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BAD COP



The countdown was nearly over. Four more days until the women’s match-play golf tournament. Par Parker’s game was hot, her mental state positive. She’d been runner-up in the tournament the past five years. A four handicap was not enough to beat her younger opponents, who made so many birdies against her that she felt like a beginner again. Teenagers coached by country club golf pros and college players home for the summer belted drives and smacked iron shots tight to the pin. They scooped balls out of sand traps and made it look as easy as placing a napkin on a table.


Par steered her Tahoe in and out of curves on Brown’s Lake Road with the nonthinking ease of traveling the route home. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of Aretha singing “Dancing in the Streets” and thought about her best friends at Carmen and Blake’s twentieth-anniversary party, moments ago, hugging her good-bye and saying, “Good luck. This is your year.”


The vacant road made her feel as if she owned the night.


“Par, I’m gonna be sick.” The voice of Nick, the husband, in the backseat.


“Oh, hon, we’re almost home. Hang on for another mile.” Par sped up to forty-five, still taking the curves smoothly. She heard retching from the backseat, smelled vomit, remembered her short irons were on the floor. “Nick! Don’t throw up on my grips. Please don’t ruin them for next week.”


He mumbled, “No … I didn’t … got the metal.”


Par pressed hard on the button to open all the windows. Her gag reflex gave her little respect for the last stop sign before home. She glanced left, saw no cars, turned right, and gunned the engine.


A hundred yards later, a siren screamed.


“Damn,” Par said. Pulling over, she looked at her side mirror just as the cop’s searchlight flicked on. She fished in her purse for lipstick to freshen the color. She pulled out a stick of Juicy Fruit gum and quickly chewed the stiffness out of it. Smacking her lips twice, she said to Nick, “I’ll get us out of this.”


Par stepped out of the car and saw a human hulk lumbering toward her. Blinded by the wattage coming from the squad car, she looked away and leaned casually on the side of the Tahoe.


“Get back in the car,” the hulk said as it morphed into a female deputy.


Par knew her lipstick and flirtation skills would not help. She tried a different approach. “I’m only a block from home. Did I do something wrong?”


“Show me your driver’s license and registration.”


Par got in her car and retrieved what the deputy wanted.


“That your husband?” the deputy asked, with a flick of her head toward the backseat, toward the lump of Nick Swink.


“Afraid so. You want him?” Par hoped levity might be effective.


“It smells awful here.” She grabbed Par’s arm. “Step away from your vehicle.”


“Anything you say.” Then Par hissed into the backseat’s window, “Nick. Sit up. I’ll be right back.”


He moaned, “I’m sorry.”


“Yes, you are.”


The deputy tightened her grip on Par’s arm. “Let’s go,” she ordered, and they walked the thirty yards to her car.


Par breathed in the night air more deeply than ever before. She considered how much she had drunk at the party. Two cocktails. How she loved the crisp tartness of a lime-rimmed glass full of tonic laced with gin. It was a drink to cut through the heat and humidity. July was the month in Michigan when eyes got stung by salt, the grip of a golf club was slick with palm sweat, and clothes had to be changed at least twice a day.


“Stand here,” the deputy said.


Par stood erect between the squad car’s headlights. She thought she had eaten enough chicken satay, chips with dip, and chocolate cake to keep her sober. Midparty, an anniversary toast to Carmen and Blake had added a flute of champagne to the mix.


The searchlight switched off.


“Jane Parker-Swink. Class of ’72.”


Par whipped her head to face this comment, which felt like an accusation. Everyone called her by the nickname Par.


The deputy faced her.


“Dee Dee,” Par said, with a hint of glee. Dee Dee Virgil had sat next to Par in tenth-grade algebra class and had cheated off Par’s exams. She had buck teeth and bangs that were always cut too short. The kids called her Doe-Doe Virgin. Her mother was a big-chested, big-hipped waitress who worked at the Big Boy restaurant north of town. Pearl Virgil had a habit of sleeping with her customers, and her reputation made Dee Dee a sullen, prudish loner.


Deputy Dee Dee smirked and removed a penlight from her shirt pocket. She pointed the light into Par’s eyes and told her to track it as she moved it up, down, from side to side.


