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chapter one


the last Monday morning of March began with promise in the historic city of Richmond, Virginia, where prominent family names had not changed since the war that was not forgotten. Traffic was scant on downtown streets and the Internet. Drug dealers were asleep, prostitutes tired, drunk drivers sober, pedophiles returning to work, burglar alarms silent, domestic fights on hold. Not much was going on at the morgue.


Richmond, built on seven or eight hills, depending on who counts, is a metropolitan center of unflagging pride that traces its roots back to 1607, when a small band of fortune-hunting English explorers got lost and laid claim to the region by planting a cross in the name of King James. The inevitable settlement at the fall line of the James River, predictably called ‘The Falls’, suffered the expected tribulations of trading posts and forts, and anti-British sentiments, revolution, hardships, floggings, scalpings, treaties that didn’t work and people dying young.


Local Indians discovered firewater and hangovers, and traded herbs, minerals and furs for hatchets, ammunition, cloth, kettles and more firewater. Slaves were shipped in from Africa. Thomas Jefferson designed Monticello, the Capitol and the state penitentiary. He founded the University of Virginia, drafted the Declaration of Independence and was accused of fathering mulatto children. Railroads were constructed. The tobacco industry flourished and nobody sued.


All in all, life in the genteel city ambled along reasonably well until 1861, when Virginia decided to secede from the Union and the Union wouldn’t go along with it. Richmond did not fare well in the Civil War. Afterward, the former capital of the Confederacy went on as best it could with no slaves and bad money. It remained fiercely loyal to its defeated cause, still flaunting its battle flag, the Southern Cross, as Richmonders marched into the next century and survived other terrible wars that were not their problem because they were fought elsewhere.


By the late twentieth century, things were going rather poorly in the capital city. Its homicide rate had climbed as high as second in the nation. Tourism was suffering. Children were carrying guns and knives to school and fighting on the bus. Residents and department stores had abandoned downtown and fled to nearby counties. The tax base was shrinking. City officials and city council members didn’t get along. The governor’s antebellum mansion needed new plumbing and wiring.


General Assembly delegates continued slamming desktops and insulting one another when they came to town, and the chairman of the House Transportation Committee carried a concealed handgun onto the floor. Dishonest gypsies began dropping by on their migrations north and south, and Richmond became a home away from home for drug dealers traveling along I-95.


The timing was right for a woman to come along and clean house. Or perhaps it was simply that nobody was looking when the city hired its first female police chief, who this moment was out walking her dog. Daffodils and crocuses were blooming, the morning’s first light spreading across the horizon, the temperature an unseasonable seventy degrees. Birds were chatty from the branches of budding trees, and Chief Judy Hammer was feeling uplifted and momentarily soothed.


‘Good girl, Popeye,’ she encouraged her Boston terrier.


It wasn’t an especially kind name for a dog whose huge eyes bulged and pointed at the walls. But when the SPCA had shown the puppy on TV and Hammer had rushed to the phone to adopt her, Popeye was already Popeye and answered only to that name.


Hammer and Popeye kept a good pace through their restored neighborhood of Church Hill, the city’s original site, quite close to where the English planted their cross. Owner and dog moved briskly past antebellum homes with iron fences and porches, and slate and false mansard roofs, and turrets, stone lintels, chased wood, stained glass, scroll-sawn porches, gables, raised so-called English and picturesque basements, and thick chimneys.


They followed East Grace Street to where it ended at an overlook that was the most popular observation point in the city. On one side of the precipice was the radio station WRVA, and on the other was Hammer’s nineteenth-century Greek Revival house, built by a man in the tobacco business about the time the Civil War ended. Hammer loved the old brick, the bracketed cornices and flat roof, and the granite porch. She craved places with a past and always chose to live in the heart of the jurisdiction she served.


She unlocked the front door, turned off the alarm system, freed Popeye from the leash and put her through a quick circuit of sitting, sitting pretty and getting down, in exchange for treats. Hammer walked into the kitchen for coffee, her ritual every morning the same. After her walk and Popeye’s continuing behavioral modification, Hammer would sit in her living room, scan the paper and look out long windows at the vista of tall office buildings, the Capitol, the Medical College of Virginia and acres of Virginia Commonwealth University’s Biotechnology Research Park. It was said that Richmond was becoming the ‘City of Science’, a place of enlightenment and thriving health.


But as its top law enforcer surveyed edifices and downtown streets, she was all too aware of crumbling brick smokestacks, rusting railroad tracks and viaducts, and abandoned factories and tobacco warehouses with windows painted over and boarded up. She knew that bordering downtown and not so far from where she lived were five federal housing projects, with two more on Southside. If one told the politically incorrect truth, all were breeding grounds for social chaos and violence and were clear evidence that the Civil War continued to be lost by the South.


Hammer gazed out at a city that had invited her to solve its seemingly hopeless problems. The morning was lighting up and she worried there would be one cruel cold snap left over from winter. Wouldn’t that be just like everything else these days, the final petty act, the eradication of what little beauty was left in her horrendously stressful life? Doubts crowded her thoughts.


When she had forged the destiny that had brought her to Richmond, she had refused to entertain the possibility that she had become a fugitive from her own life. Her two sons were grown and had distanced themselves from her long before their father, Seth, had gotten ill and died last spring. Judy Hammer had bravely gone on, gathering her life’s mission around her like a crusader’s cape.


She resigned from the Charlotte P.D., where she had been resisted and celebrated for the miracles she wrought as its chief. She decided it was her calling to move on to other southern cities and occupy and raze and reconstruct. She made a proposal to the National Institute of Justice that would allow her to pick beleaguered police departments across the South, spend a year in each, and bring all of them into a union of one-for-all and all-for-one.


Hammer’s philosophy was simple. She did not believe in cops’ rights. She knew for a fact that when officers, the brass, precincts and even chiefs seceded from the department to do their own thing, the result was catastrophic. Crime rates went up. Clearance rates went down. Nobody got along. The citizens that law enforcement was there to protect and serve locked their doors, loaded their guns, cared not for their neighbors, gave cops the finger and blamed everything on them. Hammer’s blueprint for enlightenment and change was the New York Crime Control Model of policing known as COMSTAT, or computer-driven statistics.


The acronym was an easy way to define a concept far more complicated than the notion of using technology to map crime patterns and hot spots in the city. COMSTAT held every cop accountable for everything. No longer could the rank and file and their leaders pass the buck, look the other way, not care, not know the answer, say they couldn’t help it, were about to get around to it, hadn’t been told, forgot, meant to, didn’t feel well or were on the phone or off duty at the time, because on Mondays and Fridays Chief Hammer assembled representatives from all precincts and divisions and gave them hell.


