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Memorial Arena on the campus of U.C. Santa Christa had not changed in the years I'd been away. It still smelled like floor polish and competition. The hardwood gleamed like a California sunset. I stopped at the edge and removed my shoes before stepping onto the court on which my girlfriends and I had left so much sweat and tears.
From the tip-off circle with the letters "S.C." in gold and black, I could look up at the banks of seats rising steeply in a horseshoe shape, the top rows deep in shadow. A banner hung from the big scoreboard over the center of the floor. The banner said, "NCAA Women's Western Regional." The field was down to sixteen; round three of the Big Dance.
That much was new.
Carol Onofrido, head coach of the U.C. Santa Christa Golden Panthers, joined me at the circle. The click of her heels on the hardwood preceded her.
She said, "Val Lyon. It's good to see you after how many years?"
"Sixteen," I said, turning to the sound of her voice. "You're looking good, Carol."
She had on a black Chanel suit that showed her to be still as trim as her playing days. Her hair, however, had lightened in the intervening years. It was now a shade lighter than the floor. L'Oreal, probably. As the likely coach of the year, she was worth it.
She said, "What made you change your mind?"
"I think you know, Carol."
A week earlier, Carol had reached me by phone at my one-woman private investigation office with a surprising offer.
"Assistant coach," she said.
"Carol, my business is detecting."
"I know. I need a detective, but my Athletic Director would have a cow. I have an opening for assistant coach."
"I know zip about coaching."
"You know the game. The University would love it. Former star returning to help her Alma Mater. Val, we have a problem and I need your help."
I listened to her problem. Some stalkers had targeted two of the players. I suggested she go to the police, but Carol was sure there was more to it than simple stalking.
At first I refused, but after two days of beating myself up about it, I told her I'd take the job. It was not about getting back into basketball, not even about helping my former team. In the end it was unfinished business with Carol.
So now, here I was, officially an assistant coach of the Golden Panthers, working for the woman who had been my nemesis. Sixteen years ago our teams met in the last game of the season tied for first place in the Pacific Coast Conference. Carol and I were both in reach of the conference scoring record. At the end of the game, her team had the championship and Carol had the record.
Carol looked thoughtful. "I've been thinking about our game," she said.
Funny, calling it our game because that was how I remembered it, too. "What about it, Carol?"
"When we took the floor that night, I remember standing where we are now and looking over at you. I felt . . . sad."
"Sad?" A lump, like a golf ball, worked its way into my throat.
"Sad and disappointed. The cast on your hand, the look on your face. You wanted the game as badly as I did. With you out of it, I was cheated."
"You have the record," I said. Bitterness filled my mouth with a taste like dry ashes, surprising me in its intensity. "You beat a good team."
"Yes, but could I have beaten you?"
I said, "I don't think you could."
Carol smiled. "But you hope to find out for sure."
I slipped my shoes on, bringing me up to her height. "I'm only here for the Dance," I said.
We walked over to the sideline. Carol moved with the long, confident stride of a woman who owns the house. I matched her step for step.
"Can you believe it?" she said. "Did you ever think we'd get here?"
"I'd have taken religious vows to get to the Dance."
Getting to the Dance was the forbidden dream. In our day, the Dance was stag. The only athletes who made it were the ones with the broken chromosomes. The rest of us, with all the Xs, had our noses pressed to the glass.
Carol sat in one of the sideline chairs. I took the one beside her. She said, "It might be a short run if we don't solve this problem with the girls."
"Who are the targets?"
"Beth Milgrim and Terri Pryor. You're familiar with Beth, of course."
How could I not be? Beth Milgrim was Santa Christa's senior guard and scoring leader. In the last game of the regular season, she scored 34 points to break the school record for points in a season — a record owned, until then, by yours truly.
I knew less about Terri Pryor. From the media guide, I'd gleaned that she was a sophomore who'd suffered a knee injury and hadn't played much.
Carol said, "Beth reminds me of you, the way you played." She gave me a knowing look. "On and off-court," she added.
"What does that mean?"
"You can't deny you had a rep, Val."
Trash talk. You'd think the statute of limitations would have run out on it. "I always brought my best game to the court." I said.
"I wish Beth and Terri did."
"Tell me about the stalkers, Carol."
"About two weeks ago, right at the end of the regular season, two men showed up in the athletic office looking for Beth and Terri. Real creeps, these two."
"These weren't students or alumni?"
She shook her head. "No. We have open admissions but we haven't discarded all standards.'
"Media?"
"If they can write, it's with a crayon."
