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To my nieces,
 all of them





There is the fact that treason is an attempt to live without love of country, which humanity can’t do—any more than love of family.

—REBECCA WEST
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ONE

The two county deputies sat in the front seats of the patrol car watching the guy they had pulled over standing in the glow of the headlights, giving them his profile, standing still as he was told to, but clenching and unclenching his fists because he was scared and stoned and it was hard to remain in one place.

The deputies had pulled him over a few minutes earlier because he had been doing forty-three in a thirty-five.

Deputy Chris Hummel had called the dispatcher at 2043 hours and advised they had stopped a 1999 Chevy Suburban with a license tag number KAY-6705 and then got out of the car to talk to the young man. Asked him a few questions, then got back in to discuss with his young partner what they should do next. It was Hummel who was driving.

The dispatcher came back. She ran the driver’s license number and tag and did not find any outstanding warrants or record on the guy.

Deputy Hummel said, “Son of a bitch.” Disappointed. He said to the patrol officer next to him, “Look at him. Is he not blazed out?”

Deputy Wade Childers said, “Yeah. Look at his hands.”

Night. Cold out, a fine mist that was not going to become rain anytime soon. Early November. There was hip-hop playing on the radio in the patrol car. The windshield wipers slapped intermittently between them and the guy that had been requested to step out of his vehicle and stand in front of the patrol car.

The deputies were both in their twenties; Childers on the low end, Hummel on the upper end. It was Hummel’s eighth year in law enforcement; cynical and hard-bitten, but not yet tired. Hummel was married with two children. The older child had been from his wife’s first marriage; Hummel had adopted him a year after he married the
boy’s mother. They had the second child together. He was taking two courses at the University of Missouri–Saint Louis and he hoped to have his bachelor’s degree in criminal justice by the time he was thirty.

Deputy Wade Childers was twenty-four and looked it. He was not married, but he had a serious girlfriend whom he had known since he was fourteen. Childers had been a law enforcement officer for ten months. It was his rookie year; he was still on probation. Like many young men, he was drawn to the trappings, the stuff, of law enforcement. The uniform, the cars, the guns, the handcuffs, the OC spray, the batons and ASPs; what Chris Hummel liked to call “the fuckin’ tools.”

Childers was also attracted to the rush of police work, the downright narcotic effect of racing to the scene of a crime: a fire, a shooting, a robbery. It did not matter so much what the event was; what mattered was that there was an event happening now and you were going to be there. You were going to be there and you were going to handle it because no one else would know how. It is this rush that peels young men away from other professions that pay better wages, that set more reasonable working hours, that are more hospitable to marriage and family, that are devoid of opportunities of being shot at or sued or terminated at the whim of a shift captain who thinks your wedding tackle might be bigger than his. Wade Childers, at twenty-four, did not contemplate the hazards to the psyche that come with police work. He did not think about paranoia or burnout or stress from being witness to violence and death and cruelty and injustice. He did not think about administrative backbiting and politics and callous bureaucracy. Wade Childers thought police work was cool and pitied those who did not have the opportunity to do what he did. Wade Childers was, in short, a very young police officer.

They were parked in a lot off Manchester Road in St. Louis County. Cars whisked by, slowing by degrees as they passed the stationary police car with the flashing red and blue lights. There was an Ace Hardware store and a Dollar General store nearby, both of them closed for the night.


Chris Hummel said, “He’s a big old boy.”

The man standing in the November mist was big. Much bigger and heavier than Chris Hummel. But if the man in the headlights felt any size advantage over Deputy Hummel he never showed it. If he ever felt it at all, it was forgotten when Hummel made him step out of the car and explain who he was and where he was going. Hummel stood about five-nine and weighed no more than 165 pounds, but he had the voice and the stance and the body language that intimidated people. Watching him, rookie Wade Childers—who was also physically bigger than Hummel—felt envy and admiration. How? How do you learn to do that? Are you just born with it?

Truth be told, in his years of police work, Deputy Hummel had pulled his service weapon from his holster only once. That had been when he saw a man reach into the backseat of his car to reach for a shiny object that Hummel had thought was a shotgun. There followed a lot of screaming and shouting of orders and warnings and the man got out of the car and facedown on the ground. The thing he had been reaching for turned out to be an aluminum baseball bat. Hummel was thankful he had not killed the man.

Deputy Hummel was no pacifist. Like most police officers not on the executive board of a police union, he was the sort of right-wing Republican that establishment Republicans prefer to keep in the background. Hummel, for example, opposed sending conventional troops into Iraq because he believed it would have been easier—and, from his perspective, more humane—just to flatten the rebel hot spots with two or three nuclear bombs in as many days and start from scratch. But armchair politics aside, he possessed good street instincts. He knew when to use the appropriate level of force and when not to and, if necessary, when to run like hell.

His instincts told him now that the man in the headlights was a turd and a bump monkey looking for the kick that comes with snorting methamphetamine. Given the right encouragement, the man would probably be able to lead them to a meth kitchen.


