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The Killing Ground




This is pretty goddamn crazy, Hanson thought. But he didn’t climb down.


The chainlink fence surrounding the football stadium of Lincoln High School shook as he made his way upward. Its mesh let out tinny chinging sounds that seemed terribly loud in the stillness of the November evening. But Hanson doubted that anyone would hear the noise.


The nearest houses were out of sight beyond the stands at the far side of the stadium. Behind him, an empty field stretched toward the distant classroom buildings. The stadium itself seemed deserted.


The sounds of the shaking fence would be heard by no one. Hanson knew that. Yet they unnerved him just as surely as the crunch of dry leaves underfoot might unsettle a man making his lone way through a graveyard in the dead of night. His heart pounded. Sweat seemed to run out of every pore. His arms and legs trembled.


Climbing the fence was easy. Being here was not.


At the top, he hurled himself over the rail. He dropped the nine feet to the grass, landing with his knees bent to absorb the impact. He felt the jolt mostly around his waist, where gravity tugged at his gun belt. Jostled leather groaned and creaked. Cuffs and ammunition rattled inside their cases. Standing up straight, Hanson gave the belt a couple of pulls to bring it back up where it belonged.


He rubbed his sweaty hands on the front of his shirt.


Well, he thought, you’re here.


Now, if he only knew why.


He walked slowly over the grass, eyes on the north goal post straight in front of him.


He was kidding himself if he thought he might find anything new. The boys had gone over the area thoroughly last night, and again in daylight. They’d photographed, picked up, tagged and taken away everything: the poor bastard himself, his clothes, matches and cigarette butts, the gasoline can, candy wrappers and other shit that probably had nothing at all to do with the crime, even some of the sod surrounding the main standard where the kid had been tied. There’d been talk of taking the goalpost, as well, but the chief decided against it. They had stripped off the charred remains of the padding for evidence.


Hell, there was nothing left to find.


But Hanson, patrolling the neighborhood, had found himself circling the high school, slowing his car each time he had a view of the distant goalpost and staring out his window at the damned thing. Finally, he’d parked in front of the stadium.


And left the car without even radioing in.


Crazy.


As he crunched across the cinder track, Hanson wished he’d made the call. He could’ve given Lucy a phony location, claimed he was taking an early break for chow.


Would’ve been worse, lying to her.


He planned to marry the woman. You don’t lie to someone you love.


Better this way, he thought. Besides, she’ll probably cover for me if anything comes up.


The grass felt soft and springy under his shoes. He walked through the end zone, the goalpost jarring slightly in his vision. He stopped just outside the circle where the grass had been removed. He stared.


Again, he wondered why he was drawn to this place.


He’d seen murder victims before. Though not many. And only one, Jennifer Sayers, who’d met an end this brutal. She hadn’t been burnt like this boy. Tortured and raped. Her mutilated body had given Hanson plenty of nightmares, but he’d never made a secret trip to the section of woods where it happened.


Somehow, this was different.


Yeah, he thought. Somehow. Maxwell Chidi was a black kid. That’s the difference, right there.


When does a black guy become a nigger? When he leaves the room.


Hanson used to laugh at stuff like that. Shit, he used to say stuff like that.


That’s why I’m here, he realized.


Guilt.


They did it to the kid because he was black. White people. They got themselves a nigger.


Hell, you’re just guessing. It might’ve had nothing to do with that. We aren’t in Alabama, here. Could’ve been a perfectly ordinary motive. Jealousy, greed. Maybe the kid was a pusher, could’ve been skimming and . . .


Right. He was black, therefore he was a pusher.


That’s the kind of thinking . . .


The stadium lights came on.


Hanson flinched, sucked in a quick breath. Oh, Jesus! He whirled around. He scanned the stands on both sides of the field. Nobody there. But he knew he’d been caught.


Stay cool, he told himself.


Probably just a maintenance man. Might not even know I’m here. Yet.


Hell, I’m a cop. I’ve got business here.


He still saw no one.


Somebody turned the lights on.


Maxwell . . .


Oh, right. Sure.


But his skin prickled as he imagined the dead boy staggering through a passageway of the stadium, coming toward the field. A black shape shuffling through the dark. Rigid all over, arms sticking out, stubs of fingers hooked like claws. No face at all. Just a black, earless knot above the shoulders. With teeth.


He thought he could hear the slow shuffle of Maxwell’s charred feet on the concrete, hear his crisp skin cracking as he moved, see it flaking off and drifting down from him like dead leaves.


Gonna getcha, white man.


Quit it! Hanson told himself.


Though he knew he was letting his imagination run wild, he snapped his head from side to side, eyes darting to the grandstand openings. Three on each side. Dark holes. Tunnels leading to the rear, to refreshment stands and restrooms, to exit gates in the fence.


Stop this. You’re just spooking yourself. Maxwell’s dead in the morgue, not . . .


Across the field, a figure emerged from the nearest passageway.


A white man in dark green coveralls. A grounds keeper? Hanson sighed. He felt as if all his strength had drained away. The effort of standing up straight made him tremble.


The guy raised an arm in greeting, then climbed over the rail and leaped down to the grass area on the far side of the track. He took all the impact with his left leg while he kept his right leg high. Then he was standing on both feet, and walking toward Hanson with a limp. ‘Evening, officer,’ he called.


Hanson nodded a greeting.


