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PART I- 
The Next Phase
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE
 
Even though I wasn’t supposed to, I dropped by the department a couple of times in the last six months.  According to Fitzgerald, I was to stay away from the department for the entire duration of my mandatory leave.  His psychoanalytic conclusion was that returning to the department would only make things worse.  Everyone apparently has their PhD in analyzing Chase Barnes.  But I couldn’t help it if Dr. Sharper’s office was directly across the street from the department.  Fitzy unsuccessfully tried to use brute force to get me to leave my old stomping grounds after my first two attempts to visit. 
 I once again took it upon myself to visit for a third time and waited until I knew Fitzgerald would be out of the office and handcuffed myself to his desk just so he’d give me a chance to talk.  Upon entering, I heard Fitzgerald let out a frustrated sigh the moment he realized who was sitting with their back to him.  He initially ignored me and went about his business.  It wasn’t until after he sat and began adjusting case files on his desk that he noticed the cuffs.  I rattled and clanged the cuffs against the metal desk until the hairs on Fitzgerald’s neck stood at attention.  He did nothing but shake his head and chuckle.  What else could he do?
He had to let me back to work.  I needed to be back to work.  I fed him the bullshit that it was per doctor’s orders.  I knew he wouldn’t buy it, considering he’d have to check with Dr. Sharper to get her supposed professional opinion as to whether I was ready to return.  She ultimately had the final say and needed to sign off on the necessary paperwork that indicated I was ready to return to action.  At first, I thought it was a breach of doctor- patient confidentiality but then I realized I didn’t care all that much.
“Fitzy, I need to work.  This domesticated bullshit is killing me.  Just knowing that I can’t work is making me nuts,” I said.  It was the same routine I’d delivered during my previous visits but had ended in failure.  I suddenly felt like an inmate pleading for approval from the parole board.  Each time adding more and more empathy.  Home had become my prison. 
“I’m sure Lindsey loves having you home.”
I looked at him, disregarding the comment.  Then said: “And what about poor Drew?  I’m sure he’s a lost puppy without me.”
“Drew is just fine.  Listen, come back in a week and we’ll talk about your assignment.”  I noticed the inflection in his voice, almost as if he had an answer to his plan but wasn’t ready to reveal.  
“Really, you’ll let me back to work in a week?” I asked.
“No, dipshit.  I said come back in a week and we’ll talk.” 
Throughout our few minutes of conversation he hadn’t looked at me once.  He finally grazed a casual glance my way.  
“A week?  What the hell is this bullshit?  Every day for the last six months I’ve had to relive that night.”  I was shouting.  “It’s grown beneath my inner conscience and festered at the base of my brain like a fucking cancerous tumor.  I haven’t learned a damn thing since and it’s literally beginning to kill me. “
Fitzgerald threw up his hands in surrender.  He said, “Okay, okay, okay.  I gotcha, buddy.  I’m with you on that one and we’ve been working it since you left and haven’t come up with anything worth a cup full of shit.”
“I know it should be the least of my concerns but I can’t keep fighting to answer what the hell he was doing in Paterson?  That’s the shit that keeps me up at night.  Well, that and the fact that I wish I could’ve done something different.   Of all the drug busts, prostitution rings, and gang violence I’ve taken on in the three years I’ve been on the force, I had to be called to that 7-11 on that night and watch it all unfold the way it did.”
“What does Lindsey think?” Fitzgerald said.
“I haven’t told her everything.  I can’t.”
“What about Sharper?”
“Fuck her.  She’s a waste,” I said.  “Lindsey makes a better counselor but I’m sure it’s difficult to counsel when you don’t know the full story.”
Fitzgerald simply sat and listened.  He was good like that.  Never judgmental.  Never opinionated.  He just let you talk.
“She tries to remind me that I was just doing my job and that I will always be a damned good cop,” I said.
Yeah, right.  Doing my job as a damned good cop?  I don’t think so.
“You are and you will be again,” he said.  
“Where the hell did Jake get the money or even the resources to get the LSD that they found in his system?  And the gun?”
Fitzgerald shrugged.  He had no answer.  No one did.
The dealer was never found.  Immediately following that night, I wanted to get back on the beat with Drew, my latest partner, thinking that pushing through the experience and getting back to work would allow me to be a cop again but it wasn’t the remedy I was looking for.  Instead, I received a six month involuntary leave and was forced to see Dr. Karen Sharper on a weekly basis.
“Jake was not a drug user,” I said just to be saying something.  
“I know,” Fitzgerald said.
I debated leaving the police force all together and pursuing another career.  I’m only thirty- two and figured I still had plenty of time to make a career move but my wife and my shrink tell me otherwise.  At first, I thought the advice was complete asinine bullshit but since it came from both of them I figured I could give it some serious consideration.  
They both, in their own jargon of course, advised that I leave the front lines of the police force and become a detective.  I was hesitant at first because my mind was made up and I was ready to flip the entire police industry the bird.  I gave it some thought and decided to go for it.  Lindsey was surprised; however, when I told her I wanted to become a homicide detective.  She assumed I’d pursue the narcotics division considering my experiences with Jake and all but homicide is where I wanted to be.  Fitzgerald was yet to learn about my future ambitions.
“I’m taking the test when I come back,” I said.
Fitzgerald paused and looked at me.  “What test?”
“The detective’s test, of course.”
Silence.
“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Fitzgerald finally said.  “What department, narcotics?”
“Homicide.  There is nothing in this world that would please me more than to stumble across the rotting flesh of the son of a bitch that sold Jake the drugs.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO
 
The chills ran through Fitzgerald’s body so violently I could actually watch them pulsate through his veins.  He didn’t- couldn’t- say anything for a few minutes.   All he did was nod.  
              “I see what you’re saying.  I’ll consider it.  Now get the hell out of my office before I have to call the police,” he finally said. 
              “Thanks, Fitz.”  The excitement was building in me and I could feel it beginning to spill over like a bubbling volcano.  Fitzgerald made another facial gesture, which was a clear indication that my time was up and time for me to go.  
              If it wasn’t bad enough that I couldn’t sleep as it was in the last six months, the following week had been my own experiment of what it would be like to be a Panamanian night monkey.  I began to feel nocturnal.  I can’t remember the last time I didn’t have a Tylenol PM or Ambien- induced sleep.  The voices in my head prohibit me from resting my head on the pillow.  Other times, the pills get me to at least close my eyes but the voices are there to jolt me out of my light haze.  The voices remind me of that night and convince me that Jake recognized the commands from the police officers chasing him through the alley and was willing to surrender rather than take aim at a cop.  I couldn’t go by Sharper’s analysis because one week she would agree with my theory and the she would question my thoughts the next.  I was beginning to believe that Dr. Sharper was not a very good therapist and had not one clue as to what the fuck she was talking about.   
              During the next week, I felt like the number of things I had done outweighed the number of things I hadn’t, which was the first time in a long time.  However, sleep was the one thing that still evaded me.  I wound up on the couch in the living room each night because I was so restless and didn’t want to keep Lindsey up at night.  She tried to sympathize but we both knew she’s not exactly a runway model in the morning.  Monday couldn’t get here fast enough.  
              I had played out about a thousand scenarios in my head.  Would I simply be given back my old beat with my old partner?  Would I be given a different beat in a different part of the city?  Would I be given back my old beat but with a new partner?  I had no idea what to expect.  Lindsey continued to be supportive and patient with my joyous and reckless feelings despite being visibly annoyed by my rambling of questions.  I had never been more productive around the house, which also pleased Lindsey.  The laundry was done without constant reminders.  I hung up a few photo frames along the wall up the staircase and a few other odds and ends I had been putting off since I started my leave.  I actually washed my car by hand on an unseasonably warm day.  Something I hadn’t done since I was seventeen when I had gotten my first car.  
              I again started to look over a few study guides and books I had gotten to prepare for my detective’s test.  I purchased them a few months ago but they got more use as placemats in recent times. I felt purposeful again- like I suddenly discovered a light at the end of the tunnel.  The tunnel that had been not just dark, but damp with my sweat and tears and dripping with Jake’s blood.  I could only study in small doses due to the raging anxiety and fear and unadulterated joy I was feeling for returning to work.  
              I had another meeting set up with Sharper that I didn’t want to go to.  Figuring I’d put up with it this long what the hell was one more session.   By now, I had discovered Sharper’s routine.  She’d start by asking how I had been since the last time we met, which I would reply with a one word answer.  Then she’d ask if there was anything new I wanted to talk about, which would be answered with a shake of my head.  She’d get frustrated and I’d get bored and by the time we actually began to make some headway, the sixty- minute timer would chime and I’d bolt out of there like it was the last day of school. 
              This time was going to be different.
              I had mentioned my idea of being a homicide detective to her a while back, which in hindsight was an obvious mistake.  She instantly analyzed my decision and concluded that I should choose something other than homicide because it would be too painful on my psyche and my subconscious would suffer dramatically, whatever the hell that means.  And she clearly wasn’t listening to anything I was saying.  Man, if I could do it all over again I’d become a shrink- or maybe a weather person- because no matter how wrong they are, they still earn a hefty paycheck.  
              “As sad as it is to say this might be our last session together, Doc,” I said.
              “And why is that?” 
              “I guess you haven’t talked to Fitzgerald then?”
              Sharper remained neutral.  She always remained neutral.  
              I was hip to her game so I kept talking.  “He wants me back in the office on Monday morning to discuss my return to work.”
              “Is that what he told you?”
              “Not in so simple terms but I know that’s what he meant,” I said.
              “What did he tell you exactly?” 
              “He told me to come back and we’ll talk but I already know what he wants to talk about.”
              Sharper looked at her notes and said, “Chase, that can mean a lot of things.  I wouldn’t jump to too many conclusions.”  
              Balls of fire began to rage behind my eyelids.  It was predominantly out of frustration at this conversation but more so at the fact that Sharper may actually be right.  I hated that.  Was I assuming too much in that Fitzgerald was speaking to me the other day like my friend and not my boss?  Could it be, as much as I hate to admit it, that Sharper may be right in my conclusion jumping and I could be setting myself up for further failure?  
              “Nope.  Not the case.  I think I have proven to you, to Fitzy, and to myself that I am ready to get back to work.”
              I watched her write something down on her pad.  She always held it in a way that I couldn’t even see the color of her ink.  Sharper sat in silence and we both attempted to wait each other out.  Once again, she won.
              “What do you know?” I finally said.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE
 
Fitzgerald had said to be in his office by nine for our meeting.  So I showed up at seven- thirty.  I couldn’t tell you when I got up on Monday morning because I don’t think I actually went to bed.  I was showered, fed, and ready to go so I figured, what the hell, I’ll show up early and get to Fitzgerald before he sat at his desk with his bagel and coffee. 
              It was the first time in quite a while that I actually felt alive.
              Alive?  Unlike Jake!
              I felt like I actually had a purpose to serve.  I tried to block out the negative thoughts and feelings about what happened with Jake.  A few desks in the office were occupied when I arrived.  In the distance, I could see Fitzgerald through the glass windows of his office, sitting at his desk, drinking coffee, and reading the paper.  I acknowledged a few people and dodged some awkward glances along the way and cautiously rapped on his glass door.
              He looked up and I couldn’t judge his feeling about me being so early.  I think he anticipated it and was expecting me for the last half hour.
              “Hey, Fitz,” I said.
              “Come on in, Barnes.  Have a seat,” he said.  He folded the paper and tucked it in between a stack of case files on the corner of his desk.
              “So when do I start?  Am I back with Drew or do I have a new partner?  As long it’s not that clown Donovan; I hate that guy.”  I found myself rambling as I usually do at times like this and I didn’t care.  I brought up my intentions of becoming a detective again and that I’d been attempting to occupy my six months off with studying for the test.  I felt telling him again would show that I’m truly ready to return to active duty.   
              Fitzgerald sat back and laced his fingers across his flat stomach.  I couldn’t see but I knew he was stretching out his wiry legs under the desk.  “Are you finished?” he asked.
              I nodded.
              I felt like a kid waiting to be picked for kickball at lunch recess.  
              “This has been rattling around my brain for quite some time.  Really since the day you went on leave.  You’re a good cop but I don’t know if this is the place for you anymore.”  Talk about being blunt.  A problem Fitzgerald never had with anyone or anything. 
              Suddenly I felt like I was asked to be steady pitcher in said kickball game because I was the odd kid out.  I replayed his quote in my mind a few times before responding.  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?  You’re transferring me?  What good is that going to do?  This is my home, where I need to be.”  I felt deflated.  “I’ve done more for this department in three years than some of those other lumps of shit out there have done in a lifetime,” I added.
              “Not exactly a transfer.  I’ve met with the chief on several occasions since you were put on leave, trying to make sense of this whole thing.  We think you’d be better off if you went private, out on your own.  You can use the excellent cop instincts you’ve been given to create quite a lucrative business.”  He said this as if he were telling me to have a salad rather than a cheeseburger.
              I was stunned.  “Private?”  What the fuck does that mean?  You want me to give up my time with the department to become a private investigator?  What am I, a cartoon?  You can’t just draw me a new scene, Fitz.”
              He threw his hands up trying to protect his ego.  “Listen, I originally didn’t think this was the best move either but it’s out of my hands.  However, the more I thought about it, the more it began to make sense.  Besides, the chief wants what the chief wants.  Trust me when I say that you’ll have the full support of the department in any cases you come across.”
              “Just give me a chance to prove that I can be as good as I was and walk the beat,” I said.  “On sort of a probationary basis.”
              Fitzgerald fell back further into his chair and let his mouth rest on the tips of his steepled fingers and I watched him ponder for what seemed like an eternity.  The further back he leaned I found myself being drawn to him and leaning further over the desk.  Like a magnetic force was pulling me closer and pushing him further away.
              “I’m sorry, Barnes.  I wish I could and I’m sure you’d be the damned good cop I know you were but it’s really out of my hands,” Fitzgerald said, spreading his hands like wings.  “Like I said, we’ll help you out any way we can.”
              This guy’s a real crackerjack.  A private investigator?  Who does he think he is?  The only thing I know about private investigating is from what I read in novels and Magnum P.I. reruns. 
              “Gee, thanks.  How generous of you.  I can’t believe this.  What the hell do I know about private investigating?  How am I supposed to get cases, put up “Help Wanted” posters on telephone poles and mailboxes?  Am I supposed to help little girls find their lost puppies and old ladies find their dentures?”  I didn’t know what to do so I started to get up and leave.
              “Chase,” Fitzgerald commanded.  I turned my head with my body still carrying me towards the door.  He actually first- named me.  He was serious.
              “What?”
              “This is going to be good.  And think of it this way, we’re still a team.  Anything you need just shout,” he said.
              “Yeah, you’re a real pal, Fitz.  Thanks.”
              I felt like shouting all right.  I felt like shouting right in his face and anyone else that crossed my path at that moment but knew it wouldn’t do any good.  And just like that, with a fresh slap in the face, I became Chase Barnes, Private Investigator.  Look out world, here I come!



