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Chapter 1
“Aw shit,” he said. Salty ocean water and gritty sand were not his style. He loved the ocean and the beach, but in pictures.
Since the body washed up on shore, however, and he wasn't normally called in to examine every dead victim; so, this one had to be bad. He decided he’d been paged only because this it was a special, and he knew it.
The Coroner had the plastic body bag in the white cargo van and it had just driven off when The Man arrived; his black loafers, black socks, dark gray suit, dark striped tie, a white on black, white button down oxford cloth shirt with no cuff links, advertised him to be the cop. Not just any cop, but a Homicide cop. Actually, the man was The Homicide cop of the San Diego Police Department.
Too many midnight lunches at places cops hung out, built a paunch he'd tried to get rid of, but it just wouldn't go away, though he wasn’t fat in the normal sense, just 20 pound overweight. He'd have to get back with his wife, he thought, get a new start, go on a diet and..., he felt an urge to belch as if to punctuate the musings.
“Hi, Jerry,” the Chief of Detectives-Homicide said to the young investigator who had just crawled out from under the yellow tape.
“Hi, boss,” Jerry said and walked away with the notepad. “What's up?” the Chief asked to Jerry's back.
The mumbled words were barely made out, “Better let Bill tell you.”
The Chief felt his cop's intuition creep up his back, the chill bumps of warning. He walked back up the hillside to his car and called on the radio, “Twelve thirty six Dee.” He kicked sand from his shoes against the door panel waiting for the dispatcher to respond.
“Twelve thirty six Dee.” “Where's Twelve fifty?”
A pause and, “Twelfth Ave and Broadway, Chief.”
“Ten four,” the Chief replied and threw his microphone onto the car seat.
He lit up the big Ford Crown Victoria, too many years old, but still hot, burned rubber out of the parking lot, and headed straight for San Diego General Hospital. His amber light on the dash board blinked to warn traffic ahead. At 0300 few cars were on the road to be alerted, however.
He still shivered from anticipation when he walked purposefully to the back door of the Emergency Room at the entrance cops used.
“Hi, big guy,” one of those police officers said as he wrote on a small spiral pad.
“Chris,” the Chief replied.
“Chief,” another acknowledged as he came out of the men's room checking his fly.
“Hey, John. How's it?”
“Fine thanks,” the cop said to the Chief's back.
He heard one turn to the other and say, “Let's be off.” The Chief walked past the glass partition separating the hallway from the severe injuries inside the room. There the Chief saw Bill talking to the doctor.
“What's goin' on Bill?” the Chief asked.
“Oh, hi,” Bill replied. There was a depression in his words and an unpleasantness about his demeanor. He appeared to try to be too nonchalant, the Chief thought.
“What's with the body?”
“We've two right now. One is an Emergency Room case. Look for yourself,” Bill said and stepped aside. The doctor did as well.
The Chief went in and saw a young black man, maybe twenty five to thirty. There were bandages around his palms, a tape on his face covered perhaps three inches of what must have been stitches. His eye was swollen from a beating. His lips were enlarged and purple from the same fight.
“He had no trauma to his knuckles,” the ER Doctor advised. The Chief noted tubes hung from every body orifice and other holes had been made from which to hang other tubes.
“He hasn't been In a fight,” the Doc added. “He was the hittee rather than the hitter.”
A cast was being wrapped around the young man's femur and a splint was being applied to the ulna. Forearm right, shinbone left, face center, head down the middle, those were the injuries the Chief noted.
Strange, he thought.
“Hematoma to the brain caused by the worst injury, the broken skull,” the Doc said behind the Chief's back. “IF,” the Doc emphasized the word, “he survives that he'll never be right. So far we haven't much luck.”
“Can he talk?”
“No,” the Doc said simply.
The young man's eyes were closed as if he were sleeping. “The obligatory blunt instrument,” Bill said.
“Well?”
“Don't recognize him.” Bill asked. “No. Should I?” the Chief wondered. “Willie Casper,” Bill said.
“Geez. That's Willie?” The Chief was amazed. But he still wondered what that had to do with Homicide and why he was here at this freakin' hour?
“Yup,” Bill said and seemed, as the Chief looked at him, straight in the eyes, to avoid the next part.
“Bad boy. He likely earned it,” the Chief said and kept riveted on Bill.
“Ain't that the truth.” It wasn't a question. “Why am I here?” the Chief asked Bill.
“A DOA,” Bill replied and ushered the Chief into the Cold Room in the basement.
The Chief never got used to dead bodies. They were his worst class in “cop school.” He'd seen them all in his career. There were some when he was a Marine Commanding Officer of an MP Company. There were others as a beat cop, not many, but a few. And there were considerably more when he was a Homicide Inspector. But now, as the Chief of Detectives-Homicide, he saw fewer. However, it never got easier.
The technician attempted to show the Chief a polaroid, as instructed, but Chief Nojima pushed it away. He was filled with a terror of what he might see, but couldn’t resist seeing.
The refrigerator drawer on the wall was pulled out. White female, read the tag on the pale toe, nail painted a redish color. The three by five card hung limply.
“Take it easy Chief,” Bill said from behind.
Once more that “uh oh” feeling swept over Chief Nojima. Bill pulled the sheet down.
The chills ran again, only this time the Chief stepped back and reached for the examining table. He couldn't stand up. His whole body structure drained from him. He thought he was boneless.
Bill seemed to anticipate the fall as he grasped the Chief and lowered him to the floor gently.
“Chief!” Bill slapped his face lightly, but firmly. “Chief!” Bill said again. “Come on Greg. Come on. Snap out of it,” Bill called.
Greg folded. He rolled over and Bill watched Greg do a push up to get standing, holding on to the wall. The wall wouldn't hold him either, it appeared, as he slid down and stayed on his knees, his hands and knees, while he shook his head like a big dog fresh from a hose down.
“Chief!” Bill pushed the alarm button by the Exit door. After what he thought was an eternity, but in reality only a few seconds, an orderly came. A nurse followed a few paces behind. The orderly helped the Chief get straight on the floor. The nurse held an ampoule out, broke it, and stuck it under the Chief's nose.
“Whew,” he said and shook his head violently. “Get that shit outta here!”
Bill relaxed. The Chief was back among the living now.
Chief Nojima felt his head spin, recalled how he thought the wall was made of rubber, and that woman stuck that nauseating crap under his nose.
“Get that shit out of here!” he yelled. He thought he yelled it enough times for her to get the message, but she kept waving it at him.
She stopped and looked into his eyes, the ampoule at the ready. He wondered if he blinked would she swipe it at him again.
“I'll be fine now,” he said. This was the worst he'd ever been with a body. Of course none of the others had ever been his daughter.
Chapter 2
“You sure?” Bill asked.
