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Summer 2010
“You’re a cop, right?”
Those are the words you most hate to hear. What follows is always a request for advice or actions that will either get you jammed up or leave the person asking the question disappointed.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m a cop.”
He pointed to the spot next to me on the bleachers. “You mind?”
He was going to sit down and ask me something that I already knew I didn’t want any part of, so yeah, I minded quite a bit. But what was I supposed to do? If I put him off, it just served to fulfill the asshole-cop stereotype that didn’t exactly need much help to stay afloat, anyway.
“Go ahead,” I said.
The kids were in the middle of the fourth inning and the game was already a blowout. My boy was sitting at the end of the bench, hanging his head. He’d missed a hot grounder at second base in the last inning. That error started the other team’s rally. His slumped shoulders showed he was feeling the weight.
My new friend sat down next to me. I only knew him as “Sean’s Dad.” Sean played first base, a tall and lanky left-hander. I wondered for a second if Sean’s Dad knew my name or if I was “Jared’s Dad” to him. Probably, though, I was “The Cop.”
“What gave me away?” I asked and gestured at my dirty jeans and t-shirt. I’d been building a small deck at my ex-wife’s house all day and there hadn’t been enough time to change before Jared’s game.
He didn’t smile. His face was painted with an underlying worry, as if he were haunted by something. “I heard some of the other parents talking.”
It figured.
“How long have you been a cop?” he asked me.
I couldn’t tell if he was being polite or conducting a job interview, so I just said, “A while. Did you have a question about something?”
He pressed his lips together, then licked them nervously. “Kinda.”
I waited.
He looked over at the bench where our kids sat, then back at me. “It’s about Sean,” he said.
“Is he in some kind of trouble?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head emphatically. “Sean’s a good kid. It’s his mother.”
“His mother?”
He nodded. “My ex-wife, Jean.”
I looked at him and waited for him to continue.
He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “It’s awkward telling a stranger about things like this,” he said.
“It can be,” I agreed. “Then again, sometimes it’s easier.”
“She hasn’t seen him in nearly a year,” he said without looking at me. “He misses her.”
“Why hasn’t she seen him?”
“She doesn’t want to. Besides that, I won’t let her.”
I paused. Then, “Why’s that?”
He glanced up at me. “Which one?”
I gave him a confused look. “You’re going to have to start over. I’m not following you.”
“Sorry,” he said. “When we first split up about a year and a half ago, Jean went crazy with partying. She ran with a rough crowd, too. She’d go months without calling or seeing Sean. She’d set up times to take him for a visit and then wouldn’t show up. It broke his heart.”
“I can imagine.”
“Can you?” he asked, looking at me sharply. After a moment, his features softened and he apologized. “Sorry. I guess I get a little emotional about the situation.”
“I’m divorced, too,” I told him. “Jared’s mom and I get along, but it’s still hard for him.”
“Then you understand,” he said, and continued. “Even the couple of times she did take Sean, he ended up spending most of the visit at his grandmother’s house because Jean would drop him off there to go party. The little bit of time that he was at Jean’s house, he saw things I didn’t want him being around.”
“Like what?”
“A whole lot of drinking. He mentioned some things that sounded like drugs to me. Funny cigarettes, he called them. One time, he saw white powder. That was when I stopped letting her have him for visits.” He shook his head. “Not that she really cares. She hasn’t asked about him in almost a year.”
“Sounds like you made the right decision.”
He nodded his head, but his eyes were sad. “Logically, yes. But emotionally…well, it’s rough on Sean.”
I didn’t answer. I remembered how when Jared was younger, he sometimes cried during his visits with me because he missed his Mom. Tiffany said he did the same thing when he was with her.
His voice thickened. “It’d be easier if she’d just died in a car wreck or something. At least then I wouldn’t have to try to explain to my boy why his mother won’t come to see him.”
“That must be tough.”
“I’m sorry,” Sean’s Dad said. “I shouldn’t be dumping all of this on you. I just thought—”
“I’m Aaron,” I said, holding out my hand.
He looked at it for a moment, surprised. Then he reached out and shook it. “Stan,” he told me, and his grip was sure.
While I drove Jared back to his mother’s house, I split my time between consoling him on the loss and thinking about Stan and his situation. He’d given me Jean’s address and made a simple request. Would I go over there and see if it was safe for Sean to visit? I guess he figured that I had cop’s eyes and would see things he wouldn’t.
Meanwhile, Jared hung his head and muttered his replies to me. By the time we got to his mother’s, he hadn’t perked up any.
Tiffany was waiting for us on the porch, reading a paperback. She put the book aside and came down the walk to greet us. I noticed she was still dressed in her work attire, but had freshened up her makeup and brushed out her hair.
“How’d it go, slugger?” she asked.
“We lost,” Jared mumbled and stalked past her into the house.
Tiffany looked at me questioningly.
I shrugged. “He missed a grounder. The other team rallied on that play.”
“So?”
I suppressed a smile. Tiffany’s understanding of sports was limited.
“So,” I explained, “he thinks it’s his fault they lost the game.”
“Ah, I see.” She nodded sagely. Then she asked, “Do you want to stay and eat with us? I made lemon chicken with stuffing.”
She was asking me two questions in one, I knew. The first question was the one on the surface and it was straightforward. Did I want dinner? The answer to that one was easy. Tiffany was a great cook.
The other question was unspoken, but it was the reason she had freshened her makeup and brushed out her hair. Did I want to stay around until after Sean went to bed and then go to bed with her?
Normally, the answer to that question would be an easy one, too. Neither one of us was interested in getting married again, so we had an unspoken arrangement where we took care of each other’s needs on a fairly regular basis. We kept our other sexual doings separate from Jared and from each other.
But I hesitated. I’d promised Stan I would visit his ex-wife and give him an opinion on whether it was a safe environment for Sean or not. I wanted to get that uncomfortable task out of the way before the boys had their practice tomorrow afternoon.
Tiffany cocked her head and gave me a look. “If you’ve got other plans…”
What she meant was if I were seeing someone else. I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I just have to take care of something tonight is all.”
“But you can stay for dinner?”
“You bet.”
The meal was delicious. We ate quietly, Jared still moping about his loss and Tiffany probably wondering whether I had a date or not. I watched her from across the table. She was a beautiful woman and a good mother. The reason we were divorced was probably me. Either way, we’d grown apart and discovered that some people should be married and some should just be friends, or lovers. We fell into the second category.
After ten years of marriage and a kid together, our lives were so inter-twined that it seemed to me that we’d always be married in some way, even if it wasn’t legally. We were connected by time and experience, by Jared, by her stake in my retirement and by the arrangement that we seemed to have come to since the divorce.
When dinner was over, Jared went to his room to mope some more. Tiffany wanted to go to him, but I told her to let him be.
“He’s got practice tomorrow,” I said. “Let him use that as a chance to redeem himself.”
“Redeem himself for what?” she asked. “It’s a little league game. He’s nine years old. It’s not like he did anything—”
“You’re right,” I interrupted. “But in his mind, it’s a big deal. He’ll make up for it in practice tomorrow and everything will be fine. Trust me.”
She looked at me with her green eyes and finally nodded. “Okay. It’s a guy thing, so we’ll do it your way.”
“Thanks.”
Without a word, she stepped in close and kissed me. The first kiss was a light one that pressed against my lips and pulled away with a slight nibble on my bottom lip. The next one was hungry, though, and I lost myself in it. Our hands roamed over familiar territory. I smelled the clean, feminine odor of her hair, her perfume, her body.
After a while, I pulled away gently. “I really have to go.”
Her face pinched. “Is it a girlfriend?”
“No,” I said. “But even if it was, we agreed never to say.”
She pouted. “I was looking forward to you tonight.”
“I’ll come back,” I said. “I’ll just be gone an hour or two.”
She gave me an appraising look. “Aaron, don’t you dare come from another woman’s bed.”
I’d done it before, but she didn’t know that. I smiled at her and kissed her on the forehead. “Never.”
I didn’t have my badge or any of my gear, but I kept a .38 revolver that I used to carry as a back-up gun under the seat of my truck. Jean was probably just a lush and a lightweight doper, but I didn’t want to take any chances on who she hung around with. I slid the gun into my waistband, started up my truck and drove.
The address Stan gave me was in the worst part of River City. Fifty or sixty years ago, it had been a nice residential area, but now the large houses were sub-divided into apartments and the area was full of renters. What wasn’t turned into a tri-plex or quad-plex was now subsidized government housing. One thing I’ve learned is that if you hand people something for free, they don’t attach any value to it.
I parked around the corner from the address and walked past a large house that served as a hospice to get to it. Jean’s house was a squat, single-family residence that wasn’t big enough to sub-divide. Several panels of siding had been replaced and primed but not painted. There were no vehicles on the street in front of the place. In the back yard, I could hear a couple of big dogs barking.
I walked up the cracked concrete walkway and the rickety wooden steps. Out of habit, I stood to the side of the door when I knocked.
After a moment, a voice came from the other side of the door. “Who is it?”
“Jean?”
There was jingle of chain and the door opened. A mousy woman with washed out features and flat eyes peered at me through the door crack.
“Who are you?”
“I’m a friend of Stan’s,” I told her. “I need to talk to you about Sean.”
Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What’s the problem with him?”
“He’s fine,” I said. “Can I come in and talk to you?”
She hesitated, then stepped aside and swung the door open to reveal cutoff jeans and a faded gray T-shirt. “Okay, but only for a few minutes. Mick will be back soon.”