Carol described the two men for me. One was young, college age. She remembered him having sloping shoulders, wearing purple windbreaker pants and a hooded sweatshirt of the same color. The hood prevented her from seeing his hair, but she thought it was close cropped.
The other man was about forty with dark hair that was styled and combed. He dressed neatly and expensively in sport coat, slacks and a golf shirt.
"He had a look. You could see it in his eyes. It was as if there was a short circuit back there."
"A look?"
"And a little scar," she said.
"On his face?"
"On his throat. It kind of peeked above the top button of his shirt, which he kept buttoned all the way up."
Something clicked in my memory and I touched the soft tissue at the base of my throat.
"Yes, right there," she said. "About the size of a dime."
Scars are not unusual in my profession. People who need my services have them in abundance — on their bodies, on their psyches, on their relationships. I couldn't put a memory tag on this one, however, so I let it go. I said, "Did you notice anything else?"
"He was mean, you know? A man who thinks rules don't apply to him. We're a no-smoking campus, but he wouldn't put out his cigarette. He started getting belligerent but when I threatened to call campus security the two of them left."
The pair had been spotted at two other times on campus. Once Carol had seen them loitering around the field house but when she approached they moved off. Another time, just three nights ago, someone matching the young guy's description was spotted trying to get into the athletic dorm. A security officer ran him off. The officer noted that he fled in a waiting Range Rover but was unable to get a license.
I said, "Any threats?"
"God, Val, their presence is threat enough. I keep thinking of Nancy Kerrigan and Monica Seles."
"What did Beth and Terri say about these guys?"
"They denied knowing them."
"Do you think they're involved in something?"
She thought a moment, then she said, "Drugs crossed my mind. I've alerted my staff to look for strange behavior. I ordered a surprise drug test last week and everybody came up clean. God, I hated to do that to these players."
"Who am I replacing, Carol?"
"Laetitia Hill," she said. "She was a graduate assistant, working on a Master's Degree. Six weeks ago she was killed in an automobile accident."
"That must have been hard on the team."
Carol nodded slowly. "Very hard."
"Any chance her death is connected to these creeps?"
Carol looked shocked. "Connected? To these men? Why would you think that?"
"First a fatal accident, then a couple of hardheads show up. It's my business to look for connections."
"Well, I doubt there's one here. We had a late game at San Jose State. It was televised — tip off at eleven."
"Why so late?"
Carol shrugged in resignation. "Network schedules. I'd just as soon not play on TV if we can't get prime time. Eleven on the West Coast is two in the morning on the East Coast."
"Nobody's going to see you."
"Precisely. When we have a late game, we stay over and come back the next day. Laetitia decided to drive back alone because she had an exam in the morning. She left right after the game. The police say she fell asleep at the wheel, crossed the center line into the path of a pickup. It happened near Lakeville."
On the flight to Santa Christa, I'd read the Sports Illustrated story about the team's extraordinary season. There had been a brief paragraph about Laetitia. There was probably nothing more to the story.
Carol glanced at her watch. "We'd better get ready for practice," she said.
* * * * *
If practice was an indication, I was a long way from coach of the year. My only contribution was feeding balls on shooting drills. It wasn't until we were going to the locker room that I had a chance to pull Beth Milgrim aside and talk to her.
Beth had a square-jawed face with a dark, serious expression. Her big hands and long legs made her a natural. On the court she had impressed me with her agility and aggression. I'd never been very analytical about my own abilities, so it was hard for me to see the similarities that Carol had seen, but watching her I felt an excitement I hadn't had since leaving the game.
I said, "Beth! Hey, congratulations on breaking my record." I put a wry smile on my face. "I thought it would stand a hundred years, at least."
She gave my hand a quick shake. "Yeah, well listen, don't take this personally, Coach, but I made it my goal to break it."
"It's good to have goals," I said.
"You're taking Laetitia's place?"
"I'll try. You two were close?"
"She was my friend," she said, turning towards the locker room.
"Beth, can I ask you something? Who are these men who are looking for you?"
"I have no idea," she said. "Listen, I've gotta ice down and shower."
Before she could head off, we were joined by another of the three seniors on the team. "Hi Coach," she said. "Beth, you know your leather skirt and jacket? Hey, if you're not wearing them tonight, could I? Cody wants to take me —"
Beth said, "I returned them. They didn't look good on me."
"Didn't look good? That outfit was you, girl. You said so yourself. It was hot. Your signature outfit. You were going to be married and buried in it."
"I changed my mind," Beth said. "They didn't fit." She disappeared into the locker room.
The player looked at me, confused and disappointed. "I don't believe it, Coach. She paid four hundred and fifty dollars for that outfit. She looked really, really awesome in it."
* * * * *
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