“Yeah,” the Chief said as he leaned against the wall of the Morgue and recovered from the shock and that damned stuff the woman made him breathe.
“It's Deanne,” he admitted and began to cry little weepy sobs.
“Let's get him out in the hall,” the nurse said softly. The or derly brought in a wheelchair.
The long fingered youth, the woman, and Bill hefted Greg into the imitation-leather seat. He tried to help, but didn't seem to be able to get his feet to keep the floor from sliding under him.
Someone was adjusting the feet platforms. Greg didn't look down, but kept his eyes closed; inside his eyelids he watched the pulled back sheet reveal Deanne's face. Over and over the memory ran as if it were a continuous-reel film.
“Take him to the ER,” Bill suggested. “I'll be with him,” the nurse advised.
“I'll be fine. Just let me walk,” Greg said and tried to disengage his body from the chair. Hands held him in.
“No,” the nurse said in his ear. “You just stay there.” After a moment, the elevator ride, and bright lights of the hallway on the first floor, Greg said, “Bill, tell me what happened.”
“We don't know much. We found the black kid on the beach. He was bleeding and beat up. You saw it,” Bill said. He coughed. “We found her in the sand in the surf line.”
“Call her mother.”
“They just got Deanne here. I'll take care of it right now,” Bill said and walked away.
Bill put his notepad under his arm and retrieved the address book from his inside coat pocket. He fingered through it to N and looked down the short list. Alicia Nojima.
He talked to her for less than a minute, hung up, and looked back to Greg; Bill nodded and Greg returned the nod.
Bill was somber and stern.
asked.
“Get her.” Greg asked, knowing the answer and dreading it. “She's on her way.”
“Thanks,” Greg said and lay his head back.
“You sure you want to be here when she shows up?” Bill “Better be, don't you think?”
“I don't know. I know she hates your guts and she's likely to blame this on you,” Bill advised.
“Oh, she's not that bad,” Greg said and wrinkled his nose. “Get serious, Greg. Get that shit about 'getting back togeth er' out of your thick skull. She hates your guts and wouldn't let you in for peanut butter and jelly if you were starving to death. It's been two years. She doesn't want anything to do with you. If you can't see it, man, you're just blind,” Bill said.
Greg thought about it for a second and realized that might have been the longest speech Bill ever made. Might have been im portant to him, Greg thought, to say those things. And Bill was probably right.
“Why, we talked just last week,” Greg said and protested the characterization of his investigator.
“How long?” Bill asked.
“Oh, I donno. Maybe thirty seconds,” Greg said. “Kinda short, wasn't it?”
“Yeah,” Greg agreed.
“What'd she say?” Bill asked, almost as if he knew the an swer.
“She wanted me to 'Eat shit!',” Greg confessed with a grin. “Figgers,” Bill said and continued to write in his notebook.
That seemed to cease all further comments about Alicia and Greg.
“How'd my daughter die?” Greg wanted to know after a moment.
“We'll have to let the Coroner tell us,” Bill said. He added, “Some marks. Nothing I can tell right now about them, though.”
Greg started to weep again. Not huge sobs or moans, but a quiet stream of tears; it seemed his eyes leaked. He wiped them, but they wouldn't stay dry. He felt so sad.
“Can I take you home?” Bill asked.
“Nah. I got the car. She's coming. I'll just hang around,” Greg told him.
“Forget it Greg. She doesn't want you around. She's gonna have enough trouble without you makin' her miserable,” Bill tried some more.
“Yeah, I guess,” Greg relented, somewhat reluctantly. “She's vindictive. You're right.”
The orderly, the nurse, and the Inspector all helped Greg out of the wheelchair and they husbanded him down the hallway to the hospital cafeteria, which, it seemed, remained open all night for anyone who wanted something. Greg knew this might be the busiest hospital in the city. The University of California Hospital on the hill could be the only busier one. The shootings and stabbings were so many the University asked the City General to take some of the load.
“Coffee?” the nurse asked. “Yeah,” Greg said with a sigh. “How?”
“Hot, black, and bitter,” he said, but failed to add the admonition, 'just like my women.' He didn't have any women.
She brought the cups to the table and sat with him. “Good stuff at oh three hundred,” he said.
“Isn’t decafe,” she told him. She asked, “You gonna be okay?”
“Yeah. It's just that when you lose your only kid....”
“I don't have any kids, but I can imagine,” she said softly. “Well, I lost her to everything else long ago and this was not unexpected if I were to be honest with myself,” Greg said and felt he'd been way too honest with himself all night. “If it wasn't this it would have been something else.”
“Oh?”
“Was a certain thing,” he said.
The nurse sipped her coffee and set the mug down. He just stared at his. Just stared and stared. Nothing to say. She didn't seem to want to intrude.
He pushed his feet out and his six foot three frame stretched under the table. His shirt stretched over his beginning-to-get-rotund body. The Chief pulled himself back upright and straightened the tie the nurse had loosened in the cold Morgue.
They began to chat idly. She didn't ask any more about the comment.
“I've got to go,” she said finally and looked to her watch. Or looked at her watch and said it. He wasn't sure which.
“Thanks for talking to me,” Greg told her.
She had a broad smile, her freckles seemed to dance, her raven's wing black hair had little shimmers of light in it.
He thought, out of melancholy for a brief moment, nice tits. But, he asked, “See you again?”
“I'm here every night,” she advised and he wasn't sure it was an invitation or a statement of fact.
“Except?” he wondered. “Monday, Tuesday, and Friday?” “Ten hour days,” he said.
She agreed.
“I'm Greg Nojima,” he said as he realized they had not ever introduced themselves.
“Mary Nakamura,” she told him. “San-sei?”
“Yeah. You?”
“San-sei,” he said and nodded.
Still out of his melancholy for the time being, he thought as she walked away, nice ass.
Alica arrived. His wife. Ex-wife. She apparently saw the polaroids of the body and made a grand scene. She cried and pounded the wall. Her eyes blew red and the deep dark circles accentuated what must have been pain and loss. She wept. Someone helped her to the couch in the ER waiting lounge. She wept more. There she created discomfort for those who didn't have as much loss to mourn.
“Nojima!” He heard her yell. “That's the bastard that did it. He's the one. If he hadn't walked out on us!” she screamed. It was n't true that he'd walked out, but it made no difference. He thought about a sharp rebuttal and decided he'd be pissing against the wind and it would do no good. “If he'd only been a cop with balls. He's the fault of all this. Nojima! You're a shit!” Alicia screamed louder.
She coughed a deep wracking sob and looked around. Everyone seemed to be paying attention to her.
Greg focused on Alicia as she turned toward him, “I knew it would happen someday!”
He merely looked at his ex-wife. He didn't know anything else to do. She was obviously not going to take any comfort from him. He felt a shrug coming on, but he didn't. He turned away to avoid her seeing it.
