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TWO WRONGS
By
MORGAN MANDEL
Prologue
February 12, 1996 – Back when Marshall Field’s wasn’t Macy’s and texting wasn’t popular.
“WHAT’S GOING ON down there?”
Danny Callaway heard the question, but couldn’t answer. His brain froze in the cold February air as he stared at the broken rag doll that had once been his sister, Mary Alice.
In his sixteen years he’d never witnessed death first-hand. Until now.
Mary Alice’s still form lay sprawled against the alley’s cement. Her head stuck out at a crazy angle like the girl in the Exorcist movie.
Hoping against hope, he checked for a pulse at her neck. Nothing. He tried her wrist, but got the same result.
His mind was all jumbled. All he could think of were stupid things, like how he’d heard guys call Mary Alice a prude because she closed the top buttons on her blouse and never wore mini-skirts.
She’d sure be embarrassed not to have anything on at all. Someone had to cover her up and make her look presentable. Maybe Mom could help.
But how could he tell her? A sob tore through his throat. He clamped his mouth shut to keep the bile from rushing out.
Through the shock and pain, one thing remained clear. Kevin would pay for this.
Chapter One
Danny
THE TRIAL BEGAN, yet it couldn’t be happening. Mary Alice couldn’t be dead. It had been six months since Danny had discovered his sister’s still form on that cold February night, yet he still couldn’t believe he’d never see her again. She was family, a part of his life. It didn’t seem right being without her. If only she’d come back, but that was impossible.
Slamming home that fact was the prosecutor, Bill Rosenberg, who held up a photo. “With the court’s permission, may I present Exhibit One, a picture taken at the crime scene?”
No, Danny wanted to shout, knowing firsthand what the photo contained. His heart beat fast as the picture made its rounds. He clenched his fingers to keep from snatching it away. His sister’s memory was sacred, yet these people eyed her lying exposed and defenseless.
He watched helplessly. Finally, the photograph reached the end of the jury box, where a frail, bent-over lady cupped it in her palm. Her eyes filled with tears. Danny blinked rapidly, reminding himself that men don’t cry. He turned his attention to his parents. Mom had no such compunctions. Her shoulders shook. Tears streamed down her face. Dad leaned over to comfort her.
Watching their anguish made matters worse, but Danny wouldn’t cave in. He’d never break down in front of his sister’s killer. Stone-faced, he concentrated on what the prosecutor was saying. “I’d like to call Officer Dugan.”
The officer testified that he’d been first on the scene.
“Can you describe the position of the body?”
...the body. Danny swallowed hard at the image conjured up in his mind.
The prosecutor bore on relentlessly, digging for details, inquiring about the state of rigor mortis, the head wounds, the color of Mary Alice’s lips. The image deepened.
That’s my sister. She’s a person, not a thing, Danny wanted to shout.
The subject was exhaustively pursued. The officer answered each question matter-of-factly. Easy for him. It wasn’t his sister he was talking about. Each new detail drove a fresh spike into Danny’s heart.
It took forever for the line of questioning to change.
“Officer Dugan, I understand you exercised a search warrant. What was it you found at the defendant’s home?”
“Hair strands from the defendant’s brush, a book of matches, a pair of gym shoes...”
The list was long. Dear God, let it be in there somewhere—the necessary ingredient to convict Kevin.
“The items mentioned are State’s Exhibits One through Twenty. Thank you. That will be all.”
For some inane reason, Danny’s attention drifted to the bald spot on the prosecutor’s head. The fluorescent light gleamed on it, casting an eerie glow, reminding Danny of how Otto Meyer’s porch light had shone down and illuminated Mary Alice’s still body.
He shivered, lost in painful remembrance. He had to be strong. His sister counted on him. He would not break down. Staring straight ahead, he pretended not to understand the dreadful implications as the officer spoke about sexual assault.
The prosecutor called up a forensic pathologist who verified his written reports about semen, torn tissue, and bruises. Did everyone have to hear this? As the questioning resumed, Danny tried to zone the man out, but couldn’t.
A lab technician stepped up to the stand.
“We examined blood samples extracted from Kevin Green’s shoe and found them to be O-negative,” the man said.
“Is that Mr. Green’s blood type?” Rosenberg asked.
“No. His blood tested B-negative.”
“What about the victim’s?”
“Mary Alice Callaway’s was O-negative.”
“Thank you.”
Up to this point, slick-haired Eric Dominski, the public defender, hadn’t said much. Suddenly his slim body jerked into high gear. Gesturing wildly, with arms outstretched, Dominski debated about the blood, saying Kevin could have walked by, stepped on it and not have committed the crime.
“Wasn’t Mary Alice Callaway’s blood on her brother’s clothes? Didn’t he say he’d discovered her body? Could he be the one who killed her?” Dominski shot out.
Danny glared at him. Rosenberg had warned him not to get rattled by the public defender. The guy was a grandstander, who, due to a backlog of cases, tended to ignore his homework and make up for it by trying to manipulate the jury’s emotions.
Danny knew this, yet it was hard to keep calm when he was being accused of something so base.
The prosecutor ignored the theatrics and fired back, mentioning that cortex pigment granules were found on the victim’s body. Danny frowned. What was he talking about?
“Could you repeat that in layman’s terms?” Rosenberg asked.
The man explained that pieces of hair seemingly identical to Kevin Green’s were picked up off the body.
The public defender rolled his eyes, then asked if other hair types were found.
“Yes, that of Danny Callaway, as well as Larry Murphy, the boyfriend.”
With a smirk, Dominski pounced. “It could’ve been any of them. And since the DNA samples have conveniently disappeared out of the evidence room and the body has since been cremated, that leaves it all wide open, doesn’t it? No further questions.”
Dominski was a sicko. Danny’s neck grew hot. His stomach churned like a runaway washing machine. He was no pervert. Mary Alice was his sister. He’d only found her, that’s all.
Nosy Meyer had watched from the window when Danny had taken out the garbage. He knew. If only Meyer had been awake when the murder had taken place. Then Kevin wouldn’t look so smug.
And what about Larry? Danny had never cared for the guy, but that was beside the point. Mary Alice’s boyfriend didn’t deserve to be fingered. He had to be ready to explode.
As if to answer Danny’s questions, the prosecutor called up Larry Murphy. Larry’s face was pale and bathed in sweat as he approached the witness stand. When he got there, he sat at the edge of the chair, as if ready to bolt. He licked his lips and shifted his weight. Behind black-framed glasses, his eye movements darted back and forth between the prosecutor and the doorway. From the way he acted, anyone would think he was the one on trial.
“Lawrence, can you recall what you and the victim did the day of the murder?”
Choking out the words, Larry said that he and Mary Alice had discussed getting married after graduation. On the day in question they’d gotten carried away and ended up making love in the back seat of his car. Unfortunately, there would be no wedding.
As he testified, his eyes shifted, never quite meeting the prosecutor’s, almost as if he were ashamed.
The thought of his sister having sex with Larry, even though he was her boyfriend, was a little strange. Not long before her murder Danny had overheard Mary Alice tell Mom she’d definitely walk down the aisle as a virgin. Had she loved Larry enough to give in? It was so unlike the stubborn, old-fashioned sister he knew.
Danny glanced at his father. The vein on his forehead had grown larger. Mary Alice had been his princess. He’d shielded her from everything, even taking out the garbage. The idea of his unwed daughter doing the dirty deed obviously didn’t sit well with him. Dad’s hands clenched and unclenched, like he wanted to strangle Larry.
Before that could happen, Larry was excused. Danny followed him with his eyes, still trying to understand what Mary Alice had seen in him. Larry was short. His hair was stringy. He was creepy and not at all special. How could he have convinced Mary Alice to do it? Was it because he was an underdog? His sister had always had a weakness for lost causes.
There was no time to dwell on it. Danny’s name was called next. It was his turn. He’d anticipated and dreaded this moment. As he brushed past his mother, she gave him a small smile of encouragement. He knew how much that gesture cost her.
Everyone’s eyes were on him. On suddenly weak legs, Danny wobbled up to the wooden chair. After he was sworn in, he sank down, but immediately straightened up and planted his feet. This was important. He dare not blow it.
Rosenberg began. “Danny, can you describe the relationship between your sister and the defendant?”
“Well, Mary Alice had been going out with Larry Murphy since they were freshmen. Then this year, when they were seniors, Kevin Green started hanging around her too. She told me she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, since he was a new guy at school and all, and had this dyslexia problem.”
Danny stared straight at Kevin. His green eyes looked wounded. He didn’t want everyone to know about his disability. Too bad. He hadn’t spared Mary Alice. There was no reason to feel sorry for him.
The prosecutor continued. “Can you tell me, did you ever witness the defendant making threats to your sister?”
“Yes.”
“Please elaborate.”
“On the day she was killed, I came back from school and found them shouting at each other in front of our apartment. Kevin was ordering Mary Alice to go to the Snowflake Prom with him. She told him she was going with Larry. Kevin said he’d see her dead first.”
A loud gasp echoed through the courtroom. Danny hesitated.