Hummel said, “I can smell it on him.”

Childers said, “Well, what do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.” Hummel said, “Look at his shirt.”

“Yeah. What is that?”

They could see a brown patch on the man’s white tennis shirt.

Hummel said, “That’s what I asked. He said he burned a hole in it.” Deputy Hummel sighed. “Look at him. I don’t know if he’s high or retarded … . What, what is he doing now? Is he singing?”

“Yeah. He’s singing.”

“Goddamn.”

“Look at his hands. Fucking tensed up.”

“Yeah. Big-time.”

“I’m waiting for him to fall over. Looks like he’s going to pass out.”

“Shit, he’s only been standing there for five minutes.”

“Yeah, but he’ll tell people later it was two hours.”

After a moment, Deputy Hummel said, “We don’t have anything on him.”

The young man in the headlights still seemed to be singing or humming to himself. Facing the road, his left profile to the deputies behind the patrol car’s windshield.

Hummel said to Childers, “Wonder if I can sneak out of the car, walk up behind him real quiet, scare the shit out of him.”

That’s what he did. Deputy Wade Childers remained in the patrol car, watching the performance, Chris Hummel creeping up right behind the guy like he was coming on to him. Wade Childers smiled as he saw Chris speak into the man’s left ear, then laughed as he saw the man jump in fright—who’s that?—Chris keeping the same deadpan expression beneath his cap the whole time. Chris talked with the guy a little while longer before letting him get in the Suburban and go home. And again Wade Childers wondered how Deputy Hummel did it.

Hummel got back in the patrol car, radioed dispatch to 10-8, and drove back out into traffic.


They drove at a leisurely pace down Manchester Road, controlling the traffic ahead and behind them as other drivers warily kept their speed below posted limits and their beer cans out of sight. The patrol car passed the colors and lights of American commerce: video rentals, fast food restaurants, supermarkets with blue and white fronts.

Hummel’s cell phone rang and he answered it.

Childers did not look over because he did not want Chris to think he was eavesdropping, even though he was. It was night shift and there were long stretches of boredom to get through. He could not hear what the caller was saying, but Chris was distinct.

“Uh-huh … uh-huh … uh-huh. I understand that … . Babe, there’s nothing I can do about it right now … . Nothing I can do about it right now … . Huh? … I don’t remember the black pattern … . No, I still don’t … . Okay … Then do that … . Okay. Bye.”

Hummel put the cellular phone back in his coat pocket.

“That was my wife,” he said. “She’s pissed at me.”

Childers did not feel it was his place to ask why, so he just said, “Yeah?”

Hummel said, “We’re redecorating the fuckin’ house. Kitchen.” He sighed. “Fuckin’ cabinets.” He said the word like it was a disease. “You ever get cabinets installed?”

Wade Childers said, “No.”

“Don’t fuckin’ get me started on cabinets. They start talking about cabinets, just bend over and grab your ankles.”

“You mean it’s expensive?”

“Expensive? It’s like getting hit by a swarm of locusts. They take everything.”

“They … you mean the contractors.”

“Yeah. Assisted dutifully by my wife.”

Young Wade Childers said, “Can’t you just say no?”

Deputy Hummel was actually made anxious by this question. He had opened the door by revealing his frustration to the younger police
officer who he knew looked up to him. He was Wade’s field training officer (FTO) and he had to retain the younger officer’s respect. Would the young man think that tough guy Chris Hummel let his wife push him around? He would have to set this straight right now.

Hummel said, “Man, what planet are you on? You think I want to be divorced? Separated from my kids? You get married, have a family, this is the shit you have to do. Let me tell you how it works: six months ago, I bought that Kawasaki Ninja bike. Nothing fancy. 2001 model. Paid four grand for it. Good deal, right? Well, that motorcycle is going to end up costing me about forty thousand dollars before it’s all through. Know why? Because the old lady looks at it and says, okay, now it’s time for me to get something. But—and this is what women do—she says that, unlike my motorcycle, the kitchen remodeling is for all of us. It’s not a selfish gift, she says. I get a bike, she gets fucking cabinets. And they cost about ten times more than the fuckin’ bike.” A pause as Wade Childers laughed. “It’s not funny.”

Then a car passed them on their left, going at least seventy on a city street. A Nissan Pathfinder, it swerved back in front of them after going by, making Hummel touch the brakes; they heard its tires squeal and watched it move away from them.

“Jesus!” Deputy Childers said.

Hummel said, “Rock and roll,” switched on the lights and siren, and pressed the accelerator to the floor.

And there it was: the rush of a pursuit. Lights flashing, siren blaring, the road approaching them, rising and falling like a screen on a video game. A kick, the prospect of sudden quarry, the determined thrill the dog feels from his nostrils to his chest chasing the rabbit.

Childers radioed dispatch to tell them they were in pursuit of a Nissan Pathfinder, with a license tag not yet determined. They caught up with it and put the lights on full beam into the back windows.

The vehicle slowed.

Childers said, “Now he sees us.”