The top of the man’s head gleamed in the stadium lights. The hair around his ears was gray. His lean face was weathered. He looked wiry and tough. Keys jangled at his side as he hobbled closer.


‘Toby Barnes,’ he said, and stuck out his hand.


Hanson shook it. ‘Bob Hanson.’


‘Just got here, Bob. I saw your car out front. Mind if I ask how you got in?’


‘I had to come over the fence.’


Toby looked relieved. ‘Glad to hear it. I was afraid some idiot might’ve left a gate unlocked. Sorry I wasn’t around to let you in.’


‘No problem.’


‘Anyway, I thought you might appreciate some light on the subject. I was on my way over to the school. I’m the head of maintenance, you know, gotta keep my eye on the cleaning crew. Bunch of no-good loafers, most of them.’ Toby turned his eyes away from Hanson and frowned at the goalpost. ‘Terrible,’ he said. ‘Any ideas who did it?’


‘We’re working on it. I just thought I’d stop by and try to get the feel of the situation.’


‘I suppose you were out here last night.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Must’ve been pretty grim. I’ve seen my share of crispy critters, you know. Bakersfield Fire Department till a roof dropped out from under me.’ He slapped his right leg. What it smacked through the trousers didn’t sound like skin. ‘Never a pretty sight. That’s one aspect of the job I sure don’t miss.’


Hanson, who’d taken a liking to the man right away, now felt a grudging admiration. ‘They couldn’t pay me enough to be a fireman,’ he said.


Toby nodded. His eyes stayed on the goalpost. ‘Think it was kids?’


‘I don’t know. Seems likely.’


‘We haven’t got any Klan here that I know of.’


‘No.’


‘It’s the sort of thing you might expect from the Klan. Really gives this burg a black eye.’


‘Did you know the boy?’ Hanson asked.


‘I’ve seen him around school.’ Toby faced him, frowning slightly. ‘We’ve only got a handful of coloreds, you know. This Chidi, he wasn’t at all like the others. A tall fellow, kind of handsome, and he talked funny. I guess he came from one of those islands. Jamaica, Haiti, someplace like that. It was none of this “hey, bro, mutherfuh,” stuff. He talked like he had breeding, you know?’


‘How did he get along with the other students?’


‘Well, from what I saw, he didn’t have much to do with the other black kids. The rest of them were always hanging around together. I guess that’s only natural. But I don’t think I ever saw Chidi with them. When I saw him, he was always with white kids. White girls, mostly. It seems like the girls really took to him.’


Hanson felt his heart quicken. ‘Anyone special?’


‘Yeah, there was. I don’t know the girl’s name, but I could find it out for you. The past couple of weeks, they’ve been hanging all over each other. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she wasn’t putting out for him.’


‘Well, now,’ Hanson muttered.


‘Yeah, I can see how a thing like that might rub some folks the wrong way.’


‘This is . . .’


They both jumped and threw their heads back as the sky seemed to explode. For an instant, Hanson thought a mid-air collision had occurred over the stadium. But what he saw was a searing bright flash of lightning, branched like a giant tree, ripping down through a canyon of dark, piled cloud.


The roar faded. It left his ears ringing.


‘Jesus-smoking-Christ,’ Toby blurted.


The rain came down.


It dropped like a shroud over the stadium lights, blocking out all but the faintest yellow glow.


A moment after the lights dimmed, the shower hit Hanson. Big, hot drops that pelted his face and shoulders. They made his skin tingle. They seemed to sink in. They warmed him. He suddenly felt a strange, wild rush of excitement.


Toby said, ‘Holy shit.’


Hanson and Toby stared at each other through the faint jaundiced light, the dark shower and the mist that now drifted around them – condensation, probably caused by the hot rain sluicing through the cooler November air.


Toby looked as if someone had dumped a bucket of ink over his head. Only his eyes and teeth were white. More teeth showed as his lips curled.


Hanson popped the snap of his holster guard and snatched out his revolver as Toby lunged at him, snarling. The man’s fingers clutched Hanson’s neck. Thumbs dug into his throat. He rammed the muzzle of his .38 into Toby’s belly and jerked the trigger three times fast. The blasts pounded his ears.


Toby staggered backward, folding at the waist.


The fourth round smacked through the crown of his bald, black head. He sat down hard, skidded on his rump, and came to a stop sitting up, drooping over his outstretched legs.


Hanson gave himself a small running start, and punted Toby’s face. He hoped he might send the head soaring like a football. In spite of his power and follow-through, however, all he managed was to slam the man’s back against the ground.


As Hanson’s right leg reached the height of its kick, his left foot slipped on the wet grass. He flapped his arms, gasped, and flopped on his back beside Toby. Jarred by the fall, he lay motionless for a while. The rain felt very good. This was like sprawling out in his bathtub with the shower on, but this was better. He holstered his weapon, then spread out his arms and legs. Moaning, he squirmed with pleasure.


As his head turned, he saw Toby’s body close beside him.


Wow, he thought. Sure wasted that son-of-a-bitch.


He laughed. Feeling the rain in his mouth, he opened up wide and stretched out his tongue. The rain felt thicker than water. It tasted, he thought, a little bit like blood.


Just a little bit. A mild coppery flavor. Very subtle.


It made him long to fill his mouth with the real thing.