Clearly, Hammer’s battle plan was a northern one, but as fate would have it, when she presented her proposal to Richmond’s city council, it was preoccupied with infighting, mutiny and usurpations. At the time, it didn’t seem like such a bad thing to let someone else solve the city’s problems. So it was that Hammer was hired as interim chief for a year and allowed to bring along two talents she had worked with in Charlotte.


Hammer began her occupation of Richmond. Soon enough stubbornness set in. Hatred followed. The city patriarchs wanted Hammer and her NIJ team to go home. There was not a thing the city needed to learn from New York, and Richmonders would be damned before they followed any example set by the turncoat, carpetbagging city of Charlotte, which had a habit of stealing Richmond’s banks and Fortune 500 companies.




deputy Chief Virginia West complained bitterly through painful expressions and exasperated huffs as she jogged around the University of Richmond track. The slate roofs of handsome collegiate Gothic buildings were just beginning to materialize as the sun thought about getting up, and students had yet to venture out except for two young women who were running sprints.


‘I can’t go much farther,’ West blurted out to Officer Andy Brazil.


Brazil glanced at his watch. ‘Seven more minutes,’ he said. ‘Then you can walk.’


It was the only time she took orders from him. Virginia West had been a deputy chief in Charlotte when Brazil was still going through the police academy and writing articles for the Charlotte Observer. Then Hammer had brought them with her to Richmond so West could head investigations and Brazil could do research, handle public information and start a website.


Although one might argue that, in actuality, West and Brazil were peers on Hammer’s NIJ team, in West’s mind she outranked Brazil and always would. She was more powerful. He would never have her experience. She was better on the firing range and in fights. She had killed a suspect once, although she wasn’t proud of it. Her love affair with Brazil back in their Charlotte days had been due to the very normal intensity of mentoring. So he’d had a crush and she had gone along with it before he got over it. So what.


‘You notice anybody else killing himself out here? Except those two girls, who are either on the track team or have an eating disorder,’ West continued to complain in gasps. ‘No! And guess why! Because this is stupid as shit! I should be drinking coffee, reading the paper right now.’


‘If you’d quit talking, you could get into a rhythm,’ said Brazil, who ran without effort in navy Charlotte P.D. sweats and Saucony shoes that whispered when they touched the red rubberized track.


‘You really ought to quit wearing Charlotte shit,’ she went on talking anyway. ‘It’s bad enough as is. Why make the cops here hate us more?’


‘I don’t think they hate us.’ Brazil tried to be positive about how unfriendly and unappreciative Richmond cops had been.


‘Yes they do.’


‘Nobody likes change,’ Brazil reminded her.


‘You seem to,’ she said.


It was a veiled reference to the rumor West had heard barely a week after they had moved here. Brazil had something going on with his landlady, a wealthy single woman who lived in Church Hill. West had asked for no further information. She had checked out nothing. She did not want to know. She had refused to drive past Brazil’s house, much less drop by for a visit.


‘I guess I like change when it’s good,’ Brazil was saying.


‘Exactly.’


‘Do you wish you’d stayed in Charlotte?’


‘Absolutely.’


Brazil picked up his pace just enough to give her his back. She would never forgive him for saying how much he wanted her to come with him to Richmond, for talking her into something yet one more time because he could, because he used words with clarity and conviction. He had carried her away on the rhythm of feelings he clearly no longer had. He had crafted his love into poetry and then fucking read it to someone else.


‘There’s nothing for me here,’ said West, who put words together the way she hung doors and shutters and built fences. ‘I mean let’s be honest about it.’ She wasn’t about to paint over anything without stripping it first. ‘It sucks.’ She sawed away. ‘Thank God it’s only for a year.’ She pounded her point.


He replied by picking up his pace.


‘Like we’re some kind of MASH unit for police departments,’ she added. ‘Who were we kidding? What a waste of time. I don’t remember when I’ve wasted so much time.’


Brazil glanced at his watch. He didn’t seem to be listening to her, and she wished she could get past his broad shoulders and handsome profile. The early sun rubbed gold into his hair. The two college women sprinted past, sweaty and fat-free, their muscular legs pumping as they showed off to Brazil. West felt depressed. She felt old. She halted and bent over, hands on her knees.


‘That’s it!’ she exclaimed, heaving.


‘Forty-six more seconds.’ Brazil ran in place like he was treading water, looking back at her.


‘Go on.’


‘You sure?’


‘Fly like the wind.’ She rudely waved him on. ‘Damn it,’ she bitched as her flip phone vibrated on the waistband of her running shorts.


She moved off the track, over to the bleachers, out of the way of hard-bodied people who made her insecure.


‘West,’ she answered.


‘Virginia? It’s . . .’ Hammer’s voice pushed through static.


‘Chief Hammer?’ West said loudly. ‘Hello?’


‘Virginia . . . You there?’ Hammer’s voice scattered more.


West pressed a hand over her other ear, trying to hear.


‘. . . That’s bullshit . . .’ a male voice suddenly broke in.


West started walking, trying to get into a better cell.


‘Virginia . . . ?’ Hammer’s voice barely crackled through.


‘. . . can do it anytime . . . usual rules apply . . .’ The male voice was back.


He had a southern drawl and was obviously a redneck. West felt instant hostility.


‘. . . time to . . . kill . . . Got to . . . or score . . .’ The redneck spoke in distorted blurts.


‘. . . an ugly dog not worth . . . lead to shoot it . . .’ A second redneck suddenly answered the first redneck. ‘How much . . . ?’


‘Depends on . . . Maybe a couple hundred . . .’


‘. . . Just between us . . .’


‘. . . If . . . body . . . finds . . .’


‘. . . not invited . . .’


‘What?’ Hammer’s voice surfaced and was gone.


‘. . . Use a . . . cold nose . . . Not your piece . . . shit . . .! Blue . . .’


‘Chief Hammer . . .’ West started to say more, then caught herself, realizing the rednecks might be able to hear them, too.


‘. . . coons . . .’ The first redneck came back. ‘. . . not one born too smart for . . . Dismal Swamp . . .’


‘. . . Got that right, Bubba . . . We covered . . . a blanket . . .’


‘Okay, Smudge . . . buddy . . . early morning?’