Hummel said, “He’s stoned. Or drunk.”

The Nissan Pathfinder continued to decelerate. But it kept going. Like he was on his way to a funeral, the police escorting him from behind.

Hummel said, “What is this fucking guy’s problem? Pull over, son of a bitch.”

The Pathfinder continued for another half mile.

Hummel flashed the brights on and off, light filling the back of the vehicle ahead, knowing the effect it had on a typical drunk driver, filling him with fear.

The Pathfinder made a right turn onto a side street, away from the traffic and lights, the patrol car right on its tail. Finally the Pathfinder slowed to a stop and the patrol car stopped behind it.

Wade Childers had mixed feelings. The excitement of the chase still with him, he was sorry it ended too soon. A drunk, that was all it was.

Both of the deputies got out of the patrol car and approached the vehicle, Hummel going up to the driver’s side, Childers walking up the passenger’s side. They reached the front of the vehicle and saw the man behind the wheel. He looked to be around forty.

Hummel said, “Evening, sir.” Using his tone of authority that was above speaking level but not quite shouting.

“What?” the man said. He did not seem terribly upset about being pulled over.

Hummel looked directly at him, pausing for effect, then saying, “You in a hurry?”

“What?” the man said. “Was I speeding or something?”

Hummel regarded the man behind the wheel. Thick, dark hair, dated sideburns … turd air about him. Hummel thought, street. Menace. Hummel could sense it the way experienced cops sense such things.

“Slick,” Hummel said, “I don’t know that I’d call that speeding. More like reckless driving. Step out of the vehicle.”

“Awww, fuck,” the man said. “Come on.”

“Now.”


The man opened the door and got out. He looked over at Childers, waiting for him to move. He did. He came around the front of the Pathfinder past the driver and stood next to Hummel. The man kept his hands at his sides.

Hummel said, “You been drinking?”

“No, I haven’t been fuckin’ drinkin’.”

Hummel said, “You stoned?”

“What?”

“Are … you … stoned?” Hummel said, giving him his Adam West delivery.

“Man, why’re ya fuckin’ ridin’ me?”

Hummel said, “You want to watch the language, Slick? We can cuff you, and get out the Tasers and go to work, you push it hard enough.”

The man almost seemed to smile.

“Hey,” the man said, holding his hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “I was just driving, you know.”

“We’ve established that you were driving,” Hummel said. “My question is—”

A black Pontiac Bonneville drove up and came to a quick stop behind them. The driver of the Pathfinder stepped back, and kept stepping back. The deputies heard the Pontiac’s engine, the tires scrunching to a halt, and then looked to their left and saw it, but did not believe what they saw, because it was happening before they knew it: A man in the backseat of the Pontiac, no more than eight feet away from them, pointing a stubby machine gun out the back window and pulling the trigger, shooting rounds into the deputies before they could utter a word or reach for the sidearms. The roar of gunfire burst in the dark, lighting up as the slugs poured into the deputies, cutting and twisting them, slamming them back against the Pathfinder.

The gunfire ceased.

The driver of the Pathfinder walked to the front passenger door of the Pontiac and got in. He shut the door and the car accelerated away.




TWO

The engine was roaring as it accelerated as if the men behind them would get up off the ground, rising like zombies, and unload buckshot through the back window. But they were dead—they had seen it happen—they were dead and there was no point in jamming the accelerator in the getaway like a bunch of fucking hopped-up junkies after their first stickup. Panicking. That’s what the driver was doing, and he was going to get them all hooked or killed.

“Christ!” Jimmy said. “You just ran another fuckin’ stop sign!”

“I’m sorry—”

“Do you want to get popped? Slow the fuck down.”

“Sorry—”

“Don’t say you’re sorry; just do it.”

The kid, whose name was Eddie Cunningham, gripped the steering wheel like he was hanging from it. He didn’t know if the man next to him had a gun on him now. He had seen Jimmy with guns before. In a storeroom at the back of a bar and grill, Eddie had once seen Jimmy stick a gun in a guy’s mouth. Eddie thought it was funny then. The guy with the gun in his mouth had gone double or nothing on a Lakers’ game, lost, and was tardy with the payment. The amount owed was eight hundred dollars—pocket money for them—but these guys were serious about having debts paid. Jimmy let the guy go so he could come back the next day with the money plus another hundred, apology money. Too bad; Eddie had never seen a guy get shot through the mouth.

From the backseat, Dillon said, “Jimmy, relax, will ya? You’re makin’ it worse. Eddie, just drive like we’re going home from a ball game.”


Eddie Cunningham slowed the car down for the next stop sign. They were still in a residential neighborhood, dark and tree lined. A narrow street with cars parked on the sides, the brick houses set close to each other.

Dillon said, “That’s better.”

Dillon looked into the rearview mirror. Nothing. He slipped the machine gun into a black leather bag. He closed the bag and slipped it behind his feet.