Hanson rolled over, pushed himself up, and crawled. He stretched out, belly down. Elbows against the soft, wet grass, he grabbed Toby by the ears. He lifted the man’s head. He clamped his mouth to the bullet wound and sucked.





A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall
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Earlier that evening, while patrolman Bob Hanson was still cruising the streets near Lincoln High and just more than an hour before his bullets ripped out the life of Toby Barnes, Francine Walters sat down on her living room sofa. She pulled the TV tray closer as the six o’clock Eyewitness News came on. While the lead-in music played, she polished off the scotch at the bottom of her glass.


‘Good evening, everyone,’ said anchorwoman Chris Donner. ‘At the top of our news, investigators continue to probe last night’s grisly murder of seventeen-year-old Maxwell Chidi, a student at Lincoln High in the nearby valley community of Bixby. The body of the black youth was discovered in the newly completed Memorial Stadium by . . .’


‘Mark my words,’ Francine said, ‘that boy was up to no good. He probably had it coming.’


‘Shit,’ Lisa muttered.


Francine snapped her head toward the girl. ‘What? What did you say?’


Lisa glared at her from the rocking chair. ‘I said that’s shit. You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘I know good and well what I’m talking about, young lady, and don’t you dare speak to me that way. What’s gotten into you? You haven’t been fit to live with ever since you climbed out of bed this morning.’


The anger seemed to melt out of Lisa’s stare. She opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again. Her lips mashed themselves together. Their corners trembled. Her chin, dimpled and discolored with the effort of thrusting up her lower lip, began to shake. Her eyes filled with tears.


‘Lisa?’


‘Just leave me alone.’ She scooted back her rocking chair. But not far enough. As she got up, her thighs bumped the edge of her dinner tray. Not hard, but the collision jostled the tray and capsized her glass, which tumbled over the edge, flinging out its contents of ice cubes and water. The glass hit the carpet with a soft thump.


‘Now see what you’ve done!’ Francine snapped.


Letting out an anguished sob, the girl ran from the room.


What the hell’s the matter with her? Francine wondered. Damn it!


Carefully, she moved her own tray aside. As she stood, she heard a door slam shut. It sounded too near to be Lisa’s bedroom door. Probably the bathroom, just off the foyer.


She stepped past Lisa’s tray and picked up the glass. Squatting, she gathered ice cubes off the beige carpet. Thank God it was only water, she thought. She dropped the cubes into the glass. If Lisa’d been drinking milk or Pepsi . . . and you can thank your lucky stars her lasagna didn’t end up on the floor.


Francine set the glass on the tray, then went looking for Lisa. She felt hot and squirmy inside. God, how she hated this kind of thing.


But this episode didn’t seem like one of her daughter’s typical tantrums. Something more serious. Maybe something to do with the death of that black kid.


I shouldn’t have smarted off about it, she thought.


Just as she’d suspected, the bathroom door was shut.


‘Honey?’


‘Leave me alone.’ From the girl’s high, shaky voice, Francine knew she was still crying.


‘Are you OK?’


‘No.’


‘I’m sorry I lost my temper, honey. Come on out, now, all right? You have to be at the Foxworth’s in less than an hour.’


‘I can’t.’


‘They’re counting on you. Come on out and finish your dinner.’


Seconds later, the lock pinged and the door swung open. Lisa’s face was red, her eyes bloodshot, her face gleaming with streams of tears. Sobbing, she rubbed her runny nose with a Kleenex.


Seeing the girl this way, Francine felt her own throat tighten. Her eyes burned as they filled with tears. ‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘Oh, Mom!’ She lurched forward, threw her arms around Francine and hugged her fiercely. She gasped for air. Spasms jerked her body. ‘I loved him,’ she blurted. ‘I loved him so bad and they killed him.’
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Denise Gunderson, done with her cheeseburger, folded the paper plate in half and dropped it into the waste container. She took a chocolate chip cookie from the freezer side of the refrigerator. Munching on it, cupping a hand under her chin in case of crumbs, she wandered into the front room.


‘And what have we here?’ she asked, her voice muffled by the mouthful of cookie.


She knew what she had here: a plastic bag containing the three video tapes she’d rented that afternoon. But whenever she was alone in the house, she liked to talk to herself. It broke the silence.


She sat on the floor and crossed her legs. She poked the remains of the cookie into her mouth, then brushed her fingers against the leg of her sweatpants. The noise of her teeth crunching the frozen cookie sounded a lot louder than the soft whispery rustle made by the bag as she spread it open. She took out the tapes and examined their titles. She had Watchers, Near Dark, and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.


Shaking her head, she laughed softly and muttered, ‘Fine, wholesome family entertainment.’


But Tom would love them. He’d probably seen them already, but that wouldn’t faze him at all.


‘Now, if you’ve just got the guts to call him.’


The clock on the VCR showed 6:11 p.m.


If you’re going to call him, Denise thought, you’d better do it now. Before he goes out somewhere.


Trying to ignore the unpleasant pounding of her heart, she got to her feet. She walked back into the kitchen and stared at the wall phone.


She felt awfully shaky. Drops of sweat slid down her sides.


‘Oh, man,’ she muttered.


If Mom and Dad find out I had him over . . .


They had one hard and fast rule: no boys in the house when we’re not home. So far, Denise had never broken the rule. She’d been tempted, but the fear of being caught (even innocently watching television with the guy) had always prevailed.


