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A line of bloody foam slithered like a worm
from the dying security guard’s mouth.

The echo of the shot played bells in Danny
Holland’s ears. The pistol clutched in Holland’s hand, once the
closest of friends, was now his worst enemy. Out of habit Holland
almost etched the sign of the cross over his heart as a blessing
but found the motion rude, considering what he’d done to the man on
the floor. Instead, for the last time, he breathed life into the
mantra he’d sworn to uphold.

“Serve and protect.”

Irony was far from his goal. The words simply
drummed from the back of his throat, lips working on their own.

As a ten-year vet Holland knowingly strayed
miles off target from his duty as a police officer and from
honoring the intent of those three words. But his actions weren’t
really his own. The bomb on his chest forced all his moves and most
of his thoughts.

Dressed in his blue uniform, which only a few
hours earlier he’d shoved a warm iron over its surface to flatten
the wrinkles, and wearing the borrowed bulletproof vest underneath,
Holland raced out of the United First Financial Bank and into the
warmth of forgiving afternoon daylight.

On the sidewalk every passersby hid his eyes,
feigning allegiance to unknown causes. They whisked away from him
on determined feet. He became as alarmed as they were when he
looked down and discovered his pistol in his hand still leveled
chest high.

Traffic on the street stampeded past in a
blur of shiny color in a rumble, thumping the soles of his boots
like a massaging bed in a dirty hotel.

From behind, the bank’s automatic
sliding-glass doors clacked shut over worn metal tracks as if
saying a last good-bye, or a good riddance.

With a stabbing tickle, burnt cordite struck
inside his nose, a reminder of his deed. His hand and arm shivered
together without control. He almost dropped the pistol and the
envelope with the packets of hundreds locked inside the crook of
his elbow.

The tiny hands-free cell phone plugged into
his left ear weighed on his earlobe as heavy as a brick. He hated
cell phones, unless someone he hungered connecting with waited to
exchange only a word or two. But the loon who had him hostage on
the other end of the cell’s line played hardball to the umpteenth
power, and Holland had swung and missed every pitch.

Holland circled inside a square of pavement
expecting the cell phone to come alive any second. He couldn’t get
over how the security guard fit the mirror image of his Grandpa
Lardy. Both had identical ropes of gray hair over islands of dark
skin blemishes on a pale map of a balding head. Reddish skin flakes
were peeling off the security guard’s cheeks and forehead same as
Gramp Lardy’s.

Holland’s Old West quick-draw with his
semi-auto had fired first while the man’s wintry tree branch of an
arm cleared a .38-pistol wheel-gun from a raggedy holster. In two
seconds inside the bank lobby the poor gentleman was DRT, dead
right there.

Holland skidded to a stop on the sidewalk
outside the bank.

Missing his kid’s late afternoon T-ball game
would be the worst--that, and the bomb living inside the
bulletproof vest. All at once Holland’s heart nose-dived. Tomorrow
he’d miss the roll-call to the rest of his family’s life.

“Where are you, guy?” he said loudly. The
cell phone’s green light lit a single beaded flame on the box
latched to his Sam Browne belt.

For sure he’d stumbled into someone else’s
mess. The bank robbery and the murder were set up for Truett, his
partner. What a punishment he’d gotten for working Truett’s time
off. But Truett was forgiven for missing today.

How do you count on people you love to live
forever, especially when they’re murdered? Soon the security
guard’s family would bounce around the same question.

But where had he misplaced his
bulletproof vest?

“You got it?” The Voice on the cell phone
trumpeted in his earpiece, words buzzing like a robot from a
Fifties sci-fi movie. “Is the package mailed?”

Holland holstered his pistol and made a
beeline for the square metal sentries on the corner, the overnight
UPS, Fed Ex and Texas Fast mail receptacles. “I’m a cop, for gosh
sakes!” he said into the cell phone. “I’ve killed. I’ve robbed. I
don’t do this.”

Holland squeezed the swollen envelope. He
snapped the paper strip off and pressed the gummy flap down,
fastening the seal in place, envelope a pretty good heft. The
amount was unimaginable. Even loaded with a billion dollars, the
value didn’t equal to the dead security guard inside the bank.

“Time to do another,” the Voice on the cell
phone said. Behind the digital disguise was a shallow hint of
jubilation. “There’s a savings and loan around the corner.”

With a fingernail Holland pried the edge of
the address label. He pinched and pulled from the center-front of
the envelope, memorizing the typed words. The label came away
clean, not ripping the envelope a bit.

He stuffed the envelope down the shallow
throat of the Texas Fast receptacle and let the door bounce shut.
With his fingers he shredded the label over and over until his
knuckles hurt, unable to tear further, and he flung the leftovers
into the air. The confetti danced free across the sidewalk and over
the curb into the street.

“Done,” Holland said into the mike. “Just
like you wanted.”

“Let’s move along.”

“No!”

“The device in your vest. You forgetting? I
control the remote.”

“We’re done. I’m out!” Holland said. Back in
the driver’s seat, in command, his feet wanted to hop and do the
two-step with the confetti.

“I’ll discharge the bomb.”

“Get another puppet. The Texas Fast truck
doesn’t pick up until late at night. Money’s going to wait that
long? I don’t think so. Here’s the kicker--your package is missing
a label. Doesn’t know where to go.”

Holland yanked out the cell’s earpiece.
Released of the shackle, his left ear almost cheered. He unclipped
the cell phone base from his belt and slammed both onto the
pavement. With a great stomp he squirted plastic and electronics
outward from under his foot.

“Blow a hole in me now,” he said. And he
stopped. He straightened and circled where he stood. His eyes
lasered in on movement, human and vehicular.

But he didn’t pick out the surveillance.

The Voice kept up with his progress in the
bank by asking throughout where and what he was doing. But lulls of
dead air with the Voice saying nothing hindered a free-flowing
conversation.

Why?

The Voice should’ve tracked his every inch.
But the Voice asked if the package was mailed. Wasn’t the most
important question knowing if the money was delivered?

The Voice must be holed up near him. How else
was the Voice able to see he’d follow through with robbing the
bank?

Holland homed in. But too many cars clotted
the intersection for a fix on any one person driving by. Office
buildings touched the sky and eclipsed the sun, fitting evenly
together like giant puzzle pieces, the rectangles of smoked windows
a haven for spying eyes.

Doing a Superman, he ripped apart his shirt
at his breast. He tore the buttons off his cuffs and wrenched his
arms out, slinging the shirt into the street’s gutter.

His hands pored over the glistening white of
the bulletproof vest and brushed the curls of Velcro straps,
fingering each one. But he didn’t release them.

Twisting his head for a view of his back, he
hunted for tiny wires impregnating into a womb of explosives. But
his neck had limits, unable to span beyond the necessary
ninety-degree turn.

Only one way knowing what made this thing
tick, he thought.

When his thumb and forefinger clamped a
single strap for a launch, he swallowed so hard he strangled the
breath rising in his throat.

From the beginning the Voice pleasantly
cautioned how any effort at removal of the vest would cause a
discharge. But Holland knew criminals. The logic was simple.
Criminals lied. Criminals lied all the time. The Voice was a
criminal, therefore the Voice was lying.

Simple. Or simply logically stupid, maybe. Or
maybe not.

With a thumb and index finger crushing the
nylon fibers of a strap, he inhaled. He prayed a flash of words to
a god he never believed in, to a faith only endured, covering his
bets like an unsteady gambler in case an afterlife really hid in
the clouds.

Steeling himself, he tightened the knots of
muscles crowding over his stomach and chest. But his fingers
numbed. And out of nowhere he smelled summer, the damp, cotton
candy sugar of mowed grass in a ballpark.

Would William hit a highflier over
centerfield? Would his son homer this afternoon?

Holland dropped his hand off the strap. If he
couldn’t make the trip to the ballpark like the other parents, then
he’d scatter the throng off the bleachers and aim them for
downtown. He’d stretch his life out into extra innings. If nothing
else, he had to warn Truett, alert his partner before body parts
and flesh flung pell-mell up and down the city block, racing ahead
of an ear-piercing eye-popping glow.

If only he’d listened to his wife, maybe
treated her better through the years. Maggie had counted down the
minutes, tore out a lung yelling from across the house for him to
get ready for today. But he’d lain across the sofa feeling as
sprite as an old hound dog. The game on TV had played out long,
cementing his body onto the cushions.

Running out of the house half-dressed, he
forgot the one thing the lieutenant always claimed might save his
life, his bulletproof vest. The day before, not wanting to waste
minutes changing out of his uniform at the station, he raced home
in time for one purpose, to toss a few balls with William.

The bulletproof vests had morphed into the
real killers.

He goose-stepped to the corner of the bank
building, stiff legs forward with the soles of his boots punishing
the sidewalk. At the curb, armies of cars swooshed past and heaved
a sooty wind across his face. In the distance, sirens trumpeted a
call to arms.

Not always doing right when it came to people
burdened him to no end. He worked on overcoming the fault, had made
life a bit too rough for the kid, and Maggie, too. He’d gone way
overboard with Maggie. While William took his Irish rage and other
nonsense in stride, Maggie deflated. Pieces of who she was
collapsed into a black hole in her organs. He loved them both, no
doubt, but he burned to overturn all he’d done wrong. The security
guard was his topper. But he should’ve come through for his family
every minute of the day and cared more for their concerns than his
own. But the option to right his mistakes dropped into a lost pit
with the theft of the security guard’s life.

Now the clock blazed one way, to the end. And
he escaped off the curb without looking.

Horns ripped the air with threats and brakes
sheared their linings in outcries. He didn’t lose pace, not one
stutter in a single toe. If his life vanished by an explosion, or a
bumper, then so be it.

Being taken in by the Voice’s misdirection
stung, a novice’s sucker-punch built around surprise capable of
knocking out a challenger of any caliber, but got the challenger
who’d lost focus wearing the vest.

In baseball, track, basketball, the marines
and the police force, he concentrated with red hot intensity,
better than anyone in each group. He’d tried teaching William the
same, as much as an eight-year-old kid could understand.

William.

Maybe distraction came from having a wife and
a kid. But who knew? Who cared? He didn’t. Not anymore. Because the
old Holland furnace returned and was stoked, melting iron into
liquid.

A van skidded, halting five feet behind him.
No blink swept over his eye. A cannon fodder of unkind words flung
from the van’s open window, but he didn’t register them. Half his
mind imagined tiny feet trotting on the greenest grass and touching
white padded squares, while the other half of his brain put
together the elements of a last testament. In between the two
thoughts he repeated the envelope’s address.