Eddie made a right turn onto another neighborhood street, more stop signs. Just signs, but he was approaching them like they were checkpoints now. Slow and cautious. Finally they crept out of the residential area and turned north on Watson Road. Took that to Litzinger and went west on that until they reached 67. Eddie stopped at the light, waited for the traffic light, and turned north again. He drove above the speed limit, but made sure he was not going faster than the other cars. He blended in. Going home from a game.

Jimmy Rizza lit a cigarette. Using the electric switch, he cracked the window. He held the cigarette in his right hand, resting his elbow on the armrest. The breeze caught the smoke and pulled it out of the car. No rain got in, but they could feel the cool and the moisture inside and hear the sounds of night traffic.

Dillon said, “Feeling better now, Jimmy?”

“Yeah. I’m okay now.”

It was a joke between them. One time in a bar in Chicago, an off-duty state trooper had called Jimmy a mick—Jimmy’s mother was Irish—and Jimmy had exploded. Dillon pulled him out of the bar before he killed the trooper and got them all pinched. Once outside, Dillon and his friends had calmed Jimmy down, persuaded him that mick was a term of endearment. “Not from someone like him,” Jimmy said. A few minutes passed and Jimmy lit a cigarette and looked at the bar window and said, “Okay, I feel better now.” Making fun of himself, maybe.

Now Dillon said, “You’re doing good, Eddie. Right, Jimmy?”


In the front seat, Jimmy Rizza turned and looked at Eddie. “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “I’m sorry I yelled at ya. I got a bad temper. It’s nothin’ personal.”

“It’s all right,” Eddie said.

“It was those fuckin’ cops,” Jimmy said. “Got me all riled up.”

Dillon said, “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Callin’ me ‘slick.’”

After a moment in which no one spoke, Eddie said, “That ain’t right.”

Thirty-five minutes later, Eddie wheeled the Pontiac into the parking lot of an abandoned racquetball club in Bridgeton. There were two other cars in the lot: a black Oldsmobile that, from a distance, looked similar to the Pontiac and a green two-door Jeep Cherokee. Eddie parked the Pontiac a few yards from the Olds.

Jimmy looked at the Cherokee. “That your car?”

“Yeah,” Eddie said.

Jimmy threw his cigarette out the window, pressed the electric switch, and closed it.

Jimmy said, “You weren’t supposed to park it here. You were supposed to park it someplace away from here and walk to it.”

“It was raining when I got here,” Eddie said.

In the backseat, Mike Dillon took a .22 revolver from his jacket pocket, put it to the back of Eddie’s head, and pulled the trigger. Eddie slumped forward and Dillon put another four bullets into his head.

Dillon said, “Help me put him in the trunk, uh?”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “You got shovels?”

“In the Olds.” Dillon sighed. The mist was still with them. Dillon considered himself. He was in good shape; he still worked out with weights, watched what he ate, avoided second helpings. At fifty, he still had the flat stomach he’d had when he was a twenty-five-year-old prison inmate. Still strong, but fifty now, and he could feel it in his legs and back when he got out of bed in the morning.

“Well,” Dillon said, “at least the ground will be soft.”




THREE

In the same hour that the two policemen were murdered, two other police officers were in a room in Barnes-Jewish Hospital. One of them, George Hastings, sat in a visitor’s chair reading a People magazine; the other, Joseph Klosterman, lay in the bed, recuperating from surgery. Both of them were homicide detectives for the St. Louis police department; Hastings, a lieutenant, Klosterman, his sergeant.

On many levels, they were quite different men. Klosterman was big in the chest and shoulders and he wore a thick mustache. Because he was a detective, he had not worn a uniform in years. But anyone looking at him would guess that he was a policeman. Which was fine with Klosterman. A policeman was all he had ever really wanted to be. He was raised in a cop family. Dad, uncles, cousins—there were many Klostermans in law enforcement. He liked to tell jokes and stories … liked performing. His bearing and common use of the standard cop profanity—turd, douche, fucker, and motherfucker—belied his absolute devotion to his wife and children. People who knew him well noticed that Joe Klosterman never used the vulgar language in front of his wife or children and he was a regular churchgoer. This dichotomy is not uncommon with policemen or soldiers. He was in his middle thirties, but he looked older.

George Hastings, in contrast, was quiet by nature. A good listener, which is important for a detective. He was thinner and shorter than the sergeant and he had never worn a mustache. Unlike Joe and most of the other detectives on their squad, Hastings did not take much of an interest in sports. He did not keep track of how many games the Rams won and lost. But it was Hastings who had the athletic background. He
had once been a promising baseball player and had attended Saint Louis University on a full athletic scholarship. A knee injury in his last year of college had put an end to any real thought of a professional baseball career and when he graduated with a degree in something called communications, he found he was without any serious prospects. He did know that he did not want to return to Nebraska and work in a meatpacking plant.

So he tended bar at a place called Jack Taylor’s, one of the West County clubs with an eighteen-month shelf life where the owners never paid taxes and didn’t like customers who asked a lot of questions. The job wasn’t bad. It was a great way to meet girls and the money was okay in the short term. But it was unsatisfying work. He didn’t enjoy making small talk with the customers and he was particularly depressed by the notion of becoming the proverbial ex-jock bartender. You could only stretch the game so far.