Tonight, however, there was no chance of her parents walking in. They were spending the night with friends in Tiburon, which was a two-hour drive from Bixby. They’d phoned at 5:30 just to make sure nothing was amiss. And Dad, who loathed driving at night, was not about to head for home before daylight. Their actual plan was to leave Tiburon in mid-afternoon.


Still, something could go wrong. A neighbor might spot Tom coming or going. His car might break down in the driveway, immovable, stuck there till Mom and Dad showed up. An earthquake might hit, trapping Tom in the house with her. ‘Or caving in our beans,’ she said, and chuckled. ‘Screw it, call him up.’


She rubbed her clammy hands on her sweatpants. She took a deep breath. Then she reached for the phone and its sudden clamor rammed her breath out.


It’s Tom, she thought. He must be psychic.


She lifted the receiver. ‘Hello?’


‘Is this Denise?’


Not him. A woman’s voice, vaguely familiar. ‘Yes, it is.’


‘This is Lynn Foxworth. You sat for us a few months ago?’


‘Sure.’ Oh, no, she thought. But she forced herself to sound cheery as she said, ‘Kara’s mother.’


‘I really hate to bother you with this, it’s such short notice. I just feel horrible, even asking. And please, if you already have plans for tonight, that’s fine, maybe you can suggest someone else. But we’re in an awful bind. We have seven o’clock dinner reservations, and I just this minute got off the phone with Francine Walters. Lisa’s mom? Lisa – it was all arranged for her to sit for us, but, I don’t know, Francine was awfully upset. It seems she just found out that Lisa was with that murdered boy last night. There was a dance after the game? Anyway, Lisa apparently has some idea about who did it, and Francine’s rushing her right over to the police department. Apparently she’s afraid that, you know, somebody might try something with Lisa. To keep her from talking? Scary stuff. I guess it’s just as well she isn’t coming here. Not if killers might be after her, or something. Can you believe it? Anyway, now we’re stuck without a sitter and I’m really at my wits’ end but I thought, if you don’t already have plans. Kara really likes you, and I know you only did it as a special favor last time because of your folks, but . . . can you help us out?’


Denise wished she’d let the phone keep ringing.


‘I sort of had a date,’ she said.


‘Well, he could come over here. God, what am I saying? I’d certainly never suggest such a thing to someone like Lisa, but . . . I know how trustworthy you are. It might not be much fun for your friend, but it’d certainly be OK with us. We’ve got all kinds of good snacks, soft drinks.’


This, Denise thought, is one desperate woman.


‘We shouldn’t be very late. Maybe ten or eleven?’


‘Well, I don’t know about having my boyfriend there, but I’ll come over. What time do you want me?’


‘We should leave the house no later than ten till seven, so any time before that.’


Denise glanced at the kitchen clock. Six-fourteen.


‘If you haven’t eaten yet . . .’


‘No, I just finished.’


‘I was going to say you could eat here, but . . . Oh, Denise, you’re a lifesaver. I can’t tell you. This is great.’


‘Glad to help. I’ll see you in a while.’


‘Would you like John to pick you up?’


‘No, that’s not necessary. But thanks.’


‘Oh, don’t thank me. You’re a lifesaver, you really are.’


‘I’d better get ready to go.’


‘Right, right. Great. We’ll see you in a few minutes.’


‘Fine. Bye-bye.’


Denise hung up.


She thought about the rented movies. She thought about Tom. She felt cheated and sad.


‘It’s not the end of the world,’ she muttered.


Maybe a blessing in disguise, she thought as she headed for her room to change clothes. Keeps me from breaking the ‘house rule.’ Keeps me and Tom from being together for hours, alone in the house, and maybe things would’ve gotten out of hand.


Maybe I wanted things to get out of hand.


God’s way of saving me from temptation.


Or giving me the shaft.




3


Patterson, manning the front desk, leaned forward and smirked when Trevor Hudson entered the station. ‘When are you gonna get a life, Hudson?’


‘I just couldn’t stay away,’ Trev said. ‘I know how you pine for me.’


‘Your ass and my face, pal.’


‘If you say so.’ Trev made his way past the end of the counter, smiled a greeting to Lucy, and was almost to his desk when Patterson turned around, frowning.


‘I meant that the other way around.’


‘Oh? OK.’ He pulled out his swivel chair and sat down.


‘I mean it, though. This is Saturday night, man. Date night, you know? You oughta be out somewhere getting lowdown and hairy.’


‘I’d rather be here with you,’ he said, and winked at the burly sergeant.


Lucy, at the dispatcher station off in the corner, looked over her shoulder grinning. ‘You’d better watch what you say, Trev, or you’ll have Patty sitting on your lap.’


‘Sit on mine, honey,’ Patterson told her. ‘Better still, on my face.’


‘Don’t you wish,’ she said, then turned away as a call came in.


Trev slid open his top drawer. He took out a coupon for a dollar off a family size pizza at O’Casey’s, dug his wallet out of a seat pocket of his jeans, and folded the coupon. As he tucked it into his wallet, he shook his head at the absurdity of dropping by here for a dollar-off coupon.


Nothing absurd about it, he told himself. He had to drive right past the station, anyway, on his way to O’Casey’s. And a buck is a buck.