Her tears had trickled and her eyes were red. She had a puffy face and he was sorry for her, but he couldn't do anything about it. He wouldn't. She'd have to work through this all on her own.
“Thought you might like to say something to him,” someone, likely Bill, said.
Greg looked back through the window of the cafeteria and watched as Alicia rubbed her eyes, her long red fingernails sparkled in the fluorescent lights. She rubbed her eyes redder than they were. She clearly tried to wipe the water away, but it was a flood which wouldn't stop.
“Fuck him!” she screamed and walked out the door. Greg thought she went to do her own private grieving.
Outside she stopped and Greg saw her shake her fists at the sky. Alicia's voice came through the doorway, baffled, but clear, “That goddamned Nojima bastard!”
“Whew,” the Emergency Room Doctor said as she walked up beside him.
“Yeah,” Greg said.
“She's hard on herself,” the doctor said.
“I'd have thought she would have asked, 'Why?',” he said, always the detective. “Or, 'What happened?',” he added.
“She knows I'll call and tell her,” Bill said. “Or my wife?” The doctor looked at him with raised eyebrows.
“His wife's the Assistant Pathologist in the Coroner's office,” Greg told her.
“Ah,” the doctor said.
“Dead bodies and all that paperwork go past her desk,” Bill said.
The two watched through the doors as Alicia got into the Cadillac.
“This one especially bad?” the doctor asked.
“Well,” Greg turned to her, “we'll find out, won't we?” She looked at him with a strange expression of confusion and interest. He didn't have any thoughts about her tits or ass, he realized.
Not losing my sensitivity to that sort of thing, am I? he wondered.
The Viet youngster looked across the table to his parents. His hair longer than his father's, or his mother's for that matter. He pomaded it. He leaned on his elbows and sucked the hot tea in.
“Where were you last night, Liang?”
“Out,” he said simply. He didn't want to be impertinent, but he didn't want to answer it either.
“You came home so late,” his mother said patiently. “You do not get enough sleep to be able to stay awake in school.”
They chatted in Vietnamese. Their dialect was midlands. The boy was born in the U.S., twenty three years ago, but still, he had a slight accent. Most of his friends were born in the States and some had no accent as the “natives” who brought the language of Vietnam with them.
Liang came as a warrior might, a difficult birth and strong lungs screaming his defiance; his mother believed in the omen and told everyone. His father said it was the will of the Gods. They both were well-grounded in the old ways though the new regime had tried to cleanse their minds of the past.
“School has become an insult,” he said. “They do not understand the nature of our culture and our race. They make it more and more difficult for me to accept their slanted views.”
“The country is strange to us also,” his mother tried to mollify her son's aggressive attitude. “We are used to being free and less controlled in our land. We are simple people and put in a crowded city. It is difficult on all of us.”
“Yeah,” Liang said in English. “Tough,” he added with a snide tone. He slurped at his tea and thought about all the things he needed to do today. He'd have to make provisions for some of his friends to drive themselves. He thought about how busy he would be.
“Liang?”
“Yes, mother,” he said softly with respect.
“What did you do last night?” she asked once more. “Nothin' much,” he replied in English. He reverted to Viet namese, “Just drove around.”
“Why do you drive around?”
“That's what I do,” he said with a nonchalant shrug. The beeper made a noise. He looked down and saw the number. He'd have to go. He picked up the paper, the neighborhood Vietnamese-language gossip he called it.
“See ya. Gotta flash,” he said in English.
He buttoned his leatherette jacket at his waist and billowed out the top. He attached the telephone beeper to his belt. He put the red kerchief around his head and walked out the door. His pointed toe shoes with the silver trim clacked on the pavement.
Liang knew his father wasn't happy with his appearance. The parent was being American-parental and tried so hard and so often it was like a ritual. Liang knew his mother was disappointed that he wasn't on his way to school. She said, also as a ritual, that no one went to school in an outfit like that.
He clicked the starter on his low-riding truck; it was black with dark windows. He slouched in the seat and as he backed out of the double locked and alarmed garage he looked for the tele phone pole behind him; he thought he would die if he scratched the highly polished and lacquered paint.
He kept close watch on the sides and to the back for anyone who might be following. His truck was unusual enough and many of his associates, as he called them, looked out for his safety. He took the cellular phone from the cradle under the dash and punched the number in the memory.
“Yo!” Liang called when the line was answered at the other end.
“Sorry to bother you,” the caller said. “Nothin' to it, boss,” Liang replied.
“We've got a bit of a problem,” the man he called boss said. “What happened?”
“Someone iced Willie Casper last night,” the man said.
“Gee, man, I’m so sorry. I wish I could feel bad about it,” Liang replied unsympathetically.
“His mother probably thought so.”
“Yeah. Sorry. I should show more respect to the dead,” Liang said.
“Well it's even worse.”
“Anything would be worse than that,” Liang said without any of the mentioned respect.
“Greg Nojima's daughter got it too,” the man said.
“No shit! Sorry,” Liang said and he was truly sorry. He didn't know the girl, but he had met the Chief. “Know anything?”
“Nope,” the man said simply.
“I'll get on it,” Liang said. He further expressed his sympathies and dialed another number.
“Narcotics. Sergeant Newsome.”
“Sarge, I'll be on the two deaths from last night,” he said. “Right,” the Sarge said. “I’ve got two others assigned, but you’re okay working it.”
“Anything you want to tell me about Greg's daughter?” “Nothing yet,” he said. “But as soon as I know I will.” “Call me,” Liang directed, but not with disrespect. “Gotcha,” the Sarge said. He added a question, “You know how to get me at home, doncha?” “Right,” Liang said.
Liang, no one every called him anything except Liang though his full name was Ny Yu Phyu Liang, pushed the Off button and drove up to the northern section of town, University City, and cruised by the high school. Several members of gangs drove low-riding trucks and cars on the streets nearby; they were forbidden to enter school property. The principal didn't like it when they cruised. He said it made trouble. But the joy-boys were careful to stay on public roads and he could do nothing except alert the Police Department “George” units, what they called a School Detail, and ask them to keep after, “...the little creeps.”
And just as Liang made his third pass of the school zone, ripping rpms on the sewing machine sounding motor with the muffler which made it sound very powerful when it was, actually, a mere 300 horsepower V-6 with cold air injection, supercharged and nitro fed fuel system. It attracted attention. He saw another low-rider pull into the Arco gasoline station on the corner. He punched the memory button once more to make a call.
“One eleven George?” the dispatcher called.
“One eleven George,” the uniform police officer replied. “Respond with One Eleven King to a four fifteen fight at the corner of Genesee Avenue and Governor Drive. Reporting party advises several j's involved in fight with knives and sticks.”
“Ten four,” the George unit responded and he heard the King unit reply with the same acknowledgement.
