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CHAPTER ONE


It was dark and late, and Zale’s body was telling him to go home, but his mind, his heart was telling him to continue the walk through this poor, run-down neighborhood. He would continue the walk, at least a little farther, and if he didn’t find what he was looking for, he would turn around and go home.


One block to go, he told himself as he passed under a dim circle of light from a streetlamp above. He stopped, pulled the collar of his trench up around his ears in a weak attempt to defend against the soft rain that started to fall on his head. He began walking again, then halted, seeing something, not twenty feet ahead, and he already knew what it was without taking another step. He walked up to it, standing just over it, shaking his head sympathetically. It was a body lying across a soggy cardboard box, rolled up in a blanket. Zale knelt down over the end that he figured to be the head.


“Excuse me,” Zale said softly. There was no response, just the faint sound of unrestful sleeping.


“You awake?” Zale said, then gave the lump a finger stick in the area where he thought his ribs would be.


There was a stir under the blanket for a moment, then nothing.


“Hey, you awake under there?” Zale put his hand on what he assumed was the shoulder and gave the person a shake.


Immediately, the body under the cover sprang up, whipping the blanket from over his head, his body retreating backward, sliding across the ground on hands and feet, like a human crab. He was shocked to have been awakened like that. He looked as though he thought he would be shot.


“Who are you? What you messin’ with me for?” It was a boy, like Zale hoped it wouldn’t have been, but expected it to be. A boy of maybe fifteen, if he was lucky, and Zale only gave him that much age because of the dirt that was smeared across his face, resembling facial hair.


“No, no, don’t,” Zale said, both his arms out, his palms showing, an attempt to show the boy he had no weapon. “I don’t want to hurt you. I was just walking by.”


“Then why did you wake me up?” the boy said. He was pushed up against the wall of a building now, his blanket up over his chin, a protective shield against evil.


“Did you know it’s raining, you shouldn’t be—”


“I know it’s raining,” the boy said sharply. “What am I supposed to do, make it stop so I can go to sleep?”


“No. I know you can’t do that, but you’ll catch pneumonia out here.”


“Aw, man,” the boy said sarcastically, the blanket lowering. “What was I thinking about. Let me go up to my hotel suite where it’s nice and dry, so I won’t get sick.”


“That’s not what I’m saying,” Zale said, almost apologetically.


“Then what are you saying? What do you want?”


“Look, you shouldn’t sleep out here. Have you eaten? Let me take you somewhere to eat, and then you bunk out at my place tonight.”


“I’m not doing you,” the boy said.


“What?”


“I don’t do that. I ain’t no punk pleaser, you fucking pervert!” The boy started to roll his blanket up in a ball, getting up as he did.


“What?” Zale said, then finally understanding what he meant, said, “No! No! I’m not like that. I just want you out of the cold. I’m trying to help you.” Zale reached into his trench. The boy jumped.


“I’m just getting my card.” He pulled out his card and reached out for the boy to take it. The boy hesitated a moment, then plucked the card from the man’s hand.


It was one of Zale’s business cards. It read “Zaleford Rowen, President, Father Found.”


“And, so what? Who are you supposed to be?” the boy said, pulling his eyes away from the card.


“Zale Rowen, like the card says. Where is your father?” Zale asked without explanation.


The boy looked thrown by the question.


“Where is your father? Does he live with your mother? Do you live with her? Do you live at home?” Zale stopped to slow things down, reading the lost look on the boy’s face. “First, what is your name?”


“Billy.”


“Well, Billy, I have an organization, and we try to find fathers that have abandoned their children and reunite them with those children.”


Zale tried to read the boy’s eyes, tried to decipher his expression to see if he was following along, and if Billy even believed what Zale was saying, but he saw nothing but dirt and shadows on the boy’s young, white face.


“Does your father live with you?”


“Look around, do you see him?” Billy said, examining the ground around him.


“I mean, did he live at the home you left?”


“My old man left a long time ago. Ten years maybe, I forget. But it doesn’t make a difference. I’m out here now, and this is where I’m going to stay, so if you’d just leave me alone so I can get back to sleep,” Billy said, offering the card back to Zale.


“Come with me so we can at least get you something to eat.” Zale extended his hand. “I’m buying, and I don’t want anything from you. I promise.”


It looked as though Billy was giving it some serious thought, but then he declined. “Naw, I don’t want to. I’m fine right here. I’m fine.”


Zale slid a ten and a five-dollar bill out of his wallet and held them out to Billy. The boy snatched the money out of Zale’s hand like a wild dog snapping up a piece of meat from a stranger. Billy held out the card again.


“Keep it, please. I want you to call me sometime. Will you do that?”


Billy stood there watching Zale, the blanket balled up in his arms, the pestering drizzle still falling on both their heads.


Billy nodded his head.


“Will you promise me?”


“Yeah, I promise.”


Zale gave the boy a long look, worried about what he would do for the rest of the night, for the rest of his life, for that matter. He wanted to get him home, get him some warm food, and find this man-child’s father so someone could start taking responsibility for him. But he knew Billy wouldn’t let him. The boy had either seen or heard too many horror stories to walk anywhere with a perfect stranger at past one o’clock in the morning, and Zale couldn’t really blame him.


Zale turned around and headed back for home. After a number of paces, Zale heard the boy calling him.


“Mr. Rowen!” Zale turned around, barely seeing the figure in the darkness and mist.


“Thanks for the money. I really need it,” Zale heard him call.


“Don’t mention it,” Zale called back, feeling a pang of sadness in his heart. “But I want to hear from you,” he called in a louder voice, but something told him that that was the last he would ever see of Billy.


Zale planned on heading home, planned on finally crawling through the door of his house, lumbering up his stairs and falling into his bed without even first taking off his clothes or his coat, just letting himself drop, a small border of moisture forming around his body, the sheets and blankets absorbing the rain from his damp clothes. But he didn’t do that, even though he was so tired that he could barely keep his eyes open or the car from swerving now and then on the slick street. He guided the automobile toward the building where he worked, and parked on a slant. He was led there almost subconsciously, like a lost dog finding its way home on senses alone.


He opened the door of his car, almost tripped up the high curb of the street, and stood in front of the building that housed the Father Found organization.


It was an old two-story building that used to be a store of some sort but had gone out of business, boarded up like so many of the other buildings that lined the streets of the South Side of Chicago. These were businesses opened up by African Americans, but without the support of African Americans, so they ultimately failed.


After the owners no longer wanted to invest in it, the building was bought by a real estate company, refurbished, and put up for sale. It wasn’t that much money, so Zale decided to start his organization there. It was actually the perfect place, in the heart of the city, where many of the people were deprived of the opportunity to work, to earn money, to live a decent life. Because of that, this was where a high occurrence of child abandonment took place.


Zale entered the building, exhausted, and walked the creaking steps to the second floor where his office was located. He went in, spun his chair around and sat behind his desk. It was dark, for he had not bothered turning on the lights. Splotches of light came in through the windows of his office from the streetlights outside. He stretched his arms out on the desk, placed his head on top of them, and blew out a long, exhausting breath. Finally, rest of some sort. He could not remember the last time that he had relaxed. It seemed like days, and he knew for sure that it had been at least one full day and a half since he closed his eyes. Thirty-six hours he had been running and working, trying to accomplish this and find out that, and his body was weary, his muscles weak, and his mind seemed to be fraying at the edges. He realized he should’ve just taken himself home and gone to sleep, but he didn’t.


He wanted to, but he couldn’t. His conscience wouldn’t let him. Billy was still on his mind, and he looked over at the phone that sat not six inches from his elbow. He hoped it would ring, that Billy would tell him he wanted shelter for the night, that he was tired of being on the street, but Zale knew that wouldn’t happen. He knew it wouldn’t because that wasn’t how things happened in his business.