But his stomach fluttered a bit as he stuffed the wallet back into his pocket and he knew that his real reason for picking up the coupon had less to do with thrift than with procrastination.


A delaying tactic.


Maureen might not even be there. This is Saturday, and she’d been on the job each time Trev had gone there during the past week. It only stood to reason that she wouldn’t work every night.


On the other hand, the dinner hour on a Saturday evening is probably O’Casey’s busiest time. And it’s a family business. She’d come to town for Mary’s funeral, three weeks ago, and turned up waiting on customers when the pizzaria reopened. According to her brother, she was staying with Liam and planned to remain indefinitely, taking care of her father and helping out with the business.


So it didn’t make sense for Maureen to take off Saturday night.


She would be there, all right.


And Trev planned to do more, this time, than exchange a few friendly words with her and gape at her while she made visits to other tables. He planned to ask her out. And he wasn’t sure he had the nerve.


She likes me, he thought. I know she does.


It was more than her cheerful, wise-cracking banter. She talked to all the customers that way. But she didn’t look at the others the way she looked at Trev. When her eyes met his, their gaze seemed to sink into him as if searching deep inside, looking for something, wondering about him, and they seemed to hold a soft challenge.


She wants me to ask her out. And she’s wondering why I haven’t, yet. Wondering what’s wrong.
 

I’ve got to do it, Trev thought. Tonight. Now.


But he remained at his desk, staring past the deserted desks toward the door of the interrogation room.


Come on, he told himself. Get up and go. Do it.


‘You all of a sudden into meditation?’ Patterson asked.


Trev looked around at him. ‘Just thinking,’ he said. ‘Try it, sometime.’


‘Try eating dirt,’ Patterson said. And was about to say more, but someone apparently entered the station just then, so he turned to the front.


Trev looked at the wall clock. Six twenty-five.


He’d been going into O’Casey’s at eight, midway through his shift. If he showed up this early, Maureen might not be on duty yet. Maybe he should wait a couple of hours.


Don’t be such a damn chicken!


He rolled back his chair. As he started to rise, he heard footsteps behind him. He stood and turned around. Patterson was striding toward him, a serious look on his face. In a hushed voice, he said, ‘Since you’re here anyway, maybe you’d like to handle this.’


Trev saw two females, an adult and a teenaged girl, at the other side of the reception window. ‘I was just on my way out.’


‘It’s about the Chidi case. You’re more up on it than me.’


‘Well, I was there last night.’


‘The girl knew Chidi. Sounds like they were going together.’


‘OK, I’ll talk to them.’


What the hell, he thought. I was looking for an excuse. And this might be a break. Shouldn’t take long, and Maureen might not be there yet, anyway.


‘You won’t regret it,’ Patterson said, then rolled his eyes upward and pursed his lips. ‘Couple of knockouts. Maybe you’ll get lucky.’ Resuming a solemn expression, he turned away. He headed toward the women and said, ‘Officer Hudson will see you. If you’d like to step in.’ He nodded toward the opening at the far end of the counter.


Trev met them there. He sized them up quickly, decided he didn’t much like what he saw, and gave them a smile that he hoped was reassuring. ‘Thanks for coming by. I’m Trevor Hudson.’


The older woman, probably the girl’s mother, narrowed her eyes as if she expected Trev to give her shit and rather hoped he might try. ‘Francine Walters,’ she said. Her raspy voice was as hard as her looks. She appeared to be about forty, but Trev had seen this type before, and they always appeared older than their years. Her hair was bleached blond. She needed to do the roots. Too much eye makeup. Lipstick too bright. A lean, drawn face with wrinkle lines in the wrong places. It was a face that hadn’t smiled much, that spent too much time scowling or giving off sarcastic smirks. ‘This is Lisa,’ she said.


‘Hi, Lisa.’


The girl didn’t look up. Her head was lowered, her shoulders slumped. Her hair was the same silvery blond as her mother’s, but her roots didn’t show.


‘Come on back here,’ Trev said, ‘and we’ll talk.’


He led the way toward the interrogation room. ‘We don’t want to end up on the news,’ Francine said to his back. ‘We don’t want it all over town.’


He opened the door and held it for them.


‘Is that understood?’ Francine asked.


‘We’ll try to keep it between the three of us,’ Trev said.


The girl gave him a wary glance as she stepped by. She’d been crying, and her face looked freshly scrubbed. Trev imagined that she might be a beautiful young woman if she ever smiled. She was shorter than her mother, but had the same build – hips and breasts that seemed too prominent for her otherwise slim figure. She probably kept the high school girls in a constant state of envy and the boys in heat.


She wore a pullover sweater that might have fit her a couple of years ago. She’d probably bought it too small, just as she’d probably bought the blue jeans pre-faded and pre-slashed. The legs of her jeans, fashionably ripped and frayed, made it look as if she’d been attacked by a knife-wielding midget.


A cloying odor of perfume swept past Trev as she stepped through the doorway.


A more exotic perfume followed Francine. Not as sweet, dark and wanton, mixed with odors of whiskey and stale smoke.


Trev stepped into the room. ‘Please, sit down. Could I get you some coffee? We’ve got a soda machine, Lisa. Would you like a Pepsi or . . .?’


‘Can we just get on with it?’ Francine asked.


Nodding, he closed the door. Through the glass, he saw Patterson leer at him, pump his fist, and mouth something that looked like ‘Va va va voom.’