The George unit had been walking the halls of the high school on his way out after a meeting with the principal; the police officer had stopped a few little pushes and shoves there. Now he ran out the door, past several students who stopped to stare after him. The King car, a two man patrol, advised they were, “...one minute out.”
The George said into his portable radio he was, “...ten ninety seven from a block.”
The rumble wasn't. It was a bunch of kids pushing and shoving. One or two were more serious and into faces of their opponents. The George car pulled into the parking lot; the officer got out and ran to the closest pair.
“Okay, you two. Knock off the shit right now!”
The King unit pulled in right after. The pair of officers ran to the black truck and stopped the leather clad young man who ran to it, obviously trying to escape.
“All right,” one of the officers said loud enough to be heard over the noise of noisy youngsters in the driveway, “against the car.”
Several of the others walked casually, all too casually, on their way down the steep hill to the school. There were a few who hung about; they didn't want to leave; they weren't due in school yet. If things held to pattern, they'd wait to see the cops in action.
“Everyone off the station property. Everyone back to school. Everyone clear out!”
The George unit yanked at the one he collected. When they arrived at the police cruiser he yelled, “Sit there! And behave yourself!”
“Piss on you,” Liang said with a snarl so anyone close could hear him disrespect the officer.
“I'll piss on you,” the policeman said, pushed Liang into the side of the black and white car, and ran hands over Liang, ostensibly to check for weapons.
Liang spit in the street. The girl who seemed to be Liang's friend came over and scowled. She kicked at the cop's car.
“Go to school,” he told her. “In your ass, cop.”
“You get outta here or I'll bust you for interference with a police officer and his duty,” the George officer said.
She too spit on the pavement and swung her tightly packed into jeans ass down the hill to the low white building.
“Easy, Eddy,” Liang said and grimaced as the officer put cuffs on his wrists.
“Sorry,” the George officer said softly and loosened the manacles. He began to write, or tried to appear to write, in a notebook.
“Police brutality!” Liang yelled. The two men from the King unit walked over. They had released their detainee and were on their way to help Eddy.
“Get in there, asshole!” the tall one said and pushed Liang into the back seat.
The other got into the front seat and looked through the cage. “You okay?”
“Yeah. Fine Connor,” Liang said and smiled.
“Well, that's too bad,” Connor replied. “You undercover assholes get treated like primadonas. Time to make it tough on you,” he said, but smiled to soften the teasing.
“Thanks a lot,” Liang said. He added, “Asshole.” “When you gonna let me come with you undercover?”
“Never. You couldn't stand the pain of handcuffs,” Liang said with a grin.
The other car door opened and Eddy, the George unit, leaned in. “You get your shit straight, buddy!” he yelled. “You belong in school, dirt bag! You get busted you'll never amount to anything!” Eddy screamed at Liang.
“Yassa bossman,” Liang said in his most contrite and insolent tone.
Eddy continued, he seemed to be enjoying the charade, “You scuz buckets all act like you be bad. We be bad. Not you! You get it in this car again it's jail!” Eddy said loudly.
“Thank you officer. I'll do my best to straighten up my life and get on the path to do goody two shoe things. Can I get outta here and do my service to the com-fuckin'-unity?”
“Certainly, my son,” Eddy said and unlocked the cuffs. “Go in peace and don't fuck that girl too much.”
Liang laughed and said quietly, “She's jail bait, bud. No way I'm boinkin' that thing.”
Eddy slammed the door after Liang got out. “He need anything?” Eddy asked Connor.
“I donno. Lemme check with Smitty.”
“All I know is Deanne Nojima used to go to school here. She shacked up in University City someplace. Someone here may know something,” Smith said.
“Did the someones talk?” Liang asked. “Not yet,” Connor and Smith said together. “Lemme see what I can find,” Liang said. “Thanks,” they all said.
“Lemmee take you to school and see what we can find out,” Eddy said.
Liang knew to act bad and be a bad dude in the presence of any students who might be watching.
“Maybe that Casper and Deanne did each other,” Eddy of fered.
“I'll see what's on the jungle drums,” Liang said and got out of the car. As they walked into the corridors he told Eddy, “I'll get with June and see wha'zup.”
The tight pants girl walked up to the door of the school and asked, “You gonna let him go?”
“Not unless he promises to be a good boy,” Eddy said.
“He's good. He's really good,” she pouted and made a sexually explicit tongue movement with her mouth. “He's gooder than you'll ever be. Ever hope to be,” she added.
“Listen, you little twit. You get into that school and maybe you'll turn into a woman. Otherwise you'll end up dead,” Eddy warned.
“Deanne Nojima,” Liang said.
“What happened,” she asked seriously.
“She floated in on last night's tide,” Eddy told her. “You serious?” she gasped.
“As cholera,” Eddy said softly and Liang nodded agree ment.
“Let him go pig bucket,” she said in a harsh tone as two kids walked past watching the three of them.
“After I take him to the office,” Eddy said and tugged on Liang's arm. After everyone disappeared from the hallway except the three of them Eddy said, “Lady, I'd like to kiss you right here.”
“Mister, I'd like that,” she said. “How about tonight?” he asked.
Liang seemed the odd man out of the conversation. “Well, if you insist,” she said and pouted.
He looked around to check if anyone was watching, and patted her ass.
“Watch it,” she said, but smiled at the affection. “You're my wife. I can pat your ass,” the cop said. “Undercover it might not be a good idea to be seen pushin' the limits of my passion,” she said and made another sexually explicit mouth shape at him.
Liang turned his back as he was obviously embarrassed by their display.
Chapter 3
Greg Nojima stood in the bathroom and shaved the last of the fur off his face. He was sure something horrible grew on his tongue, but it didn't show. He never did have much of a face beard, but enough stubble appeared he needed to nick at them.
Greg was the third san-sei son of Alfred and Fern Nojima who were Ni-sei from Hawaii; they had settled in San Diego with their small family.
Greg quickly grew to huge size. He dwarfed his two older brothers; both were five seven and 150 pounds, soaking wet. They claimed it was the sunshine and Greg claimed it was good bull-shit from his service in the Marine Corps after he graduated from San Diego State University.
His wife Alicia, a pretty Hispanic heritage daughter of a politically and socially active attorney was pregnant almost before they left the altar of the Episcopal church in La Jolla.
She and Greg had taken their honeymoon in Acapulco. She liked Greg from the minute she saw him, she said, but never loved him. They were divorced seventeen years later. He spent six years as a Marine Corps Lieutenant and Captain and was on short list for Major when he decided to resign his commission; which, Alicia told everyone who would listen, she had hated. She added, more often than not during the conversations, what she hated even more, the thirteen years as a cop and the last four as Chief of Detectives Homicide.