He veered left and ended up in the middle of
the intersection. In a pivot he raised his arms, hands flat.
Traffic lost momentum, powered down at each of the four street
corners in gridlock, machines against a man with a blinding white
vest in a Mexican standoff.

Removing his pistol from his holster, he
lashed the barrel straight up to the sky, and then dropped the end
down. He swept his body in a circumference in four equal distances,
putting the pistol’s sights on grills, headlights and drivers’
windshields.

He expected his life to evaporate on the
spot. But no burst shredded his body.

After a minute, he sat down on the asphalt at
the center of the intersection, alone in the square of
bleached-white lines of the crosswalks with car engines raging on
four sides.

The 911 calls must have piled up by now. He
didn’t hear them but he knew. Probably all identical in tone,
dialed a dozen times by a dozen different witnesses claiming a
gunman in a bank, a cop, fired his weapon at a security guard.

Most likely additional calls flooded dispatch
with updates. The cop, in some kind of white sleeveless wife-beater
T-shirt, was plopped down in the middle of Lohman and Jackson
Streets, the black eye at the end of the barrel of his ugly pistol
homing in on one person then another.

The last calls explained how the barrel’s tip
found a permanent residence, pasted on the side of the cop’s head,
not backing down.

He’d sear his temple’s skin first when the
bullet traveled to greet a more serious part of his body as the
baddest of battles commenced. Who’d pull their respective triggers
the fastest? The Voice outgunning him was out of the question. Not
in this lifetime. When the time felt right, his index finger would
twitch solidly out of the starter blocks, helping him to the finish
line first across the tape.

The sirens of emergency responders announced
their arrival with banshee screams, tearing into his eardrums. He
guessed the reports of an officer-involved shooting had finally
printed electronically on every police mobile display terminal in
the city. Any cruiser not engaged with a high priority call was
either here or soon would be, almost at the point where his lame
butt met the road.

If a full crew dared walk up, he’d do a hell
of a job winning them over, have ‘em snag Truett. Maybe his partner
would ride lightning to meet him before the race finished. He’d
sneak Truett the address before bowing out. Truett needed to
know--had to know. Because, without asking, he’d borrowed Truett’s
bulletproof vest, swiped it from Truett’s locker after the shift
meeting.

His wrist tired. But he adjusted, planting
the pistol’s front end a good quarter of an inch into the skin near
his right eyebrow. He didn’t grant the buzz of vehicles idling, the
feet parading about around his blind side, and the hoots from
onlookers to ruin the T-ball game playing inside his head.
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The outside of Truett Maas’ body had hardened
into a granite wall. But within his flesh, he flayed, fighting for
balance. With a bull rider’s elegance he forced his will into
taming the interior spin.

Funerals wrecked time.

The ceremony started off at a syrupy pace.
Actions stretched out as clock ticks crept by. His hand reaching
for the coffin handle took weeks. The lift of the encased body from
the hearse spanned days.

Inside the church the service poked along in
a drawn-out storm. A single cough plunked loud like hailstones on
glass, skidding a ruckus non-stop into his ears. Feet scraped as
endless thunderclaps. Up front the preacher’s baritone pummeled a
torture of syllables into his forehead. His heart filled with a
rising tide of loss and spilled over. He wiped at the corners of
his eyes with the back of his hand, and all at once the outpouring
of shuffles carried him into late morning light.

Over the cemetery’s circle of grass half the
size of a football field, sunshine bleached with the might of
Friday night stadium lights. He and the mourners clung to the
burial protocol with a survivor’s instinct on a day set too warm
and too radiant for such an occasion.

The tempo accelerated, unsettling and
blinding.

Faceless people streamed by, his hand in
theirs in a blink and then let go. Condolences drummed on, one
rolling over into another, all identical, and nothing he’d
remember. Catching an eyeful of the coffin suspended over the grave
surprised him, and he quickly hid with a turn.

He kept measuring time to a schedule. Just an
hour ago he’d been home in the shower, or was it two? Three days
ago he spoke to his father on the phone about the weather, sports
and how his car ran, pure nothing chatter. They should’ve said more
to one another, something of quality.

When he touched the coffin’s cobalt metal his
hand sensed a tremor, curved lid inhaling outward like a
barrel-chested Teddy Roosevelt. A red carnation fluttered on top in
the dry breeze.

Two of his father’s cronies, Samuel and
Patrick, crowded his side. Theirs the few names he remembered. Each
grabbed his hand in turn, patted his back, and with bourbon-painted
tongues, said in a cheer, “Truett, what a privilege to be friends
with a man like Albert Maas.”

He nodded and croaked thanks, and he nodded
again because the sting at the back of his throat shut him down.
And the two squeezed his arms, answering his silence.

Afterwards when he was left alone, time found
its ordinary cadence. He left the cemetery and drove his Toyota
through the neighborhoods where his father had built memories, past
his father’s childhood home, his father’s grade school and his
father’s high school.

Minutes later he slowed his Toyota in front
of the police academy gates where he and his father had trained.
Decades didn’t make a difference molding a cop of yesterday with
one of today.

He loved his father’s stories, especially the
one recounted dozens of times but still fresh with every telling.
Truett could recite every word. Twenty-five years as a patrolman
and Albert Maas fired his duty weapon only once, his last day on
the job.

In a front yard a boy of six slopped dirt
with a yellow toy shovel into a plastic pail. A beagle, not able to
control its gait, hobbled in behind the boy. The dog’s body
festered with rabies. Any movement its eyes found translated in its
brain as a single and repeating command to bite, bite, bite.

After a lunch break at a taco shack three
blocks down, Patrolman Albert Maas rolled up in his cruiser. The
boy’s yellow shovel flashed like a lighthouse beacon, drawing Maas’
thoughts from the police radio. The dog sprang into view. The dog’s
side-to-side listing signaled vitality undone.

Patrolman Maas slammed on the brakes. The
tires tore into the street. Rattled by the noise, the boy jumped,
cried out and flung his little body toward the front door of the
house. Patrolman Maas shoved the gears into park and pitched the
cruiser’s door aside. The beagle’s eyes homed in, centering in on a
new target, a blue uniform.

One bullet took the beagle down.

Hearing the gunshot, the boy’s parents ran
out and swooped up their son. All ran inside, welding the front
door closed with a wallop.

Maas leaned against his vehicle and counted
his wristwatch’s second hand sweeping over the twelve.

The duty sergeant sped up and parked, a
complaint of an odd bang reported in the area. Maas pointed to the
dog. The sergeant crossed his arms on his chest, waiting for an
explanation. Albert Maas said the dog died from lead poisoning. The
sergeant cocked his head, not a fissure of a smile present. Maas’
face reflected the sergeant’s face, a mirror image, blank. No one
in the department cracked jokes with the sergeant present. But Maas
wasn’t playing for laughs.

Albert Maas hated the sergeant, a bad apple,
an abuser of people and his authority. Maas lived by a code of
doing the most good at the right moment, the opposite of the
sergeant’s.

After twenty-five years with the department,
with eight putting up with the sergeant’s mistreatment of the
world, Albert Maas’ last day as a law enforcement official did the
most good at the right moment.

“Lead’s bad for everyone, Sergeant,” Albert
Maas said, pushing off his vehicle’s fender. He strolled inches
from the sergeant, both pairs of eyes as fierce as two rams locking
horns. “Even for an asshole like you.”

The sergeant applied a smile, Maas knowing
the man’s guts burned like a capped volcano. Maas plopped onto the
cushion of his seat and cruised the rest of the way down the street
never dealing with the sergeant again.

That was just like his dad.

Truett always got a kick out of the end of
the re-telling. He worked with individuals like the sergeant,
understood his father’s frustrations.

He slammed the Toyota’s gas pedal.

During the drive from the academy to the
park, Truett imagined the story again but with added detail. He
wished he’d been old enough, and was partnered with his father that
day, witnessing every painful second the sergeant hid on his face
at the right moment.

Near the park he powered down the Toyota and
coasted to the park’s curb. He braked and killed the engine.

Without warning he burst with an uproar. For
a full minute he laughed. An ache like a fork jabbing in the
abdomen sobered him. He fought the infection of giggles, halted the
next seizure and felt a stupid grin stretching his skin from ear to
ear.

His head sunk on the steering wheel, and he
quieted. His eyes watered and he blinked, and he heard two plinks
on the floor mat from the teardrops.

He’d saved the park for last. Outside the
windshield toward the basketball court kids about high school age
played a half-court game. A single court split by a chain link
tennis net, same today as when he was a kid with his father
teaching him how to play. The two of them let the hours go by
shooting around, his father hinting at how to improve. Always real
joy on his father’s face when either one of them sunk a long shot.
Unlike days before, at the crime scene, where his father was
murdered.

His father’s body lay crooked on the floor,
face tortured with lips parted, bloody front teeth showing. His
father’s jaw was bent oddly, with facial skin scrunched in folds
around the eyes, open eyes, eyes focused on nothing. The tableau
displayed a perfect picture warning what bullets in the back,
through flesh, bone, muscle and vital organs, made of a life.

Truett had asked for the photos, one of the
perks of being a cop. No superior complained. He was one of the
family.

He measured time again. He’d spoken with his
father more or less eighty-one hours earlier, about nothing, always
about nothing.

How’s the business doing, Pop? The
business.

With a bank loan, Albert Maas, newly retired
from the city’s police force, bought out the owners of a downtown
garage, refurbished the museum of a building, and started fresh in
a career selling tires, all major brands. A peek through the plate
glass window at the proclamation of ownership out front, Maas
Tires, lightened his step daily.

Fifteen years ago celebrated the grand
opening. Now his father took up space on the wrong side of the
ground, close to two hours.

Three nights ago Albert Maas tinkered inside
one of the bays of Maas Tires, alone. He’d let the last of his
employees, Humberto, head home thirty minutes early. Albert Maas
locked himself in.

The police didn’t find a forced entry. They
figured out the time of death more accurately than usual because a
Dr. Diaz had phoned Maas Tires inquiring about a set of Perelli’s
for his new BMW. Dr. Diaz remembered when he’d called because he’d
just put his baby daughter to bed, something he tried doing at the
same time every night. He called the police after catching the
story on the morning TV news. Albert Maas told him the tires were
in stock.

Humberto discovered his employer as dawn
broke on the eastern horizon. Albert Maas spent the night facedown
behind the counter with the cash register drawer slid out and
empty, except for coins flooding the cups of the tray.