Rosenberg prompted, “Go on.”
“I told him to lay off. She could go with whoever she wanted. He told me to butt out. Then old Otto Meyer from the first floor yelled that we were too loud and he’d call the cops. Kevin left.”
“Thank you, Danny. As the court can see, the defendant has displayed ample motive for committing the crimes of which he’s been accused. Unfortunately, due to his infirmities, the first floor neighbor, Otto Meyer, cannot be present today to testify. I am introducing as Exhibit Number Five, the transcript of his deposition. Mr. Meyer has stated he heard the entire conversation among the now deceased, the defendant and Danny Callaway. He corroborates Danny Callaway’s testimony.”
The district attorney paused. Danny knew what was coming next. They’d gone over it a million times. His heart lurched in anticipation.
Rosenberg proceeded. “Now, Danny, I know this is painful, but can you please describe what happened later that evening.”
Danny took a deep breath. He didn’t want to remember, but he had to. He must be brave. It was his duty. He began slowly, as if by delaying the process the outcome might be different.
“Dad was still driving on his bus route. Mom and I were the only ones home. We thought Mary Alice was at her friend Donna’s house. When it got late, we weren’t worried, figuring they were tied up talking about prom stuff. Anyway, it was during the ten o’clock news that Mom made me take out the garbage. I took the back stairs to the alley.”
The hard part was next. His throat closed up. He couldn’t talk about it. He just couldn’t.
Rosenberg handed him a glass of water. “When you’re ready, please continue.”
Danny swallowed hard. Dear God, he didn’t want to think about it. He forced himself. Pain ripped through his chest and head, making him want to bellow.
He described step-by-terrible-step exactly what had happened. In a different lifetime, he’d rushed downstairs to take out the garbage, afraid he’d miss the basketball highlights.
Once again he discovered his sister’s still form. He bent over to find her pulse, but there wasn’t one. His body trembled from shock and cold, just as before. He couldn’t think. To the accompaniment of Otto Meyer’s raving on about noise in the alley, he turned and ran up the stairs.
After he’d finished the account, Danny felt as if he’d run a marathon. He was out of breath. The room spun. Vaguely he heard a murmur swell through the courtroom.
“Thank you, Danny,” the prosecutor said, then sat down, abandoning Danny to the mercies of the public defender.
Danny had almost managed to pull himself together when Eric Dominski leaned over the stand.
“Danny, I sympathize with you. It had to have been devastating to find your sister like that.”
The compassion in the man’s voice brought a fresh spate of tears to Danny’s blue eyes. He swiped them away with his hand. He had to be strong. He had to watch for tricks.
The public defender continued. “Young man, it’s a terrible fact that your sister was brutally murdered. I agree that punishment must be meted to the wrongdoer. However, in achieving that end, we must exhibit caution. We must not inflict harm on an innocent party. Kevin Green is that innocent party.”
Danny raised his eyebrows. Kevin deserved what he got.
“You seem startled. Well, what I’m saying is, I don’t doubt that you witnessed an argument between Kevin Green and your sister. However, a spat over a prom date is no motive for raping and killing anyone. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Objection, leading the witness.”
“Sustained.”
“Let me rephrase that. Danny, is an argument over a prom a valid reason for killing someone?”
“Maybe not for a normal person. Only for a monster like Kevin Green.”
“Please answer the question yes or no, Danny.”
If only he could wipe that smart-alecky look off of Dominski’s face.
“No,” Danny spat out.
Glancing past Dominski, Danny fastened his attention on the true object of his hatred. Kevin balefully returned his gaze. The evilness in the sea green eyes hovered like an obscene presence. Couldn’t the public defender sense it or didn’t he care?
Dominski’s next words showed how oblivious he was. “Danny, you’re under duress. It’s understandable you’re not making sense. I wouldn’t think clearly either if she were my sister.
“Get to the point, counsel,” the judge broke in, frowning.
“Yes, Your Honor. Let me clarify things. The fight happening the same day as the murder was just a coincidence, nothing more. Someone with a far greater motive was at work here.”
Rosenberg jumped up. “Objection. Conjecture.”
“Your Honor, if I may exercise some leeway to prove my point?”
“If it’s germane.”
“Thank you.”
The prosecutor turned back to Danny. “You attribute Kevin’s dyslexia as the reason your sister was kind to him. Instead, could it be she saw past his disability and knew he had more brains than anyone gave him credit for? Also, let me add, because Kevin is intelligent, wouldn’t he have known a rejection over a prom date is no reason to commit rape and murder?”
Danny couldn’t contain his rage. The words spilled out. “You’re wrong,” he shouted. “His mind’s twisted. He killed my sister.”
Judge Frederick banged the gavel. “I’ll have no outbursts in this court.”
“No further questions.”
Danny fumed in frustration.
“Counselor, would you like to redirect?” the judge asked the district attorney.
Rosenberg nodded. “Tell me, son, what’s it like being without your sister?”
Danny had no time to prepare himself. The pain rushed out, filling his being. “It’s hell,” he gasped, before breaking into giant sobs.
Rosenberg rested the State’s case.
THE NEXT MORNING it was the defense’s turn. Dominski called up Kevin Green, who was so tall he dwarfed everyone in the room, except Danny. Otherwise, he appeared ordinary, with his well groomed, straight, sandy hair, his conservative tan suit and his pale blue oxford shirt. What gave him away was the vacant look in his eyes. Didn’t he have a conscience?
Dominski glanced at the paper in his hand. “According to the coroner’s report, which is labeled defendant’s Exhibit Number One, the crime occurred between eight and ten the evening of Friday, February 12th, 1996. Mr. Green, can you tell me exactly where you were at that time?”
“I was at home watching television. I was there all night.”
“Do you have any witnesses to that effect?”
“Yes. My Dad was with me.”
“Then it’s obvious you couldn’t have committed the crimes alleged by the prosecutor.”
As he nodded, Kevin’s face assumed a choirboy expression. Danny wanted to smack him in the mouth.
“Were you so upset about not going to the prom with Mary Alice Callaway that you raped and murdered her?”
“No. I didn’t even like her that much. Everyone knows I can get any girl I want.” He gave a short laugh. “The prom was no big deal anyway.”
Liar! Kevin had been furious with Mary Alice. Danny darted a look at the jurors. Could they tell Kevin was acting? Their impassive faces gave nothing away.
Rosenberg advanced. “Come now, Mr. Green, do you really expect us to believe you were at home all evening?”
Eric Dominski jumped to his feet. “I object. Badgering the defendant.”
“Objection sustained.”
The prosecutor continued. “Tell me, Mr. Green, what programs did you watch?”
Kevin mumbled, “I don’t remember. It was a long time ago.”
“How convenient. The truth is you don’t remember because you weren’t there.”
Dominski started to rise, but Rosenberg sped on. “Mr. Green, isn’t it true that on the evening in question, you waited alongside Mary Alice Callaway’s apartment building, dragged her into the alley, raped her, smashed her head into the ground and killed her?”
“Objection!”
“No!”
Dominski and Kevin both shouted at once.
Kevin’s face flushed scarlet. Sweat dripped from his forehead. “I didn’t do it,” he said.
At that, Danny gripped the arms of his chair to keep from rising. He had to stay put. If a mistrial were called, Kevin could go free. He had to trust Rosenberg.
“Let me ask you this, Mr. Green. How did Mary Alice Callaway’s blood get on your shoe? How did your hair get on her body?
“I don’t know.” Kevin looked wildly at Dominski, who shook his head.
“No further questions.”
Danny clenched his fists as Kevin walked off the stand.
The defense attorney called Kevin’s father, Derek Green. Looking a bit lost, he shuffled up. The frayed cuffs of his shirt sleeves stuck out from under his shrunken coat. He’d probably bought his clothes at a secondhand shop. Danny felt sorry for him. The man obviously didn’t own much. What’s worse, he had a murderer for a son. How did it feel to know that? Or did he believe Kevin was innocent?
Dominski’s questioning resumed. “Mr. Green, were you at home with your son the entire evening of February 12th, 1996?”
“That’s right.”
“That’ll be all.”
Rosenberg sidled up. “So, Mr. Green, no one was there except you and your son. Is that correct?”
Derek Green nodded. A brief, sly look crossed his face. The man was hiding something. Danny’s pity for him fled.
“Sir, you do realize you’re under oath. If I were to prove you were lying, you could be sentenced for perjury.”
“Objection. Badgering.”
“Sustained.”
“Now Mr. Green, you’re a decent father and love your son, don’t you?”
Derek blinked, then whispered, “Yes.”
Bill Rosenberg withdrew a book of matches from the exhibits and placed it on the witness stand in front of Derek. “Do you love your son so much that you’d go to jail for him?”
The man shrank away from the matchbook.
“What’s the matter, Mr. Green? Does Exhibit Number Three look familiar?”
Derek glanced sadly at his son, turned back again and nodded.