I wondered who Mick was, but didn’t ask. Instead, I entered her little hovel. It wasn’t as bad as some I’d been inside while on patrol, but it wasn’t pretty, either. The odor of stale cigarette smoke and spilled beer hung in the air, mixed with the smell of some kind of unidentified cooked meat from the kitchen.
“I’m making dinner,” she explained. “Beef stew.”
I nodded.
She gestured to the couch, which looked relatively clean, and we both sat down. I perched on the edge of the seat. She folded her hands in her lap and chewed at the inside of her lip.
“What’s going on with Sean?” she asked after a moment.
“He’s fine,” I told her again. “It’s just that he hasn’t seen you in a long time. Stan is worried about you, too.”
She snorted. “That son of a bitch. He’s keeping my son from me.”
I didn’t want to argue with her. “Well, that’s why I’m here.”
She looked me up and down, taking in my work clothes and two days growth of beard. “Don’t tell me you’re some kind of lawyer,” she said.
“No.”
“Then who are you?”
“I’m just doing a favor for Stan. He wants you to see Sean, but—”
“Bullshit. If he wanted me to see Sean, he’d bring him to visit me.”
“He’s not sure if this is such a good environment for Sean,” I said.
She shot me a dirty look. “What are you, some kind of low-rent social worker or something? Did you come here to tell me how to live my life?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
I thought about it for a second, then leaned forward and looked her in the eye. “Jean, Sean misses you. He misses you a lot.”
“He doesn’t even know who I am. That prick Stan has brainwashed him.” She reached across me for a pack a cigarettes, tapped one free and lit up. I watched her and she watched me back, her eyes flitting up and down the length of me. “Y’know, it doesn’t matter. Truth is, he’s better off without me.”
“I doubt that. “
“You do, huh?” She blew a long stream of cigarette smoke in my direction and daintily spit a small piece of tobacco onto the carpet. “Do ya really?”
I nodded.
She looked away and picked absently at a scab on her knee. “Yeah, well, the thing of it is, mister, maybe I’m better off without him.” Her eyes flicked up to mine, then back to the scab. She took another deep drag on her cigarette. “Fucking kids, you know? They just get in the way.”
My mouth fell open in disbelief. She ignored me, tapped some cigarette ash onto the carpet and rubbed it in with her foot.
“Are you kid—”
I was interrupted by the rumble of a loud engine outside.
“Oh, shit!” she said, standing up. “That’s Mick!”
I didn’t react, but a small spike of adrenaline zipped through my gut.
“He’ll think we’re fooling around,” Jean said, her voice frantic.
“Just tell him—”
“It won’t matter.” She pointed toward the kitchen. “Quick, wait in there.”
“I’ll go out the back.”
“You can’t.”
“Why?”
“We’ve got pit bulls,” she said and there was no need of further explanation.
My stomach knotted. “What are you going to tell him?”
“I’ll think of something. Hurry!”
I stood and walked into the kitchen. There was a small table in the corner that was out of the line of sight from the living room. I pulled out a chair and sat down, glad for the comfortable weight of the .38 in the small of my back.
A few seconds later, the front door swung open.
“Hey, baby,” Jean said, her voice laced with fear.
“Shut up,” said a male, who I guessed to be Mick. “And get Randy a beer.”
“Sure, hon,” Jean said and scuttled into the kitchen. She opened the fridge and removed a beer, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. Her lip quivered.
“Sit down,” Mick said in the living room, “and I’ll get the stuff.”
A much larger dose of adrenaline shot through me. I didn’t like what this sounded like it was shaping up to be. I slid my gun free and held it behind my knee.
Jean hurried back out into the living room with the can of beer.
“Here ya go,” she said.
“Thanks,” grunted Randy.
There came the sound of a beer can opening and a loud sip. Then, a second later, a rustle of clothing and the sound of movement.
“Stop it!” Jean whispered harshly. “He’s in the next room.”
“So?” Randy whispered back.
“Stop,” she repeated and I heard her footsteps as she moved away.
“Teasing bitch,” Randy grunted at her.
Jean didn’t reply.
There was a long minute of silence, filled only by Randy’s greedy slurping of the beer. Eventually, there was the sound of a can being crinkled and he asked her for another one.
Jean walked into the kitchen and reached for the refrigerator with a shaking hand.
I heard Mick’s footsteps re-enter the living room. There came a thud as he dropped something onto the coffee table, then the sound of a zipper opening.
“Beautiful, huh?” Mick asked him.
“Fucking gorgeous,” Randy said.
Jean stood, frozen at the fridge. I watched her, hoping she wouldn’t crack. My best chance of getting out of this would be if they finished their deal and one of them left, making the odds a little more even.
“You got the cash?” Mick asked.
There was a pause, and I knew right then that there was going to be trouble.
“Tell me you’ve got my money.” Mick’s voice was friendly on the surface, but danger lurked underneath.
“I do.” Randy’s voice was wavering, though.
“Let’s see it.”
There was some rustling, another thud and another zipper. After that, there was another pause and lighter rustling sounds.
“What the fuck?” Mick said after about thirty seconds. “This is only half.”
“Mick—”
“Where’s the rest of my money?”
“You’ll get it,” Randy whined. “We’ll step on this and start selling it and get you your money inside of a week.”
“I ain’t no fucking bank,” Mick said. “I’m not making any loans here. You want the shit, you fucking pay for it up front.”
“Jesus, Mick, take it easy. This is the way business is done. Half now, half in a week, after we step on it some and—”
“This is how business is done?” Mick interrupted him. “You motherfucker. Wait here.”
Mick’s footsteps stomped away quickly. In the sudden quiet of the living room, I heard the unmistakable sound of a gun hammer being cocked. A moment later, from the back of the house, I heard the even more unmistakable sound of a shotgun round being racked into the chamber.
I gritted my teeth and wished to hell I had my duty weapon. It held three times as many rounds and had twice the stopping power. I knelt next to the chair and waited.
Jean was still a statue by the fridge, a fixed stare on her face as she looked out into the living room. I didn’t want to make any noise, so I waved my free hand to get her attention. She didn’t react.
Mick’s footfalls were loud and deliberate.
“Cocksucker!” he roared and fired a blast from the shotgun.
Three rapid cracks answered and Mick roared again, this time in pain and surprise.
There was another shot and Mick was silent.
I opened my mouth to tell Jean to get down, but before I could say a word, Randy’s voice bellowed, “You still think you’re too good for me, you fucking whore?”
That broke Jean’s trance. “No,” she said in a ragged whisper and stepped further into the kitchen away from him.
I made my move, standing up and lunging toward her. Even as I clutched at her arm with my free hand, Randy’s gun barked twice. Jean pitched backward onto the linoleum and lay there, gurgling.
“What the fuck?” Randy said and fired another shot. I felt the concussive force of the round as it skipped across the floor next to my shoe.
I leveled my pistol at him and fired two rounds into his chest. He jerked with the impact and his gun hand lowered, but he didn’t go down. A puzzled expression crossed his face. I watched him over my gun sight. A second later, his puzzlement turned to a snarl and his hand rose.
I fired twice more. The first shot thudded into his collarbone and the second blasted into his cheek. He toppled over the arm of the couch and was still.
The acrid smell of gunpowder hung in the air, mixing with the coppery tang of blood. My heart was racing and sweat ran into my eyes.
Fuck! Oh fuck, ohfuckohfuckohfuck!
I swallowed and looked around the living room and kitchen of the small house. Three dead bodies. A bag of dope and a bag of money. And me standing right in the middle of it all.
I was fucked. The police would be coming soon and even if they bought my story and Stan backed it up, it would still look like I was involved in dealing drugs. My career was over.
I thought of Jared and Tiffany.
I looked at Jean’s still body, blood still coursing out of her mouth and pooling on the dirty linoleum.
I made my decision in an instant. It was either that or be fucked for life.
I ran to the closet and fished out one of the men’s coats hanging in there. I shrugged myself into it. It had to look like a drug rip, I decided. Nothing else would do.
I pulled a baggie of tightly packed, off-white powder from one of the nylon bags. My hands were shaking, but I was able to tear open the package on my second try. I flung some of the powder onto the coffee table in an arc. I dumped the rest on top of Randy’s left hand. Then I stuffed the empty baggie in my coat pocket, grabbed the bag of dope and the bag of money and made for the front door.
I walked out onto the porch with my heart in my throat. I strained my ears for sirens, but there weren’t any yet. I didn’t bother looking for prying eyes from the neighbors. A guy who looks around to see who’s watching him is one of the most suspicious things there is. I hoped for luck and trusted that in this neighborhood, although gunshots weren’t commonplace, they didn’t register as a big surprise, either.
I walked as quickly as I could to my truck without appearing to be walking fast. When I got in the truck, I pushed both bags down on to the floorboards on the passenger side of the truck, fired up the engine and drove slowly away. I prayed silently that no one had seen me or thought to get my license plate.
In the distance, I heard sirens.
Halfway back to Tiffany’s place, I pulled in behind a Safeway. I took off Mick’s coat and threw it in the dumpster, keeping the torn remains of the dope baggie. After the coat, I threw in the bag of drugs and the money. I didn’t even think twice about it. I might have been a lot of things, but I wasn’t dirty.
I covered the two bags with garbage and drove away.
Tiffany smiled at me when she answered the door, but her smile faded when I slipped past her and made directly for the bathroom.
“What’s wrong?” She asked me. “You smell funny.”
I pumped some hand soap into my palm and began scrubbing.
“Aaron?” she asked, concern creeping into her voice.
I scrubbed at my hands, hoping to get them clean enough to pass a gunshot residue test.