Someone in the police department mentioned
how a few hundred bucks seemed measly for Albert Maas’ life.
Another disagreed.

Before climbing out, Truett wiped his cheeks
and chin with a wadded tissue from the Toyota’s center console. His
dress shoes slipped on the park’s damp grass, and he entered the
opening of chain-link fence surrounding the basketball court.

If spirits truly haunted, this is where he’d
find his father’s ghost.

“Ten to take anyone’s place,” Truett said,
bill folded lengthwise between his knuckles.

Buying a spot into a pick-up game of
basketball skipped the wait for a player to wear down and quit. He
actually wanted to walk the painted lines where he and his father
once roamed, but the game made it impossible.

A kid in a black T-shirt about Truett’s
height plucked the bill from his fingers. Truett moved in.

A high-schooler with red hair and a
sleeveless T-shirt bounced the ball up. Standing toe-to-toe, the
kid’s muscled chest came to Truett’s eye level. “You playing like
that?”

“Against the rules?” Truett slipped off his
black jacket and twisted out of the knot of his tie. Near the fence
he formed his jacket into a nest for his badge wallet, keys, watch
and cell phone.

“You going to a funeral, or what?” Red Hair
said. He smirked and turned his head, showing his friends what a
wiseass he was. A few chuckles spouted from his audience.

“Not going, already came back.” Truett
slapped the ball from Red’s hands, pulled up and shot. The ball
smacked the backboard without a prayer of touching the rim and
rolled out of bounds.

“Been long since you run in a game?” Red Hair
said.

“Long enough, I guess.” Truett strutted for
his jacket. No ghosts would appear. Not ever. His father’s spirit
had set up shop elsewhere. The air-breathing and blood-in-the-veins
father was the one he wanted back, anyway.

Adding seventy-two to ten totaled eighty-two,
the number of hours since he’d exchanged his last words with his
father. If he kept this up with the arithmetic he’d knock himself
silly.

He fitted his arms into his jacket and
collected his things, finding homes for each in his pockets. A
nagging picked at him. He’d forgotten something, but his mind
lacked the energy for a stab at remembering. But the answer hid in
his palm.

He popped open the cell phone, turned it on
and pressed the programmed number and dialed. With the phone up to
his ear, he kicked at a pebble on the court and waited. Nothing
happened. The screen stayed lit. The little bar graph for the
battery level showed a full charge. He dialed again.

“She doesn’t like you being late?” Red Hair
said, slinking up. “Going to skin you alive?”

“What?” Truett angled a left shoulder at the
kid in defense. The cell phone remained mute. He’d gotten the damn
thing weeks before. Hunting down the box and paperwork created
obstacles to a new one, with the extra hurdle of an argument with
the store clerk.

“The wife.” Red Hair’s head rocked
side-to-side, mouth upturned, mocking a laugh. “Don’t you get
it?”

“Ex. She’s an ex-wife.”

Red Hair puckered his lips like he’d squeezed
a lemon in his mouth. “Ouch. Double the pain.”

Truett tapped the phone, picked up speed and
banged his palm on its face. “Got one of these that works?”

“Not really. Good thing, too.” With a quick
about-face toward his buddies, Red Hair shared an inside joke. “You
don’t know, do you? We’re in a dead zone.”

“So close to downtown?”

“That’s why my boys and me run here. Mama
can’t mess with a game. No girlfriends neither. No calls in and no
calls out. A dead zone.”

“Just great. Thanks.” He lurched through the
fence’s opening, bothered by his forgetfulness, had an inkling of
what he’d missed. He’d do a follow-up, in case.

In no time the Toyota’s left front wheel
bounced off the curb in front of Allison’s house. The boy sat on
the front step, head hanging.

“You doing all right?” Truett said from the
sidewalk.

Kip Maas lifted his face, looking everywhere
but at him. Kip bowed his head like he’d heard and seen enough.

Who could blame the boy for pouting?

“I saw you at church this morning. Grandpa
Albert would’ve appreciated that. You and your mother go to the
cemetery after?”

A weak “All right” snuck from Kip’s mouth.
“No,” he added, tone harsh.

Allison’s silver-gray Lexus charged into the
driveway. Two sharp toots shot from the horn. The driver’s side
window dropped as fast as a guillotine blade. Her eyes took aim,
and she bared her teeth like a shark’s going for the kill.

Kip shot up and sprinted for the Lexus. He
popped the door and dived in.

“He called me. Crying.” She put on a show of
motherly concern and glanced at the boy, her hand stroking the hair
from his eyes. Then she turned the heat up back on him. “I didn’t
even have time to change at the station. He said your phone was
off. I can forgive today but what about the hundred other
times?”

“My cell’s reception was screwy where I was,”
he said, the truth of his words phony even in his ears.

She wasn’t buying it. But he stood his
ground, a good distance back. Lately her voice struck like a punch
in the face. Only its volume halted his spiraling onto the
canvas.

Now he remembered. She mentioned Kip needed a
ride. He told her he’d pick up Kip from his little friend’s house
after the funeral. Toss another broken promise on the pile.

Their eight years of marriage sped along
pretty much into a high-speed train wreck of screaming
conversations. She’d tuned him out right after he’d said, “I do.”
Or maybe it’d been before, when she’d confessed in tears to the
pregnancy. Being divorced hadn’t dialed down on their slashing into
each others entrails.

His cell phone chirped. Nice timing. He
unfolded it, poked at the answer button twice, missing the first
try.

Allison’s Lexus ripped into reverse. At the
last second he caught the downturn of her lips and the bullish
flair of her nostrils advertising displeasure. Kip keep his head
down, his eyes pointed into the foot well.

Kip Maas turned out as an only child like
himself. But the boy was someone else’s. Sure, he’d given the kid
his name by signing the birth certificate. But at the time, who
knew? In the hospital hallways he walked on air, a new dad.

Not a year later during one of their barrages
Allison let on that he wasn’t Kip’s father. For months after she
kept at it, slamming him with facts of where she was and who she
was with but not naming names.

Her ongoing confessions pretty much killed
his and Kip’s bonding as father and son.

“Maas here,” he said in the phone. The Lexus’
exhaust sprayed an invisible stink in the air.

“Officer Maas?” the dispatcher said on the
other end. “Lieutenant Richmond requests you meet at Lohman and
Jackson. Reference, Officer Danny Holland. Expedite.”

Truett started the Toyota’s engine and
cleared from the curb milliseconds after hearing his partner’s
name.

 


 


 Chapter 3

 


 


At the Lohman-Jackson intersection on the
Jackson side, spectators elbowed one another for the choice spots
between the police cruisers, fire pumpers and EMS trucks parked
slapdash to the straight lines of the curbs. Overhead lights
painted the glass facades of buildings with side-to-side dancing
strobes of crimson, creating the illusion of an outdoor Seventies
disco.

The gathered pulsed on the threshold of
frenzy ten-persons deep and clumped pell-mell. They circled the
intersection in a chokehold behind the police department’s
yellow-and-black sawhorses. The catcalls of impatience meant
disappointment had no place on their agenda.

Truett’s father and Danny Holland had made a
connection, of sorts. Out of sequence and on different timetables
both spun on opposite sides of an axis bound by the power of the
gun.

The comparison was too easy to make. His
father took the brunt of a gun’s malevolence from one end, and on
the other, Danny Holland applied a gun’s venom as a safeguard. At
least that’s what he’d gleaned about his partner from Officer
Jimenez two blocks back where he’d parked.

Squirming into the crowd, he peered over
heads but had trouble making out the point of their focus. When the
onlookers erupted in weak applause, their bodies pressed onto his
body, slamming him to a standstill.

Like prey dominated by a huge organism, the
force shut his actions down. His lungs fought for breathing room.
All the while the rest of him fell about in the jostle binding his
self-control. The crowd swayed with the effervescence reserved for
the home team in the playoffs.

With his capture a panic surfaced. His mind
yelled commands at his legs to push, to break through. But his feet
hung heavier than iron anchors. His mind shouted the directive
again. But his body rode rudderless within the rhythm of the
surge.

Heat soured the widespread perspiration from
their bodies, a dirty mop tang, and he gulped, searching for clear
air. He flung forward and sideways but remained cemented. The horde
tightened in a python crush with each shallow exhale.

Wiggling his right hand into his jacket
pocket, he pinched at his badge wallet. With the firmest purchase
he heaved his hand over his head. “Emergency! Make room. Police
officer!”

At first the stranglehold slackened. Finally
bodies rushed to part, falling away in all directions like he’d
caught on fire or had the plague. He pushed toward the intersection
and was spit out between a break between the police barricades.

His chest leaped, air pushing inward. A white
reflection lit across his eyes. He picked out what baited the
city’s interest.

Cross-legged and abandoned in the open square
at the center of the intersection sat his partner, Danny Holland.
With his torso stripped down to his bulletproof vest and hands
cuffed behind his back, Danny posed like a monk meditating with all
the time of the day.

Truett vaulted forward, backing up a partner
the police officer’s duty. But his shoulder got hooked and his
spine bowed from whatever pulled him. He twisted, disconnected
before falling on his back, and he attacked, launching his elbow as
a missile. The short rasp from behind broadcasted a perfect
dead-reckoning of the target.

A brown-uniformed Sheriff’s deputy bent
slightly at the waist, covering his stomach. The deputy’s
meat-and-potatoes linebacker girth, crooked nose and scarred face
had probably tackled a runaway semi-truck to the ground. The
buzz-cut, pickle jar of a head wiggled, mocking pain. The deputy
shrugged, straightened, and with eyes storming, trekked up whiplash
quick.

Truett leaned backwards on his heels. If only
his elbows had eyes, he’d have run to escape the oncoming
thrashing.

“This man’s a police officer,” a female said,
voice squeaking. She scooted from behind the barricade. The
sky-blue of her El Paso Police Department uniform marked a
War-Between-the-States contrast to the Sheriff’s deputy’s earthy
brown. “Lieutenant Richmond--“

“Let’s see some ID,” the deputy boomed at
Truett. “Now.”

He fumbled with his badge wallet and flipped
the El Paso PD card into the man’s face. “My tin badge is as flimsy
as yours, Fitzgerald. And my memory’s a bunch better, too.” To show
Lance Fitzgerald his lack of intimidation, he added insult far past
injury. “Don’t remember my twenty points against you in the
Sheriff’s versus City game way back when?”