“That’s right. It should. Officer Dugan found this matchbook in your apartment. As you’re aware, it’s from Big Sam’s Pub. Now, what if I were to say I can produce two witnesses who swear they saw you there the night of the murder? Would you still insist you’d stayed home?
“All right, Mr. Green. Once more, I’d like to know. Were you away from home at any time that night?”
“I guess I forgot.” Derek’s voice came out softly. “I did leave for a few drinks.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere. What time were you gone?”
“I don’t remember.”
“How convenient. Thank you. That will be all.”
Kevin’s Dad stumbled off the stand, with his face set in a grimace.
Danny glanced at Kevin who frowned and bit his lip. Eric Dominski’s mouth sagged. Danny smiled to himself. Rosenberg was right. Dominski had not done his homework.
The public defender shrugged his shoulders and said, “The defense rests,” as if nothing had happened.
Was he bluffing, or was his ego the size of a football field?
In a solemn tone, the district attorney began his summation. “There you have it. The defendant, Kevin Green, as witnessed by the victim’s brother, announced his intent to kill Mary Alice Callaway. The motive has been established. Blood stains, hair strands, and clinical evidence point to the defendant’s guilt. Also, the defendant’s alibi was a fabrication. He claims he was at home with his father the night of the murder, yet his father wasn’t there the entire time and can’t vouch for him.
“Not that it would matter because Kevin Green was not at home that night. Instead, he was wreaking vengeance on Mary Alice Callaway, a hapless young woman who’d made the mistake of saying no to him. Mary Alice was never allowed to attend the prom she’d been looking forward to. She’ll never be able to do anything again because her life and her breath were snuffed out by the defendant, Kevin Green.
“Folks, look closely at the defendant. On the outside he appears normal and decent, but peel off that civilized veneer and what emerges is a dangerous and vicious animal. The jury has no alternative but to find Kevin Green guilty of aggravated criminal sexual assault and the far greater crime of first degree murder.”
Wow, the prosecutor sounded convincing. He had to win. Dominski couldn’t do better, could he?
The public defender stood up to give it a shot. “Ladies and gentlemen, first, don’t be swayed by the heartrending photos of the victim. We all know what dastardly crimes were committed upon Mary Alice Callaway, but that doesn’t mean they were done by Kevin Green. I have proven the clinical evidence is far from conclusive.
“Second, do not allow the prosecutor’s persuasive words to cloud your judgment. Kevin, an understandably frightened youth, enlisted his father’s services to produce a false alibi. That does not mean he committed the heinous acts of rape and murder for which he is charged. I repeat, he merely told a lie—nothing more, nothing less.
“Third, he had no motive to rape or kill the victim. He did not do so.
“Ladies and gentlemen, this young man’s life is in your hands. I warn you to be absolutely certain of your verdict. If you mistakenly pronounce Kevin Green guilty, you’ll turn him into a victim. He’ll be convicted of rape and murder, while the actual perpetrator runs free. Kevin Green does not deserve to have his life ruined because of one small lie.”
What hogwash. Of course Kevin did it. Lying was just another sin on the creep’s list of crimes. Stuck-up Dominski had a lot of nerve to stand up there and pretend Kevin was innocent.
The judge reminded the jury of their instructions. Danny watched as the jurors filed out. Some frowned. Others shook their heads. Their confusion worried him. Were they gullible enough to believe Dominski’s words? Did they think Kevin was guilty only of lying?
Larry Murphy watched also. His face looked sickly white, which was understandable. After all, in a few months he would have been Mary Alice’s husband. Like Danny, he probably wanted to murder Kevin.
Danny looked back at his parents. Mom’s eyes were red, her mascara tear-smudged. Dad rubbed her hand, then spoke to Danny. “Well, son, it’ll be over soon, for good or bad.”
He admired his Dad, who was a giant not only in size. He was a true man, never shirking from his duties, driving for hours on end with constant back pain to provide for his family. Someone he’d sacrificed for had been brutally murdered, yet he kept his composure.
Danny could only follow his example. He sat stoically, even as the room’s air conditioning weakened and the temperature climbed. His shirt stuck to his back. Time dragged on.
The suspense and heat wore at him. Had his story been convincing enough? Had the jurors believed him? They had to. It was the truth.
What would they decide? During yesterday’s briefing, Rosenberg had explained the choices: assault, aggravated criminal sexual assault, first degree murder, second degree murder and manslaughter. If Kevin got first degree, he’d fry. The jury had to pick that.
By the end of the afternoon, the jury had still not returned. Court recessed, then reconvened the next morning. The waiting continued into the afternoon. Danny sat uncomplaining, thinking of his sister, hoping her killer would not escape.
Finally, he heard what he’d been listening for: the drumming sound of footsteps approaching. The door swung open. His heart thumped madly. Soon he’d know.
With inscrutable expressions, the members of the jury filed into the box. What had they decided?
Judge Frederick nodded to the man with the big nose. “Mr. Foreman, has the jury reached a verdict?”
A hand clutched Danny’s windpipe as the paper moved from the judge to the court clerk. Judge Frederick said, “Would the defendant, Kevin Green, please rise.”
Kevin stumbled upright. With a swagger, Dominski rose beside him.
“Please read the verdict.”
Through the loud roaring in his ears, Danny could barely make out the words, “We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of aggravated criminal sexual assault.”
Mom gasped. Dad put his arm around her waist. The courtroom remained deathly still. What about the murder conviction?
The clerk continued. “For the unlawful death of Mary Alice Callaway, we find the defendant guilty of second degree murder.”
Danny’s heart plummeted. Second degree! There must be a mistake. It should be first degree. Someone should say something.
No one did.
An acrid taste filled his mouth. His entire body felt raw and battered, as if he’d been the one assaulted. He turned toward his parents. Dad’s features were etched in pain. Mom’s face was gray. The nightmare hammered itself home again. Mary Alice had died. So should Kevin. Danny wanted to scream.
Larry Murphy looked relieved. The corners of his mouth were turned up, as if he were holding back a smile. Didn’t he understand? Kevin had been convicted, but he wouldn’t get the death penalty.
Danny frowned and focused his eyes where they belonged. Flames of hatred darted into Kevin’s back.
Kevin whirled. “I didn’t do it. Callaway, you motherfucker, this is your fault.”
Before anyone could stop him, Kevin jumped over the railing and rushed at Danny. The bailiff dashed after him. Kevin swung his arm. Danny ducked, then stood rooted. Suddenly he couldn’t move.
The sea green eyes bore into his. Kevin poked a finger into Danny’s chest. “I’ll get you for this, Callaway. When I’m through with you, you’ll wish you were dead instead of your sister.”
That did it. Rage coursed through Danny’s veins. He punched his fist into Kevin’s gut. The bailiff lodged himself between them.
Dad pulled Danny away. “That’s enough, son. You’re better than him. Don’t stoop to his level.”
“But he killed Mary Alice.”
“Harming him won’t bring her back. Remember, two wrongs don’t make a right.”
Danny tried to break free, but his father wouldn’t let him. Danny would not strike his father, who stood like a rock, though his eyes were wet and red. His mouth held the same bitter twist as before. He suffered, yet, as usual, he didn’t focus on himself.
“Son, please have consideration for your mother. Hasn’t she been through enough?”
Danny glanced at Mom. Her small frame had shrunk as she slumped in her seat. The sight was his undoing.
“I’m sorry,” he said, not only apologizing for himself, but for the entire nightmare over which he had no control.
Dad nodded and released him.
Danny stumbled to his mother. With a pang, Danny reached down to grasp her shaking hands. How could he help? What should he say? Whatever came out wouldn’t be enough, but he had to try.
“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll manage somehow. Remember what you’ve always said. The good go to heaven. Mary Alice is already there, waiting for us.”
Mom’s violet eyes were awash with tears. Her lips trembled. Danny’s words could never give Mom what she wanted. Nothing could bring Mary Alice back. He smiled in reassurance as ice froze his heart.
Chapter Two
Kevin
AS HIS MANACLED body sped through the darkness to Heartland Penitentiary, Kevin’s mind spun backward to the day of the murder. He was not on the bus, but in the classroom.
“Turn to page twenty-one,” his English teacher, John Davis, had directed.
Kevin heaved a sigh and opened the book. The letters danced nonsensically on the page. Reading was difficult and not worth the effort. To keep awake, he doodled in the margins.
For the hundredth time, he wished his old man weren’t a screwed-up drunk. Then they wouldn’t have been kicked out of their apartment.
At his old high school, Kevin had had it made. His teachers couldn’t deal with his dyslexia, so they’d passed him from grade to grade. Other students were forced to study, but he’d enjoyed a free ride. The guys had envied him for that. Also for something else. He had a hot bod and had made it with every chick in class.
He frowned, thinking of his new classmates. The North Siders were a different breed. They didn’t say what they thought. They slunk around, whispering behind his back, making fun of him. They had no clue how smart he was.
His eyes lifted from the book. With a defiant twirl of his ballpoint, he fastened his gaze on Mary Alice Callaway, the occupant of the next desk. She was a looker. Beneath that frilly white blouse with the high neck collar, her huge tits jutted out, almost begging his palms to envelop them. She was the only worthwhile thing in the whole school.