“Now pick up this dime.” Dee Dee dropped the coin.


Bending to retrieve it, Par skimmed her fingertips along the road’s surface, finding gravel, leaves, and twigs, touching sticky lumps and rough ridges of who-knows-what, grasping no tiny dime. “I need some light. I think it rolled under the car.”


“You’re taking too long.”


Par sighed and stood, waited for further instructions. Under Dee Dee’s too-short bangs, her eyes were shifty Raisinets.


“Your fancy-foiled hair is the only thing changed about you.”


“You must need glasses.” Par chuckled.


“But you’re still wearing it in a sloppy braid.”


“It’s a French braid, and I like it loose. You’ve gone all gray.”


“Blow into this tube.”


“Dee Dee, you’re not going to arrest me, are you?”


“We’ll see.”


Par tongued her gum to the back of her molars. Lips around the plastic tube, she exhaled and said a little prayer.


Dee Dee checked the reading on her portable device. “Just over the limit.” And here, she smiled.


Par saw a flash of braces and noticed her buck teeth weren’t so buck anymore.


“I’ve busted a few of our classmates who were popular like you.”


“And it feels good to you, doesn’t it?” Stupid comment, Par knew.


Dee Dee’s expression soured. She spun Par around, slammed her torso onto the hood, cuffed her, and stuffed her into the backseat.


These actions took seconds. Dee Dee’s strength and swiftness knocked the wind out of Par. The seat was hard plastic; a Plexiglas barricade separated the criminal from the law. The tightly closed windows created a suffocating vibe. Sweat dripped down the sides of Par’s face. She glared at the deputy’s back as Dee Dee walked toward the Tahoe, and sensed evil in her swagger.


Dee Dee and Nick had a conversation. His brawn and height towered over the deputy. He looked toward the squad car, shading his eyes from the lights. Par’s thoughts skipped around from hoping Nick did not get arrested to resolving never to be his designated driver again to planning to beg for a warning. That would be as low as she could stoop.


Dee Dee raised her arms high to his shoulders and turned him around. Nick began walking west on Kimmel Road. Par’s front teeth bit into her lower lip, and she tasted sweat, which somehow calmed her. She’s letting him go. Time to beg. Be honest with her. Par gave herself instructions, like a coach.


“I sent your husband home,” Dee Dee said, after returning to the car.


“I hope he makes it. Dee Dee, I’m sorry. This will never happen again.”


Dee Dee shifted in her seat, tilted her head toward Par.


“Maybe I drank more and ate less at the party because today would have been my father’s seventieth birthday. I still miss him so much.” She almost added, He was murdered, you remember, but held back, knowing Dee Dee knew this; everyone in town knew what had happened to her father. Henry Parker had been the benevolent owner of Parker Chevrolet—handsome, prematurely gray, stocky and strong like a pickup truck. Par looked out the window. She saw her father’s face. The one dimple on his left cheek winked at her as she envisioned him talking about new Camaros he had on order.


Dee Dee twisted in the seat to look at Par. Her back cracked.


Par refocused. “Dee Dee, I did roll through the stop sign, but I was careful to look both ways. Nick was sick. I had to get him home. Couldn’t you give me a break?”


Dee Dee sighed and looked at her notes. The effort showed consideration. Par felt hopeful.


“No warning. This is my job.”


“No, this is your power trip.”


“Ha! And I hate that tan of yours,” Dee Dee yelled, and turned on her siren. She whipped the steering wheel for a U-turn and drove downtown like a maniac.
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After what seemed like three hours in the holding cell, Par Parker realized life as she knew it was as over as yesterday. The cell’s hard surfaces reminded her of her new kitchen with the granite countertop and Spanish-tile floor. Unforgiving surfaces. Any breakable container that was dropped could not bounce for a second chance.