Zale kept telling himself that he had to get up, he had to work, do something, and there were so many things: cross-check the list of fathers Father Found had contacted who had gone home and stayed there against the list that had gone home and left already, or had not gone home at all. There were fathers who were in trouble with the law, on the verge of going to jail, and there were people Zale could talk to to try and keep these men out of the system under the condition their offense wasn’t too bad and they promised to remain with the child and its mother. At this moment, Zale could be pulling those names. There were also jobs Zale needed to locate for the men who used unemployment as an excuse for not being responsible. He needed to get on the Net and do that, and while he was there, get the names and requirements for a number of the drug abuse houses, for every now and then drug addiction was a problem he would encounter with these men. The monthly national list of “deadbeat dads” had just arrived at his office, and he hadn’t scanned across it yet to find out how many of these men were local, so he could start their files, and get the ball rolling on them. There were so many things he could be doing, should be doing, because even though it was after two in the morning, that didn’t mean kids who should’ve been with their families weren’t walking the streets. He had to work.


“But I’ll just sleep for five minutes,” he said to himself, his voice filled with exhaustion, barely able to complete the sentence before falling off into a deep, much needed slumber.


Seven hours later, Zale sat bolt upright in his chair, his eyes bulging, sweat covering his face, breathing as though he had just run up several flights of stairs. He looked quickly around the office, orienting himself. It was another nightmare, he told himself, angry that he was still having them. Still, after so many years.


The sun was shining through his windows, and he winced against the light as he looked down at his watch. It read 9:30.


He wiped the sleep from his eyes, then reached for his phone and checked his voice mail, hoping that maybe Billy had called, and that he had just slept through the ringing, since he was so tired. But the boy hadn’t—there were no messages.


When Zale got home half an hour later, he bent down and picked up the thick Sunday paper, then slid his key into the door, stepping into his house. He dropped his things on a nearby table and climbed the stairs to his bedroom, taking off his shirt and tie. He went into the bathroom, clicked on the light, and stared at himself in the mirror. He didn’t like what he saw. He looked bad. Dark circles hung under his eyes, as if he had been socked repeatedly by a large man with big fists. His face was getting thin, his body deteriorating as if he was on some sort of hunger strike, and he knew his awful appearance could be attributed to the fact that he had not been sleeping or eating properly.


He slid his medicine cabinet open and reached for the short, fat, round prescription bottle with the childproof cap. He remembered his doctor giving him the prescription for the blood pressure medication, just after he founded his organization and started experiencing minor health problems: headaches, nausea, stress, and tension-filled muscles.


“I want you to take these, one every day, and take them religiously,” the older woman had said, looking over her glasses like a schoolteacher addressing her third-grader. “Unless there is a major change in your lifestyle, these are going to be a permanent addition to your life.”


But he wasn’t going to live like that, Zale thought, as he looked down at the bottle in his hand. He considered not taking the pill, then after some thought, decided he would, popping one in his mouth, and swallowing it with water that he cupped in his hands from the running faucet. He’d take it this time, only because he hadn’t taken one in two days and it’d probably be another two or three till he saw the bottle again. He wouldn’t carry bottles of pills around everywhere he went, his pockets rattling with the things as if he were seventy-five years old when he was forty years from that. Besides, his problems, his stress, his fears, he’d have to eventually solve himself. No drug would do it for him.


He walked back downstairs to the kitchen and made himself a cup of coffee, black, no sugar, no cream. He sat down, opened up the Sunday paper and thumbed through the sections, occasionally taking a sip of the coffee, wincing a little at its bitter taste.


Zale avoided most of the paper, not wanting to read about all the violence, the stores that got robbed, the baby that got thrown out of a window, or the kid that was found in the alley, a long, bloody smile carved in his neck. He especially didn’t want to hear about that, because every time it happened, he felt responsible. Even if only a little bit, he still felt as though he were to blame. If he had only done more, he would tell himself, or done just that one thing that would’ve made a difference, could’ve gotten that child off the street, like maybe finding the child’s father faster, and convincing him that his kid would be next on the butcher’s list. But it seemed he was always too late, and all Zale could do was turn a deaf ear to the news, mourn for a brief moment, and try to convince himself that it was not his fault.


He pulled the brightly colored comics out of the fat of the paper and looked them over. A couple of them were clever enough to get a chuckle out of Zale, but for the most part, they were corny, and dry.


He thumbed further through the paper, bypassing the coupons, the sales inserts, and the theater section. Then he stopped, his attention grabbed. He went back and pulled out the Sunday magazine. He held it in front of his face with both hands, staring at it, and what stared back was an image of himself. He was on the cover. He had forgotten that the interview he gave would be in this week’s paper. As a matter of fact, he had forgotten all about the interview the moment it was over.


He brought the magazine closer to him. The photo was a close-up, and how he hated close-ups. He hated photos of himself period. They never got the color right, always making him look a shade or two lighter than he was, as if he didn’t have enough problems just being a light-skinned black man. He was only thirty-five, but these photos always made him look older. The makeup they used was supposed to make his skin look flawless, but it just made him look as if he were ready for viewing by family and loved ones. But what was worse was the look in his eyes. There was an intensity in them, a purpose that a blind man could see. A look of unswerving direction and suppressed anger that would probably scare most people into thinking that he was some sort of fanatic who stayed awake around the clock and infused coffee into his veins, just to afford himself the time to search for abandoning fathers. Zale glanced down at his coffee mug and pushed it aside with a nudge of his elbow.


The truth was, he was just dedicated, but no one understood that, so he never tried explaining it.


Across the top of the magazine, just under the title, he read, “Zaleford Rowen—Friend or Foe?” As if he were a politician running for office, kissing babies, yet possessing the potential to turn around and stab the infants with the same hand he used to shake the parents’ hands.


Zale opened up the thin sheets of the magazine and examined them. He took his usual no-nonsense, nonsympathetic “I don’t want to hear any excuses” standpoint on the issue of fathers leaving their children to suffer and grow up alone. “There are no excuses!” Zale remembered saying to the young man who interviewed him. “These men thought enough to lay down and have sex, then they should think enough to care for the child they helped bring into this world. Their financial situations, their feelings as to whether or not they’d make an adequate father, or how they feel about having to raise a child when they’d rather be doing so many other things has nothing to do with that child. To put it plainly, the child is innocent, and the father is guilty. So guilty that he should be jailed. Jailed for as long as it takes for that child to grow up and be able to provide for himself.”


The interviewer stopped writing and looked up at Zale. “So you’re saying these fathers should be punished somehow for abandoning their children?”


“No, not somehow. They should be jailed, just like criminals, because leaving your child is a crime beyond explanation, and beyond forgiveness. And if that does not stop the rash of fathers leaving their children, then the men considered at risk of having children just to leave them should be castrated! That should put an end to this. Have I made myself clear?” Zale said, leaning back in the large chair, his fingers intertwined, resting on his crossed knees.


“Very,” the interviewer said, smiling mischievously. “I love this!” he said, tightening his grip on the stub of a pencil and jotting everything down verbatim.


Zale would get calls about this one, just like all the other interviews he’d done in the past where he stated his uncensored opinion. He would get calls, and have letters waiting for him at his office from angry men who felt that he was just some overcrusading radical who had no idea what he was talking about because he had no children, and hadn’t had to suffer all their pains. He would hear from them, and probably one or two of them would drive by his building at night and throw bricks through the windows, or spray-paint filth of some sort across the door. And even though he went to great extremes to keep where he lived a secret, one of these men might find out, and . . . Zale crumpled the magazine into a ball and tossed it aside, where it fell off the table to the floor.


It had happened before. It was only a year after he started Father Found, and he was so full of energy, so ready to fight against these fathers who left their children, that he said and did things without thought of how some of these men would respond. “Heartless coward” was one of the expressions he often used to describe them. But it wasn’t enough that he demoralized them in the papers and on television, after all, they might not have been listening. Whenever he got a call from a mother looking for the father of her child, Zale would go after them with the eagerness of a bloodhound. He would go to the man’s place of business and inform his employer that he was looking for this man because he had left his child. Zale would stick flyers on the windshields of the cars in the parking lot, a black-and-white mug shot of the man on the center of the page, the words “Wanted for Child Abandonment!” in big bold letters across the top, as if he were actually a criminal wanted by the FBI.