She had a right to be stuck-up, but instead she was nice. She never made fun of him, and acted like he really counted. Too bad she had a thing for Larry Murphy.
Kevin narrowed his eyes as he caught four-eyed Larry exchange a no-one-else-exists look with Mary Alice. Man, he’d give anything to wrench off the creep’s bifocals and jam his pen straight into those pumice colored eyeballs. Larry didn’t deserve Mary Alice. It was a mystery what she saw in that short, stringy haired dud.
The bell rang. Larry the Wonderful rushed off to his law clerk job, leaving the blonde and beautiful Mary Alice alone in the hallway. It was Kevin’s chance. He had to take it. He had to convince her.
Adopting a Brad Pitt smile, he sidled up to her. “Mary Alice, honey, could I walk you home?”
She flushed, then said, “Why sure, Kevin.”
He was in heaven. He knew he was moving, yet his feet barely touched the ground. She spoke to him, but he didn’t know what she said. He watched in fascination as her blonde curls bounced wildly in the wind. Her glossy lips moved up, down and around, giving him a giant boner.
All too soon they reached her apartment building. Sweat broke out beneath his parka.
He looked deep into Mary Alice’s shining blue eyes and popped the question. “Would you like to go to the prom with me?”
She had to say yes. She belonged to him.
“Kevin, I’m sorry, but I’m already going with Larry.”
She couldn’t mean that. He grasped her shoulders and looked deep into her eyes, trying to make her understand. “But you can’t. Tell him you’ve changed your mind.”
Her face flushed. She bit her lip. With a little persuasion, maybe she’d give in.
Too bad that’s when her kid brother, Danny, showed up and butted in with his two cents. To top it off, Old Man Meyer shouted down at them to keep quiet. His dream was shattered.
The prison bus rocked, jerking Kevin’s shackled hands and feet, forcing his mind back to the present. It was over. Mary Alice was dead. He squeezed his eyelids tight, but the tears trickled out anyway, forcing him to face the facts. He’d loved Mary Alice. He’d never see her again. He missed her. Coupled with the wrenching pain was another realization: his life was ruined. If only he could go back and erase his mistakes.
It shouldn’t end this way. He shouldn’t be the one to pay. Danny Callaway’s words had damned him. It might take a while, but there was one thing he would do. Get even.
The jolting ride on Oganawa Drive to Heartland Penitentiary grew hot and sweaty.
As the bus approached the compound, the gates swung open, then quickly shut, trapping Kevin inside.
He wanted to scream, “I don’t belong here. Let me out,” but it was no use.
He was unceremoniously pushed off the bus and forced down two flights of stairs to a cold, damp room. A combination of piss and B.O. bombarded his nostrils, making him want to vomit.
Realizing the futility of it all, he lowered himself onto the nearest bench and avoided eye contact with anyone. His thin T-shirt and ripped jeans offered scant protection against the bone chilling dampness, but he wouldn’t shiver and show weakness.
Soon he was shoved into a so-called “reception” area and ordered to line-up and strip. Before an audience of inmates and guards, he underwent a humiliating body search. He stood stoically as goose bumps broke out over his arms and legs. Even when the guard stuck a gloved finger up Kevin’s ass, he didn’t flinch.
Next he was thrown into a chemical shower and deloused. His skin emerged red and raw, but he pretended it didn’t matter. He stumbled into the standard regulation gear of cotton shirt and blue jeans. His pride remained intact, but his body had overreached its limit. He tried to stand, but instead swayed.
His eyes drifted shut. The guards shook him awake and marched him through a long corridor, up three more flights of stairs, then into a cage.
Half-asleep and disoriented, Kevin couldn’t focus. All he could see were blurred bars. The nine-by-six cell closed in on him. He wanted out.
A voice said, “Take a load off, man.”
Through the blackness Kevin barely made out a lanky, dark-haired guy.
“I’m Brad Sturgess. We’ll spend some time together, so how about we get along? You can have the bottom bunk tonight.”
No one was that nice. What was the catch? Kevin gave him a double take.
Brad patted him on the back. “Hey, I’ve been there, too. I’m on your side, buddy.”
Kevin nodded, too washed out to speak. Gratefully he sank onto the thin mattress. Before long he fell into a nightmare-ridden sleep, dreaming he was in prison, waking up to find he was.
WITH TIME, HE managed to relegate his prior life to a tightly closed compartment. The past was a never-never land. For his own sanity, it was best forgotten. He forged new friendships, soon discovering that the queers were attracted to him because of his bod. Also, the murderers welcomed him as one of their own. He would not disillusion them. It was ironic that in this crummy hell he’d gained acceptance.
Despite that, he longed to be free. The days stretched ahead endlessly. Not a studier by nature, he attended classes just to relieve the boredom. In one he worked on the dyslexia problem he’d been cursed with. It wasn’t easy, but he did make progress. Still, he’d never enjoy reading.
He always looked forward to electronics class. The others watched open-mouthed as he deftly pieced intricate components together. With practiced ease, he mastered complicated wiring. He’d known he was smart, but hadn’t known how smart he was.
On top of that, he turned into an auto mechanics whiz, diagnosing and solving automotive problems.
Right now his fingers itched to touch a grease-filled motor, but that was denied him. There would be no classes while lockdown was in effect.
Kevin paced his cell.
“Sit still. You’re driving me nuts,” Brad Sturgess said, gazing up at Kevin from the bottom bunk.
“Gonna make me?”
“Hell, no. Why bother?”
Kevin resumed pacing, ignoring his cell mate’s sigh. All around him rose the usual din of yelling and swearing, enough to burst his head. Lockdowns were the pits. He despised being stuck in one place. The combination of stinking bodies and putrid toilet smells pierced his nostrils and clung to every inch of his clothing.
Ever since Billy Holliday had stabbed a guard two weeks ago while trying to escape, privileges had been denied for everyone. Kevin had known what was coming down. He’d been the one to show Billy where the electrical connections on the fence were frayed enough to deaden the charge. With a life sentence hanging on his head, Billy had had nothing to lose by fleeing.
Kevin wished him luck and cursed him at the same time. He’d give anything not to be stuck in this shitty lockdown where he was forced to endure the rigors of thinking. Thinking was dangerous. That’s when the tightly shut compartments of his mind creaked open, spilling out horrific details he’d rather forget.
It was happening again and he was powerless to stop it. The reel of events began to play. He didn’t want to remember Mary Alice, especially the way he’d last seen her. For the thousandth time, he wondered why he hadn’t behaved differently. His cowardly actions had cost him big time. He’d regret his mistakes forever, but it was too late to undo them.
If only he’d told the truth, maybe things would have turned out differently. The problem was he’d seen the way the judge and jury had reacted to Danny Callaway’s testimony, gazing in awed fascination at the All-American traumatized brother of the rape-and-murder victim.
Kevin knew right then it didn’t matter what he said because he didn’t stand a chance. The jury would convict a monkey if Callaway decreed it.
Yeah, Callaway had put him here. Every torture-filled moment was the creep’s fault. God, he hated him.
At the thought, Kevin banged his fist into his palm. He was sick of being a victim. It was time to strike back.
He knew of incidents where inmates had exacted revenge. Only a month ago, Anthony Edwards had ratted to a guard about Billy Holliday’s hidden stash of hash.
It didn’t take long before Anthony’s only son was gunned down just steps from his porch. When Anthony had learned of it, he’d sobbed like a baby. Poor Anthony had always bragged about how the kid was the best of him and his wife, Miranda. Now the poor fool was hurting and would never be the same.
Kevin felt kind of guilty about that since he was the one who’d snitched on Anthony. He should have kept mum. Anthony didn’t deserve a dead son. Prison was rotten enough.
And now Billy was out there somewhere, trying to escape. If by some miracle he did succeed, Kevin would get his payback.
Chapter Three
Danny
LIFE WAS PAINFUL and different without Mary Alice, but Danny wasn’t the only one hurting. A week after the verdict, he heard a rustle inside his sister’s bedroom. He found his mother standing in front of Mary Alice’s closet, skimming her fingers over the pink prom dress.
With a sad smile, she turned to Danny. “It’s so soft and pretty. I remember when your sister bought this. She was so excited.”
Danny’s heart dropped. Unable to speak, he swallowed past a lump in his throat. His mother and sister had been as close as a mother and daughter could be. They’d shared a lot. Mom had to miss her.
He wished he could erase that sad lost look from his mother’s face. It stabbed his heart.
He bent and placed his hand on Mom’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”
“As right as I’ll ever be,” she said, blinking back a tear and turning toward the closet.
With a helpless feeling, he left his mother and stepped into the living room, where his father sat in front of the television. In that world, violence was make believe. As Danny joined him, Dad didn’t even glance up. With a bitter feeling, Danny realized that his family existed, not lived. He wanted his parents back. He wanted his sister. Both were impossible.