Par looked at her left hand, sans wedding ring. She hadn’t taken the ring off in twenty years. In its place was a strip of golf ball–white flesh. A jailer wearing brown-and-tan fatigues, his last name, Bolton, embroidered in black thread above his left shirt pocket, had packed her personal belongings—earrings, ring, necklace, watch, wristlet, keys—in a ziplock bag like leftover scraps. She looked up at the softball-size dome camera in one high corner of the cell and steeled herself against crying. She didn’t want to cry in public because she didn’t like what crying did to her squinty eyes. They’d puff up and appear closed, except for a shred of azure. Being watched, she felt self-conscious about her nervous habit of twisting buttons off clothes.


Because of Nicholas Dalehurst Swink—the heavy drinker, mama’s boy, reluctant carpenter—Par was locked in an eight-by-eight cell, staring at the outline of cinder blocks and wishing the lights would turn off. At the party, Nick had acted his usual self. Not a mean or merry drunk, he had leaned against a wall and watched people, listened to anyone nearest him, talked if spoken to, and wanted to be the last to leave. She knew why he drank so much, was partly to blame.


A jailer slid aside the panel of the small barred window to peek into Par’s cell. His tongue licked one end of his black mustache. Their eyes connected for two seconds; then he closed her off from the outside world. She felt like a caged animal and she felt unclean. The underarms of her yellow silk blouse were damp with sweat and emitted the stink of stress. She went to the metal sink next to the metal toilet to wash her face. Shaking her hands dry, she sat on the bench and thought about what Pete Masterson had told her about making arrests. Pete had been a deputy, a personal trainer, her lover in her first and only extramarital affair. He’d told her it didn’t happen like the movies, where the cop placed his hand on the perp’s head and gently guided the person into the backseat. Pete had claimed, “I don’t like to touch people. I especially don’t like to touch their hair. When I arrest someone and know they’re going to jail, they seem dirty to me.”


She scowled thinking about Nick lying on top of five-hundred-count lavender cotton sheets under their king-size bed’s canopy, his head flattening a goose-down pillow, his snores mixing with fresh air coming in through a wall of raised windows. His mouth would be open like a chorus boy’s, body stretched out like a snow angel, still dressed in khaki shorts and an untucked plaid shirt.


Trying to gain some comfort, Par lay down on the concrete bench on her right side, the hardness pressing into hip bone and ribs. Turning gently onto her back, Par stared at the ceiling and twisted a fused-glass half-ball button on her blouse. She stood up. She paced. She flicked a glare at the camera and muttered, “I don’t belong in jail. Dee Dee had it in for me.” Par scored an X with her fingernail into a fat mosquito bite she’d been scratching on her thigh. “I’m a law-abiding citizen.” Futile words evaporated into the fusty air.


Sitting down, she lifted up her knees, wrapped arms around shins, stared at the floor, and thought of her mother; her sons, Todd and Joey; her golf buddies and fans; and Dr. Ed Murphy, a best friend of the family. She thought of the hundreds of third graders she had taught over the years, knew they’d be shocked and confused if they found out she’d been arrested and spent time in a cell that had once held, and would hold again, murderers, thieves, prostitutes, child abusers, drug addicts. She shivered. But how could they find out? She’d not tell a soul. Except for her three best friends, of course.


Her stomach ached with dread at the possibility that information about this arrest would be printed in the Jackson Citizen Patriot, a newspaper that had been kind to her over the years, displaying articles with pictures of her golf wins, and sympathetic comments about her losses in local and state tournaments. People wouldn’t understand. They’d think she had a drinking problem and was a danger on the roads, a danger to the community. But they wouldn’t print it. Or, would they? If they did, would they use her full name, Jane Harriet Parker-Swink, as if she were a common criminal? She hated her middle name and didn’t use her husband’s surname, except on legal documents. She thought Swink sounded like a poorly hit golf shot.


Would they put her mug shot in the paper? She realized how entrenched in her cheery facade she had become, realized the depth of her falseness when the camera flashed to take her picture and she smiled, smiled as automatically as she smacked a mosquito sucking her blood.








SMALL-TOWN CELEBRITY



Restless and uncomfortable, Par craved an activity that would settle her mind for sleep: reading a cookbook or swimming nude in her backyard pool. She remembered when she was thirteen years old. Her parents had gone to Detroit for a General Motors award dinner and left Joy, her older sister, “in charge” for the first time in their lives. They were lying on lounge chairs, eating cashews, and sipping Cokes. It was close to midnight when Joy complained about the heat and got up to turn the light on in the pool.