“What happened?”
“Listen,” I said, rinsing my hands and drying them off. “This is important.”
“What’s important?”
I met her gaze and spoke very slowly. “I was with you all night tonight. Okay? I never left.”
“Aaron, what’s—”
“Don’t ask me any questions,” I told her. “Just say it. I was with you all night tonight.”
She stared at me, examining my eyes and my face. I knew she was looking for answers, but she wasn’t going to get any. Finally, she must have seen enough of Jared in my face or she got to thinking about the child support I paid every month and the twenty-five percent of my pension that was hers. Her mouth tightened and she gave me a brisk nod.
“You were here all night,” she said.
I threw my clothes in with some of hers and Sean’s and ran them through the wash. Then I went outside and dug another support post for the small deck I was building in her back yard. When the hole was deep enough, I mixed some cement and dropped some down into the hole. My .38 went in next, followed by the empty baggie, then some more cement and finally a four-by-four post.
By the time I made it back inside, it was almost midnight. Tiffany had changed into her robe, a white silky thing that hung off of her curves in just the right way. She held two glasses of wine.
“I thought you might need this,” she said.
I took the glass from her and downed half of it in one gulp.
“Are you okay, Aaron?” she asked me.
I thought about that. There were no cops at the door yet. This’d be the second place that they’d look for me, so I was reasonably sure that no one had seen me. Or at least, they hadn’t managed to get my license plate. If they had, the homicide detectives would’ve been here an hour ago.
Tiffany continued looking at me, sipping her wine. I reached out with my hand, still caked with dirt and cement dust, and stroked her cheek.
“I’m all right,” I said to her. “We’re all right.”
Later, our lovemaking was tentative and distracted. I couldn’t sleep afterward. Tiffany fell asleep in the crook of my arm while I stared at the ceiling. I kept thinking about Jean’s slack mouth and the blood that ran from it while she lay dying on the floor of her own kitchen. Kept thinking that maybe she deserved it, but that Sean certainly didn’t.
Finally, I drifted off around four in the morning.
I took Jared to practice the next day. Sean was already out on the field, playing catch with another boy. I was surprised to see him, but didn’t show it.
Stan sat by himself in the bleachers. He was hunched over and staring at his feet.
I’d rehearsed my lines in my head all morning and it was show time. I walked over and sat next to him.
“Stan?”
He looked up at me. His eyes were red and full of anguish. I pretended not to notice.
“I’m sorry but I got busy last night working on my ex-wife’s deck. I didn’t get a chance to check on Sean’s mom for you. I can do it after practice today.”
His features became angry. “Don’t bother,” he spat.
“Why?”
“She’s dead.”
I pulled my head back and gave him my best shocked expression. “Dead? What happened?”
“What do you care?” Stan shot back.
“I—”
“Goddamn cops are supposed to help people,” Stan said, his voice rising. “But you were just too busy. And now she’s dead.”
“Stan, what happened?”
“Fuck you!” he screamed. “Leave me alone!”
All the other parents turned and stared at us. I stood and walked away.
Jared practiced hard and I watched him from the opposite end of the bleachers. I avoided looking at Stan for the rest of the practice. I didn’t want him to see my fear. I didn’t want my house of cards to fall.
After practice ended, Jared trotted up to me, removed his cap and wiped his sweat with his sleeve. I tousled his damp hair. “Nice work,” I told him.
“Thanks, Dad. Can we go through the Dairy Queen drive through? Please?”
“Sure.”
We turned and headed to my truck. I saw a patrol car cruise by and my stomach clenched. A young rookie sat behind the wheel, his severe face fixed in stone. He glanced over, spotted me and gave a little wave. I couldn’t remember his name, but waved back nonetheless. He drove past without a second glance and my stomach eased a little.
“Hey,” came a voice from behind me.
I turned around reluctantly. Stan stood by himself. Most of the anger was out of his face. He motioned at Jared, then asked me, “Can we talk alone for a second?”
“Sure.” I handed Jared the keys to the truck and told him to wait for me in the cab.
“Hurry, Dad,” he said before he hustled off. “I’m thirsty.”
Stan motioned for me to sit beside him on the bleacher, so I did. He was quiet for a few seconds. Then he said, “I’m sorry. What happened is not your fault.”
“What did happen?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know much. The cops aren’t saying. It sounds like a drug deal that went bad, though.”
“What?”
He nodded. “Yeah. She was shot and killed.”
“Holy shit,” I muttered, trying to sound amazed.
Stan didn’t reply right away. When he spoke again, his voiced cracked with emotion and he looked away. “How do I tell my boy that his mother is dead?”
“I don’t know,” I said. And then, because that didn’t seem like enough, I patted his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
Stan’s shoulder hitched and even though I couldn’t see his face, I knew he was crying.
“If you need anything,” I said and let it drop when I realized the futility of the words.
Stan brought himself under control, wiping his eyes. He stared off into the distance for several moments until he finally sighed.
“I thought it’d be easier,” he whispered. “But it’s not.”
We sat there for another minute or two, not saying anything. Then I patted his shoulder again, rose and walked toward my truck, where my son waited for me.
The house didn’t look like the kind I’d expect someone to get murdered in.
The neighborhood wasn’t the wealthiest, but it was solidly upper middle class. All the homes on the block were owned, not rented, with carefully manicured lawns and three-car garages. I’m sure my van parked in front of the house looked out of place. But then, so did the two police cars. One was marked, the other was not.
A uniformed patrol officer stood at the front gate, slouched against the brick pillar and examining his fingernails. He’d watched me arrive, cast a mildly interested look at my van and once he read the side, went back to being bored. I was nothing for him to get excited about. I was just there to clean up the mess.
I got out of the van and approached him. “The scene still being worked?” I asked.
He eyed me with a little disdain. “Why you think I’m still standing here?”
“Because they couldn’t find a rookie?” I shot back, hoping to break the ice.
He grunted at me and checked his watch.
“Any idea how long they’ll be?” I asked him.
He shook his head. “They’re detectives.”
I nodded like I understood what that meant, and I suppose I did. Most of the scenes I get called to clean up have already been released by the police, but occasionally I get a call when they’re getting close to finishing up. The call in this case came from the husband of the victim, a man named Gary Oster. His voice had been thick when he asked me if I could go over and clean up as soon as the police were finished.
“I just don’t want to see anything that will remind me of what happened to Camille,” he’d said, and his voice broke.
“I understand,” I told him.
“How can you?” he snapped back. “She was murdered! I found her! Dead!”
I apologized and his voice softened.
“I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just…it’s been terrible.”
“I know.” Then, because I saw it on a cop show on TV, I added, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you,” he said quietly, and hung up.
Now, standing at the front gate of the yellow Colonial with bright white trim next to a bored and slightly irritated cop, I decided to retreat to my van and wait for the detectives to finish working the crime scene so I could go in and clean. The patrolman watched me go without comment.
I sat in the driver’s seat with the windows down and enjoyed the spring afternoon. The air always seemed to smell sweeter in neighborhoods like this one. Like fresh cut lawns and mock orange. It was quieter, too. The chirping of birds, an occasional dog barking and the tik-tak of automated sprinklers was broken up periodically by the purr of a nice car rolling by, its occupants staring at the house and the side of my van.
Not like my neighborhood. Kids screaming, dogs yelping, garbage in the street, broken beer bottles on the pavement and the smell of old liquor, piss and desperate surrender in the air. That’s what I went home to every night. I’d park my van in my tiny, unattached, one-car garage and lock the door with an industrial padlock. If I didn’t, the windows would get busted out and the van would be ransacked by kids. All they’d find is industrial strength cleaning chemicals and tools, but that didn’t stop them. Everything in Felony Flats had a price, no matter how small.
I closed my eyes and soaked in the mid-afternoon sun. My house was a small post-war cracker box with one bedroom and a dingy bathroom. The rent was probably three times what the landlord paid for his mortgage and I gave up a long time ago when it came to asking him to fix anything. My business didn’t do so great, even for this area of the country, but I fixed the faucets myself anyway and paid the guy who fixed the furnace. It beat freezing during the winter.
The cop’s radio crackled and I snapped my eyes open. I hadn’t caught the transmission, just the drab monotone of the dispatcher’s voice. He didn’t reach for his radio, so I gathered the call hadn’t been for him.
I almost became a cop myself, fourteen years ago. I was twenty-two and took some criminal justice classes at the community college. I never thought about what I wanted to be while I was growing up, but I knew after working at the aluminum works for a couple of years that I didn’t want to slag molten metal until retirement. Once I’d taken a couple of classes, I started thinking hard about it and realized that being a cop was perfect for me. I loved to figure things out, and that’s what cops did, right?
I aced the civil service exam and the physical fitness test. My oral interview went off without a hitch, so they sent me for the psychological and the medical. I started telling my friends and family that I was getting hired for the next academy. When I got the rejection letter in the mail, it came as quite a shock. The listed reason was that I had a heart murmur that showed up during the medical exam.
I appealed. They denied.
I asked if I could reapply. They said no. A heart condition like mine was a permanent disqualification.
So now instead of investigating crime scenes, I just cleaned them up.
I sighed and looked away from the cop who didn’t know how lucky he was.
Fifteen minutes later, a pair of detectives exited the front door. They met the patrol officer at the gate and he pointed toward me. I got out of the van and approached.
“Who called you?” the first detective asked, motioning at me with his Styrofoam coffee cup. He was of medium height with a touch of gray at the temples.
“Mr. Oster.”
He grunted, making me wonder if that was a technique they learned at the academy.