The acrimony never ceased as she kept at him to make a life. She was self-indulgent and with the baby she lived off her fa ther and mother for years. When Deanne grew to high school age, Alicia moved out to live on her own, but never separated far from Daddy and Mommy who were her source of those self-indulgent creature comforts.
Alica had many boy/men friends and stayed in various stages of stupor from drunk and drugged to complete unconsciousness for nearly ten of the seventeen years she and Greg were married. Over the last four years the drunk-drugged-unconscious state was nearly constant, Greg knew; but, like anyone closely involved, he denied there was trouble.
Greg tried, after filing for divorce, to get Alicia the help she needed to recover. He would have liked for Deanne to come live with him, however that never worked either. He was always busy and her mother was always somewhere else.
Deanne wouldn't live with his parents. They, she claimed, were too strict Orientals.
Deanne had good enough grades in school, but she was sexually active at the age of 14. She started using stimulants at 15. She graduated to LSD and other hallucinogens by 16. She complained she was alone and “...no one cared.”
“That's crazy,” Greg told her. “If you weren't so high all the time you would recognize it for what it was, a silly statement.” He instantly regretted the confrontation.
Cocaine became a habit by the time Deanne was 17 and before she died Greg was sure she was using heroin.
He wouldn't have been surprised if she'd been shooting paint thinner and smoking meth. He tried to help, but nothing seemed to work, even The Hills drug rehab center was a failure in her case. The counseling was a waste of time, it appeared. She did exactly what she wanted and never came to grips with whatever problem she had.
She died.
Greg Nojima joined the Marines just after he graduated from San Diego State University. He played college football and Olin Thom p s on was a “prospect.” It never worked out for him, however, so he applied and was accepted for the Marine Corps’ Platoon Leaders Course. He stayed his six years and left with the silver bars of his Captaincy in tact, but not satisfied that his wife was so angry.
Greg served as Platoon Leader at Camp Pendleton and in Hawaii and for a year on Okinawa. His wife didn't care for his duty at any of the stations he was assigned, however, she never went to any of them to see. She stayed with her parents when he was out of the country.
The Nojima's had a little house in Vista, forty plus miles north of San Diego, for the year he was at Camp Pendleton. There appeared to be nothing for Alicia to do except clean diapers, wash and starch his clothes, let him make sex with her, and expect him home when he got there, and not before.
He returned from his service years and applied to the San Diego Police Department. He was, as usual for almost anything and any position he applied, accepted. Everyone accepted Greg, well, with the exception of his father-in-law. Other than that Greg was considered “acceptable.”
As a matter of fact, he was more than that, he was unusually qualified for almost everything he did, and he did everything well. Greg's mother-in-law hoped he would go back to school and get the law degree required to go into business with Alazando, Herrera, and Cuprick. His father-in-law, Clinton Alazando, had a deep and abiding love for his daughter and would have accepted the san-sei if it was her wish. He was no a racist. If he had been he would not have accepted Israel Cuprick.
Would he?
Typically Nojima's cop marriage died after the third year on the force. He made a try for ten more years. She claimed he'd been “too busy.” To some extent that was true. He liked being a cop and spent more time doing his job well than doing his marriage. His wife and child took that as rejection. His wife inculcated that to their daughter.
He loved being a cop. It was certainly more stimulating than his wife was. She could give him an erection and the police department couldn't. But that was about it. She gave him no satisfaction, however, he felt being a policeman gave him the satisfaction he needed.
As few erections as she gave him the cops were much more fun.
And the men in his units supported him. She never could, and she complained constantly about being abandoned.
No wonder, he thought, I liked being a cop better than being with her.
Chapter 4
“Law offices,” the receptionist didn't state which one when she answered the telephone.
“Clinton Alazando, please,” Greg said.
“Mister Alazando is out of the office today. He won't be back until tomorrow,” the sweet voice said.
“This is Greg Nojima.”
“Oh yes, Chief. Mister Alazando will have to call you back,” she corrected her previous statement.
“Thanks. He has my office number,” Greg reminded the girl.
They hung up. Greg liked all the women there. He liked all women, as he thought about it. Some he liked more than others. He liked the current receptionist about as well as any he'd met. He wondered if Clinton was boinking her like he did most of the babes he hired. He had it in 'em as, or before, he signed their employment contracts, Greg thought. If they complained or registered with the state's Fair Employment Practices that they were sexually harassed he would counter that they had stronger prejudices against working for a Mexican-American law firm. It would be her word that he'd busted her alleged cherry against his power and influence as well as his Mexican-American heritage. Actually, there was no truth to the rumor his family had wet backed across the border. That story was fostered by the attorney Alazando as a heroic tale of struggle and relentless striving. The facts were somewhat different. He was the product of a long long line of people who lived in California, particularly San Diego, some thousand years, perhaps even five thousand. His family were descended from a tribe of Indians known as the La Jollas.
In any case, an attempt to discredit him, true or not, would end up pitting a pretty girl against a large man with power and wealth. The case usually took a slightly substantial check to return things to normal before they got blown out of proportion, so to speak.
Greg called his former mother-in-law and explained to the housekeeper he needed to discuss something private with Mrs. Alazando.
“She already knows, Chief. Alicia has been here,” the woman explained. She had always liked Greg Nojima, it seemed.
“Wouldn't have it any other way,” Greg told her. “Well sir, if you still want to talk to her...,“ “I'd rather come over,” he said.
“They're going to the funeral home to make arrangements in an hour or so.”
He drove the big Ford Crown Victoria fairly fast on Interstate 5 north, took the La Jolla Road cut to La Jolla Shores Drive past Scripps Oceanographic Institute. The attorney Alazando had a beautiful home, worth more than mere millions, near the Scripps pier. He had parties on a balcony from which, he claimed, he could see Hawaii on a clear day. That always brought a laugh from the admiring groups.
Greg opened his car door just as the garage door rose. He hoped to see Mrs. Alazando alone. The Lincoln Town Car was about to leave. He walked over and smiled down at Alicia who was on the driver's side.
She could, but didn't, ignore him. “You bastard,” she spit. “It's your fault you know.” She rolled the window back up.
Greg Nojima merely stood there shaking his head. He knew he had nothing to respond except vituperation and that would solve no problem.
Mrs. Alazando laid a hand on Alicia's arm and they waited while Greg walked around to the other side of the car.
“Your husband's new receptionist informed me you were home,” he said easily.
“No need to be cute, Greg,” Mrs. Alazando snarled. “We're leaving. Something I can do for you?”
“Just wanted to stop by and offer my condolences and tell you we'll get to the bottom of this case as quickly as at all possible,” he said seriously. He knew, though, that the longer after forty eight hours they were the more difficult it would be to solve the case.
“I'm sure you will,” she said and with no further hesitation she electrically disconnected him by rolling up her window.