“Let’s skinny-dip!” Joy said.


“No. I don’t want to.”


“I dare you. Don’t be a little chicken.”


Par’s body tensed with defensiveness. She watched Joy strip off her bikini, watched her lithe body cut a perfect shallow dive, watched her long shadow in a few breaststrokes glide to the deep end and flip-turn to swim another length. Par deliberately stripped shyness and swimsuit off and dove into the pool. The caress of water over body parts that had always been closed off from this pleasure made her think Joy had the best ideas in the universe.


Years later, when Par had her own built-in swimming pool, she made a practice of swimming nude every day from April through September; she became European in her views of nudity, saying, “It’s just a body, and there are only two genders. Everyone knows what the parts look like.” Par’s mother had one thought about skinny-dipping: chlorine up one’s vagina would cause infertility. Par had loved proving her wrong.
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Another jailer peeked in on Par. He was bald and blue-eyed. His action of sliding the window’s panel reminded her of confession. She forced a smile and stopped twirling a button. He shut the door without listening to her sins or offering absolution. She hated them looking in at her. Were they afraid she’d become Houdini and escape? An escape artist, she could never be. She hadn’t escaped the grief of her father’s death in twenty years. She had married Nick for comfort one year after the murder. Comfort, not the best foundation for marriage, had turned into an edgy insouciance, which Par had momentarily sidestepped when her affair with Pete began. She could not escape her discontent about the growing independence of her two teenage sons—she liked mothering them, loved the nurturing role of feeding, guiding, disciplining, worrying, caring, and applauding.


The door opened again. No knock. No privacy.


The jailer’s blue eyes roamed the cell. He was very tan. His biceps and pecs bulged through his shirt. The letters of his name, SAWYER, stretched wide above his breast pocket. He stepped into the cell, shoved the door closed, placed an index finger to his lips.


Par tensed, gave him a slit-eyed look, and pushed her back into the wall.


“You’re the golfer, right?”


Par relaxed a little. “Yes.”


“I know you hate being here.” His eyes focused on her toes. “If it’s any consolation, I wouldn’t have brought you in.”


“Really?”


“A warning, for sure.”


“Will you tell that to the judge?”


“No, ma’am. I mean, what’s done is done. Your deputy holds the record for DUI arrests six months in a row.”


“Great.”


“Yeah, she’s proud of it. But between you and me, nobody likes her.”


“Between you and me, no one liked her in high school either.”


He smirked and nodded, turned to leave, then swiveled to face her and blurted, “I’m a golfer, too. Addicted to the game. Even lost my wife over it.” He shook his head. “I can’t seem to break eighty-five.”


“How long have you been playing?”


“Four years. I play six days a week. That’s why I work nights.” He again turned to leave, changed his mind, and asked, “You ever have trouble with a slice?”


“No, I’m lucky. I hit a straight ball.” Par fidgeted. She didn’t like to talk golf, but Sawyer wasn’t going anywhere.


“Do you know how to correct it?” he asked.


“Sorry, I’m a player, not a teacher. I used to analyze swings, and I could identify what was wrong, but then I absorbed what was wrong into my swing.”


“Really?”


“Yes, and it made me crazy. Now I don’t even watch people swing. I’d recommend you take a lesson from Johnny Mitchell, the pro at Cascades Golf Course. If it’s daylight, he’s there.”


He went up on his toes, all excited. “Maybe I’ll call him today. Thanks, Par.”


She weakly mimicked his thumbs-up gesture as he left. She liked that he’d called her Par. When she was sixteen years old, she won the Jackson County women’s match-play tournament. The first day, qualifying day, she shot an even par round for medalist honors, hence her nickname. She had beaten older, seasoned players each day that week to set a record, which still stood, as the youngest player ever to win the tournament.