If the man didn’t respond to those tactics, Zale would hit him where it really counted, and that was in the pocket. He would arrange to have the child support that the man owed taken directly out of his check. That usually got his attention, had him calling the woman to find out exactly what was happening, at the very least.


But for one man the scheme backfired. Instead of calling the mother of his children, he called Zale. But he didn’t call him for help, or even for answers. He called Zale telling him that he wanted him dead, and that he’d be the one to kill him. The phone dropped from Zale’s hand. He could still hear the man’s voice cursing from the receiver that lay on the floor like some vile living creature with the ability to talk.


“You hear me, motherfucker! Dead! You’re gonna be dead, motherfucker!”


Zale picked up the phone, put it to his ear, but the caller hung up. The caller—that was the only way Zale could identify him because it could have been one of at least twenty different men he was pursuing at that time, and he went after them all with the same intensity.


He convinced himself to let it pass, it wasn’t the first time he had received a crank call, and it wouldn’t be the last. But when he got the same call at his home, waking him out of his sleep at four in the morning, he began to worry. He called the police, but they said they couldn’t do anything about crank calls, so Zale went down to the station the following morning, angry and upset. He was directed to the desk of a Detective Rames, a tall, athletic, clean-cut white man, who looked about forty.


“Are you Detective Rames?” Zale said, anger still coursing through his body at the indifference he had sensed from the police officers.


“Yeah, I’m Frank Rames, and you’re that guy, the Father Found guy, right?” the detective said, waving a finger at Zale. “You’re the guy giving all those dads a hard way to go.”


Zale stood, looking down at the man, unamused by his remark.


Detective Rames stood and offered Zale a seat. He wore a gun holster across his back and shoulder, a huge handgun sitting snugly in the shiny leather pouch. He pulled out the seat for Zale. When Zale sat, Rames took his seat again.


“Now what can I do you for?”


“I’ve been receiving threatening phone calls, death threats, and I want someone to do something about it!”


Detective Rames leaned back in his swivel chair. “What are we supposed to do about that, Mr. . . .”


“Mr. Rowen!” Zale said, becoming more upset by the lousy treatment he was receiving.


“What are we supposed to do about that, Mr. Rowen?”


“I don’t know. You’re the police! You’re supposed to do whatever it is you normally do when someone receives death threats!” Zale said, raising his voice.


“We don’t do anything right away, Mr. Rowen, so calm down.”


“Listen, someone is calling me telling me that he wants to kill me. I’m not going to calm down,” Zale said, standing. “Now, I don’t care what it takes, but you need to get someone on this. Tap my phones, stake out my home, I don’t care, but this needs to be taken care of before I end up dead.” Zale was breathing heavily, standing over the detective’s desk. He felt the sweat from his anger accumulating around his tight collar, and in his clenched fists. Rames was still sitting in his swivel chair, the butts of his hands on the edge of his desk, tilting himself back and forth, almost playfully, as if not affected at all by what Zale said.


“Are you calm now, Mr. Rowen?”


Zale said nothing.


“Two crank calls, then a phone tap, only happens in the movies, so you might as well stop looking for it here. To tell you the truth, we’re going to almost need to see someone grabbing you by the throat, yelling at the top of his lungs that he wants to kill you, before we take the action that you’re looking for. But I will do this much.” Rames went into his shirt pocket, pulled out his business card, and placed it on the desk. “That’s me,” he said, stabbing it with his index finger. “There’s the office number, and my pager, and . . .” He flipped it over and wrote on it. “And that’s my home number. If you really think you’re in serious shit, if you really think someone is about to kill you, give me a call and I’ll rush right over.” He picked up the card and held it out for Zale to take.


Zale looked at the man for a moment, wondering if this was just some line of bull he was giving him, but he took the card.


“It’s the best I can do, Mr. Rowen, and I’m only doing it because I think what you’re trying to do making these fathers own up to their responsibilities is really commendable. I have two of my own. They’re the world to me, and I would never leave them. Never,” Rames said with stern commitment. “Want to see a picture?”


“No, thank you.”


Zale left the police station feeling no better than he had when he entered. He made a beeline straight for a gun shop and bought himself some protection, since the police felt they didn’t have to do their job.


A week passed, and Zale had received only one crank call, and that had just been a hang-up at the office. It was late, he was at home, and he was about to go to bed when the phone rang. He picked it up without second thought.


“Hello?”


There was no answer, but Zale could hear someone on the line.


“Hello!” he said again.


Then Zale got a dial tone. He placed the phone slowly back in its cradle and thought about calling that detective. It just would’ve taken the push of just one button, because Zale had entered his number in his speed dial just in case he really did need him. Instead, he walked to the closet and looked to the top shelf to make sure he saw the .22 he had bought a week ago. If something were to happen, and he had to take care of it himself, he would be ready.


Zale went back to bed, and was lying down for only minutes when he heard a noise. He sprang up in his bed, his eyes wide, his fist clutching his sheets. His breathing was coming hard and fast, but he tried with everything inside him to suppress it. He listened intently, hearing nothing but the pounding of his heart. Then the noise came again, but this time he knew what it was. It was someone trying the front door. Zale’s entire body stiffened, unable to move. He was wondering whether he had locked the front door before going to bed. He knew he had, but his mind could see a dark figure walking through his hallway, filling the space of his doorway, a refraction of light dancing across the sharp blade of the huge knife he was holding. Then, all of a sudden, as if the man could fly, he was on Zale, in his bed with him, the blur of his shiny blade speeding down toward Zale’s bare chest.


Stop it! Zale thought to himself, and told himself to move. Move! He tumbled over in bed, grasping for the phone, then punched the button for Detective Rames.


Two rings that took two decades. Then he answered, his voice groggy.


“Rames.”


“Detective Rames, it’s Zale Rowen,” Zale whispered loudly, as his eyes jetted back and forth in his head, looking for danger. He was pushed back in a corner of his bedroom, the phone cradled within the space of his folded knees and stomach.


“You have to come. You have to come now! He’s here! Do you hear me? He’s here!” Zale gave Rames the address. “I’m going to grab my gun, but hurry,” Zale said.


“Mr. Rowen,” Rames said, already out of bed, slipping on his shirt. “I’ll be right over, but don’t you go shooting the neighbor’s kid, all right?”


“Just hurry!”


Zale scurried across the carpet on all fours, making his way to the closet. He stood up, blindly reached for the gun, then huddled within the tight confines of the closet, the gun in his hand, looking out into the darkness, listening for the intruder.


Zale didn’t know how much time had passed, but it seemed like an eternity. Rames should’ve been there by now, or whoever it was that was trying to enter his home should’ve been in his bedroom by now, standing over him. But nothing had happened, and it was driving Zale close to insanity. He still sat in the closet, his pajamas soaking wet from sweat, both his hands cramping from holding the small gun so tightly for what seemed so long.


Zale decided to leave the safety of the closet, telling himself that nothing had happened so nothing was going to happen. The noise at the front door had probably been Ted, Zale’s next-door neighbor who sometimes drank a little more than he should’ve and somehow managed to get his car home without plowing it into a tree, and oftentimes tried entering Zale’s front door, thinking it was his own. That’s what had happened, plain and simple, Zale told himself. Believing that, Zale stood, although very slowly, the gun still glued to his hand. He walked cautiously through the house, light from the streetlamps entering the partially curtained windows, casting strange shadows across the living room. Zale tried the door, and it was locked. He searched the rest of the house, checking all the windows and doors, and all was well. Feeling more comfortable, he placed the gun back on the shelf, thinking that it was a good thing that his life wasn’t in danger, because that lazy bastard of a cop hadn’t shown up. But Zale never really thought he would to begin with.