He said things they could not hear, obviously. He watched as they barely missed his cruiser and pulled into traffic on La Jolla Shores Boulevard.
He liked that Lincoln; he thought it was luxury, true luxury. Drops of condensation from the muffler spattered as the car accelerated away.
“Mister Nojima,” the housekeeper said from the front door. “They'll be gone for some time. Why don't you come have a cup of coffee?”
“I'd like that Sarah,” he said.
They went inside and sat in the alcove to the covered porch. They watched the boats cut silver streaks in the water close as well as far out to sea. He loved this view. He often wished he'd taken the good counselor at his word for the position with the firm. Greg thought, though not with regret, thinking of the title Alazando Herrera Cuprick and Nojima, Attorneys at Law. It was a catholic statement of racial and ethnic harmony. Greg wondered if he'd be able to dork some of the receptionists the other three didn't.
The memories of the old Marine Corps Hymn, unofficial of course, “My name is Tom Taylor, my dork is a whaler...,” came back to him. He chuckled and realized this was a more than solemn occasion.
“Funny?” Sarah asked as she set out the pot on the kitchen counter and pushed a large mug across. UCSD, it said on the side.
“Nope,” he replied.
“You laughed,” she accused.
“Did I?” He smiled at her. “I just sometimes think of things and they inspire a certain levity. It is a defense mechanism I've been told. Relieves the stress. In this case it relieves the pain of loss.”
“Well, levity on the day of your daughter's death,” she began and didn't continue, but there was a note of censure.
“Excuse me, Sarah, but that was uncalled for,” he chided, but not with any heat or anger.
“Yes,” she muttered and sipped her own coffee.
“Sara, you know she was bound to trouble and even an early death of some sort of violence. When she started her escapades it was almost a self-fulfilling wish.”
“We prayed,” she said and reached up to touch the crucifix at her neck. “Mister Alazando was more than hopeful. He prayed every Sunday in church,” Sarah said.
Greg almost choked on the thought of the slimy weasel even in church, much less praying, but the Chief kept his thoughts to himself.
“He was good to her,” Greg said. “He was good to me, too,” she said.
Greg wanted to tell her why. She was a big motherly woman who the lawyer had never had any intention to bounce. Greg wanted to explain to her about all the women Clinton had been with. All the creatures of different size, color, style, and packaging. That was the word Greg thought most appropriate, packaging.
The police files were an inch thick with investigations which gathered information tangential to Alazando. Clinton, it seemed, thought of the girls as a gift, or packages. He became a package person as soon as his father passed the lawyer business down to his son. Clinton would use the girls as if they were Christmas presents and toss them aside as he'd done all his toys. And they were girls, not women. He'd discard them when new packages arrived. At least that was what the investigators found when they probed into the claims. Greg had read the reports, partly from curiosity and partly from his job and partly from family skeletons in the closet.
Now, drinking coffee and contemplating what happened, he recalled events long past about Deanne and they came to him so vividly he thought he could reach out and touch the images.
Early that morning nearly four years ago Deanne had left home for school. At the station Greg had put his uniform on, dressed the belts, the cartridge case, the cuffs, and the other leather things. He took all this from his locker on the door of which was a picture of his wife and daughter. He'd taped it there when he made Sergeant. Deanne had been 5 in the picture. Greg had been with the department for eleven years. He had carried the photo as a reminder of family. Now Deanne was 15, it was her birthday. She was just as independent at 5 as she was at 15.
He drove his supervisory car onto the streets and began his patrol.
“Six ten Sam.” The dispatcher interrupted his thoughts. “Six ten...,” he responded.
“Desk call. Use 7531,” the radio said.
“Ten four,” he replied easily and pulled into the service sta tion at the corner of Point Loma Boulevard and Nimitz Drive. He didn’t want to use a phone while driving, so he used the cell phone where he parked.
“Greg, you got a call from your wife,” the Desk Sergeant said. “Seems Deanne ditched school and Two eleven George has her in the patrol car with him at Clairemont Mesa Boulevard and Clairemont Drive.”
“Thanks,” was all Greg could think to say.
“We've arranged for you to get a few minutes of personal time. I'm sending over a Reserve to cover while you handle this.”
“Thanks,” he said again and promised himself it would not be a habit, but he couldn't say for certain.
When Greg pulled up to the George car he asked, “What's the deal?”
“Ask her,” the George unit driver said and made a face which said, I-donno.
“I just didn't want to go to school,” Deanne said with her face down and apparently didn't want to even look at her father.
“You don't really have much choice,” Greg said. “The state requires you to spend your time there and have to.”
“And if I don't?” She now looked at him with a dare in her eyes.
“Bad stuff,” he said. “Juvy for one. Bad,” he said. “Yeah, I guess,” she replied and looked back in her lap. Greg opened her door and held out his hand. She took it and went to his car.
“What's the problem?” He felt funny, sergeant stripes and all, sitting in the car with a 15 year old. He was used to talking with much older men and women about police details and not this personal side of his own life. Cop cars didn't seem like the place for it.
“I don't have a problem. They do,” Deanne told him. “And that's it? They have this problem,” Greg said.
“You got that right,” she said and seemed a bit more defiant as the moments ticked off.
“Well, you don't got it right. I want you to go back to school and take the time to make some effort to get out and you can do what you like.”
“And what if I don't? You can't watch me every minute of the day,” she said.
“I guess I'll declare you emancipated, an uncontrollable, and leave you to do as you want. That means what it says. You can do drugs until you die. And you will,” he emphasized. He felt hopeless telling her this, predicting it, but he meant it. “You can go into prostitution and you get all the diseases that come along with it including AIDS.”
“I'll take my chances,” she said.
“How ‘bout going with me to counseling?” “No thanks,” she responded.
“You don't want to or you just won't?”
“You don't understand, do you?” she snapped at him. “Not really.”
“I don't want any help.” It was a cry for help. “I don't accept that,” Greg said softly.
“You'll just have to. You'll just have to understand that I don't give a shit. I don't want anything to do with school. I don't want anything to do with you. I don't want anything to do with mother or her family,” Deanne ticked off her list of things that bothered her.
“That's a hard attitude to take. It seems a bit sick. I think you ought to go home now and we'll talk about it later,” Greg offered.
“I'll leave again,” she threatened. “I can't do anything about it.”
“No,” she said so quickly and quietly he could barely hear “You need help,” he stated flatly. “I don't want any,” she whispered.
He was exasperated. He had nothing except force to make her do anything now. He knew that wouldn't work either. There was nothing he could do. He thought about taking her to the shrink at work. Might help. Might not, he mused. She likely wouldn't listen.
“Where are you going to stay?” he wondered. “I have friends,” she said.
“With friends who do drugs and drink all day to numb their minds against everything? That's what friends are for? And how do they pay the rent?”