“Just keeping your ass in line, Maas,”
Fitzgerald said, inching his broad truck frame nearer. He
retaliated with a nod toward the intersection. “Your brother there
don’t have it so good.”

Truett deflected the chill of Fitzgerald’s
remark. “Why is he out there?”

“Officer Maas!” the female officer said,
wedging her body between them, arms out like twigs, a banzai tree
holding off the clash of a redwood against a cottonwood.

An accent broke through in her speech, a mix
of George Lopez and Cheech Marin. When adrenaline flooded her
veins, a hint of Charro flavored her words, an affectation she used
for toughening up the shrill of her timbre to form a street-smart
terrier yelp.

 


“How you been, Luna?” he said, her dark eyes
crossed when she gazed at him. “We back to calling ourselves
Officer Dominguez and Officer Maas?”

“This way to the Lieutenant,” Luna said, no
nonsense, without a hint of a Hispanic heritage. Raised by
well-educated parents, one a Ph.D. in History and the other an
attorney, she spoke better English than he did.

“Yessir, officer,” Truett said. He’d been her
FTO,

Field Training Officer. Paired together on
the streets after she graduated from the academy, he’d instructed
her with a Marine’s drill sergeant’s will, barking in her ear for
six months straight. He’d never eased off the pressure of his
demands, molding her into a great police officer.

When she’d met a thorough level of competence
and was signed off to go it alone, they parted. He teamed back up
with Danny, but he and Luna partnered up outside of work on a whole
different level.

He gently knocked his fist against
Fitzgerald’s fist as a gesture of bygones and followed Luna.

Slowing his gait, he turned to Danny. His
partner hadn’t budged. But Danny’d lowered his head, baring the
back of his neck in anticipation for an executioner’s samurai
sword. Whatever trouble Danny fell into was overwhelming. Maybe
Danny’s body sputtered on empty, exhausted from thinking how he’d
messed up, not applying a more worthwhile strategy.

A breakout run to Danny’s side entered his
mind. He glanced behind. Fitzgerald’s eyes had lasered in and
keenly tracked as if reading the desires hidden in his heart. Had
he spoken his thoughts out loud and the deputy overheard?

He lagged behind Luna but caught up, homing
in on her backside. The last time he saw her she wore a ponytail,
but she’d lopped that off. Could be the sting from their final
argument caused the change, helped her heal from the breakup.

He liked the hair style she’d chosen, short,
helmet-like, a bit mannish, hair still shiny black. She looked
older, if that was the effect she was going for, but still a
schoolgirl’s youthfulness bloomed behind her uniform.



But Danny crowded his thoughts. Something
didn’t jive and was way out of line.

Hurrying along the perimeter of sawhorses, he
leaned over her shoulder. “Why’s he out there?”

She slowed. “Chatter says Holland went wild
in the bank. Killed a security guard in the commission of a
robbery. Gave up in the middle of the street.”

An internal spring wound down, power in his
legs gave out, and his heels clipped and dragged on the asphalt.
“Not exactly what Jimenez said. But how can that be?”

“Look there.” She pointed at the street sign
hanging above. “He put three rounds in. Tried punching out the O.
See?”

Three star-bursts blossomed the metal in the
rear.

“He sounded fine this morning.” He swiveled
for another peek.

In the intersection Danny sat, a brawny
Buddha statue in a bulletproof vest hunkering over in defeat. His
partner stared at nothing, probably lost in regret, wondering where
magic reigned and if a plea upward was enough to turn back the
clock.

The white vest glowed angelic in the
sunlight.

“How long’s he been out there?” Facing
forward again and not noticing she’d stopped, he bumped her in the
behind with his thigh. “Sorry.”

Her cheeks flowered darker under the
light-brown of her complexion. “Forty-five minutes to an hour and a
half, maybe.”

“He’s burning up. What’re we waiting for?
Let’s bring him in.”

Her fingers latched his wrist with the force
of pliers. “Truett, he’s got a bomb.”

His eyebrows squeezed in a collision above
his nose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She pulled him between two sawhorses into the
police command post. On a fold-out card table sat a row of
walkie-talkies connected to a black control box. Speakers squawked
with police communications.

“Someone screwed-up somewhere,” he said,
shaking his head.

“That’d be Holland.” At the head of the table
Lieutenant Cameron Richmond spun in a semi-circle and faced them.
Richmond pulled on the ends of his shirt sleeves, measuring them an
inch out from under his jacket. His designer dress suit wore on his
frame like a second skin. “Where were you, Maas, when this went
down?”

Truett fought the urge to do a monkey-see
monkey-do with his own sleeves but lost, and he fiddled with his
cuffs. “Funeral leave. Dealing with my father’s--“

“I’m sorry,” Richmond said. “I forgot. My
condolences. How ‘bout after? Did you make contact with Officer
Holland?”

“He meant to go to the services this morning.
Called me and said he couldn’t make it. Wanted to know if I minded.
I told him, no. He did me a favor by working his RDO so the shift
wouldn’t be short.”

“I understand.” Richmond fondled the red silk
of his tie and centered the knot over his throat. “What can you
tell us?”

“Tell you?” He stalled a moment, brain pawing
for clues, an improvisation to help Danny out. His partner was
innocent as far as he knew. Too many outlandish claims proved
nothing. “In my opinion Danny Holland’s no different today than
when I met him at the academy, sir. I can’t believe he’d do
anything to disgrace himself.”

Richmond’s head tilted to the right to a
plainclothes detective, Morris Boone. Truett had literally crossed
paths with the detective. Boone earned the nickname, Triple-X. With
a Thanksgiving, Macy’s parade balloon of a waist, logjams formed in
the hallways whenever the man scooted by. When the department
required the weight be dropped, Boone deflated his stomach in
weeks. But the excess always returned. The nickname stuck not just
because of his belt size but because of his hat size. After years
on patrol as the nicest of guys, Boone made detective and his ego
expanded to a triple dimension.

“Make Maas a believer,” Richmond said to
Boone.

Boone peeled Velcro on a flap of a black
canvas bag, drew out a camcorder and pried open the monitor. He
touched a button, and Danny’s image danced in reverse across the
screen, a view inside a bank lobby.

“Start to finish in seconds. Watch,” Boone
said. “Those FBI guys zoomed in on Holland good. Miracles what they
do with video using computers and shit.”

Truett watched Danny in fast-motion as Danny
rushed to a tall bench, to a teller line, to the teller window, and
finally to his blasting away on a security guard. Then Danny
hightailed it out through a glass door.

Boone folded the monitor back into the
camcorder. “Teller stuffed Holland’s goody bag with coin,” Boone
said. “Holland prances off thinking he’s Little Red Riding Hood
with some heat.”

“Like you, Maas,” Richmond said, “I was sure
it was a mistake. The teller’s story’s solid. Witness saw Holland
dump the money in a mailbox. Not a happy one for the security
guard’s family. Six grandchildren.”

Boone huffed. “Recovered a little over a
thousand dollars. What kind of idiot tosses his career in the
gutter and wastes an old man?”

“What’s this about a bomb?” Truett said, his
stomach burning and hands warming into fists. Stuffing the
camcorder down Boone’s throat would put the fire out. “Where’re the
bomb techs?”

Richmond’s fingers brushed the hair off his
forehead. “They’re coming. That’s why we’re here and he’s out
there. Holland claims there’s a bomb in his vest.”

A grin inched over Boone’s face. “Man,
Holland’s got one lame imagination. Watches too much TV. I’ve seen
the episode with a bomb. A cop show. With the bomb the baddies got
the cop to rob a bank, but the end didn’t turn out so good for the
cop.”

Truett unleashed. Nobody in the department
was closer to Danny than he. Nobody trashed his partner.

Raising his forearms, he swung with his right
fist at the biggest target on Boone’s body. He rammed the inflated
belly. Boone caved and rolled for the ground. Clutching the big
man’s lapels, Truett rode and landed on top. He ricocheted off
Boone’s stomach and spun to the side.

“Give him what he deserves,” he said, his
nose a foot from Boone’s. “He’s a good officer.”

City police and Sheriff’s deputies ripped him
off Boone. They stood him up and let go. Luna sprung a look his way
as if saying, You’re the biggest idiot.

Boone pushed off, gasped and rocked,
mid-section jiggling with enough inertia to throw his body onto his
feet. Underneath his suit, shirt and tie, his flesh still
wobbled.

“You’re as brain dead as Holland,” Boone
said, wiping a hand over the back of his pants and jacket. “No
wonder they teamed you two up. Birds of a feather and such.”

“Maas?” Richmond bolted in from the safety of
the sawhorses. “This’ll be a write-up, no charge for assault. Is
that okay with you, Detective Boone?”

“This punk-ass couldn’t assault my granny.”
Boone glared. “Yeah, that’s fine. Yes sir.”

“Good,” Richmond said. “Maas, we found
Holland’s cell phone, broken, crushed. Seems Holland got bent out
of shape with someone on the other end. Officer Mendez made the
arrest, stated Holland claimed he was walked step-by-step through
the whole robbery. If he didn’t follow through the bomb would be
discharged. So far, luckily it hasn’t.”

“So where are the bomb techs?” Truett
said, ready to lay another one on Boone if the half-wit volunteered
one more stupid comment.

Richmond’s hands formed a teepee over his
eyes, scanning over the heads of spectators. “Wouldn’t you know
today’s the day threats were called in for every damn high school
in the city. Could be a coincidence.”

Truett stretched onto his tiptoes, covering
Richmond’s line of sight. “Or whoever Holland was on the phone with
wanted the bomb units slowed down.”

Richmond half-turned. “Maas. Something else.
After talking to Officer Mendez for about a minute, Holland clammed
up. Said he’d only talk to you from then on. Doesn’t want no one
else. You willing to go out there? Find out who put him up to
this?”

“Since I got here, Lieutenant.”

“Help us out, Maas. Help out your
partner.”

You mean help Holland not make you and the
department look bad, Truett thought.

He bumped and pushed off Boone with his
shoulder, just enough, letting the detective know he and Danny
wouldn’t be messed with--in any regard, that consequences would be
paid in full if need be.

And he cut through the barricades to his
partner.
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Truett itched for inside words with Danny,
get clued in on what the hype really was about. Whatever Danny did
had primed the crowd to hum like an overcharged transformer on a
telephone pole. People paid with comfort for front row seats,
standing in the heat and elbowing for the best view of the sparks
flying off Danny’s failings.

He drew a bead on the bleached-white of
Danny’s vest and threaded through the bulwark of blue and brown
uniforms lining the interior of the perimeter.