Thinks he’s doing me a favor, sending me in with these two. Knockouts. Right.


I could be sitting at O’Casey’s, right now. I could be talking to Maureen.


He turned to the women. They were seated facing the table, their backs to him. He stepped behind them. He picked up a legal pad from a stack at the end of the table, then swung a chair out past the corner and sat down. He wanted to keep it informal. He didn’t want the table in the way. He told himself that it had nothing to do with wanting a better view of Patterson’s knockouts. He crossed one leg, rested the legal pad against his upthrust knee, and said to Lisa, ‘I understand that you knew Maxwell Chidi.’


‘Yeah,’ she said. She glanced at him, then looked the other way to check on her mother who was nearly hidden from Trev’s view on her far side. She then did just what he expected. She scooted her chair away from the table, far back until it bumped the window sill and she no longer separated Trev from her mother.


Then both women turned their chairs toward him.


‘They were going together,’ Francine said. ‘I didn’t know a thing about it. The last I heard, she was still going with Buddy Gilbert.’


Trev plucked a ballpoint from his shirt pocket and wrote down the name. ‘How long were you seeing Maxwell?’ he asked the girl.


‘A couple of weeks,’ she said without looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on the knee of her jeans, where she was fingering her skin through a ragged slit. There were more gashes higher up.


‘She just kept me totally in the dark,’ Francine said, taking a pack of cigarettes from her purse. ‘If I’d known, I would’ve put a quick stop to it. You’d better believe it.’ She shook out a cigarette. Tapping its filter against the table, she said, ‘It’s not that I’m a bigot or anything.’


‘Sure you aren’t,’ Lisa muttered.


‘That’s right, I’m not.’ Glaring at the back of her daughter’s head, she jabbed the cigarette into a corner of her mouth and fired it with a Bic. ‘But I think I’ve been around awhile longer than you, young lady, and I think I know a few things you don’t.’ The cigarette jerked up and down as she talked. Lisa kept fiddling with the tear at her knee. ‘One thing I know is a girl like you starts going around with a black guy, it means trouble. And I was right, wasn’t I? Wasn’t I?’


‘I guess,’ Lisa murmured.


‘You guess. The boy’s dead, isn’t he?’


Lisa nodded.


‘Think he’d be dead if he didn’t start going with you?’


‘Lisa,’ Trev said, ‘do you know who murdered him?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Tell the man what you told me.’


She glanced up at Trev, then frowned at the rip in her jeans. ‘I think it might’ve been Buddy and his friends.’


‘Buddy Gilbert,’ Trev said.


‘Yeah. See, he didn’t like it when I broke up with him. Then there was the dance after the game last night. In the gym? Buddy came in with his friends. They were all drunk, you know? Buddy tried to cut in and dance with me and I told him, you know, to get lost. And he started . . . He got real nasty. He called Maxwell . . . like every name in the book. You know?’ She raised her eyes to Trev as if curious to see his reactions. ‘Nigger, coon, jigaboo, spade, spear-chucker, jungle bunny. That kind of thing? And he got really crude about how black people are supposed to have bigger dicks?’


‘Jesus, Lisa!’ her mother snapped.


‘Well, he did. Like that was why I dumped him for Maxwell.’


‘You don’t have to announce it to the goddamn world!’


‘It’s all right,’ Trev told the girl. ‘What happened then?’


‘Well, Maxwell just stood there and didn’t say anything, and Mr Sherman – he’s the vice principal? – he came over and kicked Buddy and his friends out.’


‘Do you know the names of Buddy’s friends?’


‘Sure. Doug Haines and Lou Nicholson.’
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Lou didn’t want to be here. He wished he were in his own home, in bed with the pillow covering his face. But when Buddy calls and says come over, you come over.


Hell, maybe it was better not to be home. Here, at least, he wasn’t alone. There were sure to be some wild times, what with the five of them together and Doug’s folks over at the club. And the booze. One way or another, maybe he’d be able to forget about last night. At least for a while.


And then, as if his hopes were being answered, he did forget about last night. Because Sheila, his girl, chose that moment to sit down across Buddy’s lap. She bounced on it playfully and fingered his left ear. ‘How are we supposed to have a party when you haven’t got a gal?’


‘Who says I haven’t got a gal?’ Buddy rubbed his hand over the back of her sweatshirt.


They’re just kidding around, Lou told himself. But he suddenly felt hot and squirmy inside.


Sheila smiled over her shoulder at him and said, ‘I think my fella’s getting jealous.’


Lou shrugged. ‘Who, me?’ Stupid! He wanted to grab her by the neck and throw her off Buddy’s lap.


Facing Buddy again, she slipped her fingers through his hair. ‘I guess Lou doesn’t mind.’


‘Who’s talking about you?’ Buddy grabbed a handful at the back of her sweatshirt. When he let go, Lou heard the bra strap whap against her skin. She flinched and yelped.


‘Hey!’


Doug and Cyndi laughed from the other side of the sofa, and Lou felt a surge of relief.


Sheila scurried off his lap, being careful not to spill her rum Coke. ‘Aren’t you nice,’ she said. ‘I was just trying to cheer you up.’


He grinned at her as she backed away. ‘That cheered me up.’ He looked at Lou and raised his eyebrows. ‘Did that cheer you up, Louie?’


Lou couldn’t hold back a smile. ‘Yeah, sure did.’