“At least they're not after me all the time to do this and do that,” she accused.
He collapsed against the steering wheel. There was nothing he could say and he knew it. He could force her to go home, but she'd just jump out a window at night and end up drug pushing or whoring and he'd hate that.
“Deanne, let me make an appointment with the Department Psychologist at work.”
“You think I'm brain dead?”
“No. This is a psychologist. They talk things over. It's not like a psychiatrist who probes and gets inside your head. This is different. Psychologists help you get over hurdles,” he said trying to nudge her.
“I don't need one,” she said.
She appeared firm and inflexible. It was a trait her mother had perfected. Like a locked jaw and rigid neck, he could do nothing more.
The George car drove her back to school. She didn't walk straight home. She took the city bus to the end of the line and stood on the corner where one of the guys from the high school came along and picked her up in his beater truck. They went to another guy's house. His parents weren't home.
“Deanne, I really love you,” the boy said in passion. “Yeah, yeah. I know you do,” she said as he pushed and shoved at her breasts. She didn't really want to make out today.
She didn't feel real good. She said, “It's just I got a little cold.” She pushed him away.
“Hey, you can't leave me like this,” he said and fire raged in his eyes.
She rolled her eyes and took him out of his pants and fondled him until he came to climax. He proclaimed his eternal love for her as she wiped her hand.
“Yeah, I know,” she said, rose, went to the truck and waited for him to take her home.
Greg came home late that night. Alicia refused to make dinner any longer. She never knew when he would be home and he always forgot, or just didn't bother, to tell her when he would be coming. He thought she could at least make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.
Deanne sat in the living room fingering the pages of a magazine when Greg walked out of the bedroom in his relaxing clothes.
“You talk to the psychologist today?” Greg asked. “Yeah,” Deanne lied. “We'll be talking some more.”
Alicia sipped her drink. She usually disguised the taste with cola or lemon-lime. Today and for the last few years it was straight. She drank the best, Greg noted. Tanqueray.
“None of that cheap shit gin for me!” she shouted today. “I'll drink only the best.”
“Well, you ought to think about your brain frying on that good stuff,” Greg warned her.
“Fuck off, mister. I'll get as fried as I like and if you don't like it, go shit in your hat,” she told him.
Deanne heard them and hated the confusion. She was tired of the bickering and back biting. She didn't like the way her father was thoughtless; and, her mother was just as bad with her filthy mouth.
Deanne wanted to go on her own. She was only 15, but she felt much older. She thought she could easily make it if her mother could. No one, she thought, could be that stupid.
Deanne threw the magazine down and went to her room while her parents talked, or yelled, or whatever it was they did. She heard a bottle clatter, but it didn't break, and figured he mother had thrown it. She heard her mother complain she couldn't sleep and needed another drink.
Her father, if it was as usual, would be sitting in the living room ignoring her mother.
Deanne was unable to make any sense of all of it.
Alicia used the credit card. She became very good at it. She didn't commit adultery quite yet. The alcohol, for the time being, was enough. She decided to live for alcohol until something better came along; it was considerably cheaper than drugs, and easier to obtain without going to jail if caught with it.
Deanne, Alicia knew, was growing up too fast. Almost as if someone had given her fertilizer. Greg would know, though. The sonofabitch kept a fucking constant record. If not on a sheet of paper at least in his mind. He remembered everything. He could tell the day Deanne turned from gangly into young lady.
But while Greg studied for promotion exams everything passed him by. He told Alicia he understood her complaints, but he never seemed to do anything about them. He told her things would be better, but they were only better for him. He got promoted and she had to go along.
“Fuckin' overachievers,” she moaned into her pillow.
When Alicia had learned of Deanne's first sexual encounter, and he tried to recall just when, how long ago?, but couldn’t. Was it just last year? For once his log didn’t register that little item.
Alicia didn't like it much. It had been under a window behind a house where a boy Deanne knew lived with his parents. They had sat in the bushes, Alicia was told by the boy's mother who laid waste to the lad; they played with one another with wet tongues and hard bodies together, he was 16 and Deanne was 14. The night had been damp and the grass wet. Deanne admitted she didn't like it much, but all the girls seemed to think it was, “Bitchin'.”
Alicia almost died at the confession.
Deanne tried it again a week later after she felt better. It wasn't all that bad. But the boy was so quick it seemed a waste of time. Deanne considered that if it didn't get better than this there wasn't much to be said for sex.
One of her friends offered a double date; she knew a really “cool surfer.” Deanne wasn't permitted to date yet. At only 14 her parents still kept a close rein on her activities. But, apparently, not close enough.
Deanne didn't like getting laid the second time any better than the first or the third or the sixth. It felt all right, but the boys were so quick, they were so quick to get in and so quick to get out, it was a waste. While they were worrying her to give in they were solicitous of her feelings, touching and soothing her anxieties, and that wasn't bad. But when they were done it was another matter. And she didn't know who to ask if would get any better.
She talked with a couple of other girls in the restrooms at school and they conceded they had the same problems. Deanne wondered if someone older would know the answer, however she knew no one to confide in.
She began to turn down every quickie she was invited to and planned her next event.
The young single fellow in the neighborhood was a prospect. He'd probably not like to fuck her, she thought, if he considered her jail bait. So, she explained to him, one early evening while he was out watering his lawn, that she had a birthday coming up and would he mind if the kids used his pool. He agreed. That did it for Deanne.
Some of the people invited brought grass, some brought heavier and more powerful dooj, some brought even harder meth and one guy brought cocaine.
Don innocently, and naively, likely thought it was just a kids’ birthday party. He cooked hamburgers on his barbeque.
When the party broke up Deanne was the last to say her farewells to the young people as they left. And when Don went to discard the party debris, she helped. While he washed the few dishes the party used, she dried. After he moved the furniture back into the proper places, she vacuumed. And when he turned off the lights, she slipped into his bed.
He was livid when he discovered her. She cried and apologized. She said she didn't know what she was doing there.
“And you've been so nice to me and I don't have the right to make trouble for you,” she sobbed.
He comforted her as much as he could. But, and she knew it, he could hardly resist her body, firm and ripe to the touch. He spent an hour kissing and licking and holding. He performed for her as she expected he would. And when the orgasm came she nearly exploded.
He told her he was relieved she wasn't a virgin. He lit a doob and lay back, satisfied himself that she'd been using birth control.
“I should have used a rubber,” he said to the ceiling.
She lay beside him and finger traced marks on his chest. “It would have been better for both of us,” he added.
She thought about AIDS and considered it impossible to get it since it had only been his first time with her.
Chapter 5
“Damn!” he hissed and she wondered why he was angry. She thought not many girls have this sort of feeling at only When Deanne went home her mother had little trouble dis covering the truth. She nearly beat the girl unconscious. Alicia hit Deanne with hand, fist, broom stick, mop handle, and if a knife had been handier the mother likely would have stabbed the girl.