West was silently shocked as she listened to two men plan a homicide that clearly was racially motivated, a hate crime, a score to settle that involved robbery. It sounded as if the murder would go down early in the morning. She wondered if a cold nose was slang for a snub-nosed revolver and if blue referred to a gun that was blue steel versus stainless steel or nickel-plated. Clearly, the psychos planned to wrap the body in a blanket and dump it in the Dismal Swamp.


Static.


‘. . . Loraine . . .’ Bubba’s fractured voice was back. ‘. . . At old pumps . . . cut engine . . . headlights off so don’t wake . . .’


Static, and the cell cleared.


‘Chief Hammer?’ West said. ‘Chief Hammer? Are you still there?’


‘Bubba . . .’ the second stranger crackled again. ‘Somebody’s on . . .’


Static, scratch, blare, blip.


‘Goddamn it,’ West muttered when her phone went dead.




bubba’s real name was Butner Fluck IV. Unlike so many fearless men devoted to pickup trucks, guns, topless bars and the Southern Cross, he had not been born into the tribe of Bubbas, but rather had grown up the son of a theologian in the Northside neighborhood of Ginter Park, where old mansions were in disrepair and Civil War cannonballs on porches were popular. Butner came from a long line of Butners who always went by the nickname ‘But’, and it was lost on his erudite father, Dr. But Fluck III, that calling his son But in this day and age set the child up for problems.


By the time little But had entered the first grade, the slurs, the slander and the derision were on every tongue. They were whispered in class, shouted on buses and playing fields, and drawn on sheets of notebook paper slipped from desk to desk or left inside little But’s locker. When he wrote his name it was But Fluck. In the teacher’s grade books he was Fluck, But.


Any way he looked at it, he was screwed, really, and of course his peers came up with any number of other renditions. Mother-But-Flucker, Butter-Flucker, But-Flucking-Boy, Buttock-Fluck, and so on. When he retreated into his studies and went to the head of the class, new pet names were added to the list. But-Head, Fluck-Head, Mother-Flucking-But-Head, Head-But-Head, et al.


For But’s ninth birthday he requested camouflage and several toy guns. He became a compulsive eater. He spent a lot of time in the woods hunting imaginary prey. He immersed himself in a growing stash of magazines featuring mercenary soldiers, anarchists, trucks, assault weapons, Civil War battlefields and women in swimsuits. He collected manuals on simple car care and repair, automotive tools and wiring, wilderness survival, fishing, and hiking in bear country. He sneaked cigarettes and was rude. His tenth year he changed his name to Bubba and was feared by all.


This early Monday morning Bubba was driving home from third shift at Philip Morris, his CB and two-way radios turned on, his portable phone plugged into the cigarette lighter, Eric Clapton on the CD player. His stainless steel Colt Anaconda .44 with its eight-inch barrel and Bushnell Holo sight on a B-Square base was tucked under his seat within quick reach.


Multiple antennas bobbed on his red 1990 Jeep Cherokee, which Bubba did not realize had been listed in the Used Car Buying Guide as a used car to avoid, or that it had been wrecked and had a hundred thousand more miles on it than the odometer showed. Bubba had no reason to doubt his good buddy, Joe ‘Smudge’ Bruffy, who last year had sold the Jeep to Bubba for only three thousand dollars more than the Blue Book value.


In fact, it was Smudge who Bubba had been talking to on the portable phone moments earlier when two other voices broke in. Bubba hadn’t been able to make out what the two women were saying, but the name ‘Chief Hammer’ had been unmistakable. He knew it meant something.


Bubba had been raised in a Presbyterian atmosphere of predestination, God’s will, inclusive language, exegesis and colorful stoles. He had rebelled. In college he had studied Far Eastern religions to spite his father, but none of Bubba’s acting out had eradicated the essence of his early indoctrination. Bubba believed there was purpose. Despite all setbacks and personal flaws, he had faith that if he accumulated enough good karma, or perhaps if yin and yang ever got along, he would discover the reason for his existence.


So when he heard Chief Hammer’s name over the cell phone, he experienced a sudden release of gloominess and menacing persecution, a buoyant happiness and surge of power. He was transformed into the warrior on a mission he had always been destined to become as he followed Midlothian Turnpike to Muskrat’s Auto Rescue, this time for another windshield leak. Bubba snapped up the mike of his two-way Kenwood radio and switched over to the security channel.


‘Unit 1 to Unit 2.’ He tried to raise Honey, his wife, as he followed the four-lane artery of Southside out of Chesterfield County and into the city limits.


No answer. Bubba’s eyes scanned his mirrors. A Richmond police cruiser pulled in behind him. Bubba slowed down.


‘Unit 1 to Unit 2,’ Bubba tried again.


No answer. Some shithead kid in a white Ford Explorer was trying to cut in front of Bubba. Bubba sped up.


‘Unit 1 to Unit 2!’ Bubba hated it when his wife didn’t respond to him immediately.


The cop remained on Bubba’s tail, dark Oakleys staring straight into Bubba’s rearview mirror. Bubba slowed again. The punk in the Explorer tried to ease in front of Bubba, right turn signal flashing. Bubba sped up. He deliberated over what form of communication to use next, and picked up his portable phone. He changed his mind. He thought about trying his wife again on the two-way and decided not to bother. She should have gotten back to him the first and second times. The hell with her. He snapped up the mike to his CB, eyeing the cop in his mirrors and keeping a check on the Explorer.


‘Yo, Smudge,’ Bubba hailed his buddy over the CB. ‘You on track come back to yack.’


‘Unit 2,’ his wife’s out-of-breath voice came over the two-way.


Bubba’s portable phone rang.


‘Sorry . . . oh my . . .’ Honey said sweetly as she gasped. ‘I was . . . oh dear . . . let me catch my breath . . . whew . . . was chasing Half Shell . . . she wouldn’t come . . . That dog.’


Bubba ignored her. He answered the phone.


‘Bubba?’ said Gig Dan, Bubba’s supervisor at Philip Morris.


‘Trackin’ and yackin’, buddy,’ Smudge came back over the CB.


‘Unit 2 to Unit 1?’ Honey persisted anxiously over the two-way.


‘Yo, Gig,’ Bubba said into the portable phone. ‘What’s goin’ on?’


‘Need ya to come in and work the second half of second shift,’ Gig told him. ‘Tiller called in sick.’


Shit, Bubba thought. Today of all days when there was so much to do and so little time. It depressed the hell out of him to think about showing up at eight o’clock tonight and working twelve straight hours.