One day, Hastings arrived at the bar to find that it had been robbed. Money had been removed from the safe and from other places he didn’t know about. He was interviewed by a detective about the robbery. It turned out the detective was from Omaha. The two of them talked about a Nebraska-Oklahoma game they both had seen that pissed them off and their mutual admiration for coach Tom Osborne before the detective, with some apparent reluctance, moved onto questions about the break-in. After the questions, the detective looked around to see if anyone was listening, then lowered his voice before speaking again.

He said, “You seem like an all right guy, unlike most of the turds associated with this place. So I’m gonna tell you something and I want you to listen real close: it’s really not a good idea for you to be working here.” The detective looked at Hastings then in a way that left no doubt that the owners of Jack Taylor’s were into some dirty shit. Hastings did not follow up with any questions of his own, but the look on the detective’s face scared him enough that he resigned the next day. He took
care not to offend Jack when he did it, because Jack had always been good to him. Hastings had wanted to quit sooner or later anyway and he did not think he was going to get a better sign that the time was right than the expression on that detective’s face.

A few months after he quit, Jack Taylor was arrested and charged with a litany of crimes including but not limited to drug trafficking.

Then a couple of months after that, Hastings ran into the detective. They were standing in line at the Kenrick movie theater, Hastings with a date, waiting to see a movie. Weird. The detective seemed different in that setting; standing with his wife, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, looking like a high school coach. Hastings thanked him for what he had done and the two ended up talking about police work in general. Hastings expressed an interest in it, particularly that sort of police work where you got to use your head. The detective said, “You understand that you don’t get to be a detective right away. You have to put years in on the street, on patrol. And even after years of that, there’s no guarantee.”

Hastings said he understood that and the next week, took the entrance exam.

That was sixteen years ago.

A lot had happened since then: marriage, a moderately successful career at the Department, fatherhood, divorce.

Hastings was thirty-nine now, older than Klosterman. It was the younger policeman who was now in the hospital bed, looking older and frightfully thin. They had removed a tumor the size of a softball from Klosterman’s stomach and then afterward told him it was benign. For several days up till then, Klosterman had believed he was going to die.

Klosterman said, “The doctor says I should be back to work in four to six weeks.”

Hastings thought, yeah, maybe. And with about forty pounds back on. Jesus, Klosterman was thin. Hastings had been scared too and
hoped he had succeeded in hiding his fear. He said, “That’s great news. The sooner you get back, the sooner I can get rid of your replacement.”

The replacement was Sergeant Robert Cain. And Hastings truly did not like him. But he wanted to lift Joe’s spirits too, showing no doubt that he would be back.

Klosterman said, “You holding up all right?”

“What?” Hastings said. “You mean the divorce?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, I’m all right. Eileen agreed to joint custody.”

“Yeah?” Klosterman seemed unsure. He and his wife had never liked Eileen Hastings, had always suspected that she would leave George for another man—another man with a hell of a lot more money—which is exactly what she did. But they also knew that George had genuinely loved her, for reasons they could not comprehend, and would not heal anytime soon.

“Hey,” Hastings said, “you’re the one in the fucking hospital.”

“Yeah, I know. But Annie worries about you.”

“Well, tell her not to worry. Eileen could have fought me on custody of Amy and she didn’t.”

Still defending her, Klosterman thought. Well, it was what it was. He said, “But you adopted Amy.”

Hastings said, “Of course I did.” And Klosterman decided to let it drop.

Hastings looked out the window at the hotel across the street. At the intersection of Forest Park Parkway and Kingshighway below, cars were descending down a small tunnel underneath the boulevard and coming out the other side into Forest Park. The cars’ headlights cut fuzzy beams into the nighttime mist.

Klosterman said, “Christ, I’m depressed.”

“It’s natural,” Hastings said.

“What?”


“It’s natural. When you have a death scare, you get depressed about it. Didn’t your doctor talk to you about it?”

“Maybe,” Klosterman said. “I don’t remember. You’d think I’d be used to it. Death, I mean. Because of the work.”

“It’s not your death you investigate.”

“No, I guess not.”

“You having second thoughts?”

“About what?”

“I don’t know. About coming back to work?”

“Coming back to work?”

“Yeah.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“No, you’re not having second thoughts?”

“I am not having second thoughts,” Klosterman said. “I look forward to coming back to work.”

Hastings felt a modicum of shame. It had been a selfish line of questioning on his part. Joe Klosterman was one of the few friends he had; it made work easier. Hastings had no plans to resign if Klosterman did not come back, but his absence would change his perspective about the job. It would make the drive to work longer. He felt relieved to get confirmation. Having received it, he gave his attention back to the pretty people in colorful magazine photos. Television stars posing with movie stars at a charity event in Malibu, each subspecies seeking something from the other.

Klosterman said, “I feel like a coward.”

Hastings looked up from a photo of Jennifer Lopez’s tight bottom. He shook his head.