The smaller, older detective held out his hand. I took it. “Detective Browning,” he said. “You have some I.D.?”
“Sure.” I showed him my driver’s license and city business license. He examined both and handed them back.
“Don’t often cross paths with you folks,” he said. “You usually don’t get here till later.”
I shrugged. “Sometimes people don’t want to wait.”
I expected him to grunt, but he nodded instead and handed me a single key. “I was going to put this on the property book, but just leave it on the table by the front door.”
“Thanks.”
“You need me?” the patrol officer asked.
I started to answer no, but Browning beat me to the punch. “No, Glen, that’s fine. Thanks for standing by.”
Officer Glen grunted and strode off, all jingling keys and creaking leather.
Browning turned to me. “When did Mr. Oster call you?”
“Couple hours ago.”
He glanced over at his coffee-cupping partner. “Interesting.”
“How so?” I asked.
His eyes narrowed. “Ah, it’s probably nothing,” he said, but his eyes and his face said something different.
I wasn’t in a position to press, so I just nodded and returned to my van for supplies. As I loaded up basic cleaning items, I listened as the two walked away toward their car.
“Something isn’t right, Ray,” said Coffee Cup.
“Maybe.”
“I can feel it.”
“But can you prove it?” Browning asked him.
There was a silence and then the sound of car doors opening and slamming shut.
Something isn’t right. Two trained detectives were stumped and now I was going to get a shot at the crime scene.
I snatched my cleaning tray, slammed the van’s sliding door, hurried up the walk and went inside.
The house was silent except for the hum of appliances. I locked the heavy front door behind me with a loud, solid click. I turned and walked through the large entryway and into the living room where Mr. Oster said the murder occurred.
The living carpet was thick and a bright white. Even dried, the shock of dark red blood stood out against it. I paused in the doorway and took in the scene, just as I imagined the two detectives had done hours before.
Most of the blood was puddled near the fireplace. From the texture, I guessed that it would still be damp in the center beneath the dried skim on top. More blood coated the edge and top of the hearth. As I scanned the living room, I spotted smaller dollops of blood between the fireplace and where I stood in the entryway. A half-glass of wine sat on the small table next to a chair and an open book lay face down next to it. Small granules of black powder were scattered on the small table and on the wine glass, except for a clean strip where the forensics person had removed the fingerprint tape.
I tried to recreate the scene in my mind. Camille is sitting in the chair, reading and sipping wine. Then what?
The wine wasn’t spilled. The book was still where it had been carefully laid on the table. No blood near the chair.
This was no surprise attack.
So she was disturbed while reading and put the book down to investigate. By what? Breaking glass? I’d have to check around the house for a broken window, but I doubted it. She got up in an orderly fashion. Maybe a knock at the door?
My eyes fell on the blood pattern. Quarter sized drops at the edge of the carpet near where I stood, leading toward the fireplace. That’s where most of the blood was located. I peered closer and thought I could almost see impressions of a body pressed into the thick carpet. That’s where she fell. Where she died.
I imagined someone knocking at the door. Forcing his way in. Punching her, causing her nose to bleed. Knocking her backward until she fell and struck the back of her head on the hearth.
I nodded. It worked.
Almost.
Something bothered me about the distance between the blood on the hearth and the thick puddle in the carpet. I guess there was at least eighteen inches between the two, maybe a little more. How could that be accounted for?
I chewed on my thumbnail and imagined.
If she hit the hearth with her head…and the attacker grabbed an ankle to pull her to him before realizing she was out…yes, that fit.
I took a deep breath, pleased with how I worked things out. It would be nice to try and figure out who the murderer was, but without the forensic work the police did and access to all the interviews, that was virtually impossible. I could always follow the news coverage of the murder, of course, but the local paper wasn’t too reliable.
Satisfied, I broke out my cleaning gear and began soaking up the blood.
I spread the chemical soaked towel over the large puddle to shake loose the dried blood from the carpet fibers while I cleaned the small droplets. That took forty minutes of tedious scrubbing. Once I had the drops cleaned, I washed down the hearth. The dark stone wiped off easily.
I switched the chemical towel to a damp one, which soaked up the blood that hadn’t dried yet or that the chemical shook loose of the fibers. While that soaked, I took the wine glass to the kitchen. I sniffed the white wine. It had a fruity bouquet that I liked and I wondered what brand it was. Not that I’d ever be able to afford a bottle of it.
I dumped out the glass, washed it, dried it and put it on the rack of wine glasses near the refrigerator. Then I stared at it for a moment, wondering why the cops didn’t take it as evidence.
Camille was reading Dostoevsky, I learned. She was on page 147 of The Brothers Karamazov. I wondered if it were any good.
The puddle of blood took a while. I had to make a trip out to my van for more disposable towels, but eventually I got all of it.
I brought in my heated fan, plugged it in and started the drying process. It took almost an hour. I read the first part of Camille Oster’s book. It was pretty slow. I understood why she decided to drink some wine while reading it.
Once everything was dry, I brought in the vacuum. I used the upright to clean the center of the room and switched to the hose to get along the edge of the furniture, the hearth and walls.
That’s when I came across the loose cover on the heating vent.
I wouldn’t have noticed except I bumped it with the end of the hose and it seemed to give more than it should if it had been screwed in. I turned off the vac and knelt down to examine it. The cover sat about a quarter inch away from the wall. Both screws were missing.
Strange.
I tugged at it and it slid easily toward me. Fresh flakes of plaster fell away, but that didn’t catch my attention.
The blood did.
There was just a small, dried smear on the cover that could have been easily mistaken for paint, but I’d seen enough blood to know what I was looking at.
I swallowed and set the cover aside. I tried to look into the vent, but it went down and then curved away. All I could see was darkness.
I reached down and patted around. Nothing. I reached deeper. Still nothing. I buried my arm inside the grate up to my armpit and felt around.
My fingers grazed something hard.
Maybe it was just a joint in the ductwork, I thought for a second, but when my probing fingers grasped onto it, I knew I was wrong about that. It was a knife.
I drew the blade slowly toward me, pinching it between my thumb and forefinger. The blade scraped against thin sheet metal of the ductwork, raising my hackles.
I pulled the knife clear of the heating vent. It was a hunting knife, about six inches long and without the serrated edge. The blade and the handle were streaked with blood. At least one fingerprint was emblazoned on the handle in dried crimson.
“Holy shit,” I murmured, staring at it. This had to be it. The murder weapon. That’s why the blood drops from the entry, I realized. Not a bloody nose. Stab wounds while she backed up. And the large puddle didn’t come from her being moved at all. She’d probably been stabbed in the torso and bled out.
I tried to swallow, but my throat was dry and I couldn’t.
I had the murder weapon.
The cops didn’t.
I’d solved the case.
Not the cops.
“Holy shit,” I said again.
Then I heard a car pull into the driveway.
Without thinking, I replaced the vent cover. I wrapped the knife in a disposable towel and stashed it in my cleaning supply box. I didn’t know if it was the cops or Mr. Oster, but I needed to think this through a little more before I said anything to anybody.
The Coffee Cup detective was right. Something didn’t add up.
I kicked on the vacuum and sucked up the stray pieces of plaster near the vent and moved on to the hearth. I couldn’t hear the locks over the roar of the vacuum, but the slam of the door registered. I shut off the machine and glanced over my shoulder.
Gary Oster stood in the entryway. His eyes were sunken and red, his expression grief-stricken. “I thought you’d be finished by now,” he said in a hollow voice.
“Sorry,” I said. “Just about there.”
He took a deep, heaving breath and let it out. “Okay. I need a drink. Let yourself out. And send me your bill.”
“Yes, sir.”
He glanced at the fireplace hearth and his eyes welled up with tears. His lip trembled. He forced his mouth into a tight line and strode away.
I vacuumed for five more minutes and called it good. As I packed up my gear, I watched for him to return, but wherever he went to get that drink, he never came back.
That night, I lay in my bed, thinking things through.
The cops missed the knife. They didn’t know about it.
The killer stashed the knife there. Why? Why not take it with him?
It had to be someone she knew, or was comfortable with. Someone familiar with the house. Gary Oster?
It made sense. Husbands killed their wives all the time.
Of course, so do lovers. If she had one.
Or if he did. Maybe he had a mistress and she did it.
I stared at the crack in my ceiling. There was no way to know.
Of course, if it was the husband, he probably knew the knife was missing from the heating vent by now. Or would he let it sit there for months, until everyone had stopped mourning and stopped watching?
If the mistress had killed Camille, would she ever tell him she did it?
I played through scenarios in my head, but they became more disjointed as I grew sleepy, and eventually I drifted off.
The next day I went to the library to do research. I started with the local paper, which was as slanted as usual. The reporters seemed to slam the police every chance they got, and subsequently the police shared little if anything with the newspaper.
The article listed no suspect information, but did characterize the murder as a “blitz attack” and “apparent stabbing.” Whether that came from the cops or not, I couldn’t tell. There was no word of any life insurance on Camille.
I delved into back issues, looking for anything on Mr. Gary Oster. I found a couple of small articles buried in the business section. They weren’t much help. Oster was an importer/exporter of sports equipment. He supported local youth sports generously, which was easy to do when his business was valued at over two million dollars.
I sat at the library table and drummed my fingers. If Oster did it, why? Was there another woman? Was Camille heavily insured?
I didn’t get any answers at the library.
I brewed over it for a week, watching the newspaper for anything new and making several trips to the library. I got nothing, and all the while, the bloody knife sat wrapped up in a disposable towel, hidden under a floorboard in my closet.