‘Ten-4,’ Bubba replied to Gig.


‘When you wanna shine on yellow eyes?’ Smudge hadn’t given up.


Bubba didn’t really like coon hunting all that much. His coon dog Half Shell had her problems, and Bubba worried about snakes. Besides, Smudge always got a higher score. It seemed all Bubba did was lose money to him.


‘Before slithers wake up, I guess.’ Bubba tried to sound sure of himself. ‘So go ahead and shake out a plan.’


‘Ten-fo, good buddy,’ Smudge came back. ‘Gotcha covered like a blanket.’




chapter two


smoke was a special needs child. This had become apparent in the second grade when he had stolen his teacher’s wallet, punched a female classmate, carried a revolver to school, set several cats on fire and smashed up the principal’s station wagon with a pipe.


Since those early misguided days in his hometown of Durham, North Carolina, Smoke had been written up fifty-two times for assault, cheating, plagiarism, extortion, harassment, gambling, truancy, dishonesty, larceny, disruptive dress, indecent literature and bus misconduct.


He had been arrested six times for crimes ranging from sexual assault to murder, and had been on probation, on supervised probation with special conditions, in an Alternative to Detention Program, in detention, in a wilderness camp therapeutic program, in a community guidance clinic where he received psychological evaluation and in an anger-coping group.


Unlike most juveniles who are delinquent, Smoke had parents who showed up for all of his court appearances. They visited him in detention. They paid for attorneys and dismissed one right after the other when Smoke complained and found fault. Smoke’s parents enrolled him in four different private schools and blamed each one when it didn’t work out.


It was clear to Smoke’s father, a hardworking banker, that his son was unusually bright and misunderstood. Smoke’s mother was devoted to Smoke and always took his side. She never believed he was guilty. Both parents believed their son had been set up because the police were corrupt, didn’t like Smoke and needed to clear cases. Both parents wrote scathing letters to the district attorney, the mayor, the attorney general, the governor and a U.S. senator when Smoke was finally locked up in C. A. Dillon Training School in Butner.


Of course, Smoke didn’t stay there long because when he turned sixteen, he was no longer a minor according to North Carolina law and was released. His juvenile record was expunged. His fingerprints and mug shots were destroyed. He had no past. His parents thought it wise to relocate to a city where the police, whose memories were not expunged, would not know Smoke or harass him any more. So it was that Smoke moved to Richmond, Virginia, where this morning he was feeling especially mean-spirited and in a mood to cause trouble.


‘We got twenty minutes,’ he said to Divinity.


She was leaning against him as he drove the Ford Escort his father had bought him when Smoke had gotten his Virginia driver’s license. Divinity started kissing Smoke’s jaw and rubbing her hand between his legs to see if anybody was home.


‘We got all the time you want, baby,’ she breathed in his ear. ‘Fuck school. Fuck that little kid you pick up.’


‘We got a plan, remember?’ Smoke said.


He was in running shoes, loose-fitting sweats, a bandanna around his head, tinted glasses on. He wound his way through streets within a block of the Crestar Bank on Patterson Avenue, in the city’s West End, and spotted a small brick house on Kensington where there was no car or newspaper – no one home, it seemed. He pulled into the driveway.


‘Anybody answers, we’re trying to find Community High School,’ Smoke reminded her.


‘Lost in space, baby,’ Divinity said, getting out.


She rang the doorbell twice and was met with silence. Smoke got into the passenger’s seat and Divinity drove him back to Crestar Bank. The sky was pale and clear, and traffic was picking up as people began a new work week and realized they needed cash for parking and lunch. The bank’s ATM wasn’t doing any business at the moment, and that was good. Smoke climbed out of the car.


‘You know what to do,’ he said to Divinity.


He walked toward the bank as she drove off. He went around to the drive-thru where he could not be seen. It wasn’t long before a young man in a Honda Civic hatchback parked in front of the ATM. Smoke came out from behind the bank, taking his time. The young man was busy making his transaction and didn’t notice Smoke’s angled approach out of range of the camera.


Smoke was so swift his victims were always too shocked to move. He slapped duct tape over the camera lens and the man’s eyes. Smoke jabbed the barrel of his Glock pistol into the small of the man’s back.


‘Don’t move,’ Smoke said quietly.


The man didn’t.


‘Hand the money behind you real slow.’


The man did. Smoke looked around. Another car was pulling off Patterson, heading to the ATM. Smoke snatched the duct tape off the camera lens and ran behind the bank. He started jogging, turning on Libbie Avenue, then Kensington. He slowed to a walk in the driveway of the small brick house where Divinity was waiting in the Escort.


‘How much you get, baby?’ she asked as Smoke casually climbed in.


‘Twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, a hundred,’ he counted. ‘Let’s get the fuck outta here.’ 




judy Hammer couldn’t believe it. This had to be one of the most bizarre things that had ever happened to her. Two white supremacists named Bubba and Smudge were going to murder a black woman named Loraine. She lived near some sort of old pumps where the killers would park and wait with engines and headlights off. Money was involved, perhaps several hundred dollars. Hammer paced, Popeye anxiously at her heels. The phone rang.


‘Chief Hammer?’ It was West.


‘Virginia. What the hell was that?’ Hammer asked. ‘Any way we can trace it?’


‘No,’ West’s voice returned. ‘I don’t see how.’


‘I’m assuming we both heard the same thing.’


‘I’m still on a cell phone,’ West warned. ‘Don’t think I should go into it. But it sounds like something we’d better take very seriously.’


‘I completely agree. We’ll talk about it after the presentation. Thanks, Virginia.’ Hammer was about to hang up.


‘Chief? What were you calling me about when I was on the track?’ West quickly reminded her.


‘Oh. That’s right.’


Hammer searched her thoughts, trying to bring up what she was calling West about when the rednecks broke into their conversation. She paced, Popeye with her every step.


‘Oh, I remember. We’re already getting responses to our new website,’ Hammer said, pleased. ‘Since Andy’s op-ed piece.’


‘That worries me,’ West replied. ‘I think we should have done a little troubleshooting, Chief.’


‘It will all be fine.’


‘What are they saying?’


‘Complaining,’ Hammer replied.


‘I’m shocked.’


‘Don’t be cynical, Virginia.’


‘Any reaction to what he said about escalating juvenile crime? And Richmond’s gang mentality about not having gangs, or however he put it? About the country’s desperate need for radical juvenile justice reform?’