Tucking the Sun Times under his arm, he retreated into the bedroom. He’d gotten into the habit of checking for articles about the trial. The day of Mary Alice’s death, Sylvia Stewart, a wealthy socialite, had been kidnapped. With the paparazzi focusing on Sylvia, they hadn’t doled out much attention to Mary Alice. Since then, only dabs of news escaped.
He lay with his head against the head rest and scanned the paper. Today there was a profile of Kevin. The reporter speculated about whether being ostracized because of dyslexia had contributed to Kevin’s criminal personality. Danny didn’t believe it. Other people suffered from disabilities, but didn’t resort to brutality. The truth was Kevin had no soul. He was evil at heart.
The end of the column caught Danny’s attention, making his head jerk back and his heart pound fast. In Illinois, prisoners’ sentences were cut short by the equal number of days spent in “good time.”
That wasn’t right. Why should Kevin get out earlier? Why should he even be alive? Mary Alice hadn’t deserved to die, yet she had.
That did it. He clenched the paper as his resolve hardened. He would not allow the person who’d killed his sister to walk the streets. Kevin must die.
After he’d made the pact with himself, Danny spent hours speculating about the best method. What should he use? A kitchen knife, or was that too messy? What about a revolver? Or maybe a brick? That should be hard enough to bash in Kevin’s skull.
Those and other desperate thoughts crowded Danny’s mind. Time passed in a dark blur. Happiness was a thing of the past.
He hadn’t realized Labor Day had come until his buddy, Tony Vanetti, called. “How about you, me and Ritchie meet over at Chase Park for a game of horse?”
At Tony’s words, a feeling of melancholy washed over Danny. His eyes stung. If only he could go back to when his major concern was basketball.
It had been a long time since he’d seen his friends. He could use some support. His secure world had crumbled and he teetered on the edge, ready to fall into an abyss. He had to do something. He couldn’t go on this way.
Taking a deep breath, he said, “Sure, I’ll give it a try.”
A long-forgotten surge of excitement filled him as he laced up his shoes. It seemed forever since he’d played.
He set off on the five-block trek from Magnolia to Clark Street. The night breeze had a cool edge to it, reminding him that summer had fled. Breathing in the crisp air, he felt alive. Was it wrong to feel so good? As he drew near, his steps quickened.
At the basketball court, he found Tony passing to Ritchie Corcoran, their high school buddy. Ritchie lobbed the ball to Danny. Danny dribbled, enjoying the familiar knobby texture against his palm. Thunks echoed off the cement.
He threw himself into the game. Sweat bathed his body, yet he ran and played, concentrating only on the sport, blocking out everything else.
As he toweled himself afterward, a revelation hit him. Through basketball, he could work off his anger and stay in shape for Kevin’s release. It would be his salvation.
IN SENIOR YEAR, the three friends gravitated to Senn High School’s basketball team. After a particularly intense practice, coach said, “That’s a wrap.”
Danny dashed to the shower. Soon all he heard was the bacon-sizzle of water hitting tiles.
He waved to Ritchie and Tony as they left for cheeseburgers. With steely determination, he threw on his sweat suit and headed to the workout room. He pulled out the seventy-five pound weights and yanked them high. He was not like his friends, no matter how much he wished he were.
That December, Dad’s arthritis grew so bad most of the time he couldn’t get out of bed. Money was short. Danny hired on at Dean’s Computers. When he wasn’t ringing up customers, he was absorbing knowledge from the technical support team.
Mom put in for overtime at Jennings Groceries, where she was already a checker. The rent increased, as did the utilities. It was hard to get by.
Danny felt sorry for his father, who’d prided himself on being the family’s provider, but now was forced to sit at home. Danny knew something of the mental torture his father experienced. He himself had to keep busy because pain and bitterness lurked deep inside of him like a cancer ready to spread at the slightest provocation.
Thank goodness he had basketball. Through will power and natural coordination, Danny excelled. The scouts noticed and hung around the games.
“Danny, you lucky son of a gun. How’d ya pull that off?” Tony asked as the three friends walked side-by-side down Clark Street after an early May practice. He was referring to the coach’s announcement Danny had just won a DePaul University basketball scholarship.
Danny grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t do anything special. You guys should’ve gotten them too.”
Ritchie jabbed him playfully on the shoulder. “Hey, lucky, while you’re coasting through college, think of us poor slobs sweating over our full time jobs.”
Danny took the ribbing in stride, not mentioning he had little time for loafing.
TO FINALIZE THE first semester’s registration at Lincoln Park Campus, each DePaul class was designated a separate area of the Schmitt Academic Center. Not far from Danny’s group stood Larry Murphy and the sophomores.
Larry’s eyes flickered briefly at Danny in recognition before he turned away. Who could blame him? Seeing Danny had to make him uncomfortable. If not for fate, Mary Alice would have been Larry’s wife by now.
Danny sighed and turned his attention to picking classes. He chose a computer course. Since he’d started at Dean’s, his interest in the field had intensified. Computers were more predictable than people.
That afternoon, he attended his first college basketball practice. There he encountered another form of discipline. Coach Jagierski, the crew-cut taskmaster, glared at the hopefuls. “If you’re here for a good time, you may as well leave. Before you play one game, you’ll do the drills. This is the tip drill. Richard, tip the ball against the basket four times. On the fifth tip, jump, grab it with both hands, come down and pass to Danny. Danny, do the same, and down the line. Okay, go.”
At the next session, Coach Jagierski primed them with individual drills. Danny learned the sliding drill. He stood at the free-throw line facing the coach and slid where directed.
He knew the fundamentals would help in the long run, yet Danny itched to play a real game.
As the season progressed, a pattern seemed to develop. Danny and a few others were allowed more playing time. The players came to depend on each other and melded into a unit. Often when Danny was taken out to rest, not long afterward the coach shouted, “Dan, get back in there.”
Eager to do more than his share, Danny gave it his all. No one could suspect that deep inside him swelled an overpowering rage, which dogged him daily. When he ran, the devil nipped at his heels, prodding him on, making him move faster and faster, daring him to forget.
For two years, Danny focused on schoolwork and basketball, though in the back of his mind, his goal remained intact. He had a lot of time left for that. Too much.
A chilling reminder brought him up short a few months after the start of junior year. A crowd had gathered by the bulletin board. When Danny made it to the front, he found the picture of a missing co-ed named Dawn Neilson. His heart lurched at the sight of the blonde, wavy hair and sweet features. The resemblance to his sister was uncanny. He prayed that the girl was safe.
Three days later, as he entered study hall the normally quiet room buzzed. He spied Tony and walked over.
“Let’s get out of here,” Tony said, leading Danny into the hallway.
Mystified, Danny followed.
“I hate to tell you this, but you know that girl, Dawn?”
Danny nodded. His heart hammered.
“The cops found her in an alley four blocks from here. She was molested and beaten to death. They’re calling it a copycat killing.”
Oh, God. Danny shut his eyelids tight, but couldn’t block out the image of Mary Alice’s body. As the familiar helpless rage consumed him, he clenched his fists. Kevin may be imprisoned at Heartland, but he was as much responsible for Dawn’s death as Mary Alice’s. He’d influenced another sick soul to follow in his footsteps.
Chapter Four
Danny
ALMOST FIVE YEARS had passed since Mary Alice’s rape and murder, yet Danny’s resolve remained firm. One afternoon, heart pounding, he stepped into a small Milwaukee gun shop and strode across its worn linoleum floor. Behind an ancient glass and wooden counter, a wizened shopkeeper perched atop a tall stool.
Danny broached him. “Sir, I’m new at this. Can you recommend a gun for combat competition?”
Without blinking, the man tapped on the scratched glass. “Sure. You want one of these beauties. This is a Colt .45 Combat Commander. It’s got speed, a steel frame to absorb the recoil and a handy short length. The gun practically shoots by itself.”
“Could I handle it, please?”
The man nodded and pulled the instrument out.
The cold steel rested against Danny’s palm, sending shivers up his spine. Was he cut out for this?
His thumb tightened on the trigger. He felt the firmness of the barrel. He’d make himself be.
The old man drummed his fingers on the glass.
As if it were loaded, Danny gingerly replaced the instrument onto the counter. “Okay, you’ve sold me.”
He drew out a fake Wisconsin ID and gun permit, then handed the man cash. Before long he’d emerged outside, with the automatic hidden in a brown paper bag.
The cold February air caught Danny’s giant sigh of relief and turned it into a huge gunsmoke-like ring. Either the man hadn’t noticed Danny did not resemble the photo ID, or more likely, he didn’t care. Also, he hadn’t done a background check. It shouldn’t be that simple.
Why did it matter? He’d gotten what he wanted. That’s all he should care about. The automatic was a means to a bitter end.
When Danny arrived home, he wrapped it in a linen towel and placed it at the back of his closet next to his box of basketball cards.
The next morning he snuck out to the forest preserve and experimented with trigger finger pressure, kick back velocity and other elements he’d read about in the learner’s manuals.
On subsequent trips, he familiarized himself with setting sights and aiming at targets. First he used bull’s eyes, then cans. He threw high, low and sideways, trying to hit as many targets as possible. Each score was Kevin.