Hastings said, “Why?”

“I just didn’t think I’d feel so afraid.”

“Well, you thought you were dying. I’d’ve been scared too.”

“I don’t think you would’ve.”


“Yeah, I would’ve.” Hastings stood up. “Listen,” he said, “you need to get over these am-I-a-pussy issues. No one thinks that. You hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear you.”

“You want to talk to a counselor?”

“Fuck, no.”

Hastings hesitated. He wanted to leave and felt ashamed for it. But he wondered if he was embarrassing the man, hanging around. He said, “You want to watch television?”

Klosterman smiled and shook his head.

“George, get out of here.”

 


 



Hastings took the elevator to the hospital lobby. Walked past a night janitor mopping the floor and out to the parking lot. Once outside, he could hear the sounds of traffic on I-64 nearby, a sound that gave him some respite from the gloom. He liked the city. He still remembered coming to St. Louis for the first time, seeing the arena that was close to Barnes Hospital that was then called the “Checkerdome” and thinking it was the biggest sale barn he had ever seen. He’d been a farmboy then, waiting for the Midnight Cowboy theme music to cue up as he walked city streets, wanting to go where the weather suits my clo-oh-othes. But the feeling of being an outsider soon passed. People from home thought it strange that he adapted so quickly to it, but he did.

He walked to a chocolate brown 1987 Jaguar XJ6. It was his police unit, the product of a seizure made pursuant to the RICO Act, which the Department had given to his homicide division. The previous owner had replaced the British six-cylinder engine with a Corvette V8. It was a fast car and it made a beautiful burble even when it idled.

Hastings had just unlocked it when his cell phone rang.

He answered it and said, “Yeah?”

“George. It’s Karen.”

Karen Brady, his captain and supervisor.


“Hey, what’s up?”

“Have you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“Two county deputies were shot to death on Manchester Road. Machine-gunned.”

If she had just said “shot,” perhaps it wouldn’t have stopped him so. It happened every couple of years or so; shots fired, officer down. But she hadn’t just said “shot”; she’d said “machine-gunned.” It suggested, perhaps irrationally, something worse. A societal breakdown, when they were using machine guns. Perhaps too deliberate, too savage.

Hastings said, “Jesus Christ. When?”

“Within the past thirty minutes.”

“Is it our district?”

“It’s close enough for the chief,” she said. “Bobby Cain is already there.”

Hastings said, “Why?”

“I don’t know. He said the chief called him … George, I don’t know.”

“Ohfff—” George bit off the word before saying it aloud. He liked Karen, but past experiences had taught him that he could not entirely trust her. Certainly not to the degree that he was comfortable telling her what he thought of Bobby Cain. Hastings said, “Don’t you think he should have cleared that with me first?”

“Yeah, maybe. But he said the chief of detectives advised him of it and …” She trailed off. Hastings realized she had not even spoken to the chief of detectives about it, but she would not question Bobby Cain because she was aware of his influence and she was afraid of him. Afraid of a twenty-six-year-old punk two ranks below her. Jesus.

Hastings said, “So you want me out there?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” he said. “Tell me where it is.”


She told him and he said he’d get in touch with her later. Karen said, “Well, tomorrow will be all right.”

And Hastings thought, well, yeah, for you, you lazy shit. But again he kept his mouth shut.

He started the car and let the engine idle as he dialed a number.

“H’lo.”

“Howard. It’s George. There’s been a murder. Two murders, two … St. Louis County deputies machine-gunned.”

“What?”

“Yeah. I think it may be out of city limits, near Rock Hill maybe. But Karen’s sending us in. I need you there.”

Detective Howard Rhodes said, “Okay. Where is it?”

“The intersection of Manchester and Bryant Place. That’s Place, not Avenue. Close to Somerset Lumber.”

“Got it.”

“Hey,” Hastings said, “do me a favor and call Murph. I’ll need both of you.”

“Done.”

Hastings clicked off, dialed another number. He put the Jag into gear and drove to where the parking lot exited onto Kingshighway. He felt relief when he heard the man’s voice.

“Bailey.”

“Jeff, it’s George Hastings. Listen, I need you.”

“Is it about the two deputies?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, I just saw it on television. God.” Jeff Bailey said, “You’ve been assigned?”

“Yeah. About two minutes ago. County or even Glenwood PD may have a photographer there already, though I doubt it. Even if they do, we got to make sure there’s no gaps. Can you make it?”

“Sure.”


“Good. It’s Manchester and Bryant Place. Got that?”

“Manchester and Bryant Place. Yeah.”

Hastings clicked off that call. Two conscientious detectives and a good crime scene photographer would be meeting him there. He relaxed, a little.




FOUR

A minute later Hastings was driving eighty mph down I-64 with the blue light on his dashboard flashing the traffic away in front of him and Karen Brady was forgotten. God, two cops machine-gunned. Gangbangers, bank robbers … how did it happen? Forest Park whisked behind him as he drove farther west, then got off the exit ramp onto Brentwood Avenue and took it south to Manchester Road, drove farther west until he saw the scene.