It was not lost on Hammer that whenever West talked about Brazil, West’s attitude was sharp to bump up against. Hammer knew when West was hurt. Hammer recognized a sadness in Brazil as well, a light not quite so bright in his eyes, a sluggishness in the creative energy that so profoundly singled him out. Hammer wished the two of them would get along again.


‘The phones started ringing off the hook about that the minute the newspapers hit the driveways,’ Hammer replied. ‘We’re shaking people up. And that’s exactly what we’re here to do.’


Hammer got off the phone. She retrieved Brazil’s op-ed piece from the coffee table and glanced through it again.




. . . This past week our city’s children committed at least seventeen cold-blooded felonies, including rape, armed robbery and malicious wounding. In eleven of these violent, seemingly random acts, the child hadn’t even turned fifteen yet. Where do children learn to hate and harm? Not just from the movies and video games, but from each other. We do have a gang problem, and let’s face it, kids who commit adult crimes aren’t kids anymore . . .




‘I expect my popularity just took another dip,’ Hammer said to Popeye. ‘You need a bath. A little of that good cream rinse?’


Popeye’s black-and-white coat was handsomely reminiscent of a tuxedo, but her fur was very short, her freckled, pink skin very sensitive and prone to get dry and irritated.


Popeye loved it when every few weeks her owner would put her in a sink of warm water and lather her up with Nusalt antiseborrheic therapeutic shampoo, followed by the Relief antipruritic oatmeal and pramoxine cream rinse that her owner kneaded into Popeye’s fur for exactly seven minutes, as the directions prescribed. Popeye loved her owner. Popeye stood on her hind legs and nuzzled her owner’s knee.


‘But a bath will have to wait, I guess, or I’ll be late.’ Her owner sighed and got down to Popeye’s level. ‘I shouldn’t even have brought it up, should I?’


Popeye licked her owner’s face and felt pity. Popeye knew her owner was denying the grief and the guilt she felt about her late husband’s sudden death. Not that Popeye had known Seth, but she had overheard conversations about him and had seen photographs. Popeye could not imagine her owner being married to a lazy, independently wealthy, fat, whiny slob who did nothing but eat, work in his garden and watch television.


Popeye was glad Seth wasn’t around. Popeye adored her owner. Popeye wished there was more she could do to comfort this heroic, kind lady who had saved Popeye from being an orphan or being adopted by some unhappy family with cruel children.


‘All right.’ Her owner got up. ‘I’ve got to get going.’


Hammer showered quickly. She threw a robe around her and stood inside her cedar-lined closet, deliberating over what to wear. Hammer understood the subliminal power of clothing, cars, office decor, jewelry and what she ate at business lunches and dinners. Some days required pearls and skirts, other days called for unfriendly suits. Colors, styles, fabrics, collars or no collars, patterns or plain, pockets or pleats, watches, earrings and perfumes and fish or chicken all mattered.


She shoved hangers here and there, deliberating, envisioning, intuiting and finally settling on a navy blue suit with trousers that had pockets and cuffs. She selected low-heel lace-up black leather shoes and matching belt, and a blue and white striped cotton shirt with French cuffs. She dug through her jewelry box for simple gold post earrings and her stainless steel Breitling watch.


She picked out a pair of gold and lapis cufflinks that had belonged to Seth. She fumbled with them as she put them on and remembered those times when Seth followed her around the house like Popeye, unable to manage buttons, lapels, matching socks or combinations, on those rare occasions when Seth dressed up.


It would have made sense to divide her late husband’s jewelry, leather briefcases, wallets and other things male between their sons, but Hammer held on. When she wore something of Seth’s, she had the eerie feeling that he wanted her to be the man he never was. He wanted her to be strong. Maybe he wanted to help her because now he could. Seth had always had a good heart. But he had spent his life at war with his compulsions and privileged past, spreading misery like the flu. He had left Hammer wealthy, relieved, pained, pissed off and as burdened with anxieties as he had been with his weight.


‘Popeye, come here,’ Hammer called out.


Popeye was lazy in a bar of sunlight on the kitchen floor. She had no intention of changing venues.


‘Let’s get in our crate, Popeye.’


Popeye regarded her owner through slitted eyes. She yawned and thought it silly that her owner always used the we word, as if Popeye wasn’t smart enough to see through it. Popeye knew her owner had no intention of climbing inside that little plastic crate with Popeye any more than her owner was going to eat a heartworm pill or get a shot at the vet when the we word was used about those, either.


‘Popeye.’ Her owner’s tone firmed up. ‘I’m in a hurry. Come on. In the crate. Here’s your squirrel.’


She tossed Popeye’s favorite stuffed squirrel inside the crate. Popeye couldn’t care less.


‘All right. Here’s your fuzzle.’


She tossed in the filthy lambs’ wool chick that Popeye had chewed the eyes off and routinely flung into the toilet. Popeye was indifferent. Her owner walked with purpose across the kitchen and picked up Popeye. Popeye went into her Salvador Dalí limply-drape-over-everything-andplay-possum manifestation. Her owner tucked Popeye into the crate and fastened shut the wire grate door.


‘We need to behave better than this,’ her owner said, feeding Popeye several little pieces of lung treats. ‘I’ll be back real soon.’


Hammer set the burglar alarm and went out to her unmarked midnight-blue Crown Victoria. She drove down East Grace, passing the back of St. John’s Church and turning on 25th where Tobacco Row was now upscale apartments and Pohlig Bros still manufactured ‘paper boxes of every design.’ A graffiti artist had spray-painted ‘Meat is Murder’ and ‘Eat corn’ and ‘Anita Hill started it’ on an abandoned tobacco warehouse, and rusting fire escapes and dead vines held on to old brick shells. One could get a bargain on used tires at Cowboy Tire, and Strickland Foundry and Machine Company had refused to quit.


On the other side of Broad Street, past the coliseum, was the police department where Hammer now spent her days in an ugly precast building with a blue mosaic trim missing many of its tiles. The Richmond Police Department was dim and too small, with windowless corridors, asbestos and the stale smell of dirty people and dirty deeds.


She said good morning to cops she passed, and out of fear they returned her greeting. Hammer understood the trauma of change. She understood a distrust of any influence that came from the outside, especially if its sanction was federal. Resentment and hostility were nothing new, but never had she experienced it quite like this.


At precisely seven o’clock, she walked into the conference room. It was crowded with some thirty unenthusiastic commanders, captains, detectives and officers who followed her with stares. Computer mapping of the city projected onto a large screen showed statistics for murder, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny and auto theft, or the big seven, during the most recent twenty-eight-day COMSTAT period and also year-to-date. Charts showed time frames and probability and days of the week when crimes occurred, and in what precincts and during what shifts.