A black-gloved hand chopped down inches from
the tip of his nose. His body spun in a half-turn and yo-yoed.

“Not again, Fitzgerald.”

A dark mask created a beast of the police
officer’s face. Truett hovered without desire for momentum, shock
molding him hard in place, but not finding Deputy Fitzgerald. The
officer’s black combat fatigues kept the animal illusion going. On
his shirt printed in bold reflective lettering was the word,
P-O-L-I-C-E.

“Think they misspelled it, guy,” Truett said,
recovered, finger jabbing near the officer’s right breast
pocket.

But the little pleasure of catching the
officer tilt his eyes down to check was interrupted. His wrists got
captured and hiked up to his shoulder blades. If he fought he’d get
gang-tackled and plowed into the ground. So he relaxed, put them
all at ease.

“I’m PD,” he said. “Wallet’s in the jacket
pocket. Verify what’s going down the chain of command.”

The masked officer gave a textbook display of
a pat-down, putting on the full routine, doing a bang-up job for TV
news cameras circled about. Gloved hands traced the length of
Truett’s arms and legs, and a little karate chop struck his groin,
force harder than it should’ve been.

“He’s one of us!” Richmond screamed from
behind. “Let him through.”

The officer did a double-take of Richmond and
nodded an okay.

“Good job,” Truett said, sounding like he was
making fun of the man. “I mean that. You’re on the ball more than
most.”

The officer dipped his chin, taking the
comment for a genuine compliment. At least that’s what Truett
hoped. But when he backed away, the officer slipped a scoped rifle
off his shoulder as if readying for shooting practice.

An imaginary bull’s eye of a target instantly
formed on the back of Truett’s jacket at the center of his spine.
Concentric circles around a big red dot expanded over the jacket’s
material. He scrunched his shoulders to his neck, shaking the
apparition off and erasing the image from his mind.

From Fitzgerald to Boone to the masked
officer, each strained with a little too much gung-ho thwarting his
progress to meet up with Danny. In Boone’s case the big man tried
shedding the worst kind of light on Danny, painting a picture of
Danny as the baddest of apples.

The overabundance of onlookers aggravated
everyone’s energy level from cautiously aware, boosting it to
high-strung. Collectively the law enforcement community lay flat on
its back under the microscope of the media. Because of Danny, one
of its own, one who’d supposedly taken a wrong turn, the scrutiny
was amped-up over a hundred times.

But Boone’s video presented an undeniable
witness. He’d watched the tape play out. His stomach leaped with a
rollercoaster plunge when Danny fired on the security guard. After
years of ride-alongs, he’d learned how his partner moved-—how his
partner’s gait shifted and body carried. No doubt, that was Danny
doing the shooting.

Stepping into the open space of the
intersection, he steadied his body for the onslaught. Like old
locomotives picking up steam, the whistles and hollers from the
tribes camped around the square magnified the closer he approached
Danny.

Must be what visiting rivals experienced
running out onto the home team’s field in the major leagues.

A few scattered words from their taunts he
caught. He didn’t care what nonsense they yelled. For purposes of
entertainment they wished only for a sliver of his reaction, but he
refused to give them a victory.

If he observed from the barricades, he’d find
himself looking silly, like an actor in the role of a gunfighter
slogging down a dusty Dodge City street for a face-off against a
desperado. The imagined tingling of spurs on his heels echoed on
the asphalt. His black dress suit fit the bill, like Wyatt Earp’s
in the movies.

When he closed in Danny first looked him
square in the face, but a second later Danny stared beyond at a
point over his head. Maybe eye contact produced a type of magnetism
drawing out shame.

No matter what Danny would be charged with,
the department was out of line punishing him with a cross-legged
torture with hands locked behind his back. Even a carnival
contortion artist accustomed to being shaped into a pretzel might
consider Danny’s placement a crucifixion. But unlike the
contortionist Danny had an additional burden, an awful knowledge.
As minutes passed Danny’s flesh was liable to separate into little
specks off the planet from a bomb’s detonation.

“I knew you’d come through, buddy,” Danny
said, voice low, apologetic. Threads of perspiration chased down
his arms.

“What’s happened?”

When he was well within ten feet, Danny
screamed, “Stop right there!”

He skidded and sprung his hands up. “We’re
doing fine, partner. Don’t you worry.” The urge to disobey grew
strong. Injecting a little hope into the situation by putting a
hand on Danny’s shoulder might do the trick, but not today. “EOD
team’s been called. You know those bomb-tech guys are great at what
they do.”

Danny gritted, lips parted baring white teeth
matching the color of the vest. Danny’s jaw relaxed. “That’s when
this ends.”

“We’ll have you out of this quick.”

“Bud, you don’t know an ounce of what’s going
on here. Out there in that mess of people. A remote with a thumb on
the button’s marking time. Cameras need to be focused on me so the
statement can be made.”

Even though sweat soaked Danny, his body
shivered. Only the power of Danny’s will held him together.
“What’re you talking about?”

“Can’t tell you.”

“Got any clues?”

Danny raised his chin, eyes appealing to the
blue sky. “Won’t tell you. For your own sake.”

“Okay, okay. I appreciate that.” He shifted,
body positioning as an umbrella, blocking the sun’s rays off
Danny’s face. “It’s a hot one today,” he said, sidestepping in a
magician’s sleight of hand maneuver. He’d snuck a few feet
closer.

“Did you think it’d come down to this?” Danny
said, fighting for a breath. “Me? Hog-tied like some of the scum
you and I drag off the streets.”

“A few more minutes. Techs almost on the
scene. A little patience, believe me.”

Danny shook his head. He flinched, body
jerking as if stabbed in the back. “You wired?” Danny wrestled for
a view up and down the outskirts of the intersection along the
barricades. “Doesn’t matter. Got ears aimed at us anyway. Someone’s
recording. I want you to know a couple of things.”

“Sure, Danny.” He leaned in, claimed another
foot of territory.

“I’m sorry about your dad. I already told you
this morning. Real nice guy. Happy knowing him. Damn shame.” Danny
sucked in, held onto the air and let go in a rush. “We’ve ridden a
lot a miles together. You were even part of my backyard barbecue
posse. Maggie thinks the best of you, you know? Especially you. I
just . . .”

“Jerry and his bomb-tech boys are great at
what they do.” He kneeled, Danny burning up inside and out, on the
verge of losing the fight within. “A bit longer.” He’d shuffled
within inches of Danny.

Danny sat inert but somehow reached out.
“Just want to say, I didn’t mean for things to go down like this.
Just happened, okay? Figured whoever made the best of the
opportunity went ahead and used me as a backup. See, they had my
cell number the moment I strapped into the vest. That’s how I know.
Don’t want things hurried here.” Danny swiveled his head, face
toward the crowd. “I’m not telling I know who!”

“I don’t follow.”

“Maggie’s an angel of a wife. Go see Maggie
for me will you?”

“Sure, Danny. But you’ll be by my side when I
do.”

“Tell Maggie, tell her that whenever William
homers, to do it for his old man. Can you do that? First thing,
Truett? When you leave here. Promise?”

“You know I will but it’s not necessary.”

Danny’s eyes shaded as if a creature hid in
wait behind him and was maneuvering to pounce. The normal,
always-on-an-even-keel Danny was over-ruled by whatever animal
poised for the kill. Danny cringed, facial skin taut in a death
mask. “The Voice didn’t say so, but I know. That’s what I call him,
the Voice. You see, man, it’s you that’s supposed to be wearing
this thing, not me.”

“What?” he said, panic on the rise, fooling
himself he hadn’t heard right, but then again sure about every
letter spoken. “Me?”

“Back off!” Danny bounced, fell backwards and
rolled once. “Get away now! It’s gonna blow!”

“Come on, Danny.”

“Step back. Far. You wanna live,
asshole?”

From his blind side, a two-man team from
Public Safety Explosive Ordnance Disposal covered ground like
halfbacks, their thick body armor galloping on their chest and
thighs. They hooked him under his arms, and he was knocked off his
feet and dragged backwards, but they left Danny.

“Hold on!” He kicked and twisted, breaking
their grip. He made a run for Danny.

Danny had righted himself, the color of his
face a cadaver’s ash. “When William was little he’d sing,
‘One-two-three buckle my shoes--’”

A whimper of a bang like a firecracker in a
tin can tore a quarter-sized hole out the front-center of Danny’s
chest. But its power delivered a death blow. Danny’s body tilted to
the right and made an ugly thud on the ground. From inside the vest
under his armpits, curly black tongues of smoke slithered out.

Truett collapsed onto his knees. He’d dropped
the ball in the worst way.

A team from the bomb squad was only seconds
from cutting the vest off, no doubt. Danny saw what was coming, had
known if he’d said the wrong things to the wrong person he’d
die.

But Danny chanced giving up all he had, going
ahead and saying what he wanted to say, to save his partner,
revealing the true prey.

Danny lay quiet. His opened eyes already
glazed over. Dead eyes. Danny, with so much strength on basketball
courts and football fields in whatever pick-up games he played in,
couldn’t win one against a puny clap from a wimp of a bomb.

“Get EMS!” he said, phrase echoing useless in
his ears.

Odd how he still wore his funeral suit from
burying his dad hours ago. The tears in the elbows and knees from
skidding over the asphalt turned the garment into a rag. He’d have
to shop for a new one to wear, for Danny.

With his presence he’d forced someone’s thumb
collapsing onto a detonator. Danny knew all along. When Truett
walked out of the crowd into the intersection, Danny felt the
countdown begin. If only he’d stayed away Danny’d be alive.
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Inside the interrogation room Truett picked
at a fingernail, not doing a good job, not gung-ho on peeling off
flakes of dead skin. Detective Boone entered and spun the only
comfortable chair around backwards. His elephant legs parted just a
sliver but the seat somehow slipped between, cushion disappearing
and deflating with a flatulent squeak under his weight. With a
cowboy’s arrogance the detective straddled the seat like a horse’s
saddle, impatience simmering for a confession. The chair’s metal
legs creaked, and Boone swayed forward.

Without daring a peek at his face, Boone
said, “Maas, run the story by me again. Want it right. Be sure
nothing’s left out.”

He let the fingernail go and sighted in on
the dirty white of the ceiling above his head, irritation doubling
with every second passing. Before asking their questions the first
time, they let him cook in his own thoughts for an hour, alone in
the box. Authentic criminals received the red carpet treatment of a
half hour’s stay.