One spring afternoon Danny placed his towel-wrapped gun under the car seat and set out for practice. Within minutes the sky darkened. He could barely see the targets, yet when he inspected the decoys, he saw that he’d hit most of them. He wrapped the gun in his towel, satisfied he’d done a good job.
As he stepped into the old Buick, an unwelcome but familiar sensation stole over him. Frowning, he placed the deadly instrument under the seat. Would he always feel like a criminal?
To make matters worse, a mile after he’d exited the forest preserve, a patrol car flashed its lights and pulled up alongside the Buick. Cold sweat sprang to Danny’s forehead. His fingers slipped on the wheel. By transporting a concealed weapon he’d purchased with a fake ID, he was breaking the law. For sure he’d pay. How had they found out?
What would his parents think? They’d had enough to go through.
With heart skittering, he pulled to the side of the road, rolled down the window and watched the officer approach.
“I don’t know if you realize it, son, but your tail light’s out. I’ll give you a warning ticket this time, but you better get it fixed.”
With a shaky smile, Danny thanked him, then saluted a goodbye. That was close.
Later, after a cold shower, he calmed down. One near miss would not deter him. Actually, it had been good practice. He better get used to risk-taking.
Danny continued mastering his weapon in private, leading a normal life in public. He aced his classes. He continued to work at Dean’s. He played basketball every chance he could get. He kept himself so occupied, before he knew it he’d reached senior year.
ON THE FIRST day of math class, Danny slipped behind the third desk by the window. Sunlight streamed through the partially open blinds. Strands of long, strawberry curls cascaded in front of him, sparkling like a kaleidoscope. Fascinated, he eyed the glitter. His fingers itched to reach out and tweak just one curl to watch it spring back.
Call it intuition, but the owner of the sparkling locks somehow sensed he was staring. She turned and smiled at him. “Hi, I’m Cathy McGuire.”
He couldn’t look away. Almost in awe, he gazed into innocent azure eyes. Freckles dotted a perky nose and splashed over creamy cheeks. It was the face of an angel come to earth. He was lost.
“I’m Danny Callaway,” he said, as the voice inside of him shouted, “She’s the one.”
His attention was sidetracked by the math professor’s joke. Cathy’s laugh tinkled like piano notes, squishing Danny’s insides to mush.
He was hooked. Each day he looked forward to seeing Cathy. There was no harm in looking. He wanted her so badly he ached, but he’d never get this innocent involved in the dark side of his life.
Despite his resolve, when the guys swarmed all over her, alarm stabbed him. It didn’t help to remind himself he had no claim on her and she had every right to date whom she pleased. The thought of her doing so tore at his guts.
Surprisingly, she didn’t seem interested in the other guys. It was almost as if she was waiting for Danny to make a move. He could be conceited for thinking that, but deep inside he hoped he was right.
After a frustrating month, Cathy stopped him after class. “Danny, did the prof say chapters eight through ten or eight and nine?”
He gazed into the guileless blue eyes and noted that this time, instead of running down her shoulders, her bright strawberry locks were confined inside a tight braid. He hardened, picturing himself loosening the braid while Cathy lay beside him in bed.
“Only eight and nine,” he said, turning away, determined to resist.
He had to be strong and do the right thing. He’d look and not touch. Cathy deserved better.
Then fate stepped in.
Chapter Five
Kevin
BRAD WAS LEAVING. Kevin blinked back unmacho-like tears and shook his cell mate’s hand for the last time. “Hey, guy, don’t forget our deal. Oh, and drop a line, okay?”
“Sure. And remember, don’t give up. You’ll make it too,” Brad said.
Kevin nodded, pretending he didn’t have fourteen years left in the hell hole. Shit, he’d miss Brad. They’d swapped dirty jokes, out-farted each other and woven intricate revenge schemes long into the night.
From the beginning they’d confided in one another. Only Brad knew the real truth about Mary Alice, and only Kevin knew the lowdown of how a young waitress had falsely accused Brad of restaurant theft. It was scary to experience firsthand how easy it was to get framed.
Kevin envied his buddy. Damn, he wished he could join him and work on the schemes they’d cooked up. It would be a long haul without Brad.
With a last wave, his freed cell mate disappeared. Kevin sighed. He had some other buddies here, but old Brad had been a corker. Things wouldn’t be the same without him.
Then he remembered. The letdown of Brad’s release had made it slip his mind, but this was important. Billy, who’d escaped months ago, had finally contacted him. He could have ignored Kevin’s request, but instead was honoring it.
Things should be in place by now. Anticipation coursed through Kevin’s veins.
Even before the noontime start of the DePaul homecoming game, he’d staked out a good spot in the rec room right in front of the TV, impatiently waiting. First the band played the alma mater. Then the Marquette players ran out.
After that, one by one the DePaul players were announced and ran onto the court. A single name remained to be said. Kevin sat upright, eyes glued to the set.
“Danny Callaway.”
The words blasted in his ears.
“Hell!”
What had gone wrong? Callaway was not supposed to be there. With an angry scrape, Kevin pushed back his chair.
“What’s the matter, Kevin sweets, do you prefer blonds?” Pedro Paratta, an inmate known to be drawn to his own sex, asked.
“Eat shit,” Kevin said, turning away.
With a hopeless feeling, he trudged back to his cell. Callaway was invincible. God, he hated the jerk.
Chapter Six
Danny
IT WAS HOMECOMING day. After the national anthem, Danny scanned the Allstate Arena. Almost every seat was filled, except for the two in the fourth row. He frowned. The weather was fine. The apartment wasn’t far. Mom was supposed to drive Dad over after breakfast. Where were they?
He’d taken extra steps to ensure their attendance. His parent’s Chevy was in the shop, so Danny had gotten a lift from Tony and left them his trusty Buick.
He hoped Dad’s arthritis hadn’t flared up. Maybe he couldn’t move and Mom was having trouble helping him. Or, maybe they’d forgotten to bring the tickets and had turned back for them.
It wouldn’t take long. They’d probably show up any minute. They knew how important it was for them to be here. At half-time, all the seniors’ parents would walk out to mid-court with the players.
The first quarter began. Danny blocked everything out of his mind and focused on playing. He scored tons of points and some exciting slam dunks. The crowd was getting into the game.
Toward half-time, the two seats were still empty. Where were his parents? They needed to get here soon. They had to be on their way. When he saw them, the mystery would be solved.
The announcements began. Each senior was called out onto the court, flanked by his parents. Danny’s name was announced. Mom and Dad did not appear. Trying to hide his disappointment, he stepped out by himself and received his plaque, forcing a smile onto his face. The fans cheered and Danny waved.
His eyes caught a flash of color on the sidelines in the front row. Catherine’s curls glittered beneath the gym lights. The sight warmed him, making him optimistic. He shouldn’t worry. There had to be a logical reason for his parents’ absence. He’d find out about it later.
DePaul emerged victorious. As Danny approached the locker room after the game, he glimpsed Cathy standing beside the door. His heart beat faster.
“Danny, you played great. You’re very talented.”
Her face turned a lovely shade of pink. Feeling his own cheeks grow hot, he stared at her flushed face. He wanted Catherine more than was good for either of them.
“Thanks, Cathy, I do my best. I’ve always liked basketball,” he said, fighting a wave of longing.
Her attention still didn’t take his mind from the fact his parents had not arrived. He wondered if she sensed his hurt. He’d wanted his family to share this important game with him.
He looked into Cathy’s pure, sincere face. She was an angel, so much different than the evil person he was inside. What should he say next?
His problem was solved when one of the opposing players approached.
“Way to go, Danny,” Rolf Stallworthy said, patting him on the back.
Cathy came out of her spell and turned to her friends. “Well, I better be going.”
“It was nice to see you, Cathy,” Danny said.
Watching her retreating figure, he felt a pang of regret. If only he could keep her alongside him forever. Before he could prevent it, the vision again entered his mind of Cathy stretched out beside him as he counted and kissed her freckles and tasted her fair skin. At the thought, his body strained to find release inside of her.
Tony Vanetti stopped by, bringing him down to earth.
“Danny, Tracy’s waiting in the Mustang.”
Tracy Santore had been Tony’s constant companion since grammar school. She was so familiar she seemed like one of the guys.
Danny came to. “Oh, yeah, pizza at Tobasco’s. I’ll shower and be right out.”
He needed to cool off bad. Cathy did strange things to him. Did Tony get the way over Tracy or did he take her for granted?
Danny turned the water on full blast, almost punishing himself with its force. He had to forget Cathy. She’d be better off without him. The demon in his soul would only do her harm. His family was cursed. He’d hate to have his bad luck extend to her.
That reminded him. What about his parents? What had happened to them? The small, niggling voice grew louder, refusing to be drowned by the gushing stream of water. Something was wrong. They’d said they’d be here. Was it Dad’s back? Had the car broken down? He wished he had a cell phone to call from, but couldn’t afford one. Neither could his friends. He seemed to remember a booth near the exit. He’d try there.