Her success in that golf tournament changed her life. It attracted attention from her workaholic father, who loved the free publicity of the Parker name in print. That week she discovered the ritual of neighbors, relatives, strangers, friends of her parents, and loyal Chevy customers clipping her write-ups out of the newspaper and mailing them to her with congratulatory notes. Casey Carter, a sportswriter, wrote about her potential for making the LPGA tour. The veteran golfers welcomed her to their postgolf parties at the nineteenth hole to shake her hand, pat her on the back, and toast her with beers and cocktails. The compliments and taste of fame were sweet; admiration from her father, the unexpected gift.
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The quiet returned to the cell, and it felt threatening, so unlike the quiet in her home, or church, or within a gallery watching a golf match. She wished for the sounds of birds chirping at her feeders, or a baseball smacking into Nick’s and Joey’s mitts.


Joey, her youngest boy, her outdoor boy, and occasionally, she’d admit, her favorite boy. Thoughts of him pushed her needs aside. He resembled Par’s father, with pale-green eyes, thick black hair, a cleft at his chin. He’d soon wake up eager to leave for his annual three-day camping trip canoeing down the Au Sable River. She always inspected his duffel bag and repacked for him. She wanted to fix him his favorite breakfast of bacon and waffles and watch him eat it in three seconds and then take him to the drop-off point, the Shell gas station where I-94 and US 127 intersected, by nine o’clock. It was a tradition. He’d be around for only one more summer before following his brother, Todd, to college.


Par paced in a circle, pulled on her plastic identification wristband, furiously twisted a button off her blouse, and threw it against the wall. She felt like a bad mother and rueful beyond repair. If she didn’t get home on time, she knew Joey wouldn’t pack his allergy medicine, sunscreen, first-aid kit, and water shoes, and no way would he pack extra underwear.


A jailer with a well-coiffed Afro and a mostly gray goatee, over six feet tall, half-entered her cell. Par stood still for the man named Matthews. A middle button fell off her blouse and rolled onto the floor near his left combat boot. He stepped on it as he shifted his feet, and she heard the crunch. He didn’t seem to notice.


“How you doin’?” he asked, while looking at her knees.


“Terrible. When can I leave?”


“You’re in here a minimum of six hours. Then it depends on how many arraignments are in front of you. I’m guessing you’ll be out by noon.”


Way too late for Joey’s drop-off. “Can I make a phone call?”


“You can make as many as you like. The phone’s out here on the wall.” His guttural voice filled the cell. His boot held the door open, and she walked out.


As he shackled her left wrist to the screw eye on the wall near the phone, he said, “Sorry. Standard procedure.”


Humiliated at being treated like a dangerous criminal, she ground her teeth so she wouldn’t cry and dialed with her free hand, the phone cradle wedged between ear and shoulder. She worried that Joey would answer and she’d have to explain or lie about why she wasn’t home. At that moment, she empathized with teenagers when they got into trouble and faced a showdown with their parents.


Twelve rings. No answer. The males in her home were sound sleepers. Par tried to change hands with the phone. The handcuff dragged over her wrist bone. She grimaced. The painful restraint made her want to scream. Control, she thought. Have some control. She counted eight more rings, then heard Joey say, “Ullow,” in his sleep-drenched voice. She hung up.


“Damn. Nick’s passed out,” she grumbled. Her resolve to be calm dissolved with the thought that these jailers did not know they had locked up the wrong person. Nick was the boozer. She yanked her left arm, again felt the unyielding steel of the cuff, and leaned her shoulder into the wall. Tears welled, and rapid blinking made them spill. Wiping her cheeks with her palm, Par was distracted by a thin man with jaundiced skin and patches of baldness who was being fingerprinted twelve feet away. He jerked a look at her and with fury in his eyes yelled, “You motherfucking whore!”


Par flinched. Her face flushed.


The jailer Bolton instantly cuffed him. The man continued to spew invectives. His body twisted with rage as he was dragged away.


Par’s sweaty hands shook. She dropped the phone.


Matthews came close, gave her the handset, and kindly said, “Don’t worry about him. He’s all blow. Wouldn’t have the strength to harm anyone.”


“Thank you.” She dug deep for courage to focus and redial.


“Yellow,” Nick mumbled in a hoarse voice.