What’d they think he’d become? a first-time
arrestee? a teen-aged junkie with a skull drilled out from drugs
and too stupid to the games cops played?

And had Danny meant what he’d said? Somehow
the intended victim should’ve been him? If their places were
switched, he’d have folded long before Danny did.

Detective Lawrence Stearn straggled in a
second time and leaned on the wall behind Boone, careful not to
block the see-through mirror. Stearn did a lame impression of a
yawn accompanied by a stretch of both arms up high. The act failed,
practiced too often without a keen critiquing. The faked boredom
was supposed to display a passive environment, a comfort for the
suspect, ease him into feeling at home. It also signaled confession
time had arrived, that an opening appeared to reel off poor excuses
justifying criminal actions.

Truett had grasped the routine from day one
on becoming a patrol officer. Boone and Stearn knew he understood
backwards and forwards the way it worked. Why put on the big
production?

Because the A-team partnership of Stearn and
Boone outshined every other in Homicide. Decked out in detective
regalia, fresh pressed dress suits with gold shields dangling
outside of front pockets, they played their parts with a winning
formula the only way they knew how, full bore and over the top.

But appearances were important to
success.

Besides Boone’s weight problem, the team had
another strike against them, keeping the two out of the Homicide
Detective Hall of Fame.

Stearn devoted himself to the strict
philosophy of bathing every other day and spritzing cologne on the
odd days. His hygienic beliefs were a delusion, and his brain
lacked the power of self-awareness.

After soap bars appeared in stacks on his
desk consecutive days at a time, Stearn still didn’t make the
connection. Weeks went by and department personnel gave up dropping
the sneaky hints. The few chances he got, Truett threw breath mints
on his desk whenever Stearn wasn’t around.

Today fell on an odd day. With the air
conditioner heaving and acting as a conduit, Stearn’s day-old body
halitosis invaded every corner. The detective’s cologne rode a
gurney to the morgue, dead on arrival, not a hint of Old Spice
survived in the room.

Stearn and Boone, the A-team. The A was
defined as the structure at the end of the small intestine that
expelled waste.

Truett smiled at Danny’s words, sophomoric,
factual and simple, a grade-school boy’s definition, but fitting.
Danny came up with the label on the stand one day during a court
appearance.

Not wanting to offend the judge, jury and
maybe sway the case the wrong way, Danny, taking a beating from the
defendant’s attorney tripping him up with word play, had had
enough. He couldn’t come right out and call the attorney an asshole
in open court, so he phrased the word more agreeably by stating the
definition right out. The judge laughed along with the blue collar
males on the jury. Later, the defendant pleaded out and served
eighteen months.

Score one for Danny.

For an instant, in the interrogation room,
his body quivered. Earlier at his father’s funeral a maddening
blend churned internally, sorrow and anger beating each other up
for first place. He’d either made fists or tears, depending. But
he’d kept the display of his emotions dialed down, cussing bitter
venom once and sneaking a wipe once or twice at his eyes. He didn’t
care if his father’s friends saw that the son wasn’t sculpted from
the same rock of granite as the old man.

Boone and Stearn dallied without a peep as if
all the time in the world was theirs for dispensing. Stearn’s
finger picked under his watch band, and he peeked at the time. Then
he glanced at the mirror, cueing the audience behind it for the
second act.

With his throat beginning to tighten Truett
bit his lower lip. A wet drop dashed from the corner of his right
eye. First his father was murdered and now Danny. Two people ripped
out of his life within days. And he sat in one of the department’s
interrogation rooms, the smallest, dealing with the nonsense of the
A-team.

“Why put me in the meat grinder?” he said,
pinching his nose between his eyes like he had a migraine. He
brushed moist fingers on his pants. “Get started finding out who
did this to Danny. Let’s stop dicking around here.”

Boone’s head jerked up, mocking surprise but
not hiding the self-satisfied smirk. Detective Triple-X didn’t miss
a beat playing one of the roles on the goon-cop badass-cop show.
“Tell me again, Maas. How’d the story go about the lockers?”

His butt cheeks ached in the steel chair,
another calculated method of inducing a confession. If need be, he
and the A-team would battle back and forth for as long as it took.
The method induced a spilling of guilt most times.

Boone brought up the lockers again as if he
hadn’t been paying attention to the answers the first time. In
repeat mode, Triple-X was willing to endure a dozen go-rounds with
the same question until he coughed up what he wanted to hear.

Something incriminating had popped up on the
radar, but Truett unsure what they had.

“Simple.” He folded his left leg, tucked it
underneath, and sat inches higher. His butt got instant relief.
“Danny and I know the other’s combination lock. Why’s that so
strange, Boone? Danny’s good at a lot of things. But remembering
his rain gear or his asp, he sometimes forgets. Okay, too much of
the time. So what? I loan him my stuff. He loans me his.”

“Anyone see you two ‘loan stuff’ to each
other, Maas?” Stearn said, pushing off the wall, a smile as big as
the moon lit his face. Stearn found the corner of the desk, tried
making it his seat. Boone slid his arm in for the block. Stearn
drifted off like he’d planned the move and pressed his back against
the opposite wall.

“Stearn?” he said, winding up with a nasty
list of names without regard to protocol. Stern’s odor, Boone’s
cocksure attitude and the walls caving in signaled action. He had
to get out from under them. “You know what you are besides an idiot
stinking of your own pant load?”

Stearn peeled off the wall, knotted his fists
and lumbered forward. “What’d you say?”

The door flung open, freezing Stearn in
place. Lieutenant Richmond bolted through with someone trailing
behind in a dark suit, suit fitting like a parachute on the man’s
narrow body. The skinny man carried a folded, transparent plastic
bag over the twig of a forearm.

Richmond’s nose wrinkled and his nostrils
flared with rebellion. He homed in on Stearn. “Detective, wait
outside.” Richmond grabbed for Boone’s chair. Boone shot up.

Stearn slammed the door too hard. And Boone
took over his partner’s spot on the wall.

“This is Special Agent Harrison,” Richmond
said, turning to the agent. “Go ahead.”

With care, Harrison centered and flattened
the plastic bag on the table.

“Recognize this, Officer Maas?” Richmond
said, a hand pushing on the knot of his tie.

Across from him their bodies went rigid,
senses tuning to any misstep in his reaction. Air pressure dropped
in the room as the three sucked and held in their breaths.

The big moment had arrived. The department
had thrown down their trump card. What had he stepped into? If he
handled the answer wrong, or acted oddly, even though he was
innocent, he’d lose and be judged guilty from here on in. His life
would go south.

After this moment the whole judicial process
of being charged, scrounging for an attorney, gathering bail money,
going to court, going through a trial with a jury decision, rolled
with the momentum of a runaway boulder down Mt. Everest.

The introduction to a life in jail was
beginning in seconds. What he said next determined the pattern of
either pity in lockup or party in freedom.

He got to his feet and splayed his hands on
the table for affect, like an equal, on their side, studying the
evidence. They requested a quick-sharp opinion from the patrol
officer on the scene, and he’d pretend and give them one.

Truth was he needed his hands and arms for
support. His leg muscles bent like wet noodles. His knees actually
knocked against themselves.

He cleared his throat, preparing a wicked
assessment, and cracked open the vault of knowledge possessed by a
patrolman’s street experience. Propped on one arm, he touched his
lips with the other hand and hoped his flair for the dramatics
outdid Stern’s acting skills. Maybe Sherlock Holmes had originated
the same lip routine when he imparted his brilliant theories to a
crime.

One leg almost gave, and he dropped his hand
back down, slapping the table. Fired up with mismatched emotions
burning, his mind whipped in circles on the spin cycle while his
heart drummed a rock solo. His focus strayed. The table blurred,
plastic bag like the ones dry cleaners used only thicker.

“Well, yeah,” he heard himself say. And he
breathed, slowing his brain and heart to an idle. “It’s a . .
.”

After seconds the object in the plastic bag
reached out with a lover’s arms and hugged with familiarity,
kissing his memory. His face flushed, warmth crested over his
forehead.

That’s why they kept up with the questions
about the lockers.

What looked back from the table might as well
have been a hysterical eyewitness shouting at the top of his lungs
and slashing a finger at the guilty.

Under the clear plastic, the stenciled
lettering blazed with his last name, M-A-A-S, the S blackened by
fire and stained red, his bulletproof vest. Danny had
borrowed and worn his vest out on the street.

Some Sherlock Holmes he turned out being, the
questions about the locker a giveaway. A ten-year-old with a little
smarts could handle the logic, one locker question plus one locker
question equals vest.

“Maas?” Richmond said, voice silky. “You
willing to make a statement?”

The “willing” part of the sentence chilled
him to the marrow. Sure, the vest was only circumstantial evidence,
easy to refute if the attorney were good enough. That worked on TV
every week but not in real life.

Circumstantial evidence carried the weight of
a handful of eyewitnesses. Once discovered, the purity of innocence
vanished. Guilt tainted every aspect of the case as if the accused
were caught with a bloody knife in hand and a stabbed body on the
floor.

“Maas? Is the item yours?”

Richmond re-phrased the question with a
let’s-have-it tone. No matter what answer he thought up, his
credibility had taken a hike in the woods, belief in his honesty
gone. His bulletproof vest dirtied him for the long haul.
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Even though the air conditioner blasted an
arctic temp, the interrogation room drew heat from another source
strong enough to melt butter. A primal scent collectively rose off
their bodies filling the closet of a space, one part anticipation
for the kill and two parts soon-to-be celebratory conquest. To the
victor go the spoils, the choice meat of his writhing body in
preparation for a meal to the alpha males of the upper echelons of
El Paso PD.

Truett stood solo. Richmond, Boone and the
fed agent Harrison salivated with a hunger. If only Stearn hadn’t
been banished. Flowery cologne, no matter how impotent against
Stearn’s oozing grunge, settled nervous energy better than the
fangs of law enforcement with a death-grip on his neck.

The crime scene lay on the table preserved in
shrink-wrap. With a priest’s composure, Richmond held his hands
over the plastic bag as if respecting a practiced ritual. His
gentle fingers glided the zipper down and lightly peeled open the
halves, careful not to touch and desecrate the relic beneath.

The bulletproof vest told its story without
words, the mangled and seared threads of manmade fabrics an empty
tomb where Danny’s living body last took hold. Medical personnel
upheld their own traditions and exhumed the body from its white
grave, leaving the vest for others to cherish with analysis.

The Velcro straps flapped loosely to the
vest’s sides waving for attention. Not only did his spray-painted
name state ownership, but the one torn strap spoke volumes into his
ear alone.