‘What a bunch of assholes,’ she said. Shaking her head and laughing, she twirled her middle finger through the air. Then she sat on the floor in front of Lou’s chair. He leaned over and rubbed her back. ‘Anyway, we’ve gotta find a gal for Buddy and get her over here.’


‘I’ve got a gal,’ he said.


‘Who, Lisa?’


‘That’s right.’


Doug, sitting on the far side of Cyndi with one hand behind her back and the other holding a vodka tonic, hunched forward to look at Buddy. ‘Guess she’s all yours now, huh?’


‘Yep. Now that Maxi-pad’s gone to that big jungle in the sky.’


Cyndi laughed and said, ‘That’s terrible.’


‘Sick,’ agreed Sheila.


Lou wondered how the girls would react if they knew who’d sent Maxwell to that big jungle in the sky.


‘Yeah,’ Doug said. ‘We should be ashamed of ourselves, joking about such a tragedy.’


‘But anyway,’ Cyndi said, ‘I happen to know that Lisa’s babysitting tonight. So she couldn’t come over even if she wanted to.’


She wouldn’t want to, Lou thought. Christ, Lisa had to know it was Buddy and us, or at least figure it might’ve been.


‘You oughta just forget about her anyway,’ Sheila advised. ‘I mean, I know how you felt about her and all, but shit, she dumped you . . .’


‘For a nigger,’ Doug added.


‘Yeah, well I’m not done with her yet.’


Uh-oh, Lou thought. Nobody spoke. The silence seemed heavy.


Buddy set his empty glass on the table. ‘I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m starving.’


‘Now you’re talking,’ Doug said.


‘What’ve you got?’ Sheila asked.


‘You think I’m gonna cook for you slugs?’


‘A couple of us could run over to McDonald’s,’ Lou said, ‘and pick up some stuff. Me and Sheila could go.’


‘I feel too comfy to move.’ She leaned back against the padded front of Lou’s chair, lifted an arm and rested it across his thighs. Bending her elbow, she curled her hand over his knee. He felt the side of her breast pressing against his leg.


‘Yeah, shit,’ Cyndi said. ‘Why don’t we call out for something?’


‘Chink?’ Doug suggested.


‘Yuck,’ Cyndi said.


‘What about pizza?’ Buddy asked.


‘All right!’ from Cyndi.


‘Yeah!’ Sheila.


‘Fine with me,’ Lou said, not quite so eager to rush off for McDonald’s now that Sheila was leaning on him. He moved his leg slightly to rub it against her breast. She did nothing to stop him. In fact, she squeezed his knee.


Lou was suddenly glad to be here.


He started caressing the side of her neck.


His mind was on Sheila while the others discussed how many pizzas to order, what size, what to have on them. He was only vaguely aware of Buddy leaving the room to phone in the order.


Sheila’s neck felt like warm velvet. He wished there wasn’t so much clothing between her breast and his leg – the corduroy of his pants, her sweatshirt, the rather stiff fabric of her bra. Still, through all that, he could feel her breast’s springy firmness.


And she wasn’t giving him any grief at all.


This might get really interesting, he thought.


Then Buddy returned to his place on the sofa. ‘All set,’ he said. ‘The pizzas’ll be here in about half an hour.’


Doug checked his wristwatch. ‘That’ll be ten after seven,’ he said. ‘Don’t know if my stomach can last that long.’


‘Let’s get some more drinks,’ Buddy said.
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Denise eased her car up against an empty stretch of curb in front of the Foxworth house. She shut off the headlights. After dropping the keys into her purse, she raised her left wrist and turned it until the face of her watch caught the faint light coming in through the windshield.


Twenty till seven.


She’d made pretty good time, she thought, considering that she’d had to change clothes and brush her hair before leaving home.


If Lynn and John don’t dawdle around, they shouldn’t have any trouble at all getting to the restaurant for their seven o’clock reservations.


She climbed out of the car, locked its door, and hurried toward the house thinking she really should’ve worn a jacket.


It’s not that cold, she told herself. She unclenched her teeth and tried to stop shivering, but the night air seemed to be sliding right under the hanging tails of her chamois shirt, rising like chilly water against her skin. If she wasn’t going to wear a jacket or tuck in the shirt (who on earth tucks in a chamois shirt?), she could’ve at least worn a T-shirt under it. Too late for that now, she thought.


On the front stoop, she jabbed the doorbell, then pressed the heavy shirt against her belly to keep out some of the chill. She stood rigid, waiting.


What’s taking them so long? They’re supposed to be in a big rush.


She pressed her legs together. She rubbed them against each other, her corduroys making soft whissy sounds.


At last, Lynn opened the door. ‘Come in, come in. Oh, you’re such a lifesaver. I can’t tell you.’


Denise stepped into the foyer. She managed not to sigh as the inside air wrapped its warmth around her.


‘We’re almost ready to step out the door,’ Lynn told her. ‘Let me show you a few things real quick-like-a-bunny.’ To Kara, she said, ‘Look who’s here,’ as she hurried by.


‘Hi there, Kara,’ Denise said.


The nine-year-old, cross-legged on the floor playing a video game, looked over her shoulder, smiled, and mouthed a silent ‘Hi.’ She had an amused expression that seemed to say, ‘Can’t interrupt Mom when she’s on a roll.’