He quickly toweled himself and threw on his clothes. With the cotton shirt clinging to his damp skin, he rushed out to place the call. The phone rang with no answer. Where were they?
Maybe a tow truck was picking them up. The next time he called they’d be home and apologizing for missing the game. Fighting a sense of urgency, he silently climbed into Tony’s back seat and barely listened as his friends discussed the win.
After Tony pulled up at Tobasco’s, Danny jumped out, intent on finding a phone. If his folks didn’t answer this time, he’d ask his friend to drive him home. He got as far as the door, where Ritchie, hands clasped and lips quivering, blocked his way. Danny had seen that look before. His heart pounded.
“Danny,” Ritchie’s voice cracked. “Danny, I heard on the radio there was an accident in our neighborhood.”
Accidents happened all the time, but somehow Danny knew this one was different. Ritchie put an arm around Danny’s shoulders.
“I heard the description, so I called the police. I’m sorry, Danny, but I think it’s your Mom and Dad. They hit a telephone pole. They’re dead.”
Tony and Tracy came up behind them. “Are you sure?” Tracy asked. “There might be a mistake.”
“I hope to God I’m wrong, but it sounded like them. Danny, the police want identification. I’ll take you there.”
“I’ll come, too,” Tony said.
Danny spoke up. “No, please. You and Tracy go inside.”
“I can’t or I’ll puke,” Tony said, turning from the restaurant. “Let’s get out of here. Listen, Danny, if you need anything, let me know.”
Ritchie quietly opened the passenger door of his Pontiac. Danny slumped onto the passenger seat. Icy fingers of fear clutched him. This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t be gone. They were all he had. When he arrived at the morgue, there would be two other bodies waiting, not theirs.
All too soon they pulled up before the weathered brownstone building.
“Good luck, Danny,” Ritchie whispered, as Danny stepped inside the quiet, icy room.
The bright light hit his eyes, making them water. He shivered as an attendant pulled out the fifth drawer from the wall.
He closed his eyes and prayed, then opened them and looked.
A sinking feeling hit him at the sight. “Mom,” he said in a strangled voice.
Nodding at Danny’s confirmation, the man pulled out the adjoining drawer. Danny forced his smarting eyes to gaze at the shell of the man who’d struggled hard to provide for his family despite constant back pain. This shouldn’t be.
Closing his eyes tight, he jammed his knuckles into them. He would not cry. He stood there for God knows how long. Time had no meaning. The sound of a throat clearing jarred Danny from his trance. “Sir...”
He was at the morgue. The attendant was waiting. No use wasting the man’s time. On wobbly legs, Danny started to move.
“Sir,” the man began again. Danny stopped and turned.
“If it’s any consolation, it appears they died instantly.”
“Thank you,” Danny said, appreciating the attempt to ease his pain.
He hoped it was true. At least their faces had remained unblemished. They’d looked almost as if they were sleeping.
He sighed. Well, now they were at peace. They’d joined Mary Alice and wouldn’t miss her any more. The problem was they’d left him behind. He wanted them back. He wasn’t a child, yet he longed for Mom’s embrace and Dad’s pat on the back.
He found Ritchie waiting in the hallway, where the temperature had turned stifling. As if from a distance, his friend’s voice echoed. “Are you okay, Danny? Is there anything I can do?”
He shook his head. There was nothing anyone could do.
WHEN DANNY ENTERED the empty apartment, he still expected to see Mom and Dad inside. Sinking onto the couch, he stared at the pathetic reminders of his parent’s existence—Mom’s reading glasses beside the lamp, Dad’s slippers on the floor next to his chair.
Chills raced up and down his spine. His body shook and he couldn’t stop it. This was worse than Mary Alice’s death, or maybe it seemed that way because the pain was so fresh. He had no family. How could he survive?
With the support of Ritchie and Tony, somehow he got through the funeral arrangements, though he was close to cracking.
A few days later, as he walked behind the coffin at Our Lady of Lourdes Church, the wind picked up, turning the air bitter cold. It was not a typical day for mid-April, but nothing was normal any more.
At the cemetery chapel, Ritchie and Tony stood guard beside him. Others were present, but his mind didn’t register their identities. All he could think of was he’d never see his parents again. Like Mary Alice, they’d disappeared from his life.
When the service was done, he trudged out into the blustery, cold world. The cruel wind froze the tears to his cheeks.
As he turned toward Tony’s car, his angel appeared. Cathy seemed to almost float up to him with her brilliant red hair flying in the wind. The sight made his heart ache. Mom hadn’t even met her. They would have liked each other.
Her cold hand clasped his. “Danny, I was out of town. I just heard about your parents this morning. I got here as fast as I could. I’m so sorry. If there’s anything I can do...” Her eyes filled.
“Thanks for coming, Cathy. It means a lot to me.”
His voice sounded strange to his own ears, but he felt totally drained and past hiding his feelings. He could only gaze at the soft vision, soak in her beauty and drown in her tranquil blue eyes. She was his one slim hope in an unpredictable world, yet a dream he dare not pursue. Resolutely he turned from her.
That evening, as he lay in bed, emptiness hit him. He listened to other footsteps on the apartment building’s stairway, knowing they could never be Mom’s or Dad’s. Other people had families. He had none.
LIFE WENT ON. Danny filled his days, doing his best to cope with his loss. He excelled at basketball. Pro scouts approached him, but he decided to graduate first. It had been his parent’s wish for him to get his degree.
His obsession with Cathy grew, perhaps due to his loneliness. He knew better than to lead her on, but he couldn’t deny himself a few small pleasures, such as taking her out to lunch. It felt so right to be near her. Still, that was as far as he went.
A month before graduation, Cathy approached him. “Danny, I was wondering. There’s a party I’ve been invited to, but I’ve got no one to take me. Would you mind?”
He raised his eyebrows at what had to be a lie. What guy in his right mind wouldn’t escort her? Not that she encouraged any of them.
Here she was, practically begging him. This was his chance, but his conscience told him not to take it. She didn’t fit into his plan. Innocence and revenge were a bad combination.
The beautiful Cathy stood before him, biting her lip. He hated seeing her feel bad. Wavering, he glanced at her reddening lip. He ached to run his tongue over the spot and soothe it, then go further.
His eyes traveled down to her pert, upturned breasts, her minuscule waist, and her long, slim legs. Not for the first time, he wondered if Cathy had ever made love to anyone. The thought made him break into a sweat, almost like it was Mary Alice’s rape all over again. Cathy was his, though he hadn’t claimed her.
Her face flushed. His strength fled. Taking a deep breath, he plunged in. “Sure Cathy. When do you need my services?” He’d tried to sound like it didn’t matter, though his mouth felt dry. A real man was always in control. That’s what women wanted.
Her forehead puckered. He wondered if she regretted asking him out. Maybe he’d sounded too macho. Quickly he added, “Seriously, Cathy, it would be my pleasure.”
Her forehead cleared. “The party’s this Saturday at Don Grant’s house.”
“Oh, yeah. He asked me, but I didn’t think I could make it. My work schedule got switched, so now I can.”
He’d call in sick if he had to.
Now that he’d made the commitment, he looked forward to the night he’d be with her. The week dragged. Finally it was Saturday and Danny stood before the hall monitor at Cathy’s dorm, waiting to be announced.
As fresh as the spring evening, Cathy glided down the stairs in a denim mini dress. Her legs stretched long and lean. Her dainty feet were tucked into smooth leather sandals, with pink polished toenails peaking out.
She was really something, a temptation too great to resist. While he strolled across the parking lot with his arm around her waist, he swore he heard the birds sing.
As they approached his much-repaired beater, his face grew warm. Someone like Cathy deserved better.
It got worse. When they arrived at Don Grant’s place, Corvettes, Mustangs, even Porsches were parked out front. They made his old Buick look like a piece of junk. As if sensing his discomfiture, Cathy glanced at Danny and smiled, putting him at ease. The gesture confirmed she was beautiful inside as well as out.
At the party, another incident strengthened that notion. A buffet was set up in the basement, where Danny and Cathy waited in line. When Cathy leaned against the brick wall something moved.
“Cathy, watch out, there’s a spider.”
He reached for a napkin to kill it.
Her hand caught his. “No, Danny, don’t. It deserves a life too.”
Had he heard right? Most women would have been only too eager to dispose of the insect, yet Cathy thought of the spider’s life..
He felt the pressure of her fingertips on his arm. His pulse raced and his pants tightened. He felt like pushing her against the wall, crushing his lips into hers and prying her teeth open with his tongue.
She looked back at him innocently as an alarm rang in his mind. Was he no better than Kevin Green?
That reminded him. He had no right to lead Cathy on, not with that unfinished business to attend to. He had to let her go. Sooner or later she’d find someone better.
He wrestled with his conscience, but, for the time being, it lost. He couldn’t make the break, not now. She’d become too important to him. If Cathy were gone, who would he have?
A week later, when she invited him to her parents’ home, against his better judgment he accepted.