But Alicia had been drunk and missed her opportunity. However she wasn't drunk enough to miss blaming Greg.
“You bitch,” she accused him. “He did it. You and that bastard father of yours.” She turned to the cupboard and got out another bottle of wine, twisted the top off, and without resorting to even a glass she drank half of it from the neck.
Deanne tried to cry, but her eyes were swollen shut, her mouth was a mass of torn tissue, her cheeks were blackened, and her body was a torrent of bruises.
Greg came home to the mess early that night. Deanne walked down the street just as the car came around the corner. She ducked behind hedges and began to cry.
She was hungry and she was dirty, but she refused to go back to that house.
Greg searched for two days. He had all of his men on the watch for Deanne.
And on the second day he came home to check since no one answered the phone.
“Anyone home?” he called as he entered.
No one answered, but when he went to the bedroom he found Alicia primping at the mirror on the dresser. Her mouth was misshapen from her attention to it and he thought she could have stopped to answer his query.
“You see her?”
Alicia looked up at him in the reflection and wide eyed said, “I've been busy with my nails.” It wasn't a reply, but it was as good as he was going to get from the woman, it seemed.
Her glass of gin beside her, she painted the long slender fake things. He hated them. They were epoxy. They looked nice and when, in a moment of forgetting, she ran them over his back he was thrilled.
However, he was sickened now.
“It's your fault, you know,” she said, denouncing him. “Sure, everything is someone else's fault to a drunk,” he sneered and instantly was sorry. It would cause more trouble, he knew, but he reacted instead of thought of the consequences. He clinched his teeth waiting for her response. He vowed to ignore her.
She glared at him and just when he thought he'd escaped with the jab she said, “How would you know, asshole? You're never here.”
He couldn't resist. “I'm here enough to know you're not handling your end of this problem very well.”
“What problem?” She glared, once more, perhaps more directly than before.
“Drinking and boozing, lady,” he said forthrightly. “You need help.”
“Not yours!” she snapped.
“Just remember this, you don't have the right to try to deal with that girl. You get yourself straightened out and you can deal with her,” he said in what he thought was a most reasonable manner, “just work on your problem.”
Her response was typically Alicia. “You're pathetic,” she snarled.
“And you're a drunk,” he said in a counter punch, knowing full well it would either start an argument or cause withdrawal by the drunk. He instantly regretted his comment. Should have kept my mouth shut, he thought.
Alicia Carmelita Alazando Nojima went to her father the next morning. She had gargled almost half a bottle of several different mouth washes. That’s when she asked him to get a divorce.
“For what?” the attorney asked as he held his red juice freshly squeezed, of course, in front of him, the newspaper open on the table to the beautiful-people section. He had been playing softsoft ball with his overweight and very friendly rotweiller as the dog’s vet, had suggested. Clinton hit the soft rubber ball and the dog would chase it. That was the only exercise the dog got.
“I want you to,” she said.
“Your mother and I are doing just fine,” he said and believed it. “Why would I want a divorce?”
Alicia looked as if she had been drinking and hadn't gotten the message center working right yet. “No, I want you to go get me a divorce,” she corrected sounded irritated he hadn't understood her. “I want one,” she specified.
“Oh. From Greg?” he asked and fondled the bat he used for the dog. It was an autographed model from Sam Gretson of the Padres.
What a slugger? the attorney thought. Forty homers two years ago and fifty one last year. Geez, the guy's the best thing to happen to this ball club since Tony Gwynn.
Clinton Alazando stroked the bat and ran it against his neck. It was so smooth and so hard.
“Who else!?” Alicia almost screamed.
“Hey, don't yell at me,” Clinton said evenly, but with a wide smile which had been known to enchant juries for years. The bright white teeth clicked and glistened. “I thought it was just a little problem and you guys could work it out,” he said.
“No!” she shouted. “I don't have a problem! I don't! I don't want him around any more. I want you to divorce him!”
“Listen,” Clinton Alazando said softly. “Calm down. Can you hear me? I can hear you without yelling at me. Now, understand this,” he said and tossed the bat into the box he had made to hold the beautiful hickory clubs.
“Okay,” she said and slumped in a chair. She looked around and Clinton wondered if she were looking for a drink. Likely, he thought.
“I'll make you a deal,” he said and clinched his fingers together on his vest, leaned back in his chair at the patio breakfast table, and pontificated. “You get yourself to de-tox. You get straightened out. I'll get you the divorce.”
“No!” she reverted to a shout. “I don't need any help. I'll be better if I just get rid of him!”
“Yes!” he shouted back and sat up rigidly to stare at her. “That's the way it's going to be,” he said. And made it his final offer. First and final.
“It's his fault,” she said and felt a drool run down her chin. “It's his fault,” she repeated. “He's the one that's wrong. He's the one,” she repeated. “Not me. I'm doing fine. Just have him get away from me and leave me alone. I'm doing just fine, thank you. And I'll be better, I promise,” she wailed in her little girl voice.
“I can't help you,” Clinton said to her.
“I want out!” she screamed. “I want out!”
“Fine. You go to de-tox at Hills and I'll get you that divorce,” he said. He pulled out a blonde bat from the chest and laid it on his shoulder. The dog began to shake. Clinton rubbed the stick against his neck and caressed it. The dog shook still.
“Daddy,” she pled.
“You heard me. One year. And the divorce is yours,” he said. He gripped the bat at the end, wanting to swing at a baseball or almost anything and feel the solid whack it made when it connected. He smooched the end.
“Daddy,” she whined.
“That's the deal,” he said and rubbed the bat.
The next day Alicia's mother took her to the Hills and checked in. Over the six months while the papers lay waiting for Greg to be divorced from her she escaped twice. Once she was caught in a liquor store in Lakeside, twenty miles east of San Diego and twelve miles northwesterly from Hills rehabilitation center, trying to get a guy to buy a bottle of gin and she'd do anything he wanted since she had no money.
“How about a blow job?” she asked.
He walked into the store and likely figured she had every disease known to man. He set a bottle of wine down at her feet and walked away.
The second time she went over the fence and was found the next morning in an alley in Lemon Grove, twelve miles east of San Diego and ten miles west of the Hills, behind a place called the Sweet Cleaners. The owner told the police he had checked before he opened since he'd been nearly robbed by a board toting scum bag who could hardly walk.
The dry cleaner said he'd taken the board away and was just about to beat the guy's head in when he thought better of it. The businessman trussed the vagrant up with rope found behind the hardware store and waited for the Sheriff to arrive.
Alicia wasn't in need of trussing, but she needed care. The business owner took her upstairs to his apartment and tossed her in the bathtub.
His wife, he told the Deputy Sheriff, had hosed Alicia down.
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