The accident with a car door latch on a
patrol vehicle came alive, almost a Laurel and Hardy routine. One
afternoon during a traffic stop, he leaned out the door on the
passenger side too close to the locking post on the door frame.
Feeling like an old dog yanked from behind on a leash, he got
snagged climbing out. His arms flung up wind-milling for balance.
Danny’d laughed, saying later how the vest defended great against
pointy bullets but not against little chunks of dull metal.

In the interrogation room he centered his
attention on the vest’s strap, their hawk eyes hunting for any
nuance in his gestures, a hint of regret. The rip in the strap
appeared to whisper, My revenge for Danny’s disrespect.

Richmond lifted the vest’s front panel off
the back side, circles of blood streaked underneath inside a
shredded hole. The protective cloth had held in the blast same as
the proverbial World War Two soldier falling on his stomach on a
live grenade. The soldier’s body cloaked and smothered the
explosion in sacrifice for his fellow soldiers. In Danny’s case the
vest made him hero and victim all in one.

He touched the hole with a forefinger. With
his fingertip on the material, heat singed his skin. He pulled back
and checked the burn, finger pale as before and unmarked.

“Mine,” he said. How could they not know?

“What’s that?” Richmond said, adjusting his
jacket on his shoulders.

He coughed. “The vest is mine.”

“Admission of proprietorship,” Richmond said
for the mikes hidden in the interrogation room. His hand
straightened an already perfect in-line tie.

Truett stopped himself short from touching
his own tie. “For the record, Lieutenant, I freely and without
coercion agree. The item placed before me is my property. My name
on top of the item is apparent.” He’d play the good servant,
nothing gained if he huffed and fussed. Weaseling out spawned a
challenge they’d be up for anyhow.

Richmond’s mouth opened and closed, about to
speak, but thinking better of it, and he swallowed hard. His
shoulders drooped, and he slid a half-step backwards. “Noted,
Officer Maas. I understand how you must feel about the process. I
don’t have to explain. If you were in our shoes you’d do the same
as us.”

He bit his lip, stifling a response. Their
sugared apology did nothing to diminish the unspoken accusations,
and he flicked his middle finger at the torn strap as hard as he
could. “Lieutenant, I am in your shoes. We both wear the same shoes
of this department.” He scored a point, no longer a team player but
a hired gun.

“You know what I mean,” Richmond said. “We
had to know if you had--“

“A preponderance of guilt? I’ve seen the DA
instruct juries a thousand times, Lieutenant. But I’ll never
convince Boone. Am I right, Boone?”

The big man’s face puckered like his mother
had fed his face with a spoonful of bad medicine, his eyes doing a
top to bottom scan of Truett. Boone crossed his arms over his
chest, not blurting a dumb word, face as thick and cold as a
president on Mt. Rushmore.

For Boone the vest had said it all, guilty as
sin. But, so what? He and Boone never got along. No department
regulation said you had to.

“Did anyone go to Maggie? Danny’s wife?” he
said.

Richmond’s head bobbed. “Half an hour ago.
Chief Watts. Along with the chaplain. Even Mayor Jordan showed up
on her doorstep. Pump up a slumping re-election campaign. She
collapsed. Transported to Sierra Medical or to University. I share
your concern.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” he said.

The easy flow of honest info from Richmond’s
mouth offered a good sign. Any planned verbal traps seemed
abandoned. Richmond’s and Boone’s shoulder muscles allowed their
arms to come down straight to their sides. Harrison the fed had
practically disappeared, a dark upright broomstick propped in the
corner.

No other net of evidence not easily dismissed
appeared on its way to drop over his head. He allowed his body to
loosen up. So far he’d passed with a grade A.

And as long as Lt. Richmond didn’t come right
out and charge him, starting with his Miranda rights, the comfort
zone expanded that much bigger. They’d cut him loose. He’d clear
out and go find Maggie, see how he could help her. She’d more than
likely want to know what Danny’s last words were. Never in a
million years would he tell her. He’d lie for the most part,
leaving out how Danny’s stare was already searching forward on his
next journey, Danny somehow knowing the prospects for a safe,
fun-filled itinerary were absent over the entire trip. And he’d
make up facts about how Danny was thinking only of his time with
her and their kid.

He’d never share the secret that Danny’s last
words were a spoken code. He’d caught on to Danny’s ruse and wanted
to run with it, ask Danny a coded question in return to learn more.
But the next second Danny was taken.

“Can I go, Lieutenant?”

“Sure, Officer Maas,” Richmond said.

Boone remained attentive, pushing on the wall
with his butt like an overstuffed brown bear. Harrison the fed hid
behind the wall paint.

But when he shot for the door, Richmond
flattened a hand close to his chest.

“Lieutenant?”

“Maas, hasn’t it crossed your mind yet?”

“What, Lieutenant?” He’d play dumb, maybe
play an imbecile. Danny had given him enough to go on before dying.
If only they’d quit dragging on his forward impetus, he’d start his
own investigation. Danny’d mentioned a location. “That Danny wasn’t
the intended victim?”

Richmond flashed a poor impression of a
smile, a glad-handing attorney’s painted smile. “Obvious, isn’t it?
Your vest. You’d be the one wearing it, right? But Officer Holland
forgets his vest and takes yours from your locker. How often does
that occur? How many times has he done that, used your vest? What
if you both were on duty at the same time? What would Holland
do?”

Standing toe-to-toe with Richmond, he smelled
mint on the LT’s breath. If he dared, he’d hook an arm around and
lift the back of Richmond’s jacket and read the label’s small
print, get the Madison Avenue brand name and compare the price and
quality with his K-Mart knockoff.

They’d planned this inconvenient stop all
along, cut him off at the pass. Richmond sprang a close-quarter
combat attack, double-checking for the truth with a police
officer’s BS detector. The proximity of bodies might dislodge a
slip of the tongue or a twitch of an eyelid, signaling a liar.

His sight never wavered off Richmond’s chin.
“He’d call Maggie. Ask her to bring the vest down. Danny was a bit
absentminded at times.”

“Doesn’t it strike you as odd, Officer?”
Richmond said. “A mental lapse on Holland’s part saves your life.
You feel like a lotto winner in a warped way?”

“Bad coincidence for Danny, Maggie and the
kids. My partner’s dead. His family suffers without him. So do I.
That’s how I feel, Lieutenant.”

Richmond took a giant step, giving the green
light to go. If Richmond had stayed in place, Truett’s toes might
have pirouetted for a getaway out the door. Or maybe he’d charge
like a nose tackle and bowl Richmond over onto the seat of his
pretty designer pants.

“Officer Maas? Truett?” He felt Richmond’s
hand latch onto his forearm. “Boone turned the heat on, making it
look like we wanted to pin this on you. That wasn’t me, the
department. Came from the FBI. They needed convincing. I went out
on a limb for you. After they showed me the workings of the bomb,
how tricky, its sophistication. Only real brains and know-how could
master such a thing. I told ‘em no way it was you. No offense.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,
Lieutenant.” He kept a straight face, expecting a shift of gears
again and for the other shoe--or the third or fourth shoe--to
drop.

“Don’t be a wiseass cliché.” Richmond
released his arm. “I honestly didn’t think you smart enough to put
a gizmo like that together. Again, no offense.”

“My file’s the latest bestseller here, huh?”
Richmond fanned his hair off his forehead, breaking eye contact. “I
ended my teen years driving a truck in the army, in North Carolina.
Missed all the fireworks in Iraq and Afghanistan. But I served my
country and now I’m serving my community in this department.”

Richmond brushed his lapel with a swift
stroke. “An hour ago I made a few calls to the army. Took some time
riding up the chain of command for permission. Spoke with a
Sergeant Gastelo. Lucky he was back from a tour. Said you and he in
the same outfit. I briefed him on what went down here. He agreed
with me. He didn’t think you knew too much about explosive
ordnance. He called you ‘a chicken-shit who couldn’t cut a deck in
a poker game.’ Sound about right?”

His tongue ached from chomping his front
teeth on the tip, wrestling with a laugh. He remembered Gastelo, a
good guy, always wanting to play for money. Truett hated poker. He
never won, not against Gastelo.

For no reason his father’s funeral played
fast-forward in his head, and then Danny broke in, his body lying
mutilated in the intersection.

He let his tongue go.

He dropped his gaze to the floor with high
school drama flare, a scrawny freshman trapped at his locker and
picked on by the quarterback senior. “That’s pretty much my card
playing ability, Lieutenant.”

His voice sounded weak, too wimpy in his ears
for believability. His tongue hurt. But he’d managed the pretense
without busting a gut.

Now he’d skidded by from taking part in
another game, averting the forced play from EPPD’s finest. They
needed more than a bulletproof vest with his name on the front to
charge him with murder. They still had him in their sights as a
suspect, at least until their sifting through other evidence
cleared him or fingered him.

Boone squeezed by, ramming his hip into
Truett’s. Detective Triple-X whispered “Chump” in his ear before
wedging through the doorway. Boone’s planet of a body muted
Richmond’s ears from hearing.

“Okay, Officer,” Richmond said, aiming a long
stride his direction. Truett plodded back a step. “Department’s got
its work cut out.” Richmond hitched his jacket higher on his
shoulders and made a quick going-over of his image in the two-way
mirror before exiting.

“Tally-ho,” Truett said out of earshot.
Richmond pranced down the hallway with the fed trailing. “Off for
bigger game.”

His cell phone chirped, and he snapped it out
of his jacket pocket, surprised they’d returned it after the last
pat-down. The number on the screen not one he recognized right
off.

“Maas here.”

“Dad?”

“Kip? You calling from school?”

“No, Dad. School’s out. It’s night
already.”

Truett spied his watch. Hours had
evaporated.

“You’re by yourself? Where’s your
mother?”

“No, Dad. Grandma Nolia watches me. She
always does when Mom’s on duty. You know that.”

“Yeah, long day.” He’d forgotten.

“Dad? Are you . . .” Kip’s mewing grew inside
the phone’s speaker. The boy’s breathing rushed in and out. “You’re
okay?”

He did a double-take of his watch. “I’ve had
better days.”

“I saw you on TV. Grandma says Mr. Holland
had an accident. He’s died.”

Truett headed for the hallway. Rehashing
Danny’s death with Kip didn’t feel right at the moment. He needed
time to think about how he’d sanitize the event for the boy. Right
now he craved the outdoors. “Get some rest. You sound tired.”

“You are all right?”