Finally, I decided it was time to deliver the bill to Oster. I thought long and hard about how I wanted to play things. I thought of the risks and my loyalties and I realized a couple of things. Number one, the cops had their chance to get me on their side, fourteen years ago. They decided back then that I didn’t have the heart for the work. Maybe they were right, because the second thing I realized was that I was sick and tired of being poor.
Oster had a warehouse near my West Central home, which surprised me at first. After I thought about it, though, it made sense. Property in so-called Felony Flats was relatively inexpensive, so if he was willing to invest in the security measures to protect the business, it was probably worth it.
I found the office, a small addition attached to the front end of the warehouse itself. The bell dinged quietly when I entered. An empty reception desk sat behind a counter in the waiting room. A few yards behind that was a door with a picture of Gary Oster’s smiling face hanging next to it. I stared at his hawk-like features and hard eyes and I waited.
After a few moments, the office door opened and a thin brunette woman strolled out, smoothing her skirt. The lipstick at the corner of her mouth was smeared.
He did it, I thought suddenly and instinctively. My confidence grew.
“Can I help you?” she asked me with a practiced smile.
I smiled back and admired her thin frame, which curved in all the right places. “I hope so. I’m here to see Mr. Oster.”
She took her seat. The nameplate at the front of her desk read ‘Wanda.’ “May I ask what this is concerning?”
I held up the invoice. “My bill.”
“I can take that,” she said, and reached out her hand. “I handle all billing.”
I shook my head. “Nah, I need to give this one to him personally.”
Wanda frowned slightly. “Mr. Oster is going through a difficult time. I don’t know if it’s a good idea—”
“It’s a good idea,” I said. “Just tell him the cleaner is here.”
“Cleaner?”
I gave her my card. Her cheeks reddened. “You…were there?”
I nodded.
“That’s awful,” she said. “What a horrible job you have.”
“Sometimes. But it pays the bills.”
Her lips pressed together and her eyes hardened. “Of all the bills Mr. Oster doesn’t need to see right now, this probably ranks the highest.”
Even higher than one with the cost of her coffin? I thought darkly. But less so than the life insurance premium, I bet.
“He’ll want to see me,” I said.
Wanda stared at me for a long moment and I stared back. I tried to gauge in her eyes how much she knew. Was she just the mistress? Or did she help plan things? Did she do the actual deed herself? I couldn’t tell, though. She could’ve been a conspirator or just loyal to her boss and lover.
Our stare-down ended when she rose and held out her hand again. “I think it’s very cruel, but give it to me. I’ll take it in.”
I gave her the invoice. She glanced down at it as she turned away and stopped mid-turn. When she looked sideways at me, her expression registered somewhere between confused and angry.
“Wha—”
“Just give it to him.”
Her eyes narrowed. She snapped her head around and stalked into the office. I noticed that she didn’t pause at the door, not even to give a courtesy knock.
I waited.
There were no outbursts from inside the office and no arguing. I found that interesting and put it in the column that suggested she was in on it.
Less than a minute later, Wanda returned. “Mr. Oster will see you,” she said in a curt tone.
I thanked her and walked around the counter and past her desk. When I passed by her, I caught a whiff of her perfume and it made me think of lacy pillows.
Gary Oster’s office was spare and utilitarian, except for the large, leather chair he sat in. The expression he regarded me with bore no resemblance to the hollow-eyed, tear-stained face I’d encountered a week ago in his living room.
“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, waving the bill at me.
I settled into the chair opposite his desk. It wasn’t as luxurious as the one he sat in, but it was surprisingly comfortable.
“What don’t you understand?” I asked him.
“Don’t play games with me,” Oster said. “This invoice is for two hundred fifty thousand dollars.”
“That’s right.”
“It shouldn’t be more than two hundred fifty dollars.”
I shrugged. “Things got complicated.”
“Complicated?”
I nodded. “About a thousand times more complicated. In fact, that’s where I came up with that figure.”
He glared at me, but I noticed a light sheen of sweat on his forehead. “You better get to the point before I shove this invoice up your ass.”
I smiled. “Then you’d go to jail for assault and murder.”
He blanched. Blinked. Swallowed. “What are you talking about?” he finally managed to sputter out.
“It’s simple,” I said. “You pay your bill, in cash, and I don’t tell the police about the knife I found in your heating vent.”
I didn’t think it possible for him to turn any whiter, but he did. A moment later, his face flared red. “You piece of shit!” he snarled at me.
“Maybe,” I said. “But I didn’t kill my wife.”
Oster opened his desk drawer and withdrew a small pistol. Sweat trickled down my back and sides when he pointed it at me, but I kept up my outward appearance as best I could. “That won’t do you any good. If anything bad happens to me, my cousin takes a package to the police, along with a detailed, signed letter.”
Oster clenched his jaw. “You’re bluffing.”
I shook my head. “No, I’m not. And you know it. Who else could have found the knife? If the police had discovered it, you’d be in jail right now. So put the gun away and let’s talk business.”
The pistol wavered in his hand. I stared back at him, trying to radiate confidence. After a few seconds, he cursed and let the gun fall into the open drawer and slammed it shut.
“You son of a bitch,” he said.
I smiled, letting some of my nervous energy escape in a light chuckle. “I suppose I am.”
“I don’t have that kind of money laying around,” he said, gesturing at the invoice.
“What about life insurance?”
“What about it?”
“Your wife was insured, wasn’t she?”
He shrugged.
I took that as a yes. “You’ll get the cash from that. Besides, I’ve got an idea to make it easy on you.”
“What’s that?” he sneered, and his expression told me that he didn’t think anyone who mopped up blood for a living was smart enough to come up with anything worthwhile.
I could’ve been a cop! I felt like yelling at him.
Instead, I said, “I will sell you my business for the two hundred fifty grand.”
“Your business? What the hell does that mean?”
“My cleaning business. The name, the van, the supplies, all of it.”
“What’s that really worth?”
I grinned darkly. “I read once that something is worth whatever someone else is willing to pay for it.” I let him fume for a long, silent moment, then continued. “This is the best way. The money I get is legit, the transfer is legit and no one asks any questions. You get what you want and I get what I want.”
He shook his head. “Two hundred fifty thousand for your little piss-ant business is going to raise eyebrows.”
I shrugged. “That’s your problem. Tell the IRS you’re planning on franchising.”
He stared holes into me. I stared some back at him.
“Fine,” he said after a while. “But I need a few days to get the money together.”
“Cash,” I reminded him. “Not any kind of check.”
“I heard you the first time.”
I nodded and rose from my chair. I thought about offering my hand. It only seemed proper, since we’d just concluded a business deal. Oster’s expression told me my hand would just hang empty across the top of his desk while he continued to stare at me, though, so I bagged the idea and left his office, closing the door behind me.
Wanda glared at me as I walked past. “I hope you’re happy,” she said a low voice.
“I am,” I assured her, and breathed in her perfume.
I spent the next few days planning what to do with my newfound fortune. There were many possibilities, but I kept coming back to Mexico as the best one. The down side was that as I checked into the logistics of it, two hundred fifty thousand bucks didn’t go as far as I thought it would.
Still, it was better than scrubbing brain matter off a ceiling.
My days were lazy ones. I slept in and took long, late breakfasts at Dolly’s Café, where I perused the newspaper. After a couple of follow-up stories on the Oster murder, coverage disappeared. The police weren’t saying much, other than they had no suspects. I guessed that Oster’s receptionist probably gave him a solid alibi. I’m sure he was ‘working late.’
Afternoons I passed at Cannon Park, watching the kids play and the dogs run. I let myself dream a little during those trips, thinking of sandy beaches, blue water and dark-haired senoritas. Occasionally, Wanda’s face popped up in those fantasies and I didn’t do much to push it away.
On the afternoon of the third day after my meeting with Oster, I stopped off at a used car lot.
“I want something reliable,” I told the salesman.
He nodded. “Of course. That’s smart.”
He continued to flatter me and finally got me into a six-year-old Toyota with only twenty-five thousand miles on it.
“That’ll drive to hell and back,” he said, “and not even need an oil change.”
I didn’t need it to make to it to hell, just Mexico.
I went out for a nice steak dinner at Spencer’s, then returned home. When I reached for the knob on the front door, I realized it was slightly ajar.
Adrenaline shot through me. I’d lived in Felony Flats for over fifteen years and I’d never been burglarized before. The van got prowled a couple of times before I started keeping it in the garage, but that was the extent of my victimization.
I considered calling the police, but then a second thought hit me. Oster! If he were involved in this, the last thing I wanted was the police.
I nudged the door and it creaked open. The doorjamb was shattered with surgical precision right where the deadbolt entered. I swallowed and stepped inside.
Light or no light? I made the decision almost immediately. Light was my friend and if someone were still inside, light was his enemy. I flicked the main switch.
My living room was a disaster. The cushions of the couch were cut to ribbons and lay on the floor. The couch itself bore long slash marks along the side and beneath where the cushions normally sat. My small bookshelf had been toppled and my books were scattered across the floor. The TV lay among them, the screen cracked.
I shook my head in disbelief and moved to the kitchen. All the drawers and cabinets were wide open, their contents on the floor and counter in disarray. The bathroom was the same.
I pushed open the door to my bedroom and flicked on the light.
The bed had been tossed and then cut open. My dresser drawers were ripped out and the clothing spilled onto the floor. The closet door stood open.
I took a step toward the closet. I had a sense of warmth and caught the scent of sweat and then an arm snaked around my neck and jerked me backward. My yelp of surprise was cut short as my body slammed into my attacker’s.