Zale pulled back the blankets of his bed, and was about to climb in when he looked toward the bedroom window and decided he should check that as well. He knew it was locked, but better safe than sorry. He walked through the dark room over to the window, fidgeted with the already secure lock, then took a peek out the window. He looked left, and then he looked right, and then his eardrums seemed to have exploded, and the skin of his face felt as though it was being ripped from his skull. It was because of the loud crash of the window glass shattering, the razor-sharp shards flying everywhere, some hitting him in the face. Zale fell back on the bed, covering his eyes. He had seen the brief glimpse of a body before the glass was broken, enabling him to cover his eyes before the glass started flying toward him.


Zale heard the man unlocking the window, sliding it up. He heard his grunts as he hoisted himself up through the opening in Zale’s once-secure home, then he felt the stranger’s presence, heard him trampling the already broken glass into glass dust, smelled him—he was a smoker—felt the cold he brought into the house with him.


“Come here, you motherfucker!” the voice commanded. The intruder wrapped his arm around Zale’s neck, yanking Zale into him, placing a gun to his temple.


“You want to fuck with me, hunh! You wanted to fuck with me, because you just can’t leave business that don’t belong to you alone!” Toward the end of each sentence, the man tightened the grip on Zale’s neck to make his point. Zale was choking. He could barely breathe. His head was swimming, he was about to pass out, and he wondered why the man even had the gun to his head, because it seemed he planned on strangling him to death.


“Do you know what you did? Hunh! Hunh!” he yelled, jerking Zale, his arm tightening around his neck with each jerk. Zale tried to loosen the grip, but he had no strength, no oxygen, and almost no sense of where he was any longer. He was going to die, was going to be killed for what he believed most in, Zale told himself, and he was trying to prepare himself, trying to accept it when . . .


“Freeze. Police, you sack of shit!”


The stranger’s arm loosened some, and Zale choked and gasped on the air that was almost foreign to him. He looked up and saw Rames standing in his doorway, his gun drawn, aiming at the man that held him.


“Now you just put that gun down and let that man go, you hear me.”


“I’m not putting shit down, and you need to turn your ass around and walk back to wherever you came from unless you want to be a part of this,” the man said, calming. Then when he saw Rames not moving, he screamed, “This is between me and this motherfucker!”


“I’m a part of this now,” Rames said, taking a step forward into the dark room. “The minute I entered this house I—”


“Don’t you take one step closer, you fuck, or you’re dead!” the man yelled, pointing the gun at Rames, then sticking it back at Zale’s head.


“All right, all right, I’m stopping. But let me tell you something. You point that gun at me like that again, I’m going to assume you’re gonna shoot me, and then I’ll have to kill you. You got that?”


“Fuck you! I told you to get the hell out of here!”


“I can’t do that,” Rames said calmly.


“I’m going to do this bastard!” the man yelled, pulling Zale closer.


“You’re not going to do that.”


“I’m going to kill him, right here!”


“Put the gun down,” Rames said, raising his voice.


“Fuck you!”


“Put the goddamn gun down!” Rames yelled.


“Get out of here, or I swear I’ll kill you too.” He pointed the gun at Rames again, then back at Zale, then back at Rames, then let it rest on Zale.


Rames took two steps closer, his arms outstretched, the gun dead on the stranger.


“You point that gun at me one more time, I swear, you’re going to make me shoot you.”


“Fuck you!” the man yelled, as he raised the gun to Rames.


“POW! POW! POW!” The dark room lit up with three explosions of orange flames. Then the man that was holding Zale by the neck flew backward, his upper body flying out the window, his arms dangling out over his head, his legs remaining within the room. Zale fell to the floor, wrapping both his hands around his throat, still choking, his face bleeding from the cuts of broken glass.


Rames approached the man’s body, grabbed him by the scruff of his jacket, not seeming to mind the blood that was there, and hoisted him into the room.


“Mr. Rowen.”


Zale got to his knees, then laboriously stood to his feet.


“Mr. Rowen, you know this guy?” Rames said, holding the man up like a puppet. His head rolled limply on his neck; a thin stream of blood crawled down his chin from the corner of his mouth.


Zale had not seen the man’s face the entire time the man was behind him, choking him, bringing him near death, but now, upon looking at it, he knew who it was. It didn’t even take a moment. He was Calvin Thompson, Case Number 106. Left his three kids two years ago, had a drug problem, spent time in jail, never once tried to get help from Zale, which was all Zale was trying to get him to ask for.


“Yeah, I know him,” Zale said. He watched Rames hang him back out the window, as he had found him, and wipe the blood he had gotten on him off on the man’s clothes. Zale stood there, fear still holding a firm grip on him, but his heart started to slow. He had a dumbfounded look on his face as he stared at Rames.


“What?” Rames said.


“Why’d you kill him?”


Rames looked shocked by the question, then looked over at the man hanging out the window. He cracked a smile, chuckled a little, ran a hand through his cropped hair, then looked down at the floor, as if he were trying to elude the question, embarrassed by what he had done.


“I told him if he pointed that gun at me again, I’d have to kill him.” Rames slipped his gun back in his holster, then walked very close to Zale. The smile disappeared from his face, replaced with something much more solemn, a mask carved from granite.


“I wasn’t taking any chances,” he said, spite creeping in his voice. “You’d at least think that some people would be grateful.” He turned and walked out of the room.




That was two years ago and nothing had happened since, and Zale hoped nothing would as he looked over at the crumpled Sunday magazine. But if it does, then it just does, he thought. He couldn’t stop what he was doing, stop trying to save all those children just because every now and then some lunatic didn’t like the way the truth sounded, couldn’t stand to have someone hold a mirror up to him and show him that he was really a coward. Zale wouldn’t stop, and he wouldn’t shy away. He wouldn’t allow himself to be bullied, or slowed down. He couldn’t let himself or his work be affected by such men. He had to meet them head-on, match them, show no fear, and prove to them that if they had no reservations about taking his life, then, for this cause, he had no reservations about losing it.


Zale eyed the crumpled magazine sitting on the floor, again seeing his face distorted on the cover, twisted like a weird fun-house mirror reflection. He thought to himself, If there are calls, then there’ll be calls, and if people don’t like what I have to say, then tough!




CHAPTER TWO


“Is that her, Daddy?” Renee said, running to the window in her pajamas. Martin Carter’s seven-year-old daughter moved into the space between her father and the curtain to look out at the driveway.


“No, baby. It was just a car turning around, that’s all,” Martin said, disappointed himself. “But she should be home any minute.” Rebecca, Renee’s little sister, came running up to her father, the top of her head barely reaching his waist.


“Was it Mommy?”


Martin bent down and picked Rebecca up and grabbed Renee’s hand, walking them into the kitchen.


“No, sweetheart, but she should be home soon, okay?”


“But didn’t you beep her?” Renee said.


Martin looked down at his watch. It read 9:30.


“Yeah, but she’s probably on her way home right now. That’s why she probably hasn’t bothered to call back.” Martin said that for their benefit, not believing his own words.


Martin let Rebecca down in the kitchen. “Anybody need water before bed?”


“I’ll take some, Daddy,” Renee said. Rebecca just nodded her head.


He gave the children water from a small plastic cup, allowing them only two swallows apiece. Then he walked them upstairs and put them to bed.


“Will you wake me up when she gets home?” Rebecca said, her covers pulled up to just below her chin.


“And why would I do that?” Martin was sitting on the side of her bed, rubbing his hand gently over her hair.


“Because I want to ask her how her day was.”


“I’m sure her day went fine. But I’ll ask her for you, because five-year-old kids need all the sleep they can get. How does that sound?”


Rebecca nodded her head and turned her face slightly to accept the kiss her father placed on her cheek. He stood and bent over Renee’s bed, preparing to kiss her good night. “And, no, I’m not going to wake you just because you’re two years older than your sister. You’ll see Mommy in the morning, too. Okay?”


Renee smiled, accepted her father’s kiss, rolled on her side, and pulled her blankets over her shoulder.