Hammer took her seat at the head of the table between West and Brazil.


‘Another ATM,’ West said in a low voice in Hammer’s ear.


Hammer looked sharply at her.


‘We just got the call, are still at the scene.’


‘Damn,’ Hammer said as anger stirred. ‘I want the details ASAP.’


West got up and left the room. Hammer looked around the table.


‘Nice to see all of you here,’ she began. ‘We’ve got a lot to discuss this morning.’ She didn’t waste time as she looked around and smiled. ‘We’ll start with first precinct. Major Hanger? I know it’s early.’


‘Always is,’ Hanger grumbled. ‘But I know that’s how they do things in New York.’


He nodded at Officer Wally Fling, Hammer’s administrative assistant, who was new at working the computer-mapping software that everyone hated. Fling hit several keys and a pie chart filled the screen.


‘I don’t want the pie chart yet, Fling,’ Hanger said.


Fling hit several more keys and another pie chart popped up, this one for fourth precinct.


‘Sorry,’ Fling said as he nervously tried again. ‘I guess you want first precinct.’


‘That would be nice. And I don’t want pies.’


Hanger got one anyway, this time for second precinct. Flustered, Fling hit more keys and the department’s shield flashed on screen, with its motto, Courtesy, Professionalism and Respect, or CPR, which Hammer also had borrowed from NYPD.


Several people groaned and booed. Brazil gave Hammer an I’ve tried to warn you look.


‘Why can’t we have our own logo?’ asked Captain Cloud, who was a commander for the day and felt he had a right to speak.


‘Yeah,’ other disgruntled voices joined in.


‘It makes us look like second string.’


‘Maybe we can get their hand-me-down uniforms, too.’


‘That’s one of the things that’s griping us, Chief.’


Two more pie charts flashed by on the screen.


‘Officer Fling,’ Hammer said. ‘Put it back on the logo, please. Let’s talk about this.’


A pin map of handgun seizures filled the screen, little yellow revolvers pointed at the problem areas of the city.


‘Go, Fling!’


‘Check out COMSTAT for Dummies.’


‘Shit,’ Fling said when he somehow ended up back at the main menu.


‘Go back to your day job, Fling.’


He banged the enter key four times and an error message told him to stop it.


‘All right, all right,’ Hammer quieted the room. ‘Captain Cloud? I want to hear what you have to say.’


‘Well,’ Cloud picked up where he’d left off, ‘it’s like the city seal, George Washington on his horse. I gotta ask you, what’s George Washington got to do with Richmond? I guess we what? Borrowed that from D.C., from another big city, in other words?’


‘Amen.’


‘I agree totally.’


‘I bet he never even slept here.’


‘It’s an embarrassment.’


‘D.C., and now we’re swiping ideas from New York. How bad does that make us look?’ Cloud said.


‘Okay,’ Hammer raised her voice. ‘I’m afraid there’s not a thing we can do about the city seal at this time. So let’s get back to our motto. Captain Cloud, remember that part of accountability is to suggest a solution when you point out a problem. Do you have a new motto in mind?’


‘Well, I played around with one a little bit last night.’


Cloud had high blood pressure. His white uniform shirt was too tight around the neck, and his face was almost purple. He was center stage and sweating.


‘I was thinking about what would be simple but direct, and, now don’t get your hopes up that this is real creative or poetic or anything, but if you ask the question, what are we all about? I think the answer can be summed up in three words. Tough On Crime.’ Cloud looked around the table. ‘TOC, in other words, which is real easy to remember and doesn’t take up any more room than CPR if we’re gonna paint it on things or add it to our patches.’


‘Doesn’t do anything for me.’


‘Me either.’


‘Naw.’


‘Okay, okay,’ Cloud rushed forward. ‘I had a backup just in case. How about Tough In Court and Tough On Crime? TIC TOC.’


‘I don’t like it.’


‘Ditto.’


‘Wait a minute,’ Cloud went on with conviction. ‘Everybody’s always complaining how slow we are getting to scenes, to their house after their alarm’s gone off, right? And how many times do we hear the public bitch about how long it takes to solve a case? I think TIC TOC sends a positive message about a new attitude, about us trying harder.’


‘It also makes it sound like we’re watching the clock. Like we can’t wait for shift change.’


‘Or something bad’s about to happen.’


‘Besides, it would be TOC TIC because being tough on crime is gonna come before you get to court.’


‘It doesn’t work, Cloud.’


‘Forget it.’


Cloud was crushed. ‘Never mind,’ he said.


Hammer had been silent through all this because she wanted to give her troops a chance to be heard. But she could take no more.


‘It’s something for all of us to think about,’ she said abruptly. ‘I’m always open for something new. Thank you, Captain Cloud.’


‘Actually, I had a thought on the subject,’ Andy Brazil said.


No one spoke. Cops started shuffling through notes and shifting in chairs. They got up for more coffee. Cloud opened a little bag of Fisherman’s Friend throat lozenges, paper tearing loudly. Fling rebooted the computer and it beeped and honked as it tried to come back.


Hammer felt sorry for Brazil. She was indignant that he was discriminated against for reasons beyond his control. It wasn’t his fault that women and gay men of all ages could not take their eyes off him. He couldn’t help that he was only twenty-five and talented and sensitive. Nor was there a thing he had done or intimated that gave credence to the vicious rumor that she had brought him with her to Richmond for sexual pleasure and then he had run off with his landlady.


‘Go ahead, Officer Brazil.’ Hammer tended to be brusque with him. ‘But we need to move along.’


‘I really think we’d be better off without a motto,’ Brazil said.


Silence.


‘CPR makes it sound like we need to be resuscitated,’ he added.


No one would look at him. Papers shuffled. Duty belts creaked.


‘That we’re in extremis,’ he said.


Silence.


Then Cloud spoke up, ‘I’ve always thought that. It’s about time somebody said it before it got painted on all the cars.’


‘It’s just one more thing for people to make fun of,’ Brazil pointed out. ‘Especially since the core of COMSTAT is accountability. And what happens if somewhere down the road someone decides to add accountability to our motto?’


More silence as everyone puzzled. Some wrote words and letters on paper, rearranging acronyms, like Jumble. Hammer knew instantly where Brazil was going with this.


‘CARP,’ Fling read from his notepad.