I reached up and grabbed onto the arm. It felt like banded iron as I struggled to pull it free. A whiskered chin scraped against my cheek.
“In five seconds, you are going to pass out unless you stop fighting me.” His whisper sounded like a shout in my ear.
I let my arms fall to my sides. He eased the pressure on my neck, just a little.
“Where’s the knife?” he asked. “And don’t tell me your cousin has it. I’ve checked. You don’t have any fucking cousins.”
Thoughts raced through my head. Oster sent him. He hasn’t found the knife yet.
When I didn’t answer right away, his arm constricted again. Dark spots danced before my eyes. My hands flew up to his arm.
“You can tell me or I can choke you to death,” he growled in my ear.
I dropped my arms. He loosened his grip slightly.
“In the garage,” I wheezed.
He squeezed again. “Bullshit. I’ve been out there.”
I flailed at his arm wildly. After a few seconds, he eased off. “Try again.”
“Garage,” I squeaked. “Secret place.”
There was a pause, then his body shifted. I felt something hard press against my back. “You know what that is?” he asked.
“Gun,” I managed.
“That’s right. Don’t do anything stupid.” He released his grip on my neck. “Now, let’s go. Slowly.”
I rubbed my throat and turned around cautiously. He circled with me, staying out of sight. I didn’t bother trying to look at him. I figured that was a bad idea. He nudged me forward and I walked through the house to the back door. As I unlocked it, I wondered why he hadn’t made his entry through there instead of the front. The cold metal in my back kept me from getting too far down that path of speculation.
The industrial lock on the garage hung on the hasp, cut through. I lifted the garage door up and we stepped inside.
“No lights,” he instructed.
I smiled in the darkness and a plan crystallized. I walked along the side of the van toward the workbench in the back of the garage.
“Slowly!” he ordered, so I did as he said. I glanced over my shoulder at him. His figure was silhouetted against the dim backdrop of the streetlights.
“Now, where’s this secret place?”
“Here,” I said. “Under the bench.”
“Fine. Get it. Nice and slow.”
I leaned forward slightly and made a show of reaching under the bench with my left hand, feeling around for a secret place that didn’t exist. My body shielded my right hand. I felt around with it on top of the workbench until I found the handle of my large crescent wrench.
“It’s taped under here somewhere,” I said, patting around under the bench for his benefit.
“Hurry up.” He jabbed the gun toward me. As soon as I saw which shadow was the gun, I twisted and swung down at it with all my strength. The solid metal of the wrench head struck flesh. I heard a sickening crack and then the sound of the gun clattering to the floor. The man howled in pain, his words unintelligible.
I swung again, aiming for his head.
Miraculously, he pivoted away and the head of my wrench thumped loudly on his shoulder. He howled again, this time in both pain and anger. Before I could swing again, a shadowy foot shot toward me and caught me flush in the gut. My breath whooshed out and I sank to one knee, struggling for breath.
There came a scuffling of feet and my attacker was gone.
I rose and turned on the light. A small revolver lay on the concrete floor near the front tire of my van. I picked it up, switched off the light and made my way inside.
After I locked the back door and slid a chair under the knob of the front door, I returned to the bedroom. In the closet, I lifted the loose floorboard and looked inside. The knife was there, still wrapped and undisturbed.
“That was stupid,” I told Oster over the phone, still seething over the break-in and the attack.
“What was?”
“You know what,” I said. It occurred to me that if the police suspected him of Camille’s murder, his phone line might be tapped.
“I’m afraid I don’t,” Oster said, and I guessed that he was concerned about the same thing.
“I did an assessment of my business,” I told him coldly. “It’s worth a lot more than I originally thought.”
“Really?”
“Double the price,” I told him.
“That’s ridiculous.”
“That’s what you get when you send idiots to negotiate,” I told him.
Before he could say any more, I hung up and headed to the sporting goods store.
Three days later, I called Oster and we set things up. We’d meet in Cannon Park, each carrying a black gym bag. I’d have the knife in mine, he’d have the money in his. We’d switch and that would be it.
I stopped at the post office first and mailed off a package addressed to Detective Ray Browning, River City Police Department. I sent in via ground, so it’d be about a week before he got it.
I arrived at the park a full half hour ahead of the appointed time. The day was clear and a little windy. Oster arrived five minutes early, pulling up in his blue Lexus and parking at the curb. I watched him approach, wending his way around dog piles in his two hundred dollar shoes. The black gym bag swung heavily in his left hand.
His face bore a stony expression, unlike the fake grief or the real sneer I’d seen previously. He offered his right hand.
Surprised, I took it and we shook.
He set his bag on the bench beside mine. “Shall we inspect the goods?” he asked.
“Sure.”
I watched as he unzipped the gym bag I brought along. He fumbled with the towel, tearing the material away from the dried, sticky brown substance on the blade. Once the knife was exposed, he stared at it for a few seconds.
“It’s darker than I thought,” he finally said.
“What?”
“The blood.”
“It gets that way when it dries. All the oxygen goes out of it and it starts to decay.”
He glanced at me. “I guess you would know.”
I nodded. “Yeah. I know blood.”
He gestured at the other bag. I unzipped it. The bag was filled with stacks of one hundred dollar bills, banded together. I reached out and feathered the edges of one. All hundreds. I rummaged around inside and pulled a random bundle from near the bottom and riffled the edge of it. All real.
My throat went dry.
I zipped the bag shut with a shaking hand.
Oster held out a folded packet of paper and a pen. “The contract,” he explained. “For your cleaning business.”
I nodded, skimmed the document and scrawled my signature. It looked different to me, like the signature of a wealthy man.
He took the contract from me and slipped it into his jacket pocket. “It was all business, you know.”
“What was?”
“The man I sent. Camille. This deal here. All of it.”
“I heard the policy on your wife was a million dollars,” I said.
He shrugged. “I’ll come out all right,” he admitted.
“Is Wanda business, too?” I asked.
He let himself smile and the expression looked out of place on his face. “All work and no play,” he said to me, as if we were two regular guys sitting on barstools, having a cold one.
I laughed anyway, because I knew something he didn’t.
I didn’t go home. I did not pass go. I collected my five hundred grand and I went directly to Mexico.
The drive took me about thirty-six hours, most of it on I-5 once I hit Oregon. I stopped once at a motel about an hour outside San Francisco and slept for a solid eight hours. Other than that, I drove, stopping only for food and bathroom breaks.
I cruised across the border after answering only cursory questions. I imagined it might be tougher coming back into the United States, but I wasn’t planning on making that trip.
Once in Mexico, I took my time and drove slowly south in Baja California. After a day, with several stops at the sights and to eat wonderful seafood and drink Mexican beer, I arrived in La Paz.
La Paz was a beautiful, laid-back town that catered to enough tourism to know how to treat a rich American. I checked into a nice hotel and started looking for property.
I thought about things back in River City while the real estate broker in La Paz showed me small houses near the beach (and cash would be no problema, señor, she assured me). I caught myself smiling when I imagined Detective Browning opening up my package with the bloody hunting knife and the note, this knife killed Camille Oster. I knew that their forensics people would be able to match up the blood to her and the bloody print on the handle to Gary Oster. My smile usually broke into a grin when I saw a stunned Oster sputtering during his arrest, unable to believe that he hadn’t paid for the real knife covered with his wife’s blood.
I know blood, I’d told him, and that was true. But apparently, he didn’t. A little Karo syrup and food coloring convinced him. And he never stopped to consider that someone else could go buy a hunting knife as easily as he could. He probably thought he was being pretty smart to buy such a cheap, common brand of knife, and I suppose he was, but it sure made things easier for me.
Yeah, I would have made a great cop. I was good at figuring things out.
Almost all of the women had dark hair in La Paz, I noticed. I met many and came to know a few very well. After a while, though, I found myself wondering if Wanda would like it in Mexico. I wondered if it would help to salve some of the hurt she’d undoubtedly felt when Gary Oster went to jail for the murder of his wife.
I was sure it would.
“Baker-124?”
I reached for the mike. “Go ahead.”
“Respond to 905 N. Monroe at the Denton Apartments on a welfare check.” The dispatcher’s voice droned. “Complainant is calling from Tacoma and is concerned about her five year old niece living in Apartment 3C. Complainant claims it’s an unsafe environment. 905 N. Monroe, Apartment 3C.”
“Copy,” I said. I thought for a moment, then asked, “Is she planning on coming over here to pick up the child?”
“Negative. She is requesting a CPS placement.”
I copied the transmission and started toward the Denton Apartments. Then why are we taking this complaint? I knew the answer, though. It was all about liability. The call was probably bogus, but if we don’t go and it isn’t, we’re on the hook.
Then again, I suppose it could be valid. The Denton Apartments are a dive.
I drove at a leisurely pace toward Monroe. It amazed me that even two years after coming home from Afghanistan, I still scanned the road ahead of me for IEDs. Like some domestic terrorist was going to plant a howitzer round in a pothole or something. It was crazy, but I couldn’t stop doing it.
A short time later, I pulled up outside the Denton Apartments and exited the patrol car. As I walked up three cracked, concrete steps to the front door of the apartment building, I had another thought about my tour over there. All of the buildings were cracked and ill-kept, too. There was little infrastructure in place to fix those damaged in the fighting or from years of neglect. Even the restoration work the civil engineers were able to do barely made a dent. And the frequent eruption of small, urban battles didn’t help.
Still, when I got home, I expected to return to paradise. At times like this, when I see how poorly maintained parts of my own city are, I wonder how far we are from the very same social upheaval the Afghans experienced.