Martin walked through the dark room and stood at the door for a moment, admiring his daughters. “Good night,” he said softly, then closed the door.


Martin went straight for the phone, punched in his wife’s pager number, then hung up, trying to convince himself that the first page hadn’t gone through. He sat down on the living room sofa, then he stretched out, kicking his feet up. He remained like that for only a moment, not able to control the urge to get up and walk back to the window and look out for his wife’s Saab rolling into the driveway.


His actions made him angry. Standing there, leaning on the windowsill like some frantic puppy, waiting for Master to come home. He was behaving foolishly, he told himself, his reflection showing the proof in the window in front of him. He stood there, holding the curtains aside with one hand, staring at himself.


He wanted to walk away from the window, forget about the time it took his wife to come home, forget about the image in front of him, the reflection that stared back at him that he was never really satisfied with, but he couldn’t. He just continued to stand there and stare, his self-confidence dropping a notch as each minute passed.


How did he end up with his wife in the first place? That was the question that popped into his mind whenever she would come home late, and she’d been coming home late a lot lately.


Why was such a beautiful woman with him? Long black hair, caramel complexion, and the biggest, darkest eyes imaginable; she was stunning. Every time he looked in her eyes, he felt like a child, wanted to confess how he could never get her out of his mind, even when she was just in the next room.


He, on the other hand, was plain, simply plain. Martin was not hideous by any stretch, but he was not handsome either. He landed smack-dab in the middle of the physical-appearance scale, having a face that people neither ignored nor admired. His body was the same. He was six feet even, a little taller than average, but of average build, not too large, not too small, and even though he worked up an intense sweat at the gym every day, and got stronger doing it, his body never appeared more than the average body that the average guy who never worked out walked around with.


Because of this, Martin tried to better everything within his power, things that he had some control over. He got his hair cut once a week, keeping it neat and close. It made a difference, he told himself each time the barber handed him the mirror for him to check his haircut, the man’s other hand extended, waiting for the fifteen dollars Martin owed him. It made a difference.


The clothes he bought were the nicest he could afford. He often stopped off at the mall after work to pick up a shirt or a pair of pants even if he didn’t need them, just wanting to add them to his collection so he could put something new on the following day. New clothes always made him feel better-looking, more confident than he actually was. And as he stood at the mirror those mornings, the tags still dangling from the new clothes, he would sometimes stare at himself, trying to find that something that his wife had seen in him, saw in him. He knew it was there, but he could never find it. He would straighten the new tie, or adjust a cuff link, taking pride in these things as opposed to himself. All of this he did for his wife, the beautiful woman that he loved so much. Even though he knew it was a failing attempt, he did all this to at least equal her appearance, because he knew on every other level she was above him. Her level of education far exceeded his. She seemed more confident, more outgoing, and she even brought home something like three times what he made.


So how did he get her, he asked himself again. He was always unsure of the answer, and even when he was standing next to her at the altar, all done up in his tuxedo, his soon-to-be wife appearing like a vision in her beautiful white gown, the preacher asking her, “Do you take this man, Martin Alexander Carter, to be your lawfully wedded husband?” He remembered holding his breath, and closing his eyes hoping that she wouldn’t come to her senses all of a sudden and embarrass him in front of all his family and friends. But she said yes, and she made him the happiest man in the world, and he knew he always would be, till recently.


Martin shook the thoughts out of his head, angered by the fact that she had not driven up yet. He looked down at his watch; it read 10:25. He moved from the curtain, grabbed the phone again, and prepared to dial his wife’s pager, but decided against it and hung up the phone forcefully.


If she hadn’t called him back yet, what made him think she’d call him back at all, he thought as he took the stairs two at a time, rushing toward their bedroom. He stood in the center of the room, his arms at his sides, his chest heaving from the quick climb, looking bewildered, as if he had been suddenly transported there and had no idea where he was. He walked quickly to their closet, yanked the sliding doors to one side, then tugged at the string to turn on the light. It was a large walk-in closet, his clothes lining one side of the small area, his shoes filed neatly under his garments, her clothes and shoes lining the other side. That was where he found himself standing, his fists clenched at his sides, his willpower being tested as he looked at her garments.


Don’t do it, he told himself, begged himself, and the command was made to stop himself from forcing his hands into her coat pockets, or patting down the fronts of her business suits, looking for things that shouldn’t be there, things that proved she was doing things that he didn’t want to think that she was doing. He didn’t want to check up on her like that, like some fanatical wife, checking her husband’s shirt collar for lipstick stains. He didn’t want to do that, because it would make him feel like far less than the man he was, and considering his already low opinion of himself, he couldn’t afford to sink any lower. But more important, he didn’t want to wrongly stop trusting his wife. If he did what he was about to do, went through her pockets, or went to her dresser to go through her undergarment drawer, bringing her panties to his nose, sniffing them for the scent of sex, or some other man’s fragrance, and found nothing, he would never be able to forgive himself. And then every time she came in late, or didn’t call him back after a page, his mind would race to the place where she was lying in some man’s arms, holding some man the way she should’ve been holding him, giving some man the attention she should’ve been giving to her children.


He couldn’t do that to himself, he thought, as he yanked the string on the closet light and closed the doors. It would be far better to trust his wife and have her cheating on him than to distrust her and find out that she wasn’t. Besides, he knew her better than that. She loved him, and he told himself it was just his insecurities talking and nothing else. He sat on the edge of the bed, placed his flattened hands between his knees, and told himself to wait, wait until his wife came home.


When Martin heard a car pull into the driveway, he knew that it was his wife, but he didn’t bother getting up or rushing to the window to see her step out of the car and make her way to the front door. He knew it would happen, and he saw the actions happening in his head when he heard the car door slam. He imagined and counted her paces as she walked to the front door, saw her setting her coat down on the sofa, saw her kicking her high heels off, one of them sitting upright, one of them falling to a side. There was silence for a moment, but he knew she was walking to the kitchen. She was probably opening the refrigerator door, peeking inside for no other reason than just to reaffirm the fact that she wasn’t hungry, then she’d make her way upstairs.


Martin still didn’t move. He heard her climbing the stairs, even though her movements were muffled by the thick carpeting. Martin canted his head just a little and looked down at the watch on his wrist. It was 12:45 A.M. He had been sitting on the edge of that bed, his hands folded between his knees, waiting like a patient little schoolboy, for more than two hours.


He felt her presence as she stood in the doorway. He didn’t have to turn to look at her to see how she appeared there. She would be wearing the same pale pink business jacket and skirt she was wearing when she walked out of the house that morning, a time that seemed like an entire day ago, twenty-four hours, to Martin. She would be standing there, probably a huge run up her stockings from all the walking she had done back and forth through the hospital, her hair slightly mussed about her head, her makeup faded, but still somehow looking stunningly attractive.


“You didn’t have to wait up,” Debra said.


She didn’t sound exhausted the way Martin thought she would. She sounded as refreshed as she was when she walked out of the house earlier that morning, and he could not help turning to take a quick look at her to see if her appearance matched the voice, and it did. She looked as though she had just stepped out of a shower, had just torn the dry-cleaning plastic away from her suit and had some stylist do her hair and makeup. She had a smile on her face, and that made Martin crazy, made him so angry he wanted to yell at her, wanted to grab her by the ear and drag her over to their daughters’ room and tell her how she neglected seeing them before they went to bed. But he didn’t do that. He just answered her in as plain and as calm a voice as he could find within him without staring at her.


“I didn’t wait up. I just sat down here after I put the girls to bed, and before I knew it, it was almost one.” He put emphasis on the time.


“Yeah, right,” Debra said, walking over toward him, resting a hand on his shoulder, and kissing him on the cheek. “You were waiting up for me and you know it.” She was smiling as she balanced herself on him, allowing herself not to fall as she stood on one foot, taking off her stockings.