AT CATHY’S HOUSE, Ted McGuire reached out, almost crushing Danny’s palm in his strong grip. “Your last game was a dandy. Great job, young man.”
Danny smiled in embarrassment until Cathy’s Mom, Nancy, appeared in a cool cotton dress and calmly announced that dinner was ready.
When his leg accidentally brushed against Cathy’s under the table, he was grateful for the cover provided by the napkin in his lap. He looked around, wondering if anyone had noticed his reaction.
Cathy’s sister, Dora, younger by a year, sat across from him. With a leather barrette firmly clasping her long, straight, dark hair away from her face, she bore scant resemblance to her sibling. Her knowing amber eyes bore into Danny’s soul, threatening to expose its dark secrets. Something about her made him uneasy. It was almost as if she were a witch casting a dangerous spell. If it weren’t for Cathy, he might be tempted.
Ted caught the direction of Danny’s gaze. He was only too glad to fill him in. “Did you know that our Dora is entering law school?”
“Is that right?”
He’d always admired independent women. This one was a knockout to boot. Ted had a right to expand his chest.
“Dora’s one smart cookie,” Cathy said.
“So are you,” Danny added.
Almost with relief his eyes fastened on her. Cathy was smart in ways that counted. She’d make a loving wife and a wonderful mother. She obviously took after her mom, who was in her element caring for her family. Not only that, Cathy was the type who saw the good in everyone. She was tactful, funny and sweet, with a knack for making people feel special.
He fought back a small doubt, but it escaped anyway. At times her goodness made him nervous. He was far from perfect. Cathy, who didn’t notice the inner battle waging inside him, flushed at his praise.
“Well, I wouldn’t dream of being a lawyer myself. Owning my own floral shop will be quite enough for me. I love being surrounded by flowers and plants. They’re so beautiful. I can’t wait to make my own creations and share them with my customers.”
Her mother smiled. “Cathy, dear, you do a marvelous job in our garden. I remember how in San Francisco our neighbors were always jealous. You really are very clever.”
Danny glanced with renewed appreciation at Cathy. He couldn’t ask for a more ideal companion. She had it all and he couldn’t blame any man for wanting her. There were so many other guys she could pick—ones with looks, brains and money. Why did she want him?
Cathy leaned against Danny, saying in a soft voice, “I have enough intelligence not to let you slip away.”
Once again she’d read his mind and dispelled his doubts. Danny flashed her a grateful smile. Picking up on the exchange, Dora eyed them thoughtfully.
Talk turned to the variations in climate between San Francisco and Chicago and the reason why the family had moved. Holding her husband’s hand, Nancy explained they’d decided to be closer to Ted’s dad, Nelson, after he’d suffered a heat attack.
They’d discovered this wonderful Georgian home in Park Ridge, which was just perfect. Unfortunately, Nelson had died shortly after their relocation. They didn’t feel like facing another upheaval, so they’d stayed on.
“I like it better here. There’s something about battling the elements that makes everything more real,” Dora added.
She talked about the first snowfall she’d seen. Danny hardly paid attention. Something had dawned on him. Since Mary Alice’s death had been a local story and had not claimed national attention, the McGuires hadn’t heard about it. It was a relief not to have to discuss it with them. Some things were better left unsaid.
“I’m glad you decided to stay,” Danny said, giving Cathy a special smile. “I got the best part of the deal.”
The McGuires had started a new life in a new locale. He could understand how fresh habits caught on, especially pleasant ones like spending time with Cathy. He was doing way too much of that, but couldn’t stop himself.
He drifted along. Soon it was graduation day. Because there were so many graduates, the ceremony was held at the McCormick Place Auditorium.
From his vantage point in the middle of the line, Danny watched proudly as Cathy marched up to the stage and was awarded her diploma. Then it was his turn. As he stepped up, his eyes filled. Through a mist he grasped the precious paper and scanned the crowd for Cathy. Their eyes met. She blew him a kiss.
Then, against reason, he sought out his parents. Of course they weren’t here. Sadness pierced him. They’d wanted this diploma so bad. They’d have been proud of his degree in Computer Sciences.
Through a wet film, Danny stumbled down the aisle. He’d almost reached his seat when he caught sight of the McGuires. Ted flashed a thumbs-up sign. Nancy and Dora smiled encouragingly. His heartstrings tugged. They were his family.
Through the conclusion of the ceremony, he sat lost in thought. He cared for the McGuires too much. If he were a normal guy, he’d propose to Cathy before it was too late. With all his heart, he ached to do that.
Everyone clapped. He stumbled from his seat to join the other exiting grads. Stepping into the June sunlight, he blinked.
Out front were Tony, Tracy and Ritchie, donned in mortarboards and gowns also, beaming triumphantly. It had been a tough road for them. They hadn’t earned basketball scholarships like he had, yet they’d persevered. This was an occasion to celebrate. The only bad part of it all was Danny’s conscience, which kept tearing at him, reminding him that he was taking advantage of Cathy.
“Notice anything different?” Tracy asked.
What a crazy question. They all looked the same in their caps and gowns. She brought up her left hand directly in front of his eyes before he caught on. A small diamond winked. Danny groaned inside. This development would not help matters.
He tried to smile.
“Congratulations, Tracy. I wish you both the best.”
Almost on cue, Cathy stepped up beside him.
Tony grinned devilishly. “It’ll be your turn next, buddy.”
Danny didn’t answer. He’d give anything to be like his friend, but he wasn’t. Not with the image of Kevin Green dogging him.
Chapter Seven
Kevin
THE PLAN HAD backfired. The parents had used the Buick and had been killed instead. Kevin knew he couldn’t trust anyone to do the job right. He’d do it himself when he got out. He was not happy with the situation, but at least here he could get a good education on what to do when he was sprung.
He had much to learn and able instructors to teach him. While he scrubbed floors, he drew out Steve Summers, a black inmate who’d conned his grandmother into willing him her money before he laced her tea with rat poison.
“I’d have been home free if that fuckin’ hardware man hadn’t ratted, excuse the pun,” Steven said, wringing the mop and rinsing the floor.
Kevin sympathized, but made sure to quiz Steve on the type and proportion of the poison he’d used. He wouldn’t rule out any possibility, though he wasn’t sure if he’d have the opportunity to use this one. Well, there were other routes.
While scrubbing a urinal, Kevin leaned on the brush and gabbed with Daryl Johnson, who was wiping down the adjoining stall.
“I hear you know something about lock picking.”
Daryl filled him in on the basics, but stressed the job required finesse. “Judging from the way you handle a toilet brush, you might be in trouble, boy,” Daryl jibed.
Kevin flipped the brush at him, making Daryl jump.
On kitchen duty, Kevin ran into Stone Branton, a wily munitions expert who’d been nabbed blowing up a tire factory.
“Hey, Stone, that must’ve been some explosion,” Kevin said, flashing an admiring grin, as he guided a batch of red onions into the dicer.
Stone gripped a potato and grinned. “You’re damn right. You could see the smoke and flames for blocks—a sight to behold, if I do say so myself.”
“What went wrong?”
“Hell, I almost made it. It was just my luck I didn’t notice the prick of a guard taking a whiz behind the bush. Wouldn’t you know, he saw me leave. When the explosion happened ten minutes later, he remembered my face and picked me out of a book.”
“How’d you do it anyway?”
“Oh, I rigged it up ahead of time, drove a few blocks, and then pushed my handy dandy remote. My cell phone would have worked, but I wasn’t sure if it would be traced.”
Kevin nodded. “You played it smart.”
“Damn straight, Jack. And let me tell you, the experience was almost worth getting caught. That explosion was somethin’ else.”
Enough B.S. He wanted details. “Hey, Stone could you teach me how to make a bomb?”
Stone carefully placed the potato back on the counter and looked across at Kevin. “Sure, pal. The first thing to remember is respect. Bombs are dangerous. You do everything perfect or you don’t live to talk about it.”
As Stone explained the makings, Kevin was amazed at how simple it was. That suited him fine, since he dare not scribble any bomb recipes and leave them around his cell. He’d keep this bit of knowledge, along with the rest of the stuff he’d learned, deep inside his brain until the exact right moment.
The following Monday afternoon, as he cut through the rec room, the place was buzzing.
“What’s going on, man?” he asked Pedro.
“Wake up, sweetie. What planet are you on? The basketball draft’s today.”
“Oh, yeah. Thanks for the heads up.”
“Glad to oblige,” Pedro said with a knowing smile.
The draft. The blood rushed to Kevin’s head. Ages ago he’d dreamt of being a pro. He was quick, tall and fast. He would have made it.
“Who do you think they’ll pick?” Kevin asked.
“That fine lookin’ Callaway’s a shoe-in,” Pedro said.
Kevin gnashed his teeth.
Chapter Eight
Danny
THE FIRST MONDAY in June found Danny bunched inside a small seat at the Universal Center with his buddies, Tony and Ritchie, seated beside him. Licking his lips, he glanced at the stage where the sportscaster positioned the microphone.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get in,” Ritchie said, flashing a reassuring smile.
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