Don’t be stupid. This is America.
The front door to the Denton was locked with a combination key, but I knew the combination. All cops did, we came here so often. I punched in 9-0-5 and turned the handle. It opened up and I went inside.
My nostrils were immediately assaulted with the smell of body odor, dog crap, urine and spilled liquor. I breathed through my mouth to minimize the effect and headed for the stairs. The hallways were dim, lit by forty watt bulbs, half of which were burnt out or had been stolen.
For some reason, I found 3C on the second floor instead of the third. I stood outside the door and listened for a while, but could only hear the low murmur of a television. Down the hall, a stereo blared. Closer than that, I could smell someone cooking hamburger. That odor mixed uncomfortably with the lingering stench in the hallway.
I knocked on the door. It jiggled under the weight of my fist. I recognized it as an interior door rather than a secure front door.
Nice.
After a few moments, there was a rustle inside and the knob turned. A little girl about five years old swung the door open and stared up at me with a guileless smile. Her face was streaked with dirt and her long hair was tweaked from at least one night’s worth of sleep. A dirty, white men’s T-shirt hung off of her little body and past her knees.
“Hi,” she said softly. There was no fear in her eyes.
I’d dealt with a lot more children than I’d expected to when my National Guard unit was called up. In fact, they’d been everywhere. When I came on the job right after our return stateside, I was surprised at how often children became entangled in the kind of problems we handled as cops.
I squatted down to her level, making my leather gear creak. “Hello, there. My name is Officer Zack. What’s your name?”
“Zoey. Are you a policeman?”
I nodded. “I sure am. Is your mommy or daddy home?”
“Uh-huh. They’re sleeping.”
I smiled at her. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping, too?”
Zoey shrugged. “I’m not tired. I’m five.”
“I see.” I swept my gaze over the girl, looking at her with cop eyes. I didn’t see any bruises. She didn’t look unhealthy or overly thin. “What did you have for dinner tonight, Zoey?”
“Mac ‘n cheese,” the little girl said. “And I watched The Wheels of the Fortune with Mommy.”
“You did?”
“Uh-huh. And they had the pretty woman turning all the letters and she had a shiny dress and Mommy said she was bee-yoo-ti-ful.”
“A shiny dress, huh? What color was it?”
“Shiny color,” Zoey said. She pointed at his badge. “Like that color. Shiny.”
“I see. Zoey, can you wake up your Mommy or your Daddy so that I can talk to them?”
“Sure. Can you come in? You can sit in Daddy’s chair, if you want. He’s in bed.”
“That’s all right,” I said. “I’ll wait here.”
“Okay,” Zoey said and started to move away. Suddenly, she reversed her direction and flung herself at me, wrapping her small arms around my neck and hugging tightly. Surprised, I almost fell over backward, but was able to recover and returned the embrace. While I patted her back, I had to smile. They teach us to be ready for ambushes in the Army and how to be on guard with suspects during the police academy, but some things they don’t train you for. Surprise attack hugs are one of those things.
After a few moments, she broke away and scampered back inside the apartment. I remained squatted down for a long while, letting Zoey’s unabashed affection—the tenderness of the little girl’s embrace, its purity—soak in over a few long moments.
When it finally did sink in, a terrible sadness came with it. I knew, or at least I was pretty sure, what I would find inside. I just hoped it would give me sufficient cause to make an emergency placement of Zoey with CPS. Otherwise, I would have to leave her here to her fate.
Her fate. I stood slowly and sighed. I knew what that would be, too.
Screwed for life.
There was some more rustling inside the apartment and a tiny woman with messy brown hair appeared in the doorway. “Yes, sir?” she said, her voice groggy.
“Everything all right, tonight, ma’am?” I asked.
She gave me a confused nod. “Fine. I fell asleep watching TV, but other than that…”
“What’s your name, ma’am?”
“Paula.”
“Do you have a sister in Tacoma?”
“Yeah. Peggy. Why?”
“She called,” I told her. “She was concerned.”
Paula snorted. “Yeah, she’s real concerned.”
“She called,” I repeated.
Paula stifled a yawn. “About what?”
“Can I come in and talk with you, ma’am?”
She stepped aside and motioned for me to enter.
I walked in and found exactly what he expected. A small couch and mis-matched easy chair, both torn in several places and leaking stuffing. The tiny television sat on top of a folding table against the wall. Slight static obscured the picture. The thin carpet was in desperate need of a vacuuming, but there weren’t any animals in the house, so at least it was clear of feces and urine. In fact, the smell inside the apartment was considerably better than out in the hallway.
I asked for her last name and date of birth. After jotting it down in my notepad, I ran her on the data channel.
“What’s this about, officer?” Paula asked. “Should I wake up my husband?”
Zoey ran to me and wrapped her arms around his leg again. She squeezed before I could answer.
Paula smiled. “She likes cops.”
I patted her on the head gently. She continued to hug my leg. Her eyes were squeezed shut and a huge smile was on her face.
When it was obvious that Zoey was into her hug for the long term, I looked at Paula. I could see some of the same features in her face as Zoey’s, but Paula’s seemed to be just slightly off-center of beautiful. I was convinced that her daughter’s elfin features, though, would grow and mature into stunning beauty.
For all the good it’ll do her.
“I’m not sure of the details,” I told Paula, “but your sister called with some concerns. Has anything out of the ordinary happened in the last few days in your family?”
“No. Not here, anyway. I don’t know about over there with the rest of them.”
The dispatcher came back with Paula’s name. She was clear of any wants.
I copied the transmission. Then I asked Paula, “Do you suppose she might be concerned about just the day-to-day situation with Zoey here?”
Paula scowled. “That could be. My sister gets high and mighty sometimes. Ever since she married a plumber, she thinks she’s something special.”
“I see.”
Zoey pried herself away from my leg. “Your pants smell good.”
“Fresh today,” he told her.
“My daddy’s not a plumber,” she said.
“No? What does he do?”
“He’s my daddy,” Zoey told him with a grin.
“We’re on public assistance,” Paula said.
I glanced around the small apartment. I could see into the kitchen, where a small pile of dishes sat in the sink. Beyond the kitchen, I saw another room, which was dark.
Paula followed my eyes. “That’s the bedroom.”
“Yours or Zoey’s?”
“We have to share,” she said. “She has her own cushion.”
I looked at the wall near the door and felt a moment of disorientation when it appeared to be moving. I leaned closer and saw that it was thick with cockroaches climbing up and down the wall. There were large ones as big as a cigarette butt walking over the top of smaller ones the size of a small fly. I felt my skin crawl.
“S’posed to fumigate tomorrow,” Paula said, her voice tinged with irritation. “Has to get done every month or two.”
The other walls had sporadic pockets of the insects, but the majority seemed to be near the front door.
“They don’t bite,” Zoey said. “They tickle.”
I forced myself to smile at her. “Do they ever get on you?”
“Only a little.”
He looked at Paula. “I just need to check around, ma’am.”
“Check for what?”
“Just to make sure things are safe for Zoey here.”
“Because Peggy called?”
“Yeah,” I admitted.
“So she can just call anytime and have the cops come and—“
“No, ma’am,” I said. “If I check things out today and everything’s fine, she’s going to have to have a specific reason for us to check in the future.”
Paula paused, considering. Then she sighed. “All right.”
“Do you want to show me around, please?” I asked, trying to preserve her dignity as much as I could.
“You’re looking at the whole place,” she said.
I wandered around the small living room for a moment, then motioned for her to lead the way. Paula turned and walked into the tiny kitchen. I followed, the sound of creaking leather coming with me. The compact stove had some grease and a few pieces of macaroni on it next to a burner. The yellow cheese-paste was congealed.
“I haven’t really cleaned up yet,” Paula said, reaching for a sponge.
I watched as she put the dry sponge under the faucet and turned on the water. It took three tries before the water pressure seemed to catch and then flow out of the faucet.
“You don’t have to do that on my account,” he told her.
“It has to be done.”
I watched her silently until she’d wiped off the stove and small counter space next to the sink.
“Ma’am?”
She looked over at me.
“I have to take a look in the cupboards and the refrigerator.”
The hurt on her face was apparent, but she stepped aside without a word.
I opened the cupboard. Inside were several boxes of macaroni and cheese, two cans of chili and a box of Hamburger Helper.
“I have to go shopping tomorrow,” Paula said in a soft voice.
I nodded quietly and closed the cupboard. I caught Zoey’s eye.
“Do you like mac ‘n cheese?” she asked.
“It’s my favorite,” I said, the words sticking in my throat.
“Me, too!”
Paula opened the refrigerator for me. A single can of beer stood next to a half-empty jug of milk. A Styrofoam tray containing a dark brown wedge of hamburger was directly beneath the milk.
“Tomorrow’s dinner,” she explained.
“What’s tomorrow’s dinner, Mommy?”
“Hamburger Helper.”
“That’s my favorite, too!” Zoey said.
I pointed to the dark room beyond. “Bedroom and bathroom?”
Paula looked at me strangely. “It’s the bedroom. You wanna see?”
He shook his head. “If your husband’s sleeping—“
“It’s okay. He’ll sleep through anything.”
She reached through the open doorway and flicked on the light. Then she stepped aside for me to enter.
Inside, I saw a mattress wedged into the corner on the floor. Portions of a short, hairy, chubby body poked out from various places in the twisted set of blankets.
“That’s my daddy,” Zoey whispered. “He snores.”