‘PARC?’ Captain Cloud volunteered.


‘You get CRAP,’ Brazil told them.


‘Interesting,’ Hammer said loudly, restoring order. ‘All of you have made me see this in a different light. Maybe we shouldn’t have a motto. Those in favor, raise your hand.’


All did except Cloud. He sipped his coffee, eyes cast down at his half-eaten glazed doughnut, a sour expression on his face.


‘So I guess I can delete the motto from the computer,’ Fling said, tapping keys again.


‘I don’t want you deleting anything,’ Hammer told him.




chapter three


puff Daddy & the Family were rapping on the CD player and air was blowing through a stuck back window of Smoke’s Escort. He had changed clothes in the car and Divinity was gone, the scent of her cloying perfume lingering as Smoke and fourteen-year-old Weed Gardener headed west to Mills E. Godwin High School.


Smoke had money in his pocket. Tucked under the seat was the Glock nine-millimeter pistol he had traded twenty rocks of crack cocaine for on the street. He was high as he replayed the robbery again and again, a favorite scene in the movie that was his life. He was getting better. He was getting bolder.


He thought how cool it would be to walk into the band room and take out twelve, thirteen, maybe fifteen students and their fucking band director, Mr. Curry, who thought he knew so much and wouldn’t let Smoke play in the marching band because Smoke was tone deaf and couldn’t keep rhythm on the snare drum. But Weed got to play the cymbals when he didn’t know them from garbage can lids, and why? Because Weed was good in art and never got into trouble. Well, all that was about to change.


‘. . . Who you know do it better . . .’ Smoke rapped along, out of sync and off key, his blood heating up. ‘Don’t make an ass out of yourself . . . I’m gonna make you love me baby . . .’


Weed joined in on percussion, playing his hands on his thighs and the dashboard and jumping in his seat as if he had a synthesizer for a central nervous system and a drumbeat for a pulse. Smoke hated it. He hated that Weed saw rainbow colors and pictures to draw everywhere he went. He was tired of Weed’s art being put on display in the library. At least Weed was stupid. He was so stupid he had no clue that the only reason Smoke had befriended him and started giving him rides to school was that Smoke intended to use Weed up.


‘Ri-dicu-u-lous . . . you’re in the danger zone you shouldn’t be alone . . .’ Smoke’s monotone got louder.


Smoke turned up the volume on the CD player and pumped up the bass as far as it would go. He kept working the switch for the left back window and swearing when the glass remained stuck open halfway. Air slapped and the music throbbed as Weed played on.


‘Hey, retard, cut it out,’ Smoke said, grabbing one of Weed’s hands to make him stop his solo.


Weed went still. Smoke imagined he could smell Weed’s fear.


‘Listen to me, retard,’ Smoke went on. ‘Maybe I’m coming around to giving you what you been dreaming about, the biggest offer in your puny nothing life.’


‘Oh.’ Weed dreaded what Smoke was about to say.


‘You want to be cool, right? You want to be just like me, right?’


‘I guess so.’


‘You guess so?’ Smoke blurted.


He flicked Weed’s nose so hard it started bleeding. Tears jumped into Weed’s eyes.


‘Now, what was that you said, retard?’ Smoke’s voice was flat with hate.


Blood trickled down Weed’s face and dripped onto his Route 66 sand-blasted, relaxed-leg jeans.


‘You get blood in my car, and I’m gonna throw your ass out. How’d you like to be a skid mark on the road?’ Smoke told him.


‘I wouldn’t,’ Weed said quietly.


‘I know how much you want to be a Pike and been waiting for my answer,’ Smoke said. ‘And after a lot of consideration, I’ve decided to let you have a shot at it, even though you don’t measure up to the standards.’


Weed didn’t want to be a Pike. He didn’t want to be part of Smoke’s gang. They beat people up, stole things, broke into cars, cut holes in restaurant roofs and carried off cases of liquor. They did all kinds of things that Weed didn’t even want to know about.


‘So, what do you say?’ Smoke had his hand up, fingers poised to flick Weed again.


‘Yeah, man.’


‘First you say thank you, retard. You say, I’m so honored I’m about to shit in my pants.’


‘It would be fucking cool, man.’ Weed dressed his fear in cocky words that started strutting off his tongue. ‘Think of the shit we could do, man. And I get to wear the colors?’


‘Chicago Bulls, like you’re fucking Michael Jordan. Maybe it will make you taller. Maybe it will pump up that flat inner tube between your legs and you can start juicing girls.’


‘Who says I don’t juice ’em now?’ Weed talked big.


‘You ain’t juiced anything in your puny little motherfucking life. Not even fruit.’


‘You don’t know that.’


Smoke laughed in his cruel, mocking way.


‘You ain’t got no idea,’ Weed went on, acting like a hardass, knowing what would happen if he didn’t because weakness made Smoke meaner.


‘You wouldn’t know what to do with pussy if it rubbed up against your leg and purred.’ Smoke guffawed. ‘I’ve seen your tool. I’ve seen you whiz.’


‘Whizzing and juicing ain’t the same thing,’ Weed let him know.


Smoke turned into the parking lot of Mills E. Godwin High School, named after a former governor of Virginia and home of the Eagles. Smoke stopped and waited for Weed to get out.


‘Ain’t you coming?’ Weed asked.


‘I’m busy right now,’ Smoke said.


‘But you’ll be tardy.’


‘Oh, I’m scaaaarrrred.’ Smoke laughed. ‘Get out, re-tardy.’


Weed did. He opened the back door and gathered his cheap knapsack of books, papers and the bologna-and-mustard sandwich he had fixed before Smoke picked him up.


‘After school, you get your ass right back here,’ Smoke said. ‘Right in this exact spot. I’m gonna take you over to the clubhouse so you can get initiated and make your dream come true.’


Weed knew about the clubhouse. Smoke had told him all about it.


‘I got band practice,’ Weed said as his spirit trembled inside him.


‘No you don’t.’


‘Yeah I do. Every Monday, Wednesday and Friday, we got marching practice, Smoke.’ Weed’s blood lost its heat and his stomach made itself smaller.


‘Today you’re busy, re-tardy. Your ass better be right here at three.’


Tears welled in Weed’s eyes again as Smoke sped off. Weed loved band. He loved going outside on the practice baseball field and marching with his Sabian eighteen-inch bronze cymbals and dreaming of the red-and-white toy-soldier uniform with its black hat and plume that he’d get to wear in the Azalea Parade on Saturday. Mr. Curry said Sabians were the best made, and Weed was responsible for keeping them bright and shiny, the leather straps tied nice and tight in their special flat, braided knots.