Martin looked up at her as she did this, smelled her perfume, and a hint of her perspiration as she took off her jacket, a scent that always drove him crazy. He felt the anger start to dissipate, and if he really tried, he could forget about the late hour, forget about the unanswered pages, and just go to bed with his wife, but if he did that, then the problem would never be resolved.


“So how was your day, anyway?” Martin said.


Debra paused, unbuttoning one of her blouse buttons, and looked down at him, as if trying to decipher what may have been a coded question.


“It was fine.” Martin sensed apprehension in her voice.


“That was it? Fine. Can you give me a little more than that? It’s almost one in the morning, and you’re just walking in the house, and all you can say was that your day was fine.”


“I worked in the clinic until about five, treating a lot of sick babies like I do every day. Some had the flu, some had fevers, a couple were just teething. Then I went over to the hospital, like I do every day, and I saw some patients over there. You know, the routine doctor stuff,” she said, taking off her shirt, and tossing it on the dresser, a suggestion of resentment in her voice.


“Does it take you sixteen hours to see patients, Debra? You work in a hospital, not a coal mine. You’re a damn pediatric doctor, not a sweatshop worker. Can’t you get home at a decent hour?”


“I really don’t feel like going into this, Martin.”


“Fine. Fine!” Martin said sarcastically. “Come in at midnight, come in at four in the morning, for all I care.” Martin got up from the bed and walked over to his wife. She was standing in front of him, stripped down to her skirt and her bra. He wanted to touch her, and he moved to place his hand on her soft, smooth shoulder but stopped himself. “What’s going on? Can you tell me that?”


“Nothing.”


“I can’t believe that,” Martin said, trying to sound sympathetic. “You come in here at this time of night, and you say nothing is happening.”


“So what are you saying, Martin?” Debra raised her voice, stepping back from him. “I say that nothing is happening, but you say there is. What do you think is happening, Martin? Please tell me.”


He didn’t want an argument. He didn’t want them to sling hateful words at each other just to prove who could yell the loudest, all he wanted to know was the truth.


“Did you know that Renee and Rebecca wanted me to wake them up when you got home? They wanted to see you before they went to bed.”


The angry look on his wife’s face softened some, but she didn’t say a word.


“I told them that they’d see you in the morning, but I was even beginning to doubt that.”


“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”


“I tried paging you twice, and you didn’t even call back here. I just wanted to know how late you were going to be, just wanted to let you talk to the girls before they went to bed, but you couldn’t even call back. It’s like you don’t even care.”


“I didn’t get the pages, okay? Maybe there was something wrong with my beeper.”


That was a lie, and Martin knew it. He could tell the way his wife was looking at him, that same look, as though she were waiting for something ridiculously terrible to happen, like a car falling from the sky and flattening her for the fib she told. He walked over to her bag, picked it up, stuck an arm in it down to his elbow and started searching through the bag.


“What are you doing?” Debra asked, shocked by what she saw.


Martin still tore through the bag, tossing papers and other belongings to the floor until he pulled out his wife’s pager. He looked down at it, pressing the little button that displayed saved pages, bypassing a number of pages till he saw their home phone number, once at 8:35 P.M. and again some hour and a half later.


He walked over to his wife and stood directly in front of her, sticking the pager in her face, holding it so the tiny green display window was in her sight. “So maybe your beeper’s not working, hunh! It looks like it works just fine to me, Debra. Now can you tell me what’s going on?”


“Nothing,” she said, turning to walk away, but Martin caught her by the arm and spun her back to face him.


“Bullshit!” he said, his arm raised, pointing in the direction of the children’s room. “Your daughters are wondering why they haven’t seen their mother before they went to bed. I’ve been sitting in this room wondering the same thing, waiting till one in the morning, and you tell me nothing is going on. That’s bullshit! I don’t believe it, and you better come up with something better than that!” Martin said, his big hand still around his wife’s small arm.


“Can you let me go, please.” The expression on his wife’s face led Martin to believe he was hurting her.


Martin released her. He never wanted to grab her like that to begin with, but his emotions got away from him.


“I finished around nine. I had a long day, had an infant die that I was treating in the NICU for two months now. I needed to get out. Me and some colleagues went out and had some drinks, released some stress, that’s all. And when I looked up, it was after midnight.”


“And why didn’t you answer my pages?”


Debra hung her head, smoothing a hand over her face, her long hair falling about her arm. Then she lifted her head, looking Martin in the eyes.


“Because I just didn’t want to, okay?” It was a statement filled with emotion, her face contoured as though she were about to break down and start bawling out loud. Then, almost immediately, she straightened up in order to speak.


“I just didn’t want to answer your page. I told you what happened. All I wanted to do was sit there and drown my problems in that damn alcohol, and I didn’t feel like being bothered with anything.”


“Not even your husband, or your daughters?”


“What is it, Martin?” Debra said, exasperated. “What is it you want to know?”


Martin stared at his beautiful wife; his jaws tightened. He swallowed hard.


“Are you seeing someone else?” he asked, almost regretting the fact that he had, because if he hadn’t, the possibility of the answer being yes would’ve never been known to him.


Debra laughed, but it was a sad, sarcastic, and somehow sympathetic laugh. But not the sympathy one feels for the dying or the needy, but the sympathy felt for the the pathetic. And that’s how his wife looked at him at that moment, as if he were pathetic.


She shook her head. “That’s what this is all about? This has nothing to do with me staying out late, and it probably has nothing to do with me not seeing the girls to bed, does it?”


“It does have something to do with that,” Martin interjected.


“It’s about you putting yourself down, about you questioning yourself, and when I’m not there exactly when I should be, when I’m not there to tell you that you have no reason to treat yourself like that, you just automatically think it’s because I’m out sleeping around.” Debra turned her back on him to walk away. Then she stopped and faced him again, giving him that sad, pathetic look. “Martin, it was cute when I first met you, but it’s really starting to get old now. You need to give it up.”


Then, without another word, she turned and headed for the bathroom, reaching behind her, undoing the clasp on her bra and letting it fall just outside the bathroom door as she disappeared into the small room.


Martin stood there feeling stupid, insecure, and immature, but he was not totally convinced by a long shot. Just because she says she’s fed up doesn’t mean she’s faithful, he thought, and the little scene she made may have been the best way to squirm her way out of a conversation she never wanted to be having in the first place, a discussion she felt she was losing. Then again, if she was telling the truth, Martin didn’t want to continue to beat her up, question her every move just because he was lacking terribly in self-confidence. He didn’t know what to do.


Martin walked slowly to the door and placed a soft, flat hand on its surface, and then put his ear to it. He heard the shower water running, and under that, faintly, he could hear his wife singing. True, she always sang in the shower, but after the argument they just had, he would’ve thought, or would’ve hoped to think, that she would’ve been too distraught to follow her normal bathing routines, and if she did, he didn’t think that she should’ve sounded so cheerful.


He turned his back on the door, leaned against it, realizing how tired he was, not just physically, but mentally, emotionally. If she only knew what she meant to him, how much of his life was just her, and only her, she would stop doing whatever it was she was doing. She would allow him to trust her implicitly, and allow him to stop trying to find some hidden lie in each word she spoke, because it was beginning to take its toll on him. But he wouldn’t stop, he told himself. Yes, he did love her, almost more than anything else known to him, but he would not allow himself to be used or played like some fool—he just wouldn’t. And whatever it took to avoid that, he would do. Whatever it took.




CHAPTER THREE


It was 2:00 A.M., and Zale sat in his pajamas, slouched in his chair, exhausted, staring at his bed. His body needed sleep desperately, and he knew that because he felt as though he could barely move, as though he had been shot with some type of paralyzing drug. He needed sleep, but his mind would not let him drift off, and despite how weary his body felt, his mind was wide awake, and he knew it was due to the thoughts that raced throughout his head.


He needed to control those thoughts, switch them to something peaceful, something that he could take to his pillow and would not torment him through the night. But he knew he couldn’t do that. He had to let the thoughts run their course, run out, and only then he could sleep.


