam, too! 

No!

Phil knelt beside his son, fear and panic threatening to paralyze him. 

“Honey! You have to get off him.”

Maggie pried her daughter’s arms off Sam and held her in her arms.

“He'll be fine. Let Phil take care of him.”

From behind him, Phil could hear Doug talk into his cellphone, using his officer ID to speed up the process of getting an ambulance, fire and police to the scene.

With Maggie keeping a tight hold on the struggling Iris, Phil—forcing himself to think—leaned down. Sam’s eyes were closed, but he seemed to be breathing evenly. Phil put a finger on his neck. The pulse was strong but too slow. 

Phil pulled off his T-shirt, rolled it up and gently lifted Sam’s head to put the improvised pillow underneath it. He carefully felt the back of Sam’s skull, but there was nothing to indicate that the blood on the ground was from anything but a cut in the scalp.

He looked up at Iris, who was staring at Sam's body, her eyes red, wet and terrified.

“I did this,” she whimpered. 

Maggie hugged her.

“No, baby. You didn’t. They did.”

Phil saw her look at the mangled car. Her face hardened.

“I hope they pay for it,” she hissed, her usually gentle voice vibrating with implacable loathing; a very much against-character reaction for someone whose daily work involved caring for the sick and injured in a clinic.

Phil could see Maggie struggling to control her rage as she turned to Iris. 

“Sam saved you.”

“Sam’s my friend,” Iris whispered.

“Yes, love. That he is.”

She glanced at Phil. 

“I’m so sorry! I’m so—”

“Don’t! He’s going to be all right. He has to be. Nothing else makes sense.”

He returned his attention to Sam, whose eyes were still closed. 

“Don’t you leave me,” he said urgently. “Listen to me! Don’t leave us! Think of Iris! She needs you. We all do.”

Iris tried to wrench free of her mother. 

“I’m not going to touch him! I promise. Just let me be close to him.”

At Maggie’s helpless look Phil nodded. 

She let her daughter go and Iris immediately knelt beside Sam.

“Can I touch his face?” she whispered.

“Sure. Talk to him.”

Iris reached out and cupped her right hand over the side of Sam’s face.

“Don’t go away, Sam. Please don’t go away.”

She bent down and leaned the side of her face against Sam’s. 

Phil thought he heard her whisper something in his ear, but he never found out what it was.

 



CHAPTER 2

Whatever Iris had whispered into Sam’s ear clearly hadn’t done any damage. Maybe it even had beneficial effects, at least judging from the way Sam seemed to be recovering. After regaining consciousness in the ambulance, he refused to talk about what he had done and instead started firing off questions about Iris’s condition. 

Had the fall hurt her?

Was she in hospital as well?

The wound on the back of Sam's head, its edges held together by a few stitches, had been covered. The scrapes on his arms were protected by dressings. Apart from that he seemed none the worse of for his ordeal.

“They’ll be here soon,” Phil said and patted Sam’s hand. “Meanwhile try to behave, don’t move and don’t even think of getting off the bed. Doug told me they’re on their way back from the accident scene.”

“Why did they go there?”

“The accident is being investigated. Iris and her family will help reconstruct what happened. By the way, just so you know, you’re the hero of the day.”

Sam grimaced. It must have hurt his face, because he winced softly.

“Iris is alive and healthy only because of you,” Phil said.

At that moment the door opened, letting in the Sangers. Iris made a beeline for the bed, half-climbed onto it before anybody could stop her, wrapped her arms around Sam and laid a cheek on his chest.

Maggie started to say something, but Phil motioned her to silence. 

“You sure?” Doug asked.

“I think we’re good,” Phil said dryly.

Sam looked bewildered, but tolerated Iris’s exhibition of affection without demur. If anything, Phil thought, he actually liked it. That was confirmed a moment later when Sam gingerly put his arms around Iris.

Phil glanced at his friends, who also watched the kids with interest.

Iris lifted her head off Sam 

“Mom says you're my guardian angel.”

Phil suppressed a grin when he realized that Sam didn’t have the faintest idea of how to react to that. Iris, oblivious to his embarrassment, hugged Sam again, then sat on the side of the bed, her legs dangling down and one of Sam’s hands firmly between hers.

“Thank you, Sam,” Maggie said.

Sam just shrugged.

“We mean it,” Doug said. “You did a very brave thing today. We’ll never forget that.”

“Never!” Iris added emphatically

The door opened again, letting in a doctor holding a clipboard.

“What's the verdict?” Phil asked.

“No fractures; not even hairline ones. A mild concussion, but that should settle soon, provided he doesn’t do anything vigorous or bump his head again. Still, we want to keep him here overnight for observation. He should be good to be discharged tomorrow.”

He glanced at Sam. 

“You have a very hard head, young man!”

“I think,” Phil said to the doctor, “he wants to go home now.”

“Don't you like it here?” the doctor asked Sam.

“I hate it here!” Sam replied tersely.

Phil thought he saw Iris’s hand tightened around Sam’s.