He didn’t need Karen’s directions. The scene was lit up like a night game. Ambulances, a fire engine, camera crews, media trucks with tree-sized light stands for the news correspondents along with at least a dozen patrol cars from metro and county. A large crowd of people, which was not unusual for a murder. But much more than that. Hastings parked the Jag and moved closer. It was then that he realized another distinction between this situation and a typical homicide: the sight of police officers visibly shaken. Crying. Crying because two brothers were slain. And not just by a couple of bangers with Saturday night specials, but machine-gunned. It was as Hastings thought earlier: deliberate, savage … something more than a violation of law … a rule had been broken.

Hastings presented his police identification and threaded his way through the crowd until he got close enough to see the victims.

And when he did, he was pretty shaken himself. Two county deputies, in uniform, bloody and ragged and undignified in their lifelessness. He found himself choking back a gulp of horror. The cop in him reacted without thought.

“Oh, God,” he said, quietly. “Motherfuckers. You rotten motherfuckers.”




FIVE

The top-ranking patrol sergeant at the crime scene filled Hastings in before his detectives showed up.

A couple was driving back from the movies when they saw the flashing lights of the sheriff’s patrol car and what they thought were a couple of people lying down next to it. They circled back and saw that the men on the ground were police officers. Then they got real scared and called 911. They stayed in their car and left it running because two dead police officers frightened them. Stayed in their car until two other patrol units came and determined that whoever had done the killing was gone. Then they came and gave statements.

The patrol sergeant said, “They felt bad for staying in their car, but I told them they shouldn’t. It’s a goddamn frightening thing, Lieutenant, seeing two police officers shot to death.”

Hastings said, “I know.” He put his hand to his mouth for a moment, then took it off. He said, “Did you keep the witnesses here?”

“Of course, Lieutenant.”

“Okay. Have the spouses been notified?”

“Yeah. The county sheriff notified them. The young one, Childers, he wasn’t married. Hummel was.”

“You knew Hummel?”

The sergeant did not swallow, but there was a pause. “Not that well, Lieutenant, but yeah, I knew him. He was a good man. A joker.”

“Jesus, I’m sorry.”

The patrol sergeant made an effort and kept his voice low and controlled. “Awful,” he said.


Murph and Rhodes got there about twenty minutes later. They signed the crime sign-in sheet.

Detective Howard Rhodes was a big, tall man in his early thirties. Hastings did not know him that well because he had only been on his squad for a few months. He was the only black detective on their team and though he was conscious of it he certainly never spoke of it. So far, he had shown the makings of a good detective.

Murph the Surf, the other detective, had replaced detective Marvin Tate after Marvin got shot by a doctor wanted for murder. Hastings later caught the doctor and arrested him for the attempt to kill Detective Tate as well as for two other murders, one of them committed twenty years earlier. Tate had survived the shooting and had made a good recovery. He sued the doctor for assault and battery in civil court and got a judgment against him for half a million dollars; it was not often that shooters were worth suing, but the doctor had money. After healing, Marvin Tate decided that he no longer wanted to be a police officer. It was an awkward scene when he came to Hastings and told him he was going to become something called a financial planner. Awkward because he felt guilty for quitting and ashamed for being afraid and Hastings felt guilty for being relieved. Because even before the shooting, Hastings had thought that Marvin was not cut out to be a detective. Maybe not even cut out to be a police officer. So they spoke to each other like mutually unhappy spouses wanting to end the marriage without telling the other just why. The detectives took him out to lunch on his last day and when it was done everyone felt the lifting of a burden of guilt and quiet betrayal.

Tim Murphy, in contrast, fit right in. He was in his late thirties and was of a build and size that was almost slight. But he had that air of fearlessness and menace about him that non-Irish cops tend to envy. In another time and place, the English Black and Tans would have placed a bounty on him, dead or alive, though preferably dead. He was a self-assured
man who wore sports coats with knit ties that had gone out of fashion during Reagan’s second term. Hastings liked him.

Murph and Rhodes greeted Hastings with a nod and “George” respectively and looked at the bodies of the dead policemen. Murph’s face twisted in a way that Hastings had never seen before.

Murph said, “Can’t we cover them up?”

Hastings shook his head. “No. They have to be left as they are until the MEs get here. You know that.”

Rhodes looked away as if he were afraid Murph would start weeping and would need some privacy. It was a human gesture and Hastings noted it.

Murph said, “Who fucking does this?”

“I don’t know,” Hastings said. “But we’ve been assigned to it, so I need you to pull yourself together.” He looked directly at the older detective. “Okay?”

Murph nodded.

Rhodes said, “You want us to canvass the neighborhood?”

“Yeah,” Hastings said. “Take opposite sides of the street and work your way down the block. Then do the block after that. If you have to wake people up, wake them up.”

The men nodded and left.

Hastings did not tell them not to talk to any reporters because he knew they were professionals and they already knew better.