He thumbed the OFF button on the phone. He’d
never get back the chunk of clock wasted on this evening. Worrying
about Kip drained energy, too. The boy needed more responsibility
taking care of himself.

At the end of the hallway he hammered the
push bar on the exterior door. Air as cool as a glass of lemonade
quenched his body. He inhaled to taste the night.

Had the bomb been put together with duct
tape, a battery, some wires and a stick of dynamite, the department
wouldn’t have hesitated burning him. He’d feel the pressure of
concrete jail walls cramming against his body at this moment. But
if Richmond, Boone and Stearn and the feds had really listened to
Danny’s last words, they’d have drilled him to the core and mined
the meaning.

They missed the opportunity.

On the surface Danny’s words said little,
almost gibberish, common and useless. But buried beneath, a hidden
goldmine waited for the right miner’s pickaxe to stab and break off
a clue to Danny’s murderer, a secret as obvious as a buckle on a
shoe.
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Truett’s Toyota sat parked in the empty lot
across the street from the police station under a crooked lamp
post, the black bulb perched overhead dead for over a year. He
stabbed his key twice at the Toyota’s door lock, striking the hole
the second time. The key didn’t fit all the way, and he shoved at
an angle, easing it in. He turned the lock, door hinges croaking a
welcome when he pulled he handle. Inside he flopped on the driver’s
seat and lowered his head onto the steering wheel.

Why did he hang up on the boy?

Kip’s height had sprouted overnight, the top
of the boy’s head touching inches under Truett’s chin. Ten years
had flown by, or maybe eleven? But facing each other or speaking on
the phone became more uncomfortable every day, like meeting a
stranger time after time. He put effort into doing his best. When
progress inched forward, sharing an experience with the boy,
something reared up and interfered at just the point of evolving to
the next level.

Problems started when Kip was born.

The day Allison gave birth, he got the call
late at the police academy. Kip had arrived two weeks early. The
boy came an hour after he’d left in the morning for weapons
training at the shooting range where phones were disallowed. Late
in the afternoon he returned and got the message. From then on his
relationship with Kip was one misstep after another.

The boy continued giving it a shot, make
things work. But Allison didn’t help fan the flames for friendship
much. Her pestering about a mountain load of problems in their
married life, from not enough money to freedom spent with friends,
carved a Grand Canyon of a divide.

A marriage won’t last when one partner goes
out and parties all the time.

The fatal blow struck when he and Allison
separated, Kip about seven years old. The eventual divorce pretty
much buried the father-son connection from blossoming. If he and
Allison had lived and gotten along like a good husband and wife,
maybe the opportunity for growth with Kip might’ve happened, welded
into a tough-as-steel bond.

Like with his father, he had a best friend
for life and always looked forward to their getting together. Even
when nothing of interest occurred or was said, he still enjoyed the
man’s company, always.

But from the get-go, he had his suspicions
Kip was somebody else’s. He’d done the math, added and subtracted
about a thousand times.

He and Allison hadn’t slept on the same floor
much less in the same bed in a half-dozen weeks before she got
pregnant. Danny had sounded warnings, sometimes eight-hour-day
sorties. And others offered accounts of Allison’s messing around.
She left proof of her philandering as obvious as the moon on a dark
night, arriving home later and later after work--especially on her
days off. A smoke and beer bouquet on her clothes advertised like a
billboard. She claimed she partied only with friends, but male
friends.

He turned out being the bad guy, too. He’d
sabotaged his and Kip’s drawing together at every turn. He never
told Kip how proud he was after Kip won trophies or got A’s in
school. Time and again he withdrew from reaching out to the boy
with a comforting arm when the boy’s face budded red and was etched
with dried lines of tears caused by the frustrations of schoolboy
mishaps.

Only simple interests occupied their
conversations, like video games and TV shows, nothing ever remotely
close to real heart-to-heart involvement. The finger of blame for
the failure of a prized union pointed one way, at him, not at
Allison and not at the boy.

But Kip wasn’t his. That killed it for
him.

The bird-tweeting of his cell phone plucked
his head off the steering wheel. With the cell in hand, he leveled
its face toward the Toyota’s window. The faded glow from the other
end of the parking lot reflected enough light. After splitting the
phone’s halves apart, he read the screen, an unknown phone
number.

“Maas here.”

“Who killed your partner? Like to guess?” a
voice said in a scratchy high pitch, not from human vocal cords but
electronic, like one of those old handheld devices throat cancer
patients used after their larynxes were removed.

“What?” he said, already fingering the
buttons to hang up, probably a nut watching TV all day with nothing
but time on his hands between unemployment checks. “You got a cold
there, pal. For everyone’s sake get checked out.”

“It’s sitting behind you. Look in your back
seat.”

He snapped towards the shadows in the rear as
the caller hung up.

On the seat cushion, a rectangular ghost
gleamed as if polished. Flicking his hand out, he hooked it,
recognizing the object immediately, a bulletproof vest. He peeled
the Velcro straps apart and probed for wires but found none.
Leaning the vest on the passenger’s side door, the words appeared
slowly like a old film photo developing in a tray of chemicals.

H-O-L-L-A-N-D.

Danny’s vest nested upright on the seat like
a passenger waiting to be taken home and dropped off.

Under the vest’s collar a shiny sliver of
copper stuck out, and he slapped the vest. When the object popped
out it jingled, falling through the silhouettes of the foot well
and hitting the floor. Raking his hand below, he swept up a key
attached to a plastic rectangle tag. Embossed on the front and back
was an address: BUCKLE SHOALS APTS, #123.

“One-two-three buckle my shoes,” he
whispered, echoing Danny’s last words, sacred words. Saying them
too loudly might rub off the strength of whatever magic they
possessed, the secrets to a murder.

Earlier out at the intersection, as Danny
twisted in handcuffs mouthing every letter, Truett understood right
off what and where Danny meant.

A mangy motel near the outskirts of downtown
didn’t seem worthy for Danny to keep under wraps. But someone put
the vest in his car and wanted the info known.

“I’ll watch out for the three-four open the
door, partner,” he said out loud, comforted by the rumbling inside
his throat.

For whatever reasons, on the cell phone, Ugly
Voice masked his identity not wanting to be ID’d. Didn’t Danny
mention the Voice? Only one way to find out who the Voice was,
knock on the door of room one-two-three and see who answered.

Aiming the Toyota onto the street, the motel
minutes away, he felt renewed. The key confirmed Danny’s coded tip.
The motel played a part in whatever mess Danny had gotten himself
into. How the Voice got Danny’s vest went beyond irritating, a
puzzle that demanded an explanation.

The vest leaned against the passenger side
door, his new partner. If only the vest had Danny’s enthusiasm, a
mouth and Danny’s opinions, he’d have more than an inkling of what
to expect. For a patrol officer, going at it alone in these
scenarios often proved the officer’s undoing, the worst of
mistakes. Back-up should be called in.

But more than anything in the world,
excluding his father’s murder, he craved the identity of Danny’s
killer to the exclusion of overly protecting his own life. He
demanded the killer’s name yesterday.

Fifteen minutes later he crawled the Toyota
in a tight slalom through the motel parking lot, dodging shards of
broken bottles and trash. A tired marquee buzzed with half its neon
tubing dark and the other half projecting a dull firefly’s flicker,
BUCKLE SHOALS APARTMENTS.

He crept the Toyota past the building’s
cracked façade baring gray, rinky-dink cinder block. In no time he
came across the right one. The tarnished silvery numbers,
one-two-three, clung with a desperate grip on a scarred wooden
door.

Around the corner he glided the Toyota to a
curb, slipped out and squeezed the car door shut.

His dark suit matched the ink of the night.
From habit, he touched his hip for his holstered pistol and met the
empty cloth of his pants. He swallowed panic leaching into his
stomach. Entering defenseless shamed his good sense, calling for
backup an obligation. But Danny sacrificed giving up the location,
singling him out as the beneficiary of sheltered knowledge.

Not only were they partners, they were
friends. Trust in Danny included trust in Danny’s judgment. In a
way Danny requested his going alone.

The edge of his shoe caught a pebble stuck in
the spider web of fissures of the sidewalk and squealed as fierce
as a tomcat. When he raised his leg the pebble dislodged and
trickled out into the dirt plot on the side.

No lights perked up on any of the unlit
apartments. None of the rooms were lit on this side of the complex.
Windows in four rooms across the parking lot shimmered with dull
blue from TVs. Buckle Shoals probably thrived as a fertile habitat
for every species of drug peddler and prostitute.

At room one-two-three he pounded the door and
immediately stepped to the right. While tapping his foot he
fingered the key in his pocket, sawing the jagged edge over his
thumb. For a good two minutes no one took a shot through the wood,
but no one answered the door either.

The plastic tag rattled, but the key meshed
hand-in-glove into the lock. The cylinder hooked a half-turn, and
he pushed on the door.

In the doorway with light at his back, his
full body was captured, a silhouette in a full-sized fiery halo,
not good for his safety but great for someone’s aim.

Bent forward like a football tackle he rushed
for the far back wall, not making heads or tails of the obstacle
course of furniture strewn in his path. If someone pointed a
cannon, he’d realize too late after the blast.

He slapped for the light switch. His index
finger hit and lifted. The room kindled from a single bulb on the
ceiling.

A cheap clown head painted on velour hung on
the wall opposite a bed. The clown’s eyes seemed alive, following
his moves when he went to clear the bathroom. The place looked and
smelled well past its expiration date for livability.

The clown painting grabbed for attention,
hard to shake off. When he turned around the clown’s down-turned
lips shined in Day-Glo red, unhappy with the invasion of his
domain. The painting’s details were as focused as a photograph. If
he paid for a night in the room, first thing, he’d throw the
painting into the street.

The dresser across from the foot of the bed,
and the two wooden chairs on its sides, were easily mistaken for
driftwood, or by-the-curb garbage pick-up. Everything in the room
bought from a yard sale from the early Seventies, or scrounged from
multiple dumpsters, furniture in clashing styles. A turquoise
bean-bag chair took up space in one corner, sitting with all the
charm of a huge deflated puke-colored jellyfish.

Yanking the drawers one by one, he hit pay
dirt with the last on the bottom. A short stack of photos slid
back, and he scooped them up.

The two people he tagged right away, Danny
and Allison, nude. Each successive photo they wrestled in odder
sexual clutches that’d make the author of the Kama Sutra blush, ten
photos in all without date stamps or other identifiers, likely
homemade.

Before dying Danny had apologized, now he
understood what for.
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