“Why?” the doctor asked.

“I hate it. I wanna go home.”

“Sam wants to go home!” Iris declared with an imperious air.

“Iris!” her mother admonished her.

“Sam says he wants to go home!”

Phil chuckled.

“As you may have noticed, my son isn’t the only one with a hard head,” he said to the doctor. “You’re definitely outnumbered. Five to one! 

“Seriously… Is there really any good reason why he shouldn’t come home? See that determined young woman sitting beside him? If we don’t, she’s gonna be the one making sure he behaves himself and doesn’t do anything he shouldn’t. The rest of us are just window dressing.”

“Could I speak to you alone for a moment?” the doctor asked.

“We’re all kind-of family here. Say what you have to say.”

“The hospital—” the doctor started.

“Not asking the hospital but you,” Phil said.

The doctor hesitated.

“In other words ‘no’.” Phil turned to Sam. “I’ll get you some clean clothes to wear.”

“Yay!” Iris clapped her hands.

“I’ll get them,” Maggie told Phil.

He was about to object, but Maggie cut him off with a quick gesture.

“Won’t be long.”

“But—”

“I’ve got your house keys and the alarm passcode. I’m sure I can find something for Sam to wear.”

She winked at Phil and left. 

Doug looked after her.

“Let her do something. Please!”

Phil shrugged. Like Sarah, Maggie was the kind of woman who would not brook contradictions once she had decided to put her foot down.

“I'm sure you have a form…waiver…whatever,” he said to the doctor. “Just show me where to sign.”

The man took his time considering the four faces staring at him.

“You want to go home, huh?” he asked Sam.

“Yes!” Iris said.

The doctor shook his head.

“All right then.”
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Maggie emerged from the hospital entrance in the company of Phil, Iris, Doug and an orderly pushing Sam in a wheelchair. 

“Can I get up now?” Sam muttered.

“Please let him,” Phil advised the orderly. “It’s better that way.”

The man shrugged. 

“Need a hand?” he asked Sam.

“No.” 

When Phil tried to help Sam to get out of the chair, he got a stubborn head shake. 

Maggie grinned to herself, because she knew exactly what was going to happen next. And it did. Iris went over and helped Sam anyway. After a brief battle between what Maggie suspected was his pride and something Sam probably was still struggling to understand, he did not resist Iris’s assistance any further, while at the same time attempting to preserve at least a small measure of dignity.

“Just so you know,” Maggie told Phil. “I see a lot of adolescent young men at the clinic every day. But—”

“Can Sam stay with us tonight?” Iris called out. “Please!”

“Honey,” Maggie said, “he—” 

She glanced at Phil.

“What would you like to do?” Phil said to Sam.

“Please!” Iris said. 

Sam gave his father a somewhat helpless look. 

“Fine with me,” Phil said.

“Say yes!” Iris told Sam.

“Yes.”

Her face lit up. She hugged Sam, making him wince.

“Iris!” Maggie chided.

“Sorry!” Iris let Sam go. 

He smiled at her, making her grin and do her best to support him again as they headed for the car. In Maggie’s considered opinion the assistance was completely unnecessary. However, after an initial hesitation, it looked like Sam might actually be enjoying it.

“We're just going home to get some of Sam's stuff,” Phil said when they got to his car. “I'll drop him off later.”

“Can I come with you?” Iris asked Sam.

“Iris!” Maggie said.

Her daughter looked at Sam beseechingly.

Sam shrugged.

“See?” Iris told Maggie.

“That OK with you?” Phil asked Maggie and Doug.

Doug just laughed.

Phil and the kids got into the car and left. Maggie thought she saw a triumphant grin on her daughter’s face.

Doug wrapped an arm around her.

“When she gets a bit older… I pity the guys she sets her eyes on once she's of a mind to.”

“In case you haven’t noticed…” Maggie leaned her head against her husband’s arm. “She's already started.”

“Bit early for that, don’t you think?”

“Almost fifteen? Definitely not.”

“Seriously?”

“Come on!”

“Ahh, crap! How are we gonna control them for the next three years and—lemme work this out—” Doug hesitated “—how much younger is Sam? Two months? That means we’re talking three years and about four months until they’re both eighteen and legal.”

“Damn!”

“You can say that again. At least it’ll be before their senior prom.”

“Now that’s a can of worms I really don’t want to think about right now. Maybe we should—”

Doug laughed.

“Don’t even try. Do you really think there’s anything you can do to make them do anything they don’t want to do?”

“They’re growing up too fast,” Maggie muttered.

“We just have to trust them.”

“Trust but verify!”

“That, too. Just let’s make sure we go softly-softly.”

Maggie chuckled.

“That’s supposed to be my line. You are supposed to be the one standing there with a shotgun, fending off suitors.”

Doug turned Maggie to face him. His face was more serious than she had seen him for a long time. That meant something. Doug had seen a lot of terrible things in his job, and he was a very serious man, who took very few things for granted.