‘We’ll be at the Edgewood, did I tell you that?’ Lynn continued as Denise followed her toward the kitchen. ‘We shouldn’t be very late. If you want to let Kara stay up, that’s fine. Whatever. Or get rid of her. And if you want to invite your friend over, fine. The refrigerator’s all stocked and we’ve got plenty of snacks in the cupboard. Kara can show you everything.’ They reached the kitchen. She stopped just inside the entry and put a hand on the wall phone. ‘Here’s the phone,’ she said. ‘If anything comes up, you can reach us at the restaurant. The number’s right here.’ She tapped a long, tapering fingernail against a note pad beside the phone. ‘And here are numbers for the police and fire department, just in case. God knows, you shouldn’t need those.’ She faced Denise, smiling. ‘So, any questions? I feel like I’m forgetting something.’


You’re forgetting to calm down, Denise thought. But she shook her head. ‘I can’t think of anything.’


‘Good, good. I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re here. This is kind of a very big deal tonight, and . . . do you think I look all right?’


‘You look terrific,’ Denise assured her.


Lowering her voice, she said, ‘Just between you and me and the fencepost, John thinks this dress is too . . .’ She grimaced and rolled her eyes upward. ‘What shall we say . . . flamboyant?’ She twirled around once.


The glossy, royal blue gown had only one shoulder and sleeve. The top angled down sharply from the shoulder and didn’t cover much of her right breast before it passed beneath her armpit. It slanted down the same way across her back. The hem of the skirt appeared to be cut at the same angle, descending from just above her left knee to just below her right. She wore high heels that matched the dress. No nylons, but her legs had a good tan.


The way the fabric hugged her body, Denise was pretty sure the woman didn’t have a stitch on underneath it.


‘I hope it’s warm in the restaurant,’ she said.


Lynn grimaced. ‘My God. Am I indecent?’


‘You look fabulous. Really.’


She lowered her head to study herself. ‘It is awfully . . . I have a nice cable-knit shawl. I have a stole, for that matter. A mink stole. It’s gorgeous, but John has a thing about me wearing it.’


‘He’s against fur?’


‘He’s against “conspicuous consumption.” He thinks if I wear a mink somebody’ll knock me on the head and run off with it. A lot of good it does, having nice things . . .’ She clutched Denise by the upper arm and looked her in the eyes. ‘I’ll get my shawl. I should’ve thought of it, myself. It’s just the thing. You’re precious.’


‘Well, thanks. You might want to wear a coat, too. It’s kind of chilly out.’


‘Oh, I will. I’ll do that.’ She laughed. ‘I’m not a total flake, you know.’


She let go and hurried out of the kitchen.


Denise watched her swish away.


She couldn’t blame John for having doubts about that dress.


But God, the gal looked awesome in it. Tom would climb the walls slobbering if he ever saw me in something like that. He’d never get the chance. Mom and Dad would take turns killing me.


She went into the living room and sat on the floor beside Kara. The girl pressed a button on the control device that she held on her lap. On the television screen, little Mario halted his run and Bowser the dragon froze in mid-air, a burst of fire about to leave its mouth.


‘That’s OK, go on,’ Denise said.


‘Oh, I’ve got it on pause.’


‘It’s good to see you again,’ she said, and gently squeezed Kara’s shoulder. ‘Been a while, hasn’t it?’


‘Since May first. You haven’t sat for me since then.’


Trust Kara to know the exact date. ‘Well, I came to your birthday party, didn’t I?’


‘Do you want to see the video tape? It’s really neat. We can watch it right now. I’ll go ahead and commit.’


‘Commit what?’


‘Suicide. Kill off Mario. I’ve only got two left, anyway. I think I’m jinxed. It’s terribly difficult to concentrate with Mom running around acting crazy. She always acts crazy when she’s going out.’ Kara leaned closer and spoke softly. ‘Dad doesn’t even want to go. Of course, he never wants to go anywhere, but he really doesn’t want to go to this thing tonight. I’d tell you the whole story, but I don’t know it. Sometimes, they try to keep things from me. It’s very annoying. I’m sure glad you’re here instead of Lisa. She’s OK, I guess. But she’s a little weird around the edges, if you know what I mean, and she’s constantly on the phone with her boyfriends. Constantly. It’s very difficult to carry on conversation with her. Myself, I think maybe she hasn’t got a lot of furniture in her attic.’


Denise laughed and shook her head. ‘Boy, you haven’t changed.’


Kara, beaming, raised her eyebrows. The fine blond hair of the brows barely showed, but the muscles above her eyes sent curved ridges and valleys climbing her forehead. ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ she asked.


‘It’s terrific.’


‘Well, we’re off,’ Lynn announced.


Denise looked around. Lynn wore a knee-length camel coat, carried a blue clutch bag in one hand and a fringed, white shawl in the other.


‘How are you doing, Denise?’ John asked, following his wife into the room.


‘Just fine, thanks.’


‘It’s nice to see you again. I thought you’d retired from sitting.’


‘She’s just doing this tonight as a special favor,’ Lynn told him.


He shook his head, smiling. He was a big, heavy-set man who always seemed friendly. Denise was glad to see him again. He wore a blue blazer and gray slacks. His necktie wasn’t quite straight. It swung down as he bent over and frowned at each of Denise’s arms. ‘Which one did Lynn twist?’
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