Hastings looked across the yellow tape to where a rudimentary command center had been made, outside of the crime scene because the two should never be in the same place. There he saw Chief Mark Grassino, Assistant Chief Fenton Murray, the official department media spokesman Aaron Pressler, and Sergeant Bobby Cain standing in a circle talking.

Right away, Hastings was pissed off. Cain was a sergeant detective under Hastings’s command and the place he should have been was next to Hastings asking what he should do next. But no, he was in a
conversation bouquet with the Men of Power, nodding affirmations to the brass and standing with his hands in his pockets like he was Bobby fucking Kennedy, the little shithead. Cain came from a wealthy, influential family. His father was a well-connected attorney, the sort people go to when they’re considering running for city council or something similar. As a local kingmaker, Dad could have secured Bobby something simple, like superintendent of public works, but Bobby wanted to be a police officer. And this decision was something of a mystery to the rank-and-file police officers. Some believed that Bobby was using the Department to groom himself for higher office. Perhaps mayor or, years down the road, governor. In any event, they resented him for it. They resented his apparent lack of shame in using his father’s name and power to move up the chain of command. George Hastings was not the only policeman who wished Cain would hurry up and finish his apprenticeship and leave them all the fuck alone.

Now, as if on cue to further aggravate the situation, Cain happened to look over and see Hastings looking at him. Cain put his hand up and, using his fingers, gestured for Hastings to come over there.

Hastings had to steady himself and suppress a fair amount of rage. Oh, boy, he thought, someone’s going to get his fingers snapped off and shoved up his ass.

Hastings stared back at Cain and then very deliberately shook his head and then crooked a finger to Cain. No, homey, you come over here. He felt better when he saw Bobby Cain’s expression change before he said something to the chiefs and walked over to the primary crime scene. It let some steam off, but not much.

Bobby Cain said, “Hey, George. Uh, the chief wanted to give a statement to the media.”

Hastings said, “Okay.”

Hastings let a silence fall between them. There was the background murmur of people talking, reporters asking questions, technicians setting
up camera shots, police officers swearing and crying while others crossed themselves.

Cain realized Hastings was not going to say anything else. So he said, “Well, I mean, what have we got?”

Hastings said, “Well, let me ask you something: did you get here before I did?”

“Uh, yeah, I guess.”

Hastings lifted his hands in a gesture that said, well then?

Cain said, “Well, I was waiting for you to get here and then the chief came and he wanted to know what was going on.”

It was a lame rationalization, Hastings thought. But two police officers were dead and Hastings decided not to put any more energy into putting Cain in his place. He thought about giving Cain a short summary of what little he knew to take back to the chief, but he didn’t trust Cain. Cain was just the sort to consciously or unconsciously screw it up and have the chief tell the media something completely foreign to Hastings.

Hastings said, “I’ll talk to him.” He put a hand on Cain’s shoulder because he could see that the young sergeant intended to come with him. “I need you to stay here. Talk with the patrol sergeant. He’s got all the uniformed officers’ statements. Review them immediately and then report to me what you find out.”

There was a look on Cain’s face as if he were considering it, but before Hastings could say anything, Cain had turned and walked toward the patrol sergeant as ordered.

 


 



Hastings’s previous contact with Chief Grassino had been limited to a handshake at a fraternal order of police (FOP) Christmas dinner. Mark Grassino was not from St. Louis. Most of his police career had been with the Atlanta police department, where he had been assistant police chief. The city had brought him in and made him chief with the hope that he would improve race relations in the community. No noticeable
improvement was made thereafter, but at least people didn’t really talk about it anymore. Hastings did not really know the man and had not formed any reason to trust or distrust him.

Chief Grassino shook Hastings’s hand and said, “George”; obviously someone had reminded him of Hastings’s first name.

“Chief,” Hastings said, “I really don’t have anything much at this stage. The Pathfinder was stolen yesterday from Florissant. It’s machine-gun fire, by the pattern against the vehicle. Nine millimeter slugs, probably from a MAC-10 or an Uzi. It could be that they stopped the driver and the driver got out and hit them with a burst. But I doubt that happened. The positioning of the bodies, I think the shooter would have to have been standing”—Hastings pointed—“there. Or sitting in a car.”

The chief said, “A drive-by.”

“Maybe.”

“On police officers.”

Hastings hesitated. “Yes,” he said. “Keep in mind, I haven’t seen any ballistics report, but unless the driver managed to hide a machine gun beneath his coat or something and then get the police officers between the Pathfinder and him … it’s just not likely that happened.”

Chief Grassino said, “Are you suggesting that this was set up?”

“Well, a lot of things are possible. But yes, a setup is a reasonable possibility.” Hastings looked out at the media trucks. “Respectfully, sir, I would ask that you not tell that to the press.”

“You think that would cause some sort of panic?”

“Yes, sir, I do. If people think these men were killed by a random crackhead, that’s one thing. If they think it was, well, political … that is, if they were targeted because they were policemen, well, that scares people.”

The chief said, “It scares me too, Lieutenant.”
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