“Without Sam, Iris might be lying in a coffin today,” he said tonelessly. “Or be on life support. Or permanently brain damaged. So badly hurt that we’d have to decide whether to have that life support turned off. But she’s not. She’s alive and healthy. For one reason only!

“I don’t care if those two end up falling in love with each other far too soon. I don’t even care if they’re getting too randy too soon. Just as long as they’re sensible and don’t get into trouble. California law is very tough on under-eighteen sex. That’s mainly to prevent teen pregnancies, but them’s the breaks. 

“I suspect they’ll find out about that at school. If they haven’t already. I also trust them enough to think that they’ll be sensible, no matter how randy they’ll get. We both have to.”

“Can you talk to Phil about it?”

“I will. He knows what’s going on anyway. He’ll keep an eye on it. I’m just going to make sure that we’re all on the same page about this.”

Maggie kissed her husband.

“You’re a good man, Douglas Sanger. I’m so glad I worked in that hospital.”

“Glad to hear it. But that makes me wonder… What if either of them happens to work in some place where they run into—”

“Not gonna happen.”

“You can’t know that.”

“Yes, I can.”
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Doug opened the door to admit Phil, Sam, and Iris.

“Here they are,” Phil said.

Maggie came out of the kitchen.

“Wanna stay for dinner? It'll be quick. Doug's off to work in an hour.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I'm just gonna go home and blob out in front of the TV.”

“Just go easy on yourself.”

“I'll try.”

“Good.”

“Be safe,” Phil said to Doug. “You know what you're doing tonight?”

“Shithouse assignments drawn from a hat. Been the same story all week. I'll be glad when you're back and we can go hunting bad guys together again.”

“Amen.”

Phil held out his arms to Sam.

“C’m'ere."

The two gave each other a big hug before Phil rose and nodded at his friends.

“See you tomorrow,” he said and left.
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Dinner was done. Doug had gone off to his night shift, doing who knew what. 

Maggie was left with the kids. Right now, Iris was actually helping her to put dishes into the dishwasher. Unusual behavior, though Maggie had her own ideas about the reasons for her daughter’s sudden willingness to assist with chores she usually tried to wheedle out of. Sam—who was under strict instruction to rest, sitting there and looking vaguely guilty as he watched them—no doubt had a lot to do with it.

“Why don't you take Sam into the lounge and watch a video or something?” Maggie told Iris. 

“Can we?”

“Sure. Off you go. I can finish this.”

“Wanna go?” Iris asked Sam.

He glanced at Maggie, found approval and nodded.

“Come on then.”

Iris made as if to help him up from his chair, but he gave her a look that made Maggie turn away to hide her grin. Those two would be just fine. They didn’t need words to know pretty well what the other was thinking and to signal who could do what and when.
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When Maggie was done in the kitchen and went into the lounge, she found the explanation for the silence she had not expected if the TV had been turned on. Sam was stretched out fully on the sofa, on his back and apparently asleep. Somehow, even though she was perilously close to the edge, Iris had found a way to cuddle up against him.

Maggie wondered if the arm possessively draped across him had been put there with his permission or after he’d gone to sleep.

She watched the kids in silence for a few moments, wondering if maybe she should wake them and send them to bed. Iris’s butt was hanging half off the sofa. There was a better than even chance that she was going to land on the floor in a moment.

Iris had heard Maggie come in and looked around at her.

“Let Sam sleep,” she whispered.

“He’s going to wake up if you fall off,” Maggie breathed.

Iris didn’t respond, turned her head away, wrapped that arm a bit more securely around Sam and nudged him far enough to the backrest of the sofa to find a more secure position for herself. 

That’s me told off…

Maggie decided to leave things to Iris. Whatever happened, it would be on the head of their determined daughter. Sam could handle her; Maggie was sure of it. She’d seen him in action a few times, getting his way by means one might not have expected from someone who tended to keep his thoughts to himself and sometimes almost qualified as ‘shy’.

On the other hand, maybe this shouldn’t come as a surprise. Those two had had a lot of time to get to know each other and figure out what buttons to push and when. 



CHAPTER 3

LT Herman Martinez was utterly unapologetic.

“Vic's sick and Frank's worked on this shit for over a week. The Feds are all over the place like flies. Word’s come down that we are to be helpful! So, we are being helpful. With your assistance. Tonight.”

“What a thrill.”

“Tell me about it. You’re going to be working a new stakeout. P.I. named Coburn. Dexter Coburn. The Feds seem to think he could give them a lead into the cartel.”

“If he's that important, why don't they put their own guys on him?”

“Haven’t got any to spare. Operation's grown too big for everybody. Means it's you and Tony on Coburn.”

“Just the two of us?”

“We’ve got a wire tap on the landline in Coburn’s apartment. With a transmitter attached, so you can monitor it from the van. No need to go into the building. We’ve also got a tap on his cell. If he moves, you follow him. Tony stays with the van and follows you at a safe distance. If needed, we'll pull in some more bodies. But as long as Coburn stays put you're on your own.”
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