“Nick. You’ve got to take Joey to his drop-off this morning and cover for me. Say I had to stay over at Carmen’s and help her clean up, and say something like you insisted on taking him yourself. Call it a father-son thing.”


“Whoa … man … let me wake up a sec, hon. Are you all right?”


“No. I’m not all right. My God, I’m handcuffed to a wall calling you right now.” Her voice trembled.


“Handcuffed to a wall? Jesus, I’m sorry. It should be me in there.”


Unable to speak, she sniffled.


“What time can I pick you up?”


She breathed deeply to gather strength. “First, get Joey to the Shell station across from Jackson Crossing by nine.”


“Yeah, I will. I’ll be late for work, but no sweat.”


Right. That’s never any sweat for Nick, Par thought. “I’ll call you on your cell phone when I know the time of my arraignment. You need to pick me up right after.”


“I’ll be there. You can count on me.”


“I have no choice.”


“Mom, what happened?” Joey was on the other extension.


Shocked, Par absorbed an anxious silence and turned to face the wall. Her defenses assembled, then disassembled, and she said, “Honey, I had a few drinks last night. Your father got sick in the backseat. I rolled through a stop sign and got pulled over.” She paused. “I’m in jail. It’s a terrible place.”


The truth.


More silence.


“I won’t go camping. I can pick you up, and Dad can go to work.”


Joey knew how it upset Par when Nick missed work. He’s seventeen and taking care of me now, she thought. It felt good and it felt wrong.


“No, Joey. This is between your father and me. Go up north and have a good time. I’ll be all right. I just desperately need a shower and a long nap. Your dad will fix you breakfast.”


“I never pack right, Mom.”


So, he noticed.


“Don’t forget your swimsuit, Joey. You don’t want to become a nudie like your mother.” She knew he smiled at that, and she had needed him to smile.


[image: Image]


Matthews, the oldest jailer, returned with breakfast on a tray. A minibox of Cheerios standing upright in a bowl. A carton of whole milk. One piece of unbuttered toast. He placed it on the bench next to her. A cup of thin-bodied coffee half-splashed out on the tray, soaking the packet of sugar. He stepped back close to the door and said, “You were Pete’s … um … friend, right?”


Startled, she locked her eyes on his and nodded, and time stopped.


He picked up the pale-green Melmac cup with his huge hand. “Let me get you some of our coffee. This is weak like piss.”


He came back a moment later, offering her a ceramic mug with the Jackson County Sheriff Department’s insignia. “Folgers’ best,” he said.


“Thank you so much.” Par’s fingers shook a little as she reached for the mug. “It’s good,” she said after a sip.


“Jonathan Matthews the third, ma’am.”


He offered his hand. She did the same, and his grip buried her hand. He squeezed gently, and when he let go, his fingertips slid across her palm. She did not know jail protocol. Would they have a conversation?


“Pete Masterson was my mentor and the best deputy I ever knew. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” With a nod of his head, almost a bow, he turned to leave.


Conversation over. The door clanged shut.


Pete Masterson. She still missed his laugh, his touch. She had thrived on his compliments. Par’s eyes filled with tears. She had met him in the weight room at the YMCA. He was ten years older than she, handsome like Mark Spitz. He moonlighted as a personal trainer for many Y patrons and most of the sheriff’s department. He had talked to her about private, discounted workout sessions at his home gym. He had hooked her with the line “I’ll add twenty yards to your drives.” After a few weeks, they had felt an irresistible mutual attraction. What had begun as weekly one-hour sessions at his home evolved into her arriving at eight sharp every Wednesday morning for an hour’s workout, a shower, an hour of lovemaking, another shower, then home by eleven with a flush that lasted until noon.


Unable to eat, Par placed the breakfast tray next to the door. She slumped on the bench, stared at three buttons (one shattered, two whole) on the floor, and sat on her hands to safeguard the others. She had no idea what time it was. Her tongue explored the morning-after fuzz on her teeth, spending a little extra time on her two front teeth, what her father had called “the Ali MacGraw overlap.” With that comment, he had approved the imperfection, and Par had never wanted braces.