I spotted a smaller cushion near the foot of the mattress. The light blue blanket was folded up as neatly as I figured a five year old could manage and sat on top of the cushion.
Something nagged at me, but it took a few moments to realize what it was. Then it became painfully obvious. There were no toys in the entire apartment. Not in the living room and not in the bedroom. Not a single toy that I could see.
I turned off the light and walked back into the living room. Paula and Zoey followed.
“Where’s the bathroom?” I asked her.
“Down the hall,” Paula answered.
I understood. A community bathroom. I’d forgotten that was the case at the Denton Apartments.
I knew I should leave now. There wasn’t enough cause to place Zoey with CPS. Not even close. I should just clear the call and take the next one that the dispatcher was waiting to lay on me.
But I couldn’t. I avoided Paula’s shame-filled eyes and looked instead at Zoey’s. They were full of innocence and love and hope.
How long it would be before she realized how poor she was? Before the edge was taken off of her natural beauty by the dirt and grime? Who would be the first person to drive home her shame and make her choke on it? And when she grew into a teenager, who would be the first boy to use her body and break her heart? How long until she became her mother?
I cleared my throat and reached for my radio. “Baker-124?”
“Baker-124, go ahead.”
“Can you send a sergeant to my location?”
“Copy. L-123, are you available?”
Sergeant Drawdy’s voice came on the radio immediately. “That’s affirm. I’m from Indiana and Monroe.”
Paula watched him curiously.
“Standard procedure,” I lied. “I have to clear it with my sergeant that everything’s okay here. That way, we won’t bother you again.”
She nodded slowly. I wasn’t sure if she believed me or not.
“I want to show you something!” Zoey said in an excited, hushed voice. She ran into the dark bedroom.
Paula watched her go. “She likes cops.”
“Yeah?”
Paula turned back to him. “They’ve always been nice to her. I told her that if she was ever in any trouble, all she had to do was find an officer and he would help her.”
A stab of guilt cut through my gut. At the same time, a lump rose in my throat, even though I knew what I was trying to do was the best thing for little Zoey.
The room was silent except for the creak of my leather gear when I moved and the hiss of static from the TV. Occasionally, a burst of intelligible dialogue came through the speakers. The effect was disorienting, but I heard enough to guess that it was one of the second-tier late shows playing.
The swift patter of feet came from the bedroom. Zoey re-appeared with a small, purple teddy bear. She held it up proudly for me to examine.
“His name’s Roscoe!” she said.
I took the bear from her and forced another smile. The bear was cheaply made, stuffed with light material. Stitching was coming loose at the foot.
“Very nice,” I told her, handing it back. “Is that your favorite toy?”
The look of genuine confusion on the little girl’s face made my chest ache.
Paula cleared her throat. “She…uh, she’s got a lot of imagination. Sometimes, she’ll pull out my soup pan and a spoon and she’ll pretend she’s in a band. Lots of imagination.”
“L-123, on scene,” crackled my radio.
“I’ve got to go let my sergeant in the building,” I told Paula.
“Doesn’t know the code, huh?”
“No.”
“Everyone else does,” she muttered.
So does he. I just need to talk to him in private.
“I’ll be right back,” I told her and turned to go. The generations of cockroaches near the door frame made my skin crawl anew.
The walk toward the building entrance was quick. I ran into Drawdy on the stairs coming up to the second floor.
“Hey, Zack,” the sergeant said. “What do you have here?”
I sighed. “I…I’d like to place this girl with CPS.”
“You’d like to?”
“Yeah. But it’s a little tricky.”
“How so?”
“Well, I just don’t know if there’s enough. I mean, she’s living in a dive. There’s a colony of cockroaches sharing the place. Her face is dirty, she’s wearing nothing but her dad’s T-shirt—“
“Is there food in the place?”
I nodded grudgingly.
“Any signs of abuse?”
“No. She’s a happy kid.”
“Neglect?”
I wanted to say yes. I wanted to say that anyone who didn’t tuck their child into bed before falling asleep on the couch was guilty of neglect. Anyone who didn’t wash her face first, anyone who didn’t have clothes for her, anyone who didn’t have any goddamn toys but let her play with pots and pans was guilty of neglect. But I knew the law.
“No,” I said.
Sergeant Drawdy eyed me carefully. “Is there any reason to place her?”
“There’s a thousand reasons, Sarge. The problem is just that the same reasons apply to every kid in this shithole apartment building.”
Drawdy nodded, still watching me. “Why’d you call for me, then?”
I shrugged. “I was hoping you’d see a way I was missing. I just…I just want this little girl to have half a chance. She sure as hell isn’t going to get it here.”
“You’re probably right,” Drawdy said. He watched me for a moment longer, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Let me take a look. I’ll see what I can do.”
I nodded, but without any hope. The two of us walked back up to the second floor. I knocked and Paula let us in. She gave Drawdy the same tour she had given me. Meanwhile, I knelt down to talk with Zoey.
“Who’s that?” she asked in a whisper.
“My boss,” I whispered back.
“Do you like him?”
“Yeah. He’s nice.”
She accepted that, then added, “He’s kinda fat.”
I smiled. Zoey and I watched Drawdy. The sergeant’s lips pressed together when he saw the cockroaches, but otherwise he remained stoic. When he returned to the living room with Paula, he gave me a short shake of his head. My heart sank, even though I knew that would be the outcome. Just like I knew what Zoey’s outcome would be.
I cleared my throat. “Paula, thanks for cooperating tonight. I…I don’t think we’ll be bothering you again.”
“If my sister has anything to do with it, I’m sure you’ll be back.”
Zoey held up her bear to Sergeant Drawdy. “He’s Roscoe,” she explained.
Drawdy gave the bear a pat. “Very nice bear. Did Santa Claus bring him to you?”
“No,” Zoey said, “one of you did.”
Drawdy’s eyebrows raised and he looked over at Paula.
“An officer gave her the bear last year,” she explained.
The ache in my chest became almost a scream.
We thanked her again and turned to leave. Zoey wrapped herself around my leg and squeezed tightly. Then she ran to Drawdy and did the same. “You’re my two bestest friends!”
We smiled at her and left.
Sergeant Drawdy remained silent as we walked slowly down the stairs and out the front entrance to the building. I welcomed the fresh air, even if it was a little cool.
“Sorry, Zack,” Drawdy said.
“Thanks for coming, anyway,” I said. “Thanks for trying.”
“Okay.” Drawdy turned away and walked to his car.
I started the patrol car and pulled onto Monroe. I drove less than two blocks before pulling into a parking lot behind a used book store. The ache in my chest wouldn’t subside and a strangled sob forced its way out of my throat. Hot tears spilled out and dripped onto my uniform. The same thoughts bounced around in my head, demanding an answer.
What was the point of going half way around the world if you face the same thing in your own hometown?
And what the hell good was it being a cop if you couldn’t help a little girl like her?
I didn’t have an answer.
I could only weep.
A few minutes passed. My tears showed no sign of giving up, nor did the pain in my chest die down. A flash of headlights flared across my car and I saw a patrol vehicle approaching.
Embarrassed, I reached into the glove compartment for some tissue. All I could find was a napkin from Zip’s Burgers. I used it to quickly wipe away my tears.
Sergeant Drawdy rolled up, his driver’s side window coming to a halt right next to mine. He rolled his window down, so I did the same.
“Rough call,” he said.
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Been to a few like that.”
“Me, too,” I said. “I’m sorry I acted like a rookie, Sarge. I shouldn’t have bothered to call when I knew—“
“Don’t worry about it. It was worth a try.”
I was silent for a few seconds. Then tears welled up in my eyes again, threatening to fall. “I just wish I could have done something for her.”
“I know,” Drawdy said quietly. “But like you said, if we were to pull her out of there, then by that standard, every kid in that entire apartment complex would have to get placed. CPS would have a fit.”
“And they’d just give the kids back the next day, anyway,” I said mournfully.
“Probably.”
“It sucks. The system completely sucks.”
Drawdy agreed. “It does. All you can do is the best you can do, Zack. That’s all any of us can do.”
“It doesn’t feel like enough.”
Drawdy smiled darkly. “It probably isn’t.” He paused a moment, then added, “You’re a good cop, Zack. But you can’t save everyone. You can’t even save most of them. You just have to make the ones you can save count.”
“I know,” I whispered.
“I know you do,” Drawdy said. He dropped his car into gear.
“Thanks, Sarge.”
“You need me, you call,” Drawdy told him. “For anything.”
“Thanks.”
Drawdy nodded and drove away.
I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the headrest. I tried to force the images of Zoey from my mind. I tried to forget her delicate features and her teddy bear. But I knew that would be impossible. She would be with me forever, just like a hundred others. Small white, black and brown faces haunting me.
I opened my eyes and reached for his mike. I made sure to clear his throat before I pressed the transmit button.
It was a Thursday when I finally decided my life was one big joke.
I don’t mean a funny one, either. Just a stupid, lame joke without a punchline.
The part that really sucked was that I realized about a minute later that I wasn’t the first person to figure out what a joke my life had been. Two things struck me about those more perceptive individuals who came to this conclusion before me. One was that they were probably laughing at me. Scratch that—they were definitely laughing at me. And two, how about the courtesy of a heads up, assholes?
I don’t know…maybe my life wasn’t exactly a joke. Maybe it was more like busting your ass painting a beautiful painting, something to be proud of, whipping and stroking color onto a blank canvas, fucking creating, all the while standing in the middle of a burning house. In a few minutes, all that paint and canvas and genius and beauty (enough to bring a person to tears even) was just going to be ashes on the floor. And no one will have noticed.
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