He looked over at the clock again. It read three minutes after the last time he checked. He thought about jumping in bed, saying hell with everything. If he dreamed, then he did, and that was the end of it. But he was scared, and he hated to admit that to himself, and if he had to stay up long enough to get the thoughts out of his head so he wouldn’t dream about them, it’d be worth it. He slouched deeper into the chair, crossed his arms over his chest, and let his head fall back against the chair as he looked up at the ceiling, allowing the thoughts to have their way with him.


His mother was so thin. Maybe if she would’ve eaten something herself sometimes instead of coming in the house, opening a can of the first thing she blindly put her hand on from the cabinet, dumping it in a bowl without even heating it, and sliding it to her child, she wouldn’t have been so skinny.


She’d give little Zale a spoon and ask him in a hurry, “We all right?,” holding her breath, as if she could not breathe till he answered. When he nodded his head, she’d take off to the other room, slamming and locking the door as if that was the only place she could’ve actually breathed out the air she was holding.


Zale would sit there in his chair, the bowl in between his legs like a drum, and eat his SpaghettiOs or his pork and beans, always taking out the little piece of fatty pork, and when he was done, he would set the bowl on top of the table and climb down out of the chair and walk to the door and knock on it.


“Mama, you in there?” he’d ask. And it would take a while for her to answer, but when she did, she would always clear her voice as if she was about to give a speech and say, “Yes, boy, Mama just fine. Go play now, you hear.”


“Can I come in, Mama?” Zale would ask, standing right up against the door, one hand flat against the wood, caressing it, as if it were his mother’s smooth skin.


“No, boy. Run along and play,” she’d say, then he would hear her cough, and he wanted to go in there more.


“Mama!” he’d call out.


“You heard me, boy!” she’d say more forcefully. “Go along and play!”


But Zale wouldn’t leave, just sit outside the door, pushed right up against it.


When she finally came out, Zale was usually in the front room watching cartoons. His mother would saunter into the room, a huge smile on her face, her eyes half open, her forehead clear of wrinkles and whatever tension she was experiencing when she walked in from work so frantically.


She would come in the room and fold her thin body down on the floor around her son, hugging him from behind and ask in a soft, tired voice, “We all right?”


“Yeah,” Zale would say, and nod his head without bothering to look back into his mother’s face, because he knew she was all right, now. Most times she would stay awake for only five or ten minutes, laughing strangely at the cartoon people getting their heads flattened by falling safes, or getting cut into a million pieces by a giant cheese grater, then she’d be out. On her side at times, but mostly flat on her back, one arm stretched out to her side, the other on her belly, like she was doing a dance in her sleep. Zale would sometimes lie beside her, or just sit cross-legged near her head and look at her. How beautiful she was. Her skin so fair, her dark, straight hair, always pulled back in a ball, contrasting starkly with her skin. Her nose was small, her lips thin, her eyes the most intense black imaginable, and Zale could see all the love his mother had for him reflect from those eyes when she looked at him.


Zale lowered his head and kissed her softly on the cheek, then began to stretch out to lie next to her, when all of a sudden, she began to cough. Softly at first, two times. Zale waited till she stopped, looking at her, concern in his eyes. When she stopped, he laid his head down in the space between her neck and shoulder, but she started coughing again, forcing him up. It was more violent this time, and when she didn’t stop, wouldn’t seem like she would ever stop, he grabbed her by the shoulder and started to shake her.


“Mama!” Zale cried. “Mama!” But she wouldn’t wake up, just continued to cough, her face turning a pale shade of pink, spittle flying from her lips onto Zale’s face. He didn’t know what to do, but he had to do something. He got to his feet and started to run around the house. He would’ve called 911, but their phone had been disconnected long ago. He thought about running to one of the neighbors in the building, but he didn’t want to leave his mother writhing on the floor like that. He ran through the front room, into the kitchen, terrified. “Mama, Mama!” he cried as he ran, tears streaming from his eyes. He could still hear her coughing even more violently. He stood in the kitchen for a moment, spun around, looking, for what he didn’t know. Then he ran into her bedroom, looked all around the room, his mother still coughing. Quickly, he searched for something, something to make her stop, not having any clue to what that would be. He looked frantically through her drawers, then under the bed, then . . . Then there was silence. Zale noticed it right away. His body was halfway under the bed, his arm reaching, when he heard his mother stop coughing. He waited another moment, waited to see if the silence was really true, almost hoping that it wasn’t, because he knew that she might be dead.


He pulled himself out from under the bed and walked slowly into the front room. His mother was there, curled up on her side, her arms folded, her hands disappearing into the curve of her stomach. She did not move, just lay still, deathly still. Zale approached her, filled with fear and anguish. He sat down next to her and put his hand on her forehead. She was damp with sweat. Then he put his cheek next to hers. Faintly he felt her body moving. She was alive.


Zale got a damp washcloth from the bathroom and blotted her forehead and face dry. He covered her with a blanket, then walked out of the room. Zale slid under his mother’s bed again and reached out for what had caught his eye before, what he had been reaching out to grab when his mother stopped coughing.


He took it in his hand, slid out from under the bed and looked down at it. What it was he wasn’t sure, but it looked like some kind of pipe. It was glass, though. Something that he had never seen before. It was odd-looking, and it was burned on one end. With the pipe, there was a cigarette lighter, and a small plastic bag. In the bag were little white pebbles or rocks of some sort. Zale held them up to his face very closely, and moved them around in there. He didn’t know what they were, but for some reason, he felt they were why his mother was in the condition she was in.


Zale took what he had found, stuffed it in his pockets and ran outside. He ran till he got to the bridge, the bridge that crossed the railroad yard where all the trains stopped. He walked out on that bridge and looked down. It was a long way down, such a long way. He pulled the contents of his pockets out, held them in his hands a moment, then let them fall. They fell and fell and fell. The little glass pipe exploded as it hit the ground, the lighter landed with a “clack,” and the little plastic bag floated down, landing softly as though it had a parachute attached. Zale pulled himself off the rail, for he had been leaning almost all the way over to see the fate of the things he had found. He stood there for a moment, feeling better for what he’d just done. Everything would be better now, he told himself. Everything would be better.


Zale raised his head and sat up in the chair. A tear was lodged in the corner of his eye, threatening to fall, but he wiped it away before it had the chance. Something told him that if it made its way down the length of his face, more would fall, and he didn’t need to go walking down that path again. He could feel sad without crying, and he could miss his mother without becoming so hopeless that he didn’t know what to do with himself.


It was an hour later than the last time he looked at the clock, and his mind was idle. He would be able to rest now. He slowly pulled himself from the chair, his pajamas wrinkled from the long period of rest, and reached for his alarm clock. He set it for 6:30 A.M., the way like he always did. He quickly added the hours he had to sleep in his head, and told himself they wouldn’t be enough. But something had to be sacrificed, his sleep or all the children he was trying to help. He set the alarm clock back down, grateful for the three and a half hours of sleep he would get, turned out the lights, fell into bed on his stomach, his arms down beside him, his face on its side, his eyes still open, staring at nothing, waiting for sleep to take him.


Zale was in his office by 7:00 A.M., before anyone else got there. He was reviewing and updating files of abandoning fathers. The one he was looking at belonged to a man by the name of André Hinton. He was thirty-two and had a daughter with a woman by the name of Kayla Pope, and who knew how many other children walking the street. Ms. Pope called almost nine months ago looking for the man, saying that he’d left shortly after the child was born, and hadn’t seen her or the child since, and had not offered support of any kind.


Zale made attempts to reach out to this man many times, had his investigator give him notices that he wanted to meet with him, that he would try to avoid any legal action, but the man never responded, never called the office, never thought to visit his daughter, even though he knew the child needed him, and was probably going without because he wasn’t there, and that angered Zale. It really pissed him off.


He would have that problem addressed and hopefully resolved today. The man’s child could wait no longer. Zale wrote “Urgent” on a small stick-it pad, peeled off the page, affixed it to the file and placed it to a side. He was preparing to review the next file when there was a knock on his door.