Flags were waving in front of the tidy blond-brick school, where nineteen hundred boisterous upper-middleclass students were jostling and shuffling into classrooms. Weed’s mood lifted. At least his father lived in the right school district. Weed kept clothes and other belongings in his father’s house, pretending he lived there, too. If Weed couldn’t go to Godwin, there would be no art or music in his life.


The 8:35 tardy bell was ringing as Weed slammed shut the door to his bright orange locker and ran through empty corridors of different colored walls, the classrooms he passed filled with chatter and laughter and the thud and flutter of books opening on desktops. Weed had a phobia of being late that preceded this moment by many years.


His mother worked all the time and was rarely home or awake to get Weed up for school. Sometimes he overslept, sending him flying down to the corner bus stop in a panic, without books or lunch, barely dressed. In his mind, missing the bus meant missing life and being left alone in an empty house that echoed with past fights between parents who had split and the loud, full-of-himself sounds of Weed’s big brother, Twister, who was dead.


Weed galloped around a corner to the science department just as Mr. Pretty began hall duty from the table outside Mrs. Fan’s biology class, where this second Weed was supposed to be getting ready to take a quiz.


‘Whoa,’ Mr. Pretty called out as Weed ran past and the tardy bell stopped and doors up and down the halls shut.


‘I’m going to Mrs. Fan’s class,’ Weed gasped.


‘Do you know where it is?’


‘Yes, sir, Mr. Pretty. Right there.’ Weed pointed at the red door less than twenty steps away, and wondered what kind of stupid question was that.


‘You’re late,’ Mr. Pretty told him.


‘The bell just quit,’ Weed said. ‘You can almost still hear it.’


‘Late is late, Weed.’


‘I didn’t mean to be.’


‘And I don’t guess you have a pass,’ said Mr. Pretty, who taught ninth-grade Western Civilization.


‘I don’t got a pass,’ Weed said as indignation gathered, ‘’cause I wasn’t planning on being late. But my ride just got here and there wasn’t nothing I could do about it and I ran all the way so I wouldn’t be late. And now you’re making me later, Mr. Pretty.’


Mr. Pretty’s compulsion was to pull kids but not ticket them. He was young and nice-looking and had an insatiable need for captive audiences. He was notorious for holding kids in the hall as long as possible while they fidgeted and stared at the rooms where they were supposed to be as classes and quizzes went on without them.


‘Don’t blame me or your ride for being tardy,’ said Mr. Pretty from behind his small table in the empty intersection of shiny, empty hallways.


‘I’m not blaming. I’m just saying the way it is.’


‘If I were you, I’d watch my mouth, Weed.’


‘What you want me to do, walk around with a mirror?’ Weed sassed him.


Mr. Pretty might have let Weed go on to class, but Mr. Pretty was pissed and decided to draw things out.


‘Let’s see, I believe you’re in my third period,’ he said. ‘You remember what we talked about on Friday?’


Weed didn’t remember anything about Friday except that he wasn’t looking forward to spending the weekend with his father.


‘Ah. Maybe this will jog your memory,’ Mr. Pretty said curtly. ‘What happened in 1556?’


Weed’s nerves were tangling and popping. He could hear Mrs. Fan’s voice through her shut door. She was passing out the quiz and going over instructions.


‘Come on, I know you know it.’ Mr. Pretty picked on Weed some more. ‘What happened?’


‘A war.’ Weed threw out the first thing that came to mind.


‘A fairly safe guess since there were so many of them. But you’re wrong. Fifteen fifty-six was when Akbar became emperor of India.’


‘Is it okay if I go in Mrs. Fan’s class now?’


‘And then what?’ Mr. Pretty demanded. ‘What happened next?’


‘What?’


‘I asked you first.’


‘About what?’ Weed was getting furious.


‘About what happened next?’ Mr. Pretty asked.


‘Depends on what you mean by next,’ Weed smarted off.


‘Next as in what’s next in the chronology of events that I handed out to every person in my class,’ Mr. Pretty answered with an edge. ‘Of course, you probably never looked at it.’


‘I did too. And it says right on it we don’t have to memorize nothing unless it’s in bold, and the India thing and what happened next ain’t in bold.’


‘Oh really?’ Mr. Pretty got haughty. ‘And how can you remember whether something was in bold or not if you don’t remember anything in the first place?’


‘I remember when something’s in bold!’ Weed raised his voice, as if he were suddenly talking in bold.


‘No you don’t!’


‘Yes I do!’


Mr. Pretty angrily grabbed a ballpoint pen out of his shirt pocket. He began scribbling words on the Hall Duty passes and no passes sheet.


‘All right, smarty pants,’ said Mr. Pretty as self-control slipped further out of reach. ‘I’ve written down ten words, some in bold, some not. You get one minute to look them over.’


He handed the list to Weed: forfend, effigy, pogrom, Versailles, mead, Fabergé, Fabian, Waterloo, edict, pact. Not one word was familiar. Mr. Pretty snatched back the list.


‘Which words were in bold?’ Mr. Pretty demanded.


‘I can’t pronunciate them.’


‘Versailles,’ Mr. Pretty prodded him.


Weed looked at the list in his head and located the only word that began with a V.


‘Fourth one, not in bold,’ he said.


‘Pogrom!’


‘Third, not in bold.’


‘Fabian!’ Mr. Pretty fired back.


‘He’s four before last. Not in bold, either.’


‘Effigy!’ Mr. Pretty blurted out, his attractive face distorted by anger.


‘It’s in bold,’ Weed said. ‘Just like five and ten are.’


‘Oh really?’ Mr. Pretty was beside himself. ‘And just what are five and ten since you think you know so much?’


Weed saw mead and pact in his head and pronounced them his own special way. ‘Med and paced.’


‘What do they mean!’


Mr. Pretty was talking loudly and Mrs. Fan cracked open her door, out of concern, to check on things.


‘Shhhhhhhhh!’ she said.


‘What do they mean, Weed?’ Mr. Pretty lowered his scornful voice.


Weed did the best he could.


‘Med is what you feel when someone disses you. And paced is what we use in art class,’ he guessed. 




officer Fling was guessing, too. He had gone to the next layer control, then hit function 3 for thematic display, and selected remove to get rid of the latest pie, and brought up priority one, two and three calls for fourth precinct, which was not what anyone was interested in at the moment.
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