Finally a new jailer, Butcher, entered her cell. He was slim hipped and broad chested and had two shaving nicks on his chin. In what looked like size 18 boots, he crushed the two intact glass buttons on the floor, and, without a sign of friendliness or recognition, he said, “Let’s go.”


She hesitated, dug her nails into the edge of the bench, felt a nail edge split, and she grimaced, not for the pain, but for whatever was coming next.


He led, and she slogged through the tunnel that connected the jail to the courtroom, her wrists cuffed in belly chains, her legs weakened by shame. Entering the capacious room, with its mahogany pews, desks, and chairs, felt hideously familiar. Twenty years ago, in this same room, Louie Francis Bane, her father’s renegade salesman, had been tried and convicted for Henry Parker’s murder. Bane, a short man with hockey stick–styled sideburns and a small mouth full of small capped teeth, had been addicted to gambling and hunting, and Henry had fired him for too many long absences.


Buddy Oscar, the sales manager and only eyewitness to the murder, told the newspaper reporter on the scene: Henry had driven into the lot in his vintage Corvette roadster. The top was down. The blacktop steamed. He stepped out of the car to start his workday, and Louie popped out from between cars, stepped close to him like Jack Ruby to Lee Harvey Oswald, and shot him. Louie looked around like a cornered animal, then knelt beside Henry and forced the car keys out of his clenched hand. He dragged Henry away from the car and made his getaway. Henry died a few minutes later. His dying words to Buddy: “He’s going to wreck my car, that bastard.”


Bane sped north as far as Grayling before being nabbed by a state patrolman. His plan had been to make it to the Upper Peninsula and get lost in the Porcupine Mountains. A whit of justice prevailed—there wasn’t a scratch on Henry’s beloved Corvette.


Par’s stomach tightened when she saw Judge Walter Lyons presiding. His wife, Connie, was a first-flight competitive golfer. Par knew it was only a matter of time before Connie improved her putting and shortened her backswing to forge into the championship flight. She had youth on her side and was in the competent hands of her country club pro.


When Judge Lyons acknowledged Par’s entrance, he looked shocked in that controlled way of judges and therapists on TV. His lips formed a soundless oh. He addressed her in a monotone voice and serious manner. After he read the charge, recorded her “not guilty” plea, assigned a date for the pre-trial, and warned her to stay out of bars for sixty days, he called her to the bench. Par’s humiliation scorched her cheeks. She entwined the fingers of both hands, walked toward him, and said, “Yes, sir?”


He bent across his desk and whispered, “Are you going to win it this year?”


“Pardon me?” She went up on toes and leaned toward him.


“The match-play tournament. Next week. Connie and I are pulling for you.”


For a moment, Par ignored her bondage and the horrible circumstances of being in court. She smiled and stood up straight. “I’ll be giving it my best shot, Judge.”


He nodded to Butcher, and Par was led out of the courtroom. Adrenaline surged inside her. “I will win,” she said to herself. She’d destroy the stigma of being second best, a choke artist, loser, has-been, oldster. This was her year.


The jailer walked her back through the tunnel and, in a routine, perfunctory way, returned her belongings. Closing the transaction, he said, “Follow the blue line painted on the floor to the outside.”


That seemed simple enough. She could do that. Par locked her eyes on the blue swath, walked on it quickly to get out, stiff-armed the front door, and gasped in the rush of hot air. Sunlight blinded her like acid.


She heard Nick’s voice: “Sweet Juice!”


He hadn’t used that pet name in over a decade. His head momentarily blocked the sun, arms spread wide to pull her close, legs stiffened for the collision of their hearts.


[image: Image]


When they arrived home, Nick parked his Silverado in the garage and yanked the emergency brake into place. Par moved quickly out of the truck while unbuttoning the few buttons left on her blouse. She opened the screen door to the backyard, kicked off her shoes, slipped off her clothes, grabbed goggles out of the storage chest, and, as she pulled them over her head, snapped the rubber strap against the back of her head.


The dive into the pool energized her body. She breast-stroked three lengths underwater. Surfacing to gulp air, she began to swim laps freestyle—her arms a propeller, her body an automatic flip-turner, her head a pendulum turning to suck air.
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