“Come in,” he said.


The door opened and Martin Carter stood just inside the doorway. “Can I come in?” he said.


“Of course,” Zale said, closing the file and placing it aside.


Martin came in and sat down in the chair in front of Zale’s desk. He had something folded in his hand, resting on his lap, and immediately Zale knew what it was and what trouble it would bring. “Good morning,” Martin said plainly, looking very uncomfortable in the chair.


“Good morning to you,” Zale said, staring at the item. “And how are you? You look tired.”


“I had a long night. I don’t want to talk about it,” Martin said.


“Is everything all right at home?”


“Everything is fine,” Martin said, a chill in his voice. “I don’t want to talk about me,” he said curtly. “You read Sunday’s magazine in the Tribune, I’m sure.”


Zale looked down at the next file in front of him, opened it up, peeked inside it briefly, then closed it. “Yes, I read it, so what?”


“I thought we had an agreement. I thought you said you would tone down.”


“We’re not going to get into this again, Martin,” Zale said, standing from his desk, and walking to the window, where he turned his back on his friend to look out on the street.


“I was hoping that we wouldn’t have to talk about this again, but did you read what you said? Do you remember what’s in here?” Martin said. He was standing now and had tossed the magazine over to Zale’s desk. It landed faceup, and when Zale turned around, the picture he disliked so much was staring up at him.


“Of course I remember. I said it!”


“And why did you have to say it?”


“What do you mean, why did I have to say it? Because that’s how I feel. And if I feel a certain way about something, I’m going to say it, especially in this case.”


Martin shook his head, grabbing the magazine off the desk, an exasperated look on his face. He sat down in the chair again, looking beaten. “You just don’t get it, do you?” he said, waving the magazine in front of him. “You’ve managed, again, to further alienate every single father out there who has abandoned, or has plans to abandon, their children.”


“And what do I care about that?” Zale said.


“Well, you should care something about that, because it’s not just them that you alienate, Zale. Not just those men, but people who understand that sometimes things go wrong. Sometimes there are situations that make men leave their children, even though they don’t want to, and when you go after them the way you have in this article, when you call them every name that you can think of, from irresponsible parent to coward, other people start to feel that you’re too hard, that you aren’t trying to understand, that you have no soul. It’s bad for us, Zale.”


“I’m trying to get my point across. I’m not trying to fool these people into thinking that I’m someone they want to invite to Sunday dinner, someone they want to date their daughter. I don’t have to make myself look good in their eyes. That’s not my job. It’s yours.”


“And you’re making it damn hard to do. Did you know I heard the phones ringing in my office before I even walked in the building, but I didn’t rush, because what’s the bother in running to catch that phone call? There’ll be plenty others. The phone will be ringing all day with infuriated people wanting to bitch and scream at me for shit you said. For most of them, that’s all they’ll want to do. But some of these people won’t feel as though a phone call will convey the same message a brick through the window will, or they may go as far as going after you again.” Martin leaned forward in the chair. “Those remarks you said, getting your point across, is it worth going through that again?”


Zale remembered back to when the man had him by the neck, had the gun pressed to his head. Zale knew he was dead, he knew it, and at that moment, he told himself he would never do anything to put himself in harm’s way like that again. But when he thought about it later, he realized that the experience almost didn’t make a damn bit of difference to him, because he couldn’t let fear stand in the way of what he had to do. He just couldn’t.


“It’s worth it,” Zale said softly, almost to himself.


“What did you say?”


“I said, it’s worth it! Martin, I don’t care what they think about me, or about what I have to say. I’m not running for office; this is not a popularity contest, I’m trying to get these cowards—”


“There you go again with the coward business,” Martin said, throwing his hands up in disgust.


“I’m trying to get these fathers to recognize what they’re doing to their children when they leave them, what position they’re putting them in, and what they are in turn saying to these kids. They’re saying that they don’t love them and they never will. They’re saying don’t try and find me, because if I thought enough about you to care what you thought, how you feel, I would make myself available. Bottom line, they’re saying that they don’t care if their children live or die. They don’t give a damn.” Zale was silent for a moment, his mind racing over unwanted memories.


“How do you think that makes them feel!” Zale said, his voice filled with emotion, the expression on his face unsteady. “How are you expected to go through life feeling like you’re worth something, when one of the two most important people in your life tells you, screams to you, that you aren’t worth a damn moment of their time. Do you know how that makes a child feel?”


Martin sat in the chair, still clutching the paper, expressionless.


“Do you, Martin!”


“I can’t say that I do,” he said plainly, his tone even.


“Then don’t tell me what’s worth what! Don’t tell me about public opinion, and the things I should or shouldn’t say.” Zale walked back over to the window, placed his hands high on the window frame above his head and looked out. “Is that all?” Zale said, his back still turned.


Martin took a moment to answer him. “No, that’s not all. This is a business, right?”


Zale didn’t turn around, nor did he answer the question.


“I said, this is a business, right?” Martin said again.


Zale slowly turned around to look at Martin, still not answering.


“Yes, it’s not-for-profit, but it’s still a business,” Zale answered reluctantly.


“That’s right,” Martin said. “And I’m sure you’re aware of this, but we depend on the public for most of our money to keep this business running. Do you see what I’m saying? I know you’re trying to deal with this huge problem that’s affecting our community in so many ways. I’m trying to deal with it, too. But if you alienate the people out there that we depend on for funds to keep this boat floating, then they won’t donate, and we have no boat, and if we have no boat, all those kids out there we’re trying to save—they drown.”


“We get money from the government,” Zale said.


“It’s not enough. Don’t you see, Zale. We’re barely making it. Every time I open up the books, it gets more depressing. Now I know this hits very close to home for you. We’ve known each other for five or six years now, and you’re my best friend, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, but you still haven’t told me why this is like life and death for you. Do you think one day you’ll let me in on that?”


Zale was leaning with his back against the window, his arms crossed over his chest. His stance was defiant but the look on his face was very subtle, almost vulnerable.


“Do you think you’ll tell me, Zale?”


Still no answer.


“It might be wrong for me to say this, Zale, because, like I said, I really don’t know how deep this is, but you have to learn to separate the emotions from business. It will tear this organization down, and it will eat you up inside. Now we need every dollar we can get our hands on, so I’m asking you, not just as your partner, but your best friend. Tone down your comments, your opinions, whatever they are, and not just for the sake of the money that’s at stake. I don’t want you getting your head blown off. Can you do that?”


Zale looked around the room, his eyes resting on nothing in particular. Then he looked at Martin and blew out a frustrated sigh. “Yeah, I can do that, I guess.”


“Good,” Martin said, standing from the chair. “And that speaking engagement you have tonight, I’m going to call and cancel.”


Zale snapped out of the melancholy mood he was in. “Why are you going to do that?”


“After this article, you don’t need to be speaking to these people. This will be a room full of men who are being forced by the courts to listen to you speak. After what you said, do you think they’ll stand and clap when you enter the room?”


“That doesn’t matter to me. Like you said, they’re being forced, so they have to listen, and the things I have to say are very important. I’m going to speak tonight.”


“Zale, there’s no telling what could happen. I’ll call and postpone till after this article is forgotten.”


“I’m going. You’re not canceling.”


“But—”


“I’m going!”


“Fine, have it your way,” Martin said, raising his palms in surrender.


Zale reached over to his desk and grabbed the file marked “Urgent.” “Remember this guy?”


Martin took the folder and opened it to see André Hinton’s photo staring back at him. “Yeah, I remember him. Tried a million times, but never was able to get in touch with him.”


“Well, the mother of his child has been calling a lot lately, and I want to try reaching Mr. Hinton again.”


“Do you want me to get Rames on it?” Martin said, moving toward the phone. “I can page him right now.”


“No, he’s not scheduled to come in till this afternoon.”







OEBPS/images/9781439129876_cover.jpg
RIS

A novel

jolmglon

Simon & Schuster

New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore