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOUR
 
I continue to realize that I take Lindsey’s support and love of me for granted.  Aside from replaying Jake’s death in my nightmares, I also frequently have dreams about how I would have turned out if Lindsey left me for what happened to Jake.               
              She probably would if she knew the whole story.  
              I’ve actually told her, on repeated occasions, that she should have left me and found a new husband that isn’t me.  Each time I make mention of her leaving me she scolds me and orders me to stop being so ridiculous.  She actually slapped me once, just to make the point that she wasn’t going anywhere that much clearer.  It was the first and only time either of us ever laid a hand on the other.  The amount of force behind the blow led me to believe that that was her anger release without being so blatant.
              During my six- month leave from the department I tried to pick up a few hobbies, as Dr. Sharper requested, but there was nothing that interested me.  I’m not an active hobby person.  But I guess with all the continued free time I was about to embrace I should find something.  A hobby to me is following the Mets during their dismal, depressing seasons.  I tried gardening then realized it was the winter.  I tried building model airplanes then realized I couldn’t concentrate enough to glue the microscopic parts together.  I actually glued my fingers together more than the actual parts.  I even glued my shoelace to my ankle.  Then I tried photography but gave that up when I realized that my pictures resembled those of a drunk ten- year old.  It was then that I realized I needed to get back to work.  That was my hobby.  But that was recently flushed down the shitter by the one guy I truly trusted in the department.  
              Dr. Sharper recommended that I keep a journal while I was on my leave to help me alleviate my anger, my stress, and my anxiety that developed as a result of my experience.  She was even nice enough to supply me with the black and white notebook and a brand new pen.  Sharper said she would never request to read it unless I asked her to review my thoughts.  She also told me it was designed as a way to continue my therapy when I’m not sitting in her uncomfortable chairs on Tuesdays.  I initially thought a journal was a stupid idea, frankly because I’m not a thirteen- year old girl.  And I never told Lindsey about it because I was embarrassed.  This entire ordeal has been embarrassing.  The fact that I was forced out of a job because they thought I had drifted off the deep end.  The fact that I could never get myself to tell anyone the story of what happened that night- not my boss, not my shrink, and especially not my wife.  My shrink knows an abbreviated version of the night Jake died, most of which coming from the reports from the department.  Lindsey knows that Jake is dead and that I was there but nothing beyond that.  I just can’t tell anyone what really happened that night.  There aren’t many things I’ve ever kept from Lindsey but, since the night of the incident, I find myself holding back more and more on a daily basis.
              My journal sat on the kitchen table for a few weeks before I even attempted to scribble a letter in it.  I casually glanced at it every morning and it even doubled as a coaster for my Snapple iced teas during lunch.  I don’t remember the exact point or what the exact reason for starting to write in my journal.  I’d like to say that I’ve enjoyed writing in my journal but then I’d be lying.  I’d even go as far as saying it’s been a way to process my thoughts from my experience and come to an understanding of what happened but then I wouldn’t be telling the truth.  Then I’d start to sound like Dr. Sharper- something I have no desire doing.  One reality is that Lindsey’s never seen what I’ve written because she doesn’t even know I’ve started writing in it.  And I’m not really sure if I ever want her to know the true horror of how Jake died.
              I dedicated my back deck as my writing area when I was sure to be home alone.  The serene, natural ambiance of the trees and the occasional chirp of the birds in the distance provided me with a sense of clarity that allowed me time to gather my thoughts- even if it was for a short time.  The first time I sat to write was a Thursday, which I remember because it marked the two month anniversary of the incident.  I’ve only written in it five times because, to me, it’s enough to tell my story.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIVE
 
“Hey, babe.  How’d the meeting go?” Lindsey asked when she came through the front door.  I can count on one hand the amount of times Lindsey had called me ‘Babe’ in the last six months.
              Does she hate me for what happened?  Does she not love me anymore?
               I chalked it up to another sign of her hidden resentment towards me.  I’d been home, stewing in my own frustration since my meeting with Fitzgerald.  I wanted to call Lindsey and tell her all about it as soon as possible but I couldn’t.
              See, Lindsey’s a teacher.  A special education teacher and apparently it’s frowned upon for a teacher to accept personal phone calls during class time.  Even if it is from her charming yet highly agitated husband.  We frequently text a few times during her lunch period but this news was not text- worthy.  I wasn’t sure how Lindsey would react since she seems to thrive on adding even her most asinine opinions and comments on any situation possible.  Most people like to add their two cents; Lindsey likes to add her dollar fifty.    
              “Unbelievable,” I said flatly.
              “That’s great!  Fitzgerald is going to let you have your job back?  When do you start?” Lindsey sounded so excited, clearly missing the tone of my voice.  The questions came so quickly that I couldn’t even squeeze in a frustrated breath.
              “Not exactly,” I said.  I made her sit next to me on the couch and I told her about my conversation with Fitzgerald.
              “Can they really do that?” Lindsey asked.
              “I don’t know, but they did.”
              “Well, you should file a grievance or something,” she said.
              I wasn’t for grievances and wasn’t about to file one because of this.  “It is what it is,” I said.  
              “What do you mean?  You love being a cop and you’re so good at it,” she said.
              If she only knew.
              “I know but grievances are just a bunch of bullshit anyway.  It’s a whole mess of paperwork that I or the guys on the other end never want to deal with and most of the grievances never even get heard anyway.  And the ones that do get heard usually go unnoticed for at least six months, which could mean another six months out of work with my thumb up my ass.”  I didn’t know if what I said about the delayed process of the grievances was true.  However, it was all I could think of that would appease Lindsey, calm her rant, and she would have the least knowledge of them.
              I could see Lindsey’s wheels spinning as she pondered what I had just said.  She looked as if she was ready with a reply but I just told her to leave it alone and walked out of the room.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIX
 
She followed me into the kitchen and I got to her before she could deliver a jab.
              “Linds, I’m not going to file a grievance.  I thought about it; I really did.  I really think this could be a good thing for me.”  Trying to power through my frustrations, or what I thought might be frustrations, I had spent the day really considering my life as an independent private investigator.  I said, “I get to make my own hours; I get to be a detective, which is what I was going to put in for at the department anyway, right?”
              She nodded and I could see her mood briefly lighten.  “I suppose, but what the hell do you know about private investigation?  How are you going to pick up cases?  And, more importantly, how are you going to earn a steady paycheck?  We can’t live just on my salary.”
              I knew Lindsey like a favorite pair of sneakers.  The comfort level.  The amount of support left in the sole.  And, most importantly, the quirks that just make them work.  And because of all of this, I prepared myself with a list of questions that Lindsey would bombard me with when I told her what had transpired from the meeting.  I could now check off questions one, two, and four.  Number three was on the way.  I answered them in order in which I had them written.
              “Fitzgerald said he’d throw me a few cases to get me started, which also will give me some money to bring in.  I can charge an hourly rate, plus expenses, such as travel, if necessary, and supplies.”  I didn’t know what type of supplies a private investigator would need but I was confident in my answer.  My mind drifted to night- vision goggles and camouflage crossbows then realized I was just going to be a private investigator in suburban New Jersey not auditioning for Rambo Part Five. 
              Lindsey watched as I checked off the first two questions on my list.  I continued, “Well, I obviously don’t know a whole lot about private investigating but what’s there to learn?  I’ve been a cop for a few years so that should give me some level of credibility.  I’d also like to think that I have some pretty good detective instincts.  And I read a lot of mystery and crime novels.”  I added the last part to make Lindsey smile but it failed.  
              She sat at the kitchen table with her hands in her lap and stared at nothing in particular.  I couldn’t help but stare at her pristine looking skin, her steel blue eyes and the way her shoulder- length hair was perfectly shaped around her slender face.  
              Nothing was said for a minute or so.  It was an awkward silence that made me feel very uncomfortable.  Lindsey finally moved and I watched her put her hair up into a ponytail only to immediately let it fall back across her shoulders.  She stood up.
              “Well, is this what you really want?
 
              Bam! And there was question number three.  Check. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVEN
 
“Yes it is,” I said.  She was content with my answer and sensed the level of confidence it carried.  We talked about inane things for a while and decided to both make dinner.
              While I sautéed up the onions, peppers, and mushrooms, Lindsey prepared the pork chops for the range- top grill.  I could tell she was thinking about something.  Probably work.  Probably my work- or whatever the hell you wanted to call it right now.  
              “What is it?” I asked.
              “Well, it’s funny you should bring up private investigating, Mr. Chase Barnes.”
              I always laughed when she called me that.  I cautiously replied, “Why?”
              “There’s a boy in my class, Esteban.  He comes from a really tough neighborhood and an even rougher home life,” Lindsey said.  I had an inkling as to where she was going with her thoughts but I stayed quiet and let her talk.
              “And what would you like me to do about it?”
              “I don’t know.  Just look into him for me, as a favor.  I think he might be mixed up in some gang stuff and maybe even drugs.  He’s only twelve.”  She talked while she continued to season the pork chops.  I could see the passion Lindsey has for these kids.  Whenever she came home and told me some of the heart- wrenching stories about her kids, I loved her that much more.  Stories of sex and drug abuse, alcoholism, neglect, and dead- beat parents.  All of this before the kids are teenagers.
              Lindsey taught at a behavior management program for Bergen County Special Services.  BCSS, as it’s better known to the locals, is a county- wide program that provides extra- special attention and care for kids with all types of physical, mental, and emotional disabilities.  Lindsey taught at the Right Step School, a school that specialized in teaching elementary and middle school students how to harness their anger, depression, and abandonment issues while learning the same academics that would be provided to them in a more traditional school setting.
              I was always jealous of Lindsey’s job.  She got to go on weekly field trips as a way to expose inner- city kids to a variety of community activities and was home by three every afternoon.  She even admitted how spoiled she was with her job.  Aside from the three o’ clock quitting time and more vacation time than a retired banker, Lindsey got off much easier than a public school teacher.  On average from year to year Lindsey usually had about seven students in her class as opposed to some of her cohorts in other schools that have ten times that many.  However, she said there were a number of times it felt like a hundred and seven kids due to some of their extreme behaviors.  She rarely had to take work home with her where others hunkered down on the weekends with stacks of papers to grade.  Don’t even get me started on the fact that she was allowed to wear jeans and sneakers to work every day due to the potential outbursts of fights and runners she may have to deal with during her day.  I guess with my newfound form of employment, I’d be wearing the same attire.
              “Don’t they have case managers and DYFS to look into that sort of stuff?” I asked.   The pork chops on the range- top grill began to sizzle.  I’ve learned so much about the teaching profession from Lindsey and the stories she’s told me over the years.  And one important thing I’ve learned from Lindsey and from my own years as a cop was that the Division of Youth and Family Services can be worthless.
              “We do but the kids’ case manager is a floozy and DYFS is worth shit.  DYFS has gone to the house a few times but have come up empty.  Say they don’t have enough to build a case.  I’m afraid this kid is involved in some bad stuff and may wind up dead.”
              Stay calm, Chase.  She’s talking about Esteban.  Not Jake.  On second thought, I don’t think I can take this job either.  Yes, you can, damn it.   You’re gonna do it because you owe it to Jake.  That’s the least you can do.
              There wasn’t much left to say, out loud anyway.  I knew I’d eventually convince myself that I was going to take the case once she told me to do it as a favor to her.  It would give me something real to do for the first time in months and I was thrilled.  
              “Fine, I’ll do it.  But you know these favors and pro bono gigs aren’t going to make us any money.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHT
 
I treated my latest session Tuesday morning with Dr. Sharper as I usually do.  Count down the minutes from the time I walk in and sit in her moderately comfortable chair and listen to her ramble until when the bell chimes.  At least that’s how the first ten minutes slugged by.  It wasn’t until she asked me about my latest updates about returning to work that I actually felt she was more beneficial to me than an excuse to get out of the house.
              Dr. Karen Sharper was forced upon me by the department as they do with all of their job- related incidents that result in gun- involved casualties.  Fitzgerald told me my case was on the severe end since I had taken this case so personally and it began to affect my work production.  
              “What has Captain Fitzgerald told you?” she asked me even though I knew Dr. Sharper knew the whole run down of my conversation with Fitzgerald.  I tried to read her expression to see just how much she already knew but I was smart enough to see through her game but I played along.  What else did I have to do?
              “You know damn well what he said because it’s probably you that told him to say it.”
              “I don’t think that’s very fair.  I will tell you that I’ve spoken to Captain Fitzgerald a few times since we’ve begun our sessions, predominately to provide him with a brief update on your progress and it was he who approached me with the idea,” Sharper said.
              I knew she just wanted to hear my own interpretation of what transpired from the meeting so I gave in.
              “He said he and the chief think I’m not completely suitable to return to my beat so they suggested that I create my own private investigation business.  Fitz said they’d throw me a few simple cases to get started and I’d have their full support when needed.”
              “How did you react to that?” she asked.  
              How do you think I reacted, bitch? 
              “I was not happy about it.  Frankly, I was surprised that I wouldn’t be allowed to return to work,” I said.  
              Did you have anything to do with it?
              “This is because you wouldn’t sign my release form and let me go back to work, isn’t it?” I added.  I was steaming.
              “What about that surprised you?”  She scribbled something on her pad and clearly ignored my last question.  But I could tell it got to her.
              “What do you mean?  Everything surprised me.  Really knocked me on my ass,” I replied.  I enjoyed cursing in front of Dr. Sharper because she hated it.  It made me feel good.  I continued, “I don’t know what surprised me more, the fact that I wasn’t returning to the department or the fact that I have to build my own business from scratch.”  
Or the fact that you’re a spiteful bitch and are doing this to me on purpose.
“Have you been continuing with your journal writing?” she asked.
“Sort of,” I said.  Sharper sat and stared at me, expecting me to elaborate.  So I continued, “It started out as a scribble pad for just words and phrases but then I sort of got into it and managed to get my whole story on paper.”  I sat back.
“Well, that’s great.  How did it make you feel to reveal the story, even if it was only to yourself on a piece of paper?” she asked.
I started to return a smart quip but quickly hesitated because it was actually an interesting question.  A question that I really wasn’t sure how to answer.  I shrugged and said that I didn’t know.  Sharper waited for more but I didn’t want to give her anything.  I felt like we were having a staring contest because her eyes were burning holes through my face.
“I’m not sure, really,” I finally said, giving in once again.  “I felt my anxiety sky rocket and I was really light- headed when I got to the part about Jake dying.  That was the hardest part.”
It just dawned on me that I was actually having a conversation for the first time and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.  We were six months in to my weekly therapy sessions and I still acted as resistant and defiant as I did the first day we met.
              I spent the rest of the hour- long session filling Dr. Sharper in on my first potential case.  I talked about Esteban Machado and what little I knew of him.  Lindsey had given me some further background information on Esteban, none of which was pretty.  I cut Dr. Sharper off before she attempted to analyze Esteban and his shitty- ass home life.  
              The timer had gone off.
              Wow!  Time’s up already!
              I hesitated before I got up to leave figuring Sharper would have some last minute words of wisdom for me.  But since she sat in silence studying the paperwork on her lap, I rose.
              Without looking at me she said, “And Chase, this isn’t my doing.”
              “Yeah,” was all I said. 
              Was she talking about it being my fault or was someone else involved in keeping me out of the force?  Right now, I didn’t care.
              I left Sharper’s office and headed over to Lindsey’s school.  She sent me a text telling me that she was able to get the principal to agree to my investigative duties.  I was to report to Mr. Glen Garvey’s office after my ‘prior appointment.’  My new career was underway.  
On my drive across town, I began to feel a jolt of electricity flow through my bloodstream.  Something I hadn’t felt in six months.  Maybe it was the fact that I might not have to abide by my department- issued requirement to meet with Sharper any longer.  I wasn’t returning to the job I necessarily wanted but I was still returning to a job.  Which to me meant that I could be done with Dr. Sharper and her wishy- washy witchcraft.     Maybe it was that I had an opportunity to see Lindsey during the day.  Maybe it was the fact that I was starting to get back to work, in some fashion.  It might have been one or it might have been none.  Either way I knew I was starting to feel alive.
              You’re alive but Jake isn’t.  
My conscience screamed at me on a regular basis but it’d become easier to shake it off rather than let it linger and ruin who I was as a person.  I’ve always been one to wrestle with my conscience more often than most, but it usually pertained to my inability to make my own decisions.  I often asked myself questions and used my mind’s voice to rationally talk things through before becoming impulsive.  
I wish I relied more on my conscience the night Jake died. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINE
 
The Right Step School was a one- story building set in the middle of a rural neighborhood.  It once was a veterinarian’s office.  The front office was still designed as a receptionist’s desk, with the high- top counter, and a sliding glass window in front.  There were only seven classrooms that were once used to treat everything from cats and dogs to iguanas and snakes.  I remember Lindsey telling me it took a full year to rid the building of the various pet odors.  
              I parked around back and found Lindsey waiting for me in the front office.  I had sent her a text when I was on my way.  A long line of school buses and vans were lined along the back of the building, prepared for dismissal.  The main entrance was on the side.  When I saw Lindsey I gave her a casual hug, appropriate enough for the work place.  She marched me down the hallway, passing an empty staff lounge, and we made a right turn to get to Principal Garvey’s office.  Adjacent to the principal’s office was a nursing station that was occupied by two students, one lying on a cot and another receiving some sort of medical attention from an elderly woman in cartoon scrubs.  
              Glen Garvey was probably in his early fifties and a husky penguin of a man.  He couldn’t have been more than five- six, five- seven and weighed entirely too much for such a stout body frame to carry.  His office, like all principal’s offices, was entirely too large for one person to occupy.  The L- shaped mahogany desk and his plush leather chair made Glen Garvey look like a Lego character placed in furniture fit for a real adult.  
              Lindsey introduced us, even though I’d met him on a number of occasions, and I shook Garvey’s stumpy, marshmallow-y hand.  Pleasantries were exchanged and we sat at a small oblong conference table set at the front of the office near the door.  On the table was a wilting potted plant and two binders stacked on top of each other.  The plant was pushed off to the end of the table but the permanent dirt ring told me that the center of the table was home.  Lindsey pointed me to a chair and I sat.  The office had a strange odor but I couldn’t quite place the stench.  I think it was a cross between old Chinese food and a gym locker.  And Lindsey wondered why some of the kids in her class that she’s had over the years referred to him as Gravy rather than Garvey.  
              I spent the first few minutes giving Garvey the rundown on my experiences as a cop and as a private investigator, most of which, of course, I embellished.  
              “So tell me about Esteban,” I finally said to get the ball rolling.
              “Ok, here it is.  Esteban is a twelve- year old boy.  Lives in Paterson,” Garvey began.  I took notes.
              “Both parents home?” I asked.
              “Yes, and then some,” Garvey said.  He continued, “Esteban’s mother works nights at the CVS in town and we’re not quite sure what the father does.  There’s also a grandmother, we think a couple of cousins and Esteban’s older and younger siblings.  It’s quite the family dynamic.”  A regular family gathering, I thought but didn’t say or write down.
              “I’ll say,” I said just to be saying something.  Then I thought of a question.  “Why don’t you know what the father does?”
              Garvey adjusted the cuffs on his jacket before answering.  “Well, he only lists his cell phone on the emergency contact form and has told us he works a few different jobs over the last couple of years.”
              I was making notes on a yellow legal pad, thinking he’d purchased a bunch of burner phones.  The fact that the father even supplied the school with phone numbers at all surprised me.  The more Garvey spoke, the more my mind began to race.  I made a list of job ideas that I thought Mr. Machado might be involved in, none of which were good.  I don’t know why I thought this but based on the way Lindsey described the family dynamic to me yesterday at home and the way Garvey described the situation to me now led me to believe that the father was mixed up in something shady.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TEN
 
From what little I knew of Glen Garvey up to this point I certainly knew he liked to talk.  I suddenly grew more compassionate for Lindsey when she’d come home from her Monday afternoon meetings completely drained.  She’d always said that Garvey wore her out more than the kids themselves.  Over the years she’d taught herself to take what the kids- and Garvey- had said with a grain of salt- a whole shaker of salt for that matter.  Lindsey simply chalked it up to kids craving the attention they didn’t receive at home. 
              “Tell me more about Esteban.  What type of kid is he?” I managed to interject.
              As Garvey spoke, he slid over the two binders, using both hands, that were near the center of the table.  “These are his IEPs.  Everything in here should give you a good idea about who Esteban is and some back story on his reasons for being here.  Feel free to read through whatever you feel necessary but I will strongly advise that none of the paperwork in these binders can leave this building, including copies.  We have to maintain our level of confidentiality.  I hope you understand this and it will not hurt your investigation.  You may have copies of the incident reports, however.”
              I thanked him and pulled the binders towards me.  One binder was much thicker than the other but they were both neatly organized with divider tabs separating each section.  Lindsey informed me that the second binder was the ‘overflow’ or a second binder used because the first one was busting at the seams.  I didn’t take that to be a good thing considering the kid was barely twelve and had a binder thicker than the 9/11 commission reports.  She said, in her years at the Right Step School, there were only a handful of kids that needed a second binder.  
              Garvey finally excused himself and offered an extended hand if there was anything else I needed.  When he exited his office, Garvey added, “Please note, Mr. Barnes, that we don’t do this for all of our kids.  But with Esteban, we feel there is something very concerning going on and we greatly appreciate your help.”  He unnecessarily put a hand on my shoulder from behind and gently squeezed.  Thanks, old chum is what I felt I should say but didn’t.
              He left Lindsey and me to ourselves and I opened the first binder.  Lindsey had told me enough about IEPs, or Individualized Education Plans, over the years to give me enough understanding of what they are and how they operate.  She leaned over my shoulder to guide me through any questions I had and I opened the cover of the larger binder to notice a Service Providers Responsibility Form stapled to the inside cover.  This was to be signed by whoever accessed the student’s IEP but Lindsey told me I didn’t need to since this was supposed to be done on the hush- hush.  She also said she’d swipe the copy of Esteban’s IEP that she had in her classroom.  All teachers were required to have each of their student’s IEPs on file in their room.  A state requirement that was supposed to force teachers to truly read the IEPs and discover the child’s true disability while providing the necessary accommodations and modifications for their learning rather than have it sit in the bottom drawer only to collect dust and coffee stains.  Most teachers Lindsey worked with went through the motions and allowed the latter occur.
              There were eight total sections to the IEP.  The first being the Summary Sheet, which included the student’s demographics, names of parents and/or guardians as well as information collected at the initial intake meeting.  I wrote down Esteban’s listed address as well as the parental contact information.  Not much else was of use to me there.  The second tab marked a thick section labeled IEP.  This included Esteban’s IEP from his sending district, the school district that pays the tuition for Esteban to attend the Right Step School.  Paterson was Esteban’s sending district.  This also listed his Present Level of Academic Achievement and Functional Performance.  The jargon confused me and Lindsey needed to put it into layman’s terms saying that this included Esteban’s academic strengths and weaknesses, what type of behavior intervention strategies are needed, what academic modifications and supports Esteban needed in class to learn.  The district’s placement decision and his goals and objectives, which were filled out by Lindsey were also included.  I took some notes from this section, not knowing how they’d help me with my investigation.
              The next few sections were Social Evaluations, which was empty, Psychological Evaluations, which had a small three- page packet inserted that I perused but found nothing of interest, Educational Evaluations, Related Services, Medical, and Incident Reports.  Esteban did not have any related services, such as speech or occupational therapy; his medical section only contained his mandatory physical forms and the incident reports is what the entire second binder was dedicated to.  The Incident Reports section is where I figured I’d hit pay dirt and I couldn’t wait to dive right in.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ELEVEN
 
I pushed the first binder aside and slid the second in front of me.  The small hiatus in investigative work made me realize how nice it was to work so close to Lindsey.  We always said that we were glad to be in such different professions because we’d kill each other if we had to spend our entire work day together then come home and share the evening.  But this was nice.  It gave me an opportunity to really see Lindsey at work.  I had been around her co- workers in the past at social events but never during her actual work day.  If my juices hadn’t been flowing as it was from being back at work, working side by side with Lindsey made me boil over. 
              I was riding high and feeling good.  I had a solid list of notes taken from what I was given and felt like I had some sense of direction for the first time in months.  I was beginning to feel like a cop again.  Or an investigator as I was now known as.  
              Then it hit me.  Like a bitch slap from an angry woman.  It took the sounds of the kids voices screaming through the halls during dismissal that made me realize that I was back in a school.  
Back around kids.  
The voices in the halls weren’t screaming but they sure as hell were in my head.  It was the first time since Jake died that I had allowed myself to listen to adolescent voices and, to be honest with you, it scared the shit out of me.  It reminded me so much of that night.  Lindsey didn’t notice it, at first.  She was skimming through Esteban’s incident reports to find anything that really stood out.  I began to sweat and my lower body started twitching uncontrollably.  
Man up, you bitch!  
              There was only one possibility: the onset of a panic attack.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWELVE
 
             After a glass of water and some antacids from the nurse, I was able to regroup and start to return to normal.  A trip to the men’s room to splash cold water on my face sped up the process.  Lindsey ordered me to go home and lie down but I insisted that I was all right.  Besides, I’m a private investigator now.  Going home to lie down isn’t an option.
              “Are you sure, honey?” Lindsey asked.  
              “Don’t worry, I’m fine now.  Why don’t you show me around the school?”  She was hesitant but my wit and my charm eventually forced her to cave.  We exited the nurse’s office at the end of the hallway and strolled back past Garvey’s office and towards Lindsey’s classroom.  Her students were dismissed from art so the room was empty when we entered.  She had six student desks strategically positioned around the room.  Some were staggered and others were pushed as far into the corners of the room without touching the walls.  Thin metal storage cabinets lined the back wall while Lindsey’s desk was in the far corner adjacent to the door.  Book shelves and filing cabinets were strewn about filling up any open wall space left to be occupied.  There were two long cafeteria tables occupying desktop computers, one along the windows and another wedged in between two of the metal storage cabinets.  
              Lindsey went to her desk and stacked a pile of papers and shifted a stack of novels from one side to the other.  I roamed the room and looked at some of the kid’s classwork and art projects hung up around on a bulletin board.  By the looks of some of the drawings they must’ve been working on Colonial America.  There were color- coded maps that the students labeled each of the original Thirteen Colonies.  
              “Which one is Esteban’s?” I asked Lindsey of the desks positioned around the room.  
              “Right front and center up here by me,” she replied.  The desks were all the same and had an alphabet strip stuck to the top of the workspace along with an individualized schedule.  The metal desks had a hollow opening in the front for easy access and storage of books, papers, and supplies.  I pulled out Esteban’s chair and saw that it appeared a tornado ripped through his notebooks and binder.  Crumpled papers were overflowing like hot lava.  Lindsey laughed when I caught her looking at me.  She said nothing but shook her head.  
              “How the hell do you let them function like this?” I asked.  
              “I don’t let them function like this, Mr. Barnes.  I don’t know how many times a week we have to spend time to just clean up their desks,” she replied.  
              “I can’t tell if I need rubber gloves or a Hazmat suit.”  She laughed again.  I began pulling out crumpled papers.  Worksheets, drawings, and a slew of lined paper assignments.  I piled them up as high as they’d let me on top of the desk.  I removed workbooks with bent and ripped corners.  Lindsey eventually joined me in my scavenger hunt, pulling a chair up next to me.  
              “This is pretty gross,” I said and I could read her answer through the expression on her face.  “I couldn’t even do this on purpose if I tried when I was in school.”  I found old napkins, but I couldn’t tell if they’d been used or not.  There was a plastic cup that looked as if it’d been used for paint and a few empty chip and popcorn bags.  Lindsey got up to retrieve the garbage can and instantly swiped everything I pulled out of the desk into the can.
              “It’s not worth the effort,” she said.
“I’m afraid to reach into the back of the desk, afraid that something would bite me or cause my hand to get stuck,” I said.  Lindsey brought me a small handheld broom, about the size of a large paintbrush and insisted that I use it to sweep out the remaining contents.  She also brought along a small pan to collect the contents.  
              There was a large clump of dust and a few broken pencils, eraser shavings, and strips of paper swept into the pan.  But it was what I swept up with the second attempt that greatly intrigued me.  
              “Hey, take a look at this,” I said.  Lindsey returned next to me and saw me holding up an empty dime bag of marijuana.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTEEN
 
The kid had been told by Jamal to come by his apartment immediately after school.  When Esteban arrived on that Tuesday afternoon- he had skipped school and roamed the streets of Paterson- he was more nervous than ever.  He had made runs for Jamal in the past but had never been invited up to his apartment.  Jamal usually told Esteban to meet him at a specific location and had given specific instructions.  He once met Jamal in the lobby of the apartment building but had never been up to Jamal’s place.  Esteban had no idea he’d have to sit around for a few hours before given his next assignment.  
              “This is the shit you gotta do if you wanna make it big,” Jamal said.  There was a dog barking in the next room.  Esteban sat in a viscously stained, severely ripped arm chair in the corner of a viscously stained, severely damaged living room.  The living room sat in the middle of a one bedroom apartment in the heart of Paterson.  The night sky began to settle after an afternoon of a consistent misting rain.  The impending heat of the season created a thick layer of humidity in the air. 
              Esteban wanted to speak but wasn’t sure how Jamal would react if he said the wrong thing.  
“I’m not sure if I can,” he finally said.  Without realizing it he cringed at his own words.  Esteban didn’t know if he was referring to not being able to run Jamal’s drugs or ‘make it big.’  His voice was much weaker than the bold, bullying voice he used in school.  Esteban sounded like an infantile mouse.  He wasn’t sure if he should stay and earn Jamal’s respect or head for the hills.  Javier, Esteban’s older brother, was in jail at the time for being a drug runner.  He got caught with several pounds of cocaine in a knapsack during a routine traffic stop.  Now it was Esteban’s turn.  Or so he thought.
              “You gonna be a little bitch or are you gonna man up and handle your bi’ness?  You pull this shit every time you come here. Whatchoo think this is, Chuck E. Cheese?  If you ain’t gonna be a big man then you gots to get the steppin’.  I don’t got no time for these playground games, man.  You startin’ to fuck wit my bi’ness.” Jamal’s six- foot three, muscular frame towered over Esteban’s five- five, athletically- built body.  “Alls you gotta do is take the shit in this paper bag four blocks to the park and give it to a guy in a green Explorer.  Make sure you get my money first before you give him the shit.”
              Esteban inflated himself a bit as Jamal backed away to grab the paper bag off a plastic patio table doubling as a dining room table.  “Then I come right back here?” He asked.  “What if he doesn’t give me the money?”
              Jamal’s cell phone blared some rap song as it’s ring tone.  He unclipped it off of his belt loop before he could answer Esteban’s questions.  “He better give you the fucking money.”  
              Jamal left the living room towards the kitchen to conduct his conversation privately.  He quickly returned to find Esteban roaming the living room area.
              “What’s your deal?” Jamal asked.  “I remember when your brother used to bring you around these parts.  You couldn’t’ve been more than three or four.”
              “I remember,” Esteban said.
              “Your brother was good.  I let him handle a lot of business for me.  He was reliable, trustworthy, and a real soldier.”
              “I remember.”
              “You want to know what I remember?  I remember you sitting in the corner while we had a bunch of girls up in here blowing lines of coke off each other and getting into some kinky shit,” Jamal said.  “These bitches will do whatever they gotta do to get their fix.”
              “I remember.”
              “You still got that burn mark on your hand from when you stupidly tried to touch a boiling pot of rock?” Jamal asked.  He stepped closer to Esteban and Esteban couldn’t help but let his eyes wander.
              “Yup,” Esteban said.
              “Business has never been the same since Javier got busted.  Guess he wasn’t as much of a soldier as he appeared to be,” Jamal said.
              “Okay,” Esteban said. 
              “Where you goin’ little ‘un?” Jamal asked.
              Esteban was a deer in headlights.  “Nowhere.”
              “So you in?  This is your last chance.  Your brother said you might be a little bitch.  Buck up or bitch out.  It’s your choice.”  As if Jamal’s booming voice wasn’t posturing enough for Esteban to feel inferior, Jamal stepped into Esteban’s personal space and used his large frame to intimidate him further.
              Feeling like he was left with no choice, Esteban agreed.  Again.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOURTEEN
 
             Esteban took the paper bag from Jamal and headed for the dark, dreary, and damp streets of Paterson.  He had been on these streets on a nightly basis.  Walking and hanging out with his crew.  But now he was out there all on his own, which made him realize his fear.  With his crew, Esteban had no issue robbing and stealing goodies from the local bodegas and knocking over fruit stands at the local markets, using the stolen fruit as ammo to fend off the manager giving chase.  Even the occasional elder trying to make it home would get pushed down.  Graffiti on the bus stops and vandalizing the park benches were their forms of amusement.  Things were different when Esteban had his boys.  
              Even school was a safe haven for him.  However, there weren’t any school nights in the street game.  Despite the fights, the thrown chairs, and flipped desks, Esteban knew that school was a place of safety.  A place where he could get the attention, albeit negative attention, he craved.  A place where Esteban had a chance to feel like a real person and not just another product of the system. 
              This was probably the sixth or seventh time Esteban had been recruited to run drugs for Jamal, but this was the first time he had to do it at night. 
              Esteban could see the green Explorer from his vantage point on the corner but stopped in his tracks when he saw the silhouette of two adult figures sitting in the car.  Jamal had said it would be just one.  Jamal had done business with a guy in a green Explorer a handful of times over the recent weeks but had never met him directly.  That’s why he hired runners.  To take care of the leg work while Jamal sat back and collected the cash.  He didn’t give a shit who bought up his supply as long as they abided by his agreed- upon rules over the phone.  The buyer had to agree to the strategic transaction location, come prepared with the right amount of money, and not bullshit the kid that was making the run.  Otherwise Jamal was right there ready to take matters into his own hands.  Simple and yet such effective business strategies.   
              The rain began to steadily drip again but Esteban’s nerves forced him to block out anything but the two silhouettes sitting in the green Explorer.  He took a deep breath, built up his confidence, just like Javier taught him to, and stepped off the curb to approach the SUV.  With the paper bag in his right hand, Esteban used his left to adjust the blue Dodger hat on his head.  He couldn’t help but be distracted by the rhythmic sound the windshield wipers periodically made.  
              Esteban didn’t know if he was supposed to say anything to the driver.  Anything to the passenger?  Just give them the bag and wait for the money or wait for the money before giving them the bag?  The guys in the SUV must know what to do, Esteban thought.  He sidled up to the driver’s side window just as the heavily tinted window dropped down.  Esteban couldn’t figure out if it was normal to see the buyers wearing ski masks to conceal their identity.  But he knew he’d never seen it before.  Both men were wearing identical black ski masks and matching black sweatshirts.  One had a hood the other didn’t.  Esteban stared down at his feet then at the paper bag he indecisively held in both hands.  He watched himself gently toss it back and forth from hand to hand.
              “What you got for me, little man?” The driver asked.  Esteban lifted the bag close to his body to show the driver that he had what he was looking for.  He didn’t know what was in the bag but he had a pretty good idea.  The bag was slowly making his way through the window when Esteban noticed a pit bull sitting in the back seat behind the passenger.  Then his eyes noticed a third ski- mask laden man sitting behind the driver.  
              “I- I- I have this,” Esteban stuttered.  And before he could get the money from the driver, the rear driver’s side door swung open and the third man pulled Esteban inside the truck.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTEEN
 
The wheels spun so violently that the squeals could be heard for blocks.  The force of the acceleration swung the door Esteban was dragged through shut on its own.  No words were spoken.  The only sounds were from the agitated pit bull, spontaneously disturbed by Esteban’s violent entrance into the backseat.  Esteban was twisted across the lap of the man in the backseat while his mouth was covered by the man’s gloved hand.  The masked assailant’s other hand was wrapped across Esteban’s chest, forming a human seatbelt.  
              Esteban attempted to fight against the strength of his holder but surrendered after a few attempts.  His anger began to boil within him and started flailing like a beached tiger shark.  He attempted thrust his head back and head butt his captor in the jaw but the man was able to bob and weave around the attempted blows.  A shot to the left clavicle was the best Esteban could do.
              “Chill him the fuck out!” the driver shouted, his voice booming throughout the confines of the vehicle.  
              Esteban was beginning to feel like he was in a restraint hold, the type they put him in at school when he was in a crisis situation.  And like school, his feet were wildly kicking about.  The difference between school and his current situation was that there were no restrictions on the amount of force or level of power his current captors could use.  And then there was a sudden shattering crash.   Esteban had put his left foot through the car door’s window.  His vision was starting to blur and the veins in his forehead were about to burst.  His strength was enough to break some of the restraint holds at school but he was shocked when the arms of his captor didn’t budge.  
              The driver was still speeding at a blinding pace down Madison Avenue, crossing over Ninth, then Tenth before making a right on Eleventh.  After another right onto East Eighteenth Street the car suddenly slowed.  The driver wanted to take a scenic route to get to his destination.  Just in case someone saw him snatch Esteban off the streets and called the police.  But he didn’t hear any sirens.  He wove through Fulton Place and East York Avenue until he was on Lafayette.  The Explorer came to a screeching halt on Lafayette next to a baseball field.  The driver and the front passenger exited the car and swung the back doors wide open.  One grabbed the dog while the other grabbed Esteban.  Esteban was still fighting hard and giving as much resistance as his body would muster.  He was releasing what would thought to be gut- wrenching screams to someone who might’ve cared.  He felt his right foot make contact with someone’s flesh. The victim grunted.  Esteban’s body lost its strength and fell limp as he felt his wrists and ankles be manhandled by two of the thugs.  
              “C’mon, yo, he ain’t that heavy,” one of them loudly whispered.  Esteban saw that all three were still wearing their ski masks, concealing their identity.  
              “Shut the fuck up!” The third one commanded.  Esteban could hear the third kidnapper, walking next to his horizontal body, carrying something that sounded like chains.  He couldn’t see because it was too dark.
              “You carry the little motherfucker then,” he retorted. 
              Esteban gave one more attempt at writhing himself free but the grips on his wrists and ankles were too strong.  He could hear the feet underneath him scuffle along the infield of the baseball field.  Clouds of dust began to simmer around him.  Suddenly, Esteban was dropped near home plate.  The thud temporarily knocked the wind out of him.  It only took a few short inhalations to regulate his breath.  He realized he was free of the vice grips and wanted to make a run for it but then he heard the click of the gun in his left ear.  Esteban, for the first time in as long as he can remember, felt scared.  
              “Now, are you going to shut the fuck up?” The biggest of the three guys asked, still resting the gun behind Esteban’s ear.  Esteban could do nothing but casually nod an agreement.
              When the kidnappers ran back to the car and sped away, Esteban was chained to the fenced in backstop of the baseball field.  
 
                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTEEN
 
I woke up Wednesday morning once again feeling rejuvenated.  I had my usual bowl of cereal, a yogurt, and a glass of orange juice.  No coffee for me.  Lindsey was back at work by the time I was out of bed but I was lying awake to see her leave.  Over my bowl of Cocoa Puffs and strawberry banana yogurt, I sorted through Esteban’s incident reports.  Principal Garvey was nice enough to let me make a copy of them to look over at home. 
              There must’ve been well over a hundred incident reports describing various situations Esteban had been involved in, either provoking or instigating a fight or argument.  Each incident report was to be thoroughly completed by the staff member or members who witnessed the incident.  The writer, who was usually the primary witness to the incident, had to fill out the student’s name, program, since they were sent to their home districts, the homeroom teacher, the reporter’s name along with date and time of incident as well as who, if any, were the victims.  The location was to be checked off from a series of boxes listing everything from the bus to the cafeteria to somewhere in the community.  The next section asked the writer to describe in a brief sentence of what initiated the incident followed by what types of behaviors were exhibited during this incident, such as disruptive or disrespectful behavior, fighting, bullying, or possession of weapons and stealing, among others.  
              The meat and potatoes of the report filled in the middle section.  This is where the writer was to describe the incident and the observable behavior they witnessed.  The bottom of the page was another check- box area for the writer to indicate what responses or consequences were given to handle the situation and a brief summary of what intervention strategies were utilized as well as the outcome.  The outcome referred to how well the intervention strategies, such as a call to the parent or guardian, suspension, separation from the situation, inability to earn breaks, among others worked.  I can always tell when Lindsey had to fill out incident reports at work because she would come home drained.  She always complained about how time consuming they were and needed to complete them by the end of the school day so Garvey could have them to review.  He would decide if a further consequence was needed.  Lindsey couldn’t remember a day where she didn’t have to fill one out and her own personal daily record for incident reports, she told me, was seven.  Most were on Esteban but she certainly had her fair share of other guilty parties in her class of six students.  
              Esteban’s incident report file read like a student’s handbook of what not to do in school.  He had a fight with someone on a weekly basis.  Stole portable video game consoles out of classmates’ book bags.  Threw pencils at staff and students.  Broke three windows.  Not only ran out of the class but the school building at least five times.  However, it was indicated that Esteban never got farther than the staff parking lot behind the building when he ran out.  Vandalism.  Inappropriate sexual and drug related drawings in art class.  Flipping tables and desks.  Punching a water fountain until it broke from the wall.  Hitting computer screens.  I started to see it as comical and laughed to myself.  But I tried to suppress the comical thoughts and push more sympathetic thoughts to the front.  A kid with this much anger and aggression really must have a rough home life, I thought.  
              What I found to be most comical was what was written in most of the sections of the incident report that asked the writer to describe what initiated the incident.  I could tell, from her handwriting, that most of these were filled out by Lindsey herself.  And most of the initiated behaviors were reasons, such as: “Esteban didn’t feel like doing math today.”  “Esteban was bored so he got up and walked out of the room.”  “Esteban didn’t like the way Brandon turned around and looked at him.”  “Esteban didn’t get to go first in Connect Four.”  All very justifiable reasons for the aforementioned aggressive behaviors.  
              Kids like Esteban have difficulties processing what others might deem to be infantile situations.  Their only way of dealing with situations, regardless of the level of complexity or frustration, is to act out violently.  More often than not the violence is a learned behavior from the people that surround the child themselves.  The kids who exhibit a gang mentality tend to have some exposure to parents or siblings who have direct gang ties.  (In this case Esteban’s older brother seemed to have a track record of drugs and possibly some gang ties.)  The kids who are highly aggressive and immediately resort to punching, kicking or spitting on someone as an initial reaction are usually victims or witnesses to such behavior outside of school.  The Right Step School’s design is to work with these students on their social and community skills and expose them to various positive community environments as a way of improving their skills.  I remember Lindsey struggling severely to fully comprehend the functionality, or lack thereof, of her students.  She struggled severely her first year at The Right Step School but through rigorous training and professional development she was able to learn strategies to handle all types of situations.  
              It must’ve rained overnight because the grass had puddles randomly splashed around the backyard.  I was rinsing out my bowl and throwing my yogurt cup in the garbage can when my phone buzzed.  It was Lindsey.  Her text read: Esteban’s not in school today?!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Journal Entry:
September.
Paterson!                            Jake?
7-11 Robbery?                            Where did the gun come from?
What the hell is going on?
When is Jake coming home?  Is he coming home?
This shit isn’t for me.  Can we trade places?  God, what I wouldn’t give to trade places with Jake right now.
Who’s really to blame?  Is it Jake?  Can it be the drugs?
Speaking of drugs- where did they come from?  How did Jake get drugs?  Who did he know to get him drugs?  This is crazy!  I’m done- NO MORE
I’m to blame!  I’m to blame!  I’m a terrible human being!
BLAME ME!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTEEN
 
I wrote back to Lindsey, asking if the nurse received a call or any type of contact from Esteban’s house about the reason why he wasn’t in school.  Based on Esteban’s attendance record he was regularly in school and Lindsey told me his mother usually called and reported the reason for his absence.  Lindsey previously mentioned that most of the reasons given were that he was sick or had a doctor’s appointment; she emphasized the reasons with quotes.  
              While I was waiting for her reply, I decided to sift through Esteban’s incident reports and sort them into several different piles.  The piles were distinguished by the type of infraction: fighting, vandalism, bullying, and physical contact- student to teacher.  The largest pile was a close tie between bullying and fighting.  I hadn’t met Esteban yet but my impression, from what Lindsey told me, he liked to use his size and physical appearance to intimidate and push around his classmates.  Several of the fights Esteban got into were initiated by his comments and successful attempts to provoke other students.  I had a good feeling about the type of kid I was dealing with.
              I hadn’t received a response text from Lindsey yet.  I noticed the time to be about eight forty- five, which was just when arrival was winding down and the students were having their breakfast to get their day started.  There wasn’t much more I could do until Lindsey replied to my text so I decided to get dressed for the day.  I walked through the kitchen and climbed the adjacent staircase to the second floor, which brought me to a lengthy corridor with three bedrooms down to the right and a bathroom and linen closet to the left.  
              It wasn’t until the recent weeks that I was able to not only climb the stairs but walk the length of the corridor to my bedroom.  For the longest time I had to sleep in the guest bedroom downstairs.  It became such the routine that I had Lindsey move my clothes and amenities downstairs as well.  Something about being upstairs in my bedroom created such a hostile environment in my brain that I wasn’t the only one that couldn’t sleep.  My thrashing and violent jolts occasionally left bruises on Lindsey’s lower extremities.  There’s a reason why I had such a difficulty sleeping upstairs but it’s a big part of my story that I haven’t told anyone about.  I keep it to myself- well, now the lifeless pages of my journal know.  
After dressing in a pair of jeans, a New York Mets t- shirt, and my black Sketchers, I went back down to the kitchen table.  I checked my phone again.  Still nothing from Lindsey.  I wrote down Esteban’s address on a Post- it note and went back into his binder.  A smaller section behind the incident reports was designated for FYIs.  A while back, Lindsey had explained to me that FYIs were, in a sense, similar to incident reports but not nearly as thorough and were to be predominately used for nonviolent, but yet still concerning issues.  The top of half of the page was where the concerning issue was to be explained and the bottom was where the writer was to explain what strategy was employed.  Most of the time, the strategy employed was a simple series of verbal redirections or notifying the nurse or counselor.  Esteban’s FYIs were written about the excessive use of inappropriate language, not completing homework, inappropriate usage of the Internet, aimlessly walking around the classroom, and even personal hygiene.  
              The five FYIs that blared sirens at me were drug related.  Two were written by Lindsey, reporting that she saw Esteban rolling up a piece of white printer paper as if it were a joint.  One Lindsey wrote about a comic- strip drawing Esteban made of a guy selling someone else drugs while the next scenes were showing how to smoke and resell marijuana.  Another was written by Lindsey’s classroom assistant, Heather, explaining that she heard Esteban talking about some friends from his neighborhood who were profound in using and selling drugs.  
              The fifth FYI was what really sent the fire signals out.  This was the most recent documentation, written by Lindsey.  It was dated April 11, 2015.  The summary at the top of the page read:
While Esteban was getting up to use the bathroom, I saw him reach into his front pocket to store his pencil.  When Esteban was out of the room, I walked around the room to continue my lesson.  When I passed by Esteban’s desk I saw and picked up a small plastic bag, containing what looked like marijuana residue.  I opened the bag and smelled the inside, confirming my assumption.
The bottom of the page noted that Lindsey notified Margie, the case manager, immediately as well as Principal Garvey.  There were notes made by someone else’s handwriting, Margie’s I presumed since it looked like a woman’s.  She had noted that she notified the district, made several failed attempts to contact the parents, and a suspension notice was written.  Esteban was going to be suspended for three days and continue to be seen by his SAC counselor.  SAC or student assistance counselors are assigned to students who have a history related to drugs.  And now, based on my recent discovery in Esteban’s desk, a sixth FYI could be documented about finding another dime bag in his possession at school.
In addition to the FYI another document titled an Urgent Response Form was written by Lindsey.  The Urgent Response Form was self- explanatory.  These were used for students who were in immediate need of clinical attention and sometimes outside medical or police intervention.  Students who were expressing suicidal or homicidal ideation in any form, written, verbal, or other required a Urgent Response Form.  In addition, students who were suspected victims of parental abuse or neglect, exhibiting sexual inappropriateness, such as exposing themselves or asking for sexual favors, possessing a weapon or an illegal substance, or stealing would require a URF.  Esteban had four of these written.  There wasn’t a steady pattern of occurrence.
The first was two weeks into the school year and Esteban was referred to Margie, the counselor, because he had told a classmate that he wanted to kill him because the student was sitting at the computer Esteban wanted.  The clinical follow- up, which was written on the bottom of the URF, stated that a determination was made that Esteban was ‘joking.’  Two other URF’s were written by Lindsey indicating a worry of child neglect because of poor hygiene and the fact that he had worn the same clothing several days in a row.  Clinical follow- up stated that a DYFS call would be placed.  
The fourth URF was dated the same day as the drug- related FYI, April eleventh.  There was a check mark next to “Possession of illegal substance- Type: Marijuana paraphernalia.”  I stacked this with the other drug- related documents and started reading them all again in succession. 
I fetched my phone out of my pocket after I felt it buzz.  It was a response text from Lindsey telling me that the nurse tried the home twice and got no answer and that she was worried.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTEEN
 
During Lindsey’s lunch break, she called me on my cell.  I was in the car driving east on Route 80 heading towards Paterson.  I wasn’t sure where I was going or what I planned to do when I got there.  Lindsey had informed me that Principal Garvey had made an attempt to contact the Machado residence to discover the reasoning for Esteban’s absence.  She said Garvey’s attempt also came up empty but I had my reservations about whether or not he actually called.
              I got off at the Downtown Paterson exit and drove around with no intents and purposes.  Maybe I was just getting the lay of the land.  Even though this was my territory as a cop for three years I felt like it was all new to me again and I had to start fresh.  The Machado’s address sat on the passenger seat next to me.  I didn’t have much experience with Paterson as a pedestrian and really had no desire to due to its reputation of being littered with crime.   
              Paterson, at one time, was the shopping capital of North Jersey but has been outdone by large retail malls in Paramus and Wayne.  Most recently, in 2011, the entire city was ravaged by Hurricane Irene.  The Passaic River severely flooded, causing historic amounts of damage to homes and bridges, which displaced thousands of residents.  The city has slowly recovered since and been able to return to normal.  
              I found my way on Market Street after a few minutes of driving and came to a stop at the corner of Market and Madison.  I felt my phone buzz.  It was Fitzy.
              “How’s it going, Barnes, PI?” He said before I could say hello.  
              “Fine, Fitz.  What’s up?” I said.  I turned the car stereo down and was pissed that I was missing one of my favorite Van Morrison songs on my iPod.  I paused it.    
              “I may have your first case for you.”  I asked him to repeat what he said, just to clarify.  Fitzgerald had always been a true- to- word type of guy, to me at least, so I guess I had to give him the benefit of the doubt.  
              “What is it?” I cautiously asked, trying to show some excitement in the fact that Fitzgerald actually lived up to his word of tossing me a few cases just to get me started.  Fitzy definitely scored a few points in my book.  
              “A missing boy.  From right our own neck of the woods,” he said.  “Parents called it in a hour or so ago.  Said he went out with a few friends even though the parents told him he couldn’t.  The parents think the boy climbed out the first floor bathroom window.  Said he’d done it a hundred times before but would always be back before the mother was up for the day.  This time he never came home.  Peterson took the call.”
              “Where does the boy live?” I asked, thinking this might have some real possibilities.  The adrenaline started to overload my brain waves.  And when Fitzgerald told me the boy lived in Paterson the adrenaline quickly started to flow and I started to get a little wary.  It really radiated through my body once I compared Esteban’s address to the address Fitzgerald had just given me.
              “And what’s the boy’s name?” I slowly asked.  I heard Fitzgerald slump around some papers on his desk.
              “Esteban Machado.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETEEN
 
At two, late Wednesday night or early Thursday morning, depending on your own perspective, a black van pulled up to the baseball field on Lafayette.  Two men exited the sliding side door, both in ski masks, and jogged to where Esteban had fallen asleep.  Esteban’s right arm was tightly dangling as he had dropped to the ground when he dozed off.  His head lolled below his left shoulder while his left hand was still balled into a tight fist.  He couldn’t remember when he’d lost feeling in his right shoulder but knew it was numb by now.  Esteban was awoken by the sound of the chains being cut by a large set of bolt cutters.  His body shook as the chains were shaken loose through the holes in the fence.  The guys whispered something to each other but Esteban couldn’t make out what was said.  One of the guys casually kicked Esteban in the leg.
              It took a moment to realize, but Esteban was free.  He wanted to run.  He wanted to kick.  He wanted to scream but Esteban, for the first time ever, had a sense of reasoning control his mind.  The impulsive rage had temporarily subsided.  Esteban wasn’t sure if it was because of how tired he was or that genuine terror and fear had finally set in.  Either way,  common sense had slapped him in the face, if only for a few moments.  Maybe a part of Esteban’s inner rebel was excited by the amount of attention he was receiving, albeit from thugs and kidnappers, and he wanted to see where this was going and why this was happening to him.  Why was he the subject of such violent, thuggish street behavior?
              “Who are you?  And what the hell do you want with me?” Esteban asked.  The sense of pride was growing.  He spit on the ground in the direction of one of the thugs’ feet as a sign of toughness and even puffed up his chest a little bit.
              “Shut the fuck up!”  The taller one shouted and clobbered Esteban with a vicious backhand across the right side of his face.  The other unidentified thug giggled.  They wrestled Esteban to his feet and carried him back to the van.
              The van sped down Lafayette, passing through a residential neighborhood.  Lafayette came to an end at Passaic County Road 647.  The van slid into a space in the parking lot of the Food Mart.  The passenger hopped out and spent no more than five minutes in the store.  From Esteban’s vantage point it didn’t look like the guy bought anything and was wondering the purpose of the pit stop.  There wasn’t much Esteban could see from his lying down position while his wrists were tied to his ankles.  The way his arms were drawn tightly against his body he thought he’d much prefer the chains.
              “Fuck you!” Esteban shouted, his impulses returning.  Before he could speak again, he heard the sound of a gun being cocked.  The passenger casually turned around, pointing the muzzle of a Smith & Wesson at Esteban.  He didn’t say anything because Esteban’s expression told the thug that the gun was enough.
              The newfound sun felt warm but Esteban couldn’t tell if it was just the stifling temperature in the back of the van.  Any other day would have been prime for skateboarding or hanging on the stoop.  Today wasn’t one of those days.  In Esteban’s mind, dark clouds had formed and had no intentions of ever leaving.
              Out of the parking lot, the van made a left on to 647 and drove top speed to the corner of 647 and Market Street, pulling into another parking lot.  This lot was for a Checkers fast food restaurant.  The driver killed the engine and rolled down his window.  Casually hanging his elbow out, he turned to his partner and spoke for the first time.
              “Now we wait for the Chooch.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART II- Blame
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY
 
The night is dark.  But it’s almost a darker shade of blue rather than black.  I haven’t figured out why I only have one shoe on.  No idea where the other one is or how I lost it.  I am walking on a beach.  A beach I recognize from the boardwalk attractions but I don’t know where I am.  I recognize smells from delectable boardwalk foods.  I can taste the beach air.   I can see the moon making a magnificent reflection on the serene Atlantic Ocean.  I hear children screaming in excitement on the Tilt- a- Whirl.  I also hear what sounds like fireworks exploding somewhere in the distance but I cannot see the color bursts anywhere.  I smell carnival food again.  Cotton candy.  Funnel Cakes.  Popcorn.  
              Suddenly, the children stop screaming and the fireworks fizzle out.  I smell nothing but the salty ocean air.  I stop walking, not feeling what’s underneath my feet.  It’s almost as if I am levitating off the cold silky sand.  The only thing I can hear is a voice.  So soft and innocent.  It sounds like he is crying for help.  My vision shifted to a short distance into the ocean.  And bobbing up and down and side to side like a lost beach ball is what my mind cannot quite fathom. 
              Jake is calling out for me to rescue him, holding my other shoe.  
              This is one dream I’ve had on numerous occasions.  It took me a long time and many sleepless nights to finally reach the end of the dream.  When I finally saw the vision of Jake encircled in the moon’s reflection, resembling an angel’s halo, I didn’t sleep for a week straight.  Jake’s image was burned inside my mind.  I still have the dream but my nighttime candies help treat me better.  Dr. Sharper gradually analyzed the progression of the dream.  She fed me the usual crock of cockamamie psycho- babble bullshit that left me questioning her credentials every time I left her office.  
              I had the dream again that Wednesday night and Lindsey knew it.  She could always tell when I had a bad dream because I woke up with the same look on my face.  
              “What can I get you?” she asked.  She kneeled behind me on the bed, rubbing my shoulders.
              I craned my neck and looked up at her.  She knew I didn’t have to answer.  There was nothing she could get me.  Nothing would bring Jake back.  Nothing would change the night that he used a gun and attempted to rob a convenience store while doped up on LSD.  It was just something I’d have to live with forever.  There’s this crazy rationale that gets tossed around my brain that tells me there is no way the incident could be my fault.  It’s so irrational that I find it comical and laugh it off.  Here I am attempting to rationalize what happened that night by placing blame on someone else.  The real blame should be placed on me.  I see the flashes of the muzzle- both of them- every time I close my eyes.  It’s like staring at the flash of a camera.  It gets stuck in my irises and there’s no way to shake them off and make them disappear.  
In previous sessions with Dr. Sharper, I would mention this line of thinking and, like always, Sharper remained neutral to my thoughts and attempted to let me figure them out on my own.  Some fucking doctor.  At the same time, I guess I can’t blame her own irrational analyses since I won’t let her piece together the entire story.
Lindsey took a seat across from me at the kitchen table.  Neither of us drank coffee so I had orange juice while she had a cup of herbal tea.  
              “I still can’t believe Fitzy wanted to give me Esteban’s case,” I said.  Whenever I had a dream that would keep both of us up I never liked to talk about it.  Besides, we both knew why we were up.  Why beat a dead horse?
              In your case, Jake, right?
              “I still can’t believe Esteban is missing,” Lindsey replied.  “What did you find on your trip to Paterson?” she asked.
              “Nothing.  I drove around for a while, just sort of getting the lay of the land from Esteban’s perspective.  I was on my way to Esteban’s house when Fitzy called me.  There wasn’t much else to do; I was shocked at the coincidence.”
              “God, I hope he’s ok,” Lindsey said, once again showing her emotional passion for her students.
              “I’ll find him.  I promise.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY ONE
 
Like any normal- and I use that term loosely- married couple, Lindsey and I had our fair share of problems and fights from time to time.  Who didn’t?  And we fought over your typical marital issues: money, house cleaning, bills, money, social events, and money.  But within the last six months we fought over one issue:  Jake.  I could do nothing but blame myself and loathe in my own self- pity, feeling sorry, not only for myself, but for Jake, too.  Lindsey tried as much as she could to be sympathetic and convincing herself that it was just as I pleaded, an accident.  She, too, had her own grieving to do, regardless of the incident, Jake was still dead.
              The incident.  That’s all we use to discuss Jake’s death.  We hardly mention his name or how he died.  I certainly knew how he died and Lindsey certainly wanted to me to tell her and fill in the blanks.  It was an ugly battle for months and I just outright refused.  I wanted to let it die with me.  Let it fester inside of me.  Eat away at my insides and let me wither away to nothing.  
She knew about the LSD and the attempted robbery.  She also knew the fact that Jake was shot- twice.  There are some other minor details about how and why Jake was shot but that was it.  There was no more I could tell her.  No reason to have her relive the same nightmares as I do.  
I always had a feeling that Lindsey, deep down, blamed me for what happened to him but she never said it outright.  As soon as I told Dr. Sharper about how I felt sorry for myself and for Jake, she immediately asked why I hadn’t felt sorry for Lindsey.  I couldn’t answer because I didn’t know.  Or did I know the answer but didn’t want anyone to know how I felt about her anymore?  I mean, shit, she wasn’t the one that handed him the gun.  She didn’t show him how to load the gun.  She didn’t lace his bloodstream with LSD, send him out into the ghetto, and point him down a path of crime.  So why didn’t I feel a certain way about my wife?
              Lindsey and I never knew why the incident was always where our arguments always ended up but we had a pretty good idea.  Sorrow.  Grief.  Blame.  Even back in high school, when Lindsey and I started dating, she always suppressed, rather than let loose, her feelings.  In those days, our biggest fights were over her being jealous when Amanda Blanch, the cheerleading captain, would hang around my locker.  Or the fact that I chose to hang out with my buddies rather than watch a chick flick.  Or how I didn’t return her phone call or spend two hours on the phone with her so she could blab on about teenage gossip.  Now that I think about it, the trend of being blamed started way back then.  
              Here we are now, fifteen years later, and Jake is now the root of blame in the Barnes household.  I have always felt, despite how much I loved Lindsey, she always held me responsible for the many burdens in her life.  And I consistently find that I am convincing myself that the burdens are nobody’s fault- certainly not mine.
              I was, and still am, one of those people who wanted to get the feelings out in the open and move beyond the situation that caused a hiccup in our relationship.  I don’t have patience for unnecessary bullshit.  With Lindsey it was different.  She’d rather give me the silent treatment for hours on end and stew in her own emotions, leaving me to feel as if everything is just hunky dory.  
“What’s up?” she asked.  She was sitting across from me at the kitchen table.  Lindsey had a look of concern on her face but it didn’t look like it was for my benefit.
              I finally looked at her then said, “It’s just, you know, this thing I’m working on.  Esteban.”  She saw how fragile I suddenly became and knew, from prior experiences, where this was headed.  And like always, she played right into it.  Forced me to talk about it.  We had been up for almost an hour, the clock was pushing past three in the morning and I knew Lindsey had to be up for work in about three hours.
              “What about it?” she said.
              “I’m not sure.  You know, just being back in the police business, in some form or another, has really got me worried.”  Lindsey cut me off before I could finish my thought.  She knew I was then talking about Jake and not Esteban.
              “Worried about what?” she asked.
              “You were there for the panic attack,” I said.
              She twirled her teacup between her fingers.  So I continued.
              “That the more I jump into this thing the less I’m going to allow myself to discover.  I mean, I know Esteban and Jake are two different types of situations from two very different lifestyles but just the fact that I’m probably going to end up needing to talk to some people I’d rather not talk to and head into some neighborhoods that I’d rather not visit.”  Lindsey could see where I was going with this.  And I couldn’t tell if she caught the fact that I referred to Jake in the present tense.
              She got up out of her seat and came to sit on my lap.  She put her left arm around the back of my shoulders and her right hand across my chest, clasping her fingers at the opposite end.  “Maybe this is what you, what we need.  Maybe this is part of our healing process.  Seeing that you can do something good for another family, despite how screwed up it may be.  Do you think you should mention this to Dr. Sharper to see what she thinks?”
              She knew I didn’t like Dr. Sharper.  Sharper was somehow recommended as the best shrink that specialized in police officers.  And since my official dismissal from the department, I was told that my free therapy sessions had ended.  Lindsey periodically attempted to coax me into continuing my sessions.  I told her the cost of her sessions was a primary concern but Lindsey instantly called my bluff saying that her insurance would cover it.  
“Sharper’s an idiot.  She doesn’t know her ass from a hole in the ground.”  That got Lindsey to chuckle.  
              She turned towards me, looked me in the eye, and said, “I believe in you.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY TWO
 
 In hindsight, I think that’s why I left Paterson yesterday.  I had gotten close to reaching a goal, albeit a very small one, in seeing Esteban’s neighborhood.  Where he lived.  What his home life was like.  How he survived outside of the safety net of school.  But I didn’t get the answers to any of those questions.  At least not yet.  
              After Lindsey left for work, I set off again.  From where we live in Wayne, Paterson is only a ten to fifteen minute trek, depending on where in Paterson you wanted to go.  I headed down Alps Road towards Route 23, which eventually fed into Route 80 or Route 46.   I chose the former.  The weather was quite brisk but I had the windows down and the sunroof tilted on my beige Santa Fe.  I always had my iPod with me, plugged into the car stereo through an auxiliary cable.  My iPod, music in general, was my vice.  The only moments I felt truly unrestricted and free from worry.  It was one of the few connections that Jake and I had.  That and sports.  I connected Jake to the rock and roll of yesteryear while he kept me in the loop on the latest flash in the rap game.  
My iTunes Library has over six thousand songs of quite a variety.  My musical preference is all over the map.  Jay- Z to Janis Joplin.  Lynyrd Skynyrd to Lady Gaga.  Eminem to The Eagles.  Barry White to The Beatles.  Two Chainz to Twisted Sister.  I love having my library on shuffle, not having a clue as to what will come up next.  A similar trend my life was beginning to take.  A mysterious journey that someone knew what was about to come up next but kept hidden away from my eyes to see.  When I started up my car, I hit play and was finishing a Hootie and the Blowfish classic. 
              The Thursday morning air was chilly but it had a feel that it wasn’t going to last very long.  A long- sleeved T- shirt was enough for me but as I drove I saw people bundled in wool caps and heavy sweatshirts. 
I parked the Santa Fe in front of a three- family house on a dilapidated area in the heart of downtown Paterson.  The siding of the house, or what was left of it, seemed to be, at one time, some shade of beige or tan or cream or whatever the hell people call it nowadays.  To me, it resembled the color of monkey piss.  The smell of the front yard was a close resemblance to the current shade of the siding.  
              I wasn’t working with much up to this point.  All I had to go on was Esteban’s address, a class picture that Lindsey had given me, and, of course, my awesomely valuable instincts.  I killed the engine and walked the length of the block, just to get a sense of what I was getting myself into and see what I was working with, which wasn’t much more than an entire block of houses in similar shape.  I stopped my casual stroll, which didn’t do much to help me blend in to the neighborhood.  I stood out like a Raisinet in a bucket of flour.  
              I didn’t want to knock on the door too hard, thinking it might fall over and I’d get shot by a neighborhood watchman for breaking and entering.  Gently rapping on the filthy pane of glass, I could hear grown voices and a baby- or three- crying somewhere in the deeper confines of the house.  I didn’t want to knock too hard thinking, one, that I might shatter the glass and, two, that my knuckles might become infected with whatever was growing on the window pane.  The door was yanked open by a Hispanic woman, much more well-kept than anticipated.  Certainly more well-kept than what I’d seen of the exterior house. 
              “Ms. Machado?” I asked.  She looked me up and down but I couldn’t quite figure out the expression.  
              “You the cops?” she asked a little too loudly.  Probably used to shouting over screaming babies.
              “Sort of.  My name is Chase Barnes.  I’m a private investigator trying to find your son.  Esteban is in my wife’s class at school and, by wild chance, I’ve been given his case by the Paterson police department.”  I just then realized I didn’t have any proof that I was a private investigator and reminded myself that I needed to have fancy business cards made up.  She was satisfied with my driver’s license.  
              “It’s about damn time.  I called like a week ago and my name isn’t Machado.  It’s Maria Velasquez- Cruz and Esteban is my second oldest son.”  I wondered if Ms. Cruz had a poor sense of real time since Fitzgerald only contacted me yesterday.  Maybe she really did call a week ago and it was not concerning to the police but I doubt it.  Ms. Cruz invited me in and I didn’t know where to step.  There were toys, newspapers, empty cardboard boxes, and magazines strewn about the floor.  It looked as if someone had blown up a Wal-Mart stock room.  Ms. Cruz asked me to sit in the living room.  It was a very generous offering except that I couldn’t find the couch.  What I thought was the couch was covered in more magazines, newspapers, and fast food containers.  She scrambled to clear a space, which only exposed a heavily stained seat cushion.  Luckily, I was wearing long pants for fear of contracting whatever diseases might be festering in the upholstery.  I wasn’t in the mood to contract hepatitis my first week on the job.  Ms. Cruz was dressed in beige khakis and the standard- issue blue CVS polo with CVS embroidered in red stitching.  She must’ve just gotten off her shift or was heading out because she still had her name tag on.  Either that or she just kept it on in case she forgot who she was.  She had jet black hair pulled tightly into a shoulder- length ponytail, deeply set dark eyes above thinly defined cheekbones.  Her lips appeared to be pouty but I couldn’t tell if it was her natural look or the excessive red lipstick that conveniently matched the red in her CVS polo. 
              “I’m sorry about the delay but I want to assure you that I began looking into this case even before you contacted the police department to report Esteban missing.  My wife said she was generally worried about his welfare and safety from some of the behaviors he’s been exhibiting at school,” I said.  The first part certainly wasn’t true but she didn’t need to know that.
              “Well, thanks,” was all Ms. Cruz replied.
Before I began asking questions about Esteban, I heard a loud crash from another part of the house.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY THREE
 
Ms. Cruz shot up and bolted to the back of the house.  I followed a few steps behind.  For whatever reason I wanted to see what the rest of the house looked like.  Not much better.  The living room we were in was off to the right; down the center corridor from the front door was the entrance into the kitchen.  I think my cousin’s dollhouse had a bigger kitchen.  Sitting at a small oval- shaped table were two kids, not older than four.  Both were only wearing underwear.  One was coloring in an Elmo coloring book while the other was coloring Batman.  There were more crayons on the floor than the table.  I assumed the table must’ve been white Formica at some point but currently resembled the same color as the exterior siding.  Also on the floor, near the back door, was a potted plant, which was shattered to pieces.  
              “God damn it, Marco!” Ms. Cruz shouted.  Without even questioning the other child, she backhanded the young child hard enough that Esteban might have felt it.  Where ever he was.  
              I felt brave in asking,  “Would you like me to come back some other time?” 
              “No, I’m sorry.  These damn kids are always breaking shit around here,” she replied through a deep breath.  Then stop having babies, I thought.  The child named Marco kept screaming but Ms. Cruz paid no attention.  I could hear sounds of a television turned up abnormally loud booming from another part of the house.  
              She pulled aside an empty chair and offered me another.  We finally sat, ready to talk.  
              “What is Esteban like at home?” I asked taking a pen and notepad out of my pocket.
              Ms. Cruz lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke in an unconscious effort to block it from her children.  “Well, shit, he’s an all right boy.  All he wants to do is play those damn video games and hang out on the streets with his friends.  Those boys.  I got no control over that one.  I punish and take shit away from him but he ends up finding other things.  He’s always fighting with his younger brothers and sisters.”  She stamped out the cigarette in a tray on the table.  I wrote things down in my pad but I didn’t know what to write down or what, if anything, she was saying would help me in any way.  I glanced at the young kids.  They didn’t seem to pay any attention to their mother’s profanity.  Almost, as if it were a natural occurrence for them.  
              Brothers and sisters- plural.  How many of them are there?  I wondered.  I had to know.  “How many brothers and sisters does Esteban have?” I asked the question in a way that made it seem like it somehow pertained to Esteban, not his loose mother.  It was sad, but not surprising to see, that she had to pause and think for a second.  You would’ve thought I asked her to do my taxes.
              “Well, there’s Javier.  He’s nineteen but in jail for drugs.”  I wrote that down.  She continued,  “Tatiana is sixteen and Esteban is thirteen.  Then, let me see, I have Carlos, who is ten, Havana, who is eight, no seven, then these two, Marco and Jocelyn, who are four.  That should be all of them.”  She said it as if she were rattling off her grocery list.  
              Javier and drugs raised a red flag and made a mental note to ask Fitzgerald to look into that for me.  We spent the next hour discussing Esteban’s habits, hobbies, friends his mother might think he hangs out with, his relationship with her and his father, and whatever else I could suck out of her.  Ms. Cruz told me that Esteban is really into his Xbox, YouTube, Facebook, skateboarding, and she has no idea what he does around the neighborhood with his friends.  She mentioned that, on several occasions, Esteban had been picked up in Brooklyn and the Bronx for attempting to skateboard on private property.  The NYPD cop that picked him up a few times said he had taken a Transit bus into Manhattan and a subway to Brooklyn and the Bronx.  Ms. Cruz went on to tell me about the trouble he had gotten into at school, most of which I knew from his incident reports.  She mentioned the handful of times he’d been cited for bullying his classmates on Facebook.  Ms. Cruz also touched on a few incidents that Esteban had in his local Paterson school that forced him out to Right Step.
I recalled seeing Facebook mentioned in a few of the bullying incident reports.  When we initially went over the incident reports Lindsey mentioned that incidents, even though they occurred off school grounds still went reported because they involved others from the school.
“Is Esteban’s father home?” I asked.
“No, he’s at work,” she replied.
“What kind of work does he do?”  I asked the question holding my eyes to Ms. Cruz’s face, searching for any sort of inkling of a lie, facial tick, or some tell that revealed an untruth.  She instantly hesitated and I could see her eyes tear away from my face when she blurted out, “Construction.”
I made a note in my notepad: Esteban’s father- construction?  I let it slide and redirected back towards Esteban’s siblings.
The drug incident was mentioned as an afterthought and Ms. Cruz blamed her oldest son, Javier, for that.  I didn’t find that to be surprising but noted it anyway.
              Throughout our entire conversation, I played as if I had no prior knowledge of Esteban’s behavioral issues and let Ms. Cruz do the talking.  I saw how frustrated Esteban made her, not to mention her other five kids at home.  I let her do the talking and tell me what she was willing to and how much she actually knew about Esteban’s behavior.  She appeared to be fully aware but not that fluent on managing him or any of her slew of kids.  
              I felt like I had a better foundation to work from when I left Esteban’s house.  Before I left Ms. Cruz allowed me to peruse Esteban’s bedroom, which he shared with Carlos and Marco.  I couldn’t make out what was his and what belonged to his brothers so I thanked her and told her I’d come back another time.  She saw me to the door and I felt like I should reassure her that I’d do everything I could to get Esteban back safe and sound before I left.  So I did.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Second Journal Entry:
September 12th it was.
First terrorists on September 11th.  Now me September 12th.  
What the hell is this?  Am I a terrorist?
When I close my eyes this time, I can see the broken light above the back door.  It was just bright enough for me to illuminate what I needed to see.  
The multi- colored sneakers.  They were running and then they weren’t.  They stopped at the commands.  I never knew Jake to be one to wear such ugly sneakers.  
I’ll never forget the smells emanating from the Dumpsters off to the left.  Some days the scent of rotting animal flesh is stuck in my nose.  Most other days it’s the scent of gunpowder.  
Shit!
What the hell could I have done differently?  Jake didn’t have to die.  
Or did he?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY FOUR
 
I remember when I turned seventeen and got my driver’s license that everyone told me that I’d hate driving in three years.  I’d get bored with it.  Here I am fifteen years later and I drive everyday as if I just passed the driver’s test.  I never figured out if it’s the sense of empowerment and the control of being behind the wheel or the fact that I am quite the social observer and get my kicks by catching fellow drivers doing embarrassing things.  Nose picking.  Coffee spilling.  Burger dropping.  Even make- up mishaps.  I get personal enjoyment out of their reaction once they get caught.  
              It was only a little after eleven when I left Esteban’s house.  I decided to cruise the neighborhood a bit to see what type of environment Esteban had become a product of, which was pretty self- explanatory.  While I drove down Main Street, I spotted a guy in a silver Honda Civic with his finger so far up his nose I thought he was trying to untangle his eyelashes.  It made me smile.  Him, not so much.  
Even during the day the neighborhood appeared dark.  It was one of the first observations I made when I’d become a Paterson cop almost four years ago.  I wasn’t sure if it was the fact that the neighborhood lacked greenery or my embedded impression of what the city was like.  Years, if not decades, of a tarnished reputation.  Riddled with crime and gangs.  Before I physically dove into the heart of Paterson to begin my case, I conducted an online search of the current crime rates and the updated data didn’t disappoint.  Something I had never thought to do when I first became a cop.  I was not surprised at all to see it hadn’t changed much since I went on involuntary leave.  The color- coded map of the city I found online showed what would be considered to be the “safest” neighborhoods were all on the outskirts.  The neighboring towns, the safer towns, made those sections of Paterson much more appealing to some.  Fittingly, the heart of the city is where the majority of the crime took place.  Like the epicenter of an earthquake.
Looking at the map made me think of a time when I was about seven and I dropped a smoke bomb into the center of an abnormally large ant hill I found at the park.  The chaos was in the center while all of the ants headed for the safer, less chaotic perimeter.  
The darkness, the inner sanctum of the city is where evil prevailed.  
The website, www.neighborhoodscout.com, listed a detailed outline of the crime rates, public school ratings, and appreciation ratings of each desired town in the country.  According to the site, Paterson received a crime index rating of fourteen.  I wasn’t sure if that was good or not until I scrolled down further and saw it was scored out of a hundred.  Totowa borders the southeast corner of the city, which scored a 24 in its own crime index rating and four of Paterson’s top ten safest neighborhoods were touching the Totowa area.  Paterson also borders Fair Lawn to the northeast, Elmwood Park to the southwest, and Haledon to the northwest.   The other bordering towns received a sixty- six, forty- one, and a twenty- nine, respectively.  Not the greatest average ratings but anything was better than Paterson’s fourteen.  However, Paterson is considered a daycare center compared to some other crime- riddled cities in the country: East St. Louis, Illinois and West Memphis, Arkansas received a zero and Saginaw, Michigan and fellow New Jersey territory of Camden each received a three.
The site also listed the statistics for violent and property crimes.  The chances of being a victim of a violent crime in the state of New Jersey was one in 324 and the odds of being a victim of a property crime was one in forty- eight.  To add some negative darkness to Paterson’s reputation the odds of being a victim of a violent crime in the city is one in ninety- three and one in thirty- two for property crimes.  I couldn’t believe what I was reading.  
Too bad Jake is nothing more than one of those statistics now.
Sometimes I need to take notes to put the information into better perspective so I took as many notes as I could.  I wrote down the statistical data the website provided regarding the number of violent and property crimes.  I didn’t think it would help my case at all but it illustrated what I was getting myself into.  One thing it certainly did provide me with was a glimpse into the lifestyle of someone like Esteban Machado.
             *              *              *

              I had to train myself to think like a cop again, which is one of the first things I told myself I’d stop doing after the incident.  For a long time I had refused to have anything to do with being a cop ever again after Jake died.   Lindsey and Dr. Sharper convinced me that it was important to get back to work.  To be a cop again because that’s what I was good at.  For a while, it was out of my hands due to my involuntary leave.  
I decided to visit Esteban’s elementary school since I just so happened to be in the area.  School 5 was like most elementary schools in Paterson, known simply by number,  and was located in the heart of Main Street.  It was surrounded by a wide range of shops, apartment buildings, even a church.  The neutrally- toned façade made the building look drab.  Not very welcoming to the minds of our future.  If it weren’t for the students’ art work decorating the classroom windows of the building, anyone looking from the street could mistake it for an apartment building.  As if the wrought- iron fence wasn’t enough to surround the perimeter of the school, there was a wire fence running the distance of the front of the building along the curb.  I saw a gym class playing kickball on the black top adjacent to the building, tucked away in the back.
              Not sure if I could park in front on the street, I found a teacher’s lot and took a numbered space.  I entered through the front door and found a sign telling all visitors that they must report directly to the main office.  So I did.  The secretary at the front desk wasn’t your stereotypical secretary.  She was young, probably early thirties, and looked as if she should be a prime time news anchor rather than an elementary school secretary.  The name plate told me she was Shelly McBaine.  Even her name had weather girl written all over it.  
              We exchanged pleasantries and I asked if I could speak to the principal.  Of course he was busy and was only to be disturbed for emergencies.  I told him I was a concerned parent, made up a child’s name, and demanded to speak to the principal at once.  Shelly requested that I have a seat and she’d check if Mr. Klein was available. 
              “I don’t want to sit.  I’d like to speak to Mr. Klein right this minute!”  I wasn’t sure if I put too much emphasis into my tone but don’t all concerned parents?  Was raising my voice over the top or was it the repeated index- finger jabs into the counter top near her name plate?
              “Yes, let me see if he’ll take you,” Shelly replied.  She returned and said, “He’s just finishing up a call and he will see you in just a minute.  So, please, have a seat.  If you’d like.”
              I nodded, remained standing, and even crossed my arms tightly like a defiant child standing his ground after being sent to detention.  And after five minutes of lightly pacing and flipping through pamphlets on the counter the door to the principal’s office sprung open.  Out came Mr. Barry Klein.  A clean shaven, close cropped, business man of a principal who politically greeted me and shook my hand.  
              “Sorry to keep you waiting but what is it I can do for you, Mr...?”  Klein asked as he led me back into his office.  I pretended I didn’t hear him.  I closed the door behind us.  “Shelly said you have some sort of urgent parental concern,” he added, taking his seat behind his L- shaped desk.  I sat in an upholstered arm chair facing him.  
              I cut right to it.  “My name is Chase Barnes, Mr. Klein.  I’m an investigator looking into the whereabouts of Esteban Machado,” I said, assuming he was aware of the situation.  His expression didn’t change.  
              “Well, Mr. Barnes, that does sound like a very alarming concern,” Klein replied.  He leaned forward with his hands folded for emphasis.  “But Shelly said something about you being a concerned parent not an investigator.”  The politician in him gave him the appearance of addressing a town hall meeting.
              “You could say that.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY FIVE
 
It took me a second to shake out the voices and I tried to do it without permeating any sense of inferiority.  Klein was too busy adjusting his suit to sit comfortably at his desk to take notice.
              “Anyway, what can you tell me about Esteban?”  While he went into his spiel about how bad Esteban was and how he felt sorry for the home life kids like Esteban are subjected to, I took in every one of Klein’s facial expressions, gestures, and body movements while clinging to his every word.  Klein continued to ramble, almost as if he strongly disliked kids.  
              “Esteban is a very troubled boy,” Klein said.  “He doesn’t follow directions and constantly wants to fight with other students, which we do not tolerate here.  We tried to accommodate him here but it just didn’t work in our favor so we felt Esteban was better fit at a program like Right Step.”  
              All of Klein’s over exaggerated hand gestures led me to believe that he should be campaigning for senator rather than attempting to molding the world’s future.  
              I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character and can see when people are putting up a façade either to hide something or to impress others.  I nodded along just to keep him talking. 
              “I don’t know how familiar you are with the way the educational system works but there is a level of order we have to maintain within a school building while doing our due diligence of providing a fair and equal opportunity for each child to succeed.  However, when a student takes advantage of the opportunities they are given, other arrangements need to be made.  Esteban is one of those students that required other arrangements.”  He said it as if Esteban were an insubordinate employee being laterally transferred to an out- of- country branch rather than a student.  I could almost see a flash of anger in Klein’s eyes.  “Some of these kids just never learn.”  Now he was starting to sound like an after- school special.
              As a cop when asking questions to perps we take in, throwing curveballs was a key in giving me a chance to gauge what type of person I was dealing with.  I hoped it worked here as well.  “How long have you been a principal, Mr. Klein?”
              He didn’t seem too thrown off by the question.  “Uh, let’s see.  I’ve been here going on three years.  Before that I taught for ten.  High school English in South Jersey.”  Klein was talking like he was responding to a job interview question.  
              “Have you ever met Esteban’s parents?  What are they like?” I asked.
              “I’ve never met Esteban’s father, but I have met Ms. Cruz on several occasions.  When Esteban was in his early primary grades, first and second, Ms. Cruz was a member of the PTA and quite involved.  But then something happened.  When Esteban was in third and fourth grades he began to become, for lack of a better term, a troublemaker.  The fighting, the cursing, the defiance began and continued to grow.  He became a bigger problem to handle.  In fourth grade, Esteban was evaluated by our child study team and was labeled with a behavior disorder.  As previously mentioned, we attempted to keep him here but we were unable to accommodate him.”
              Something happened.  What did Klein mean by that?  Did he know what happened?  And what about the father?  Why was the mother so involved at one time but the father was virtually nonexistent throughout?  I was beginning to think there wasn’t even a father at all.
              What had happened to Esteban Machado?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY SIX
 
Paterson’s Main Street is like many other Main Streets in America, offering a smorgasbord of shops, eateries, value stores, high and low- end clothing.  You name it, Paterson’s Main Street has it.  It was after two in the afternoon and I was getting hungry so I decided to roam the immediate vicinity to see if I could find something quick to eat while I got a feel for how Esteban lived.   
Immediately next to School 5 was a computer repair store, naturally offering the best deals in town.  I nearly walked into a telephone pole when I saw what was next to the computer store.  What every elementary school in America needs within arm’s length, a gun shop.  I couldn’t believe that the city of Paterson- any city for that matter, but especially Paterson- would allow a gun shop to be anywhere in the vicinity of an elementary school.  Hundreds of kids walk by on a daily basis, staring at the neon signs luring them in for handguns and ammo.  Hunting rifles lined the front windows like they were G.I. Joe accessories and not deadly weapons.  The city was begging for a school shooting.  And Paterson wonders why it receives the reputation it clearly deserves.  And the country wonders why we have to suffer through a never ending string of deadly mass shootings.  Malls.  Movie theaters.  Public town hall meetings.  Schools.  
Society enjoys blaming the increased level of violence and the increased desensitization of our human behavior on the realistic nature of video games and movies.  I partially agree with that but the majority of my belief says the amount of guns that are available is way too many and the ease with which people can purchase a gun is absurd.  Now I can add proximity to my list of discrepancies related to gun control.  Is there really need to place a gun shop anywhere near a school let alone next door?
              I bet you’d like another chance, wouldn’t you?
              “Shut up!” I said a little too loudly but not enough to draw strange looks.
C’mon, you son of a bitch.  I’m sure you’d feel really good about seeing more die like Jake.  
The voice has always had a slight variation of my own and always speaks in a commanding whisper with a deep sinister undertone.  Talking the way I do sometimes the morning after a night of hard drinking.  Raspy, worn out, and hung over.  
I’d been out on my own for just a couple of days and wasn’t ready to carry my gun.  I hadn’t held a gun since the incident and hoped that I’d never have to again.  I continued my walk, a little more quickly this time.  It didn’t take me very long to realize that Paterson must have a lot of people that needed their hair done.  Nearly every corner on the block was occupied by either a beauty salon or a barbershop.  Both serve the same function but apparently are gender specific.  
              Passing a store called, “G’s Spot,” I became very intrigued.  I window shopped.  It appeared to be a clothing store, not a sex shop as originally assumed.  Very creative.  A little further down I found the Passaic County Jail neatly tucked away, just like School 5, in the middle of Paterson’s social life.  Another reason why Paterson deserves its reputation.  I finally found a safe place to eat, “A Taste of Italy.”  I ordered a pepperoni and a black olive slice and sat at a corner table facing the street.  I grabbed a Snapple out of the refrigerator.  School wasn’t out yet so the place was empty, which gave me a chance to run through everything I’d gathered so far on Esteban Machado.  
              I took out a pen from my pocket and began making notes on a brown paper napkin.  I had: (1) Esteban into drugs?, (2) Crazy house/home life, (3) Older brother in jail for drugs, (4) Reported missing by mother, where’s dad? (5) Fights in school, (6) Klein shady?  It was a longer list than I anticipated but it was still worth shit.  Nothing connected or even casually intertwined the way I’d hoped they would.  Javier, Esteban’s older brother, and Esteban’s incident reports at school indicating his knowledge and possible experience with drugs was the only possible connection I had.  I kept attempting to convince myself that it’d only been a couple of days.  But just a couple of days to me was an eternity to someone unwillingly on the lam like Esteban.
              Then I thought about Klein, School 5’s principal, and whether or not he was putting up a façade, a show to hide something, or he was just that much of a douche bag and simply rubbed me the wrong way.  I added another line under number six on my list, to pay Klein another visit.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY SEVEN
 
             Esteban was tied to a chair with nylon rope intertwining his wrists behind him.  The tough image had dissolved faster than an Alka- Seltzer in a glass of water.  His street knowledge seemed to be outdone.  His bullying impulses were no more.  Esteban was in way over his head and he was finally starting to realize it.  He was beginning to think this was one of those scared straight programs his mother and teachers kept talking about.  A farce to get him to behave better but his mind wavered back and forth from fiction to reality.
He wasn’t sure if he was in some sort of cage but it was a dimly lit box.  Dimensions and square footage weren’t Esteban’s motif so he had no idea how big the space was but started feeling claustrophobic.  The space was empty except for the chair he was sitting in and the two thugs he was pretty sure were the ones who had picked him up from the baseball field last night.  He had no idea if these were the same two that had originally snatched him up and chained him to the backstop or they were part of a small army.  
              Esteban didn’t remember getting from the parking lot of Checkers to where he was now.  Last thing he recalled was lying on his back attempting to shake loose the ropes that bound his wrists.  Then everything suddenly went blank.  He watched the two guys talking to each other as they leaned on opposite sides of the opening to the storage unit.  Esteban thought they looked like the bouncers that worked at the bar his brother used to take him to.  
              All was quiet until the sound of a slow, steady beat began to echo the desolate halls of where ever he was.  The sound was dress shoes steadily marching down the cement- floor corridor.  They echoed louder and louder in Esteban’s ears the closer they got.  His head thumped as if a drummer was banging away at the flesh of his brain.  They suddenly stopped in front of the opening and the two thugs, once casually leaning, now stood at military- style attention.  Esteban could see a well- dressed Italian looking man suddenly appear.  He only guessed Italian because he looked like someone he knew.  His neighbors were Italian, straight from the heart of Sicily.  The old man next door used to try and tell Esteban stories about his childhood and being in the war until Esteban broke his window.  But this wasn’t his neighbor.  One of his old teachers was Italian.  He remembered because Mr. Anzino assigned the class a project on different regions of Italy.  Esteban didn’t do it.  And this wasn’t Mr. Anzino.  
              This guy was more recent in Esteban’s memory.  Maybe it was the extravagant, pricy sunglasses the man wore indoors.  Maybe it was the dapper suit the man sported.  Maybe it was the shiny shoes.  The limited amount of light skewed his vision then the guy slowly walked into the storage unit, towards where Esteban was held captive.  The closer the man approached, the clearer his face became.   Esteban nearly threw up on himself when he recognized it was Principal Klein.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY EIGHT
 
“Hello, Esteban,” Klein, a.k.a. “The Chooch” smugly stated.  Esteban didn’t reply.  Klein wore his most expensive Movado watch, diamond studded bracelets, one on each wrist, and large pinky rings on each hand.  Esteban’s head hung to his chest while Klein crouched down, putting his left hand on the ground to steady himself, in front of Esteban and lifted his chin with his right hand so they could look face to face.   “Hello, Esteban,’” he stated firmly.  
              “Hi,” Esteban whispered.  He suddenly became a weak, powerless little boy that could barely find his voice to say hello.  It was even beginning to surprise Esteban how weak his own voice sounded.  Like an injured baby bird without his mother.
              “My, my, my.  I can’t believe this is the Esteban that once ran the halls of my school, wreaking havoc.  Now look at you.  Quiet as a mouse.  Nothing to say?” Klein laughed and waited.
              “Fuck you,” Esteban said.  His voice deepened and grew strong, albeit temporarily, but still couldn’t lift his eyes off his own feet.  Klein laughed again.
              “Atta, boy.  There it is.”  Barry Klein was one of the most adamant persons against bullying.  In his tenure at School 5, Klein had instilled a variety of buddy programs, character education activities, and severe consequences to curb as much bullying in the school as possible and here he was bullying a teen himself.  Lindsey always said that educators could be the biggest hypocrites and here was a prime example.  She always said that teachers became the biggest kids when they suddenly were the students at professional development meetings, staff meetings, or conferences.  They showed the least amount of patience and were more preoccupied with games and texting on their phones or whispering the latest gossip to one another rather than improving their craft.  
              While Klein was still in his crouched position, the lapel of his suit jacket fell forward and Esteban’s eyes grew wide when he saw a gun resting in a holster pressed against his ribs.  Klein noticed Esteban’s facial expression.  “Don’t worry about that.  I won’t need to use it if you are willing to be a good boy and cooperate.”  He stood up and stretched his arms high above his head, contorted his lower back and turned his back on Esteban.  Klein let out a groan with his stretch as if he’d just risen from several lazy hours on the couch.  He walked towards his two thugs and the three of them spoke in hushed tones for several minutes.  Esteban attempted to crane his neck without being blatantly obvious but couldn’t hear what they were saying.  He thought he heard his name mentioned every few words or so but he wasn’t completely sure.  Sweat began to tickle the insides of his forearms and run down his palms.  His hands couldn’t help but be cupped together from the way his wrists were tied.  Esteban tried to use the sweat to lubricate the ropes enough to shake him loose, again without being too obvious.  His chair skidded a couple of times against the cement but didn’t draw any attention from Klein and his cronies.
              Finally, Klein turned back towards Esteban and the two locked eyes.  Klein resumed his casual gait in Esteban’s direction. He said, “So, Esteban.  What can you tell me about Jamal?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY NINE
 
The Red Hot Chili Peppers came on my iPod when I got back in the car.  I felt like I needed to be done with Paterson for the day so I left and headed for home.  At the same time I felt like I needed to pound the pavement around the clock and search high and low for Esteban.  He was still out there somewhere and his time was ticking away on my watch.  Meanwhile, I had quite a few tidbits of information to go on up to this point but I couldn’t figure out the right way to go about it.    
I had the windows down and the volume tuned up a few extra notches.  There are just so few songs that sound so much better with the windows down.  I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel to the rhythm and sang the lyrics as if I had written them.  Just as “Around the World” was getting to the good part I felt my phone buzz in my pocket.  I fished it out and saw that it was Fitzgerald.
              I think I’m one of the few that still answer the phone with a ‘hello’ nowadays.  With smartphones providing us, not only with Caller ID, but the option to add a photo of the person who’s calling, formal greetings have gone by the wayside.  Soon, they are going to have holographic images appear directly in front of our faces and have the caller instantly begin talking rather than wait for the respondent to answer.  This time I was feeling frisky.
              “Fitzy, my man,” I said.
              “Barnes, how’s it going with the PI business?  Finding lots of lost kitties?” Fitzgerald retorted.
              “Things are good.  Yes, I’ve rescued six kittens from trees, a puppy stuck in a doggy door, and even a hamster from a bathtub drain.  I’m a regular superhero,” I joked.  I heard Fitzgerald laugh.
              “Seriously, you still working that missing kid case?”
              “Yeah, I was going to call you tonight to look into a few things for me.  The kid, Esteban, used to go to School 5 on Main before he was bumped into Lindsey’s class due to fighting and his impulsivity,” I said, emphasizing the coincidence.
              “No shit.  What are the odds of that?”
              “I know.  Anyway, I went there today and spoke to the principal, Barry Klein.  Something just didn’t fit with him.  See what you can dig up on him, if anything.  Also, look into a drug bust a few years back.  Javier Machado or might be Javier Cruz, the mother’s name.  He’s Esteban’s older brother.  Got busted on a drug run in ’12 I think it was.”  I came to a stoplight and peeked a look around for any cops having nothing better to do than bust a guy behind the wheel while on his cell phone.  To them I’d be just another pedestrian on the phone and not the stellar PI that I think I am.
              “Ok, well it looks like you’ve been a busy little bee,” Fitzgerald said.
              “I have and tomorrow I’ll be able to cross the street all by myself,” I said.  We laughed.  After a few moments I continued, “I also stopped by to talk to the mother and man, she’s a regular baby- making factory.  She was nice enough to me but smacked her little ones around like their heads were a tetherball.  I can see why Esteban is the way he is.  I’m eventually going to pay Klein another visit and drop by the Cruz slash Machado house again.  I want to look in Esteban’s room for anything that might help me more but, frankly, I’m a little scared to go back.”
              “All right, I’ll work Barry Klein and Javier Machado slash Cruz from my end and see what turns up, if anything, and get back to you.  Anything else you need, just let me know,” Fitzgerald said.  He added, “You gotta be careful with kids like Esteban, Chase.  We’ve come across a few cases like what this appears to be and ends up turning into a lot more shit than just a missing kid.  You remember that one kid from a couple years ago.  I think his name was Chauncey or Charlie Something.”
“Chandler Malone.  Yeah, I remember.  Kid was kidnapped by his father’s own mafia goons to try and get a leg up on the boss.  But I don’t think Esteban’s parents are anywhere near the mafia,” I said.
“Yeah, I don’t think so either but I just remember the kid ended up acting out after the whole ordeal.  Ended up picking him up a few times for petty crimes over the following few months.  Just got pinched for armed robbery and you know what he claims now as a justification for his behaviors?”
I thought for a second and said, “Not getting ice cream after dinner?”
Fitzgerald ignored me and replied, “He blames his parents for exposing him to a life of crime.  A mafia kid.  Poor kid’s claim is a bunch of bullshit.  A cop out if you ask me.  Didn’t stop him from knocking over a few local places with two handguns he probably got from dear ol’ dad.”  
Blame.  It made me think about how that related to Esteban and some of the choices he’s made.  Was it because of what he might have been exposed to or was it because of his own choices that he’s made?  Maybe both.  
“Possibly,” was all I could say.
“I’ll look into what you gave me.”
I thanked him and ended the call.   I put the phone in the cup holder and turned the radio back up to catch the end of the song.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY
 
I was still trying to figure out if there was a difference between thinking like a private investigator and thinking like a cop.  Up to this point, I didn’t think so.  This was all still new to me but I’ve always felt I had the instincts.  When I got home I checked the landline for messages or missed calls even though I already knew the answer.  Aside from our parents and telemarketers, no one ever called our house phone.  
              Back at home I was standing over the kitchen table, which was still splashed with Esteban’s paper work from school, I was looking for a new direction.  A calling or something to scream out at me and say, “Hey, Dipshit.  I’m right here.”  I didn’t see it because I convinced myself that my fined-toothed comb had scraped everything clean.  My mind drifted back to Barry Klein.  Here I was thinking that Glen Garvey, the Right Step’s principal, was a whack job.  I still did, to an extent, but now I was thinking Klein was a little more off his rocker, albeit a different type of rocker.  To me, Garvey was a little disheveled, loose, and disoriented.  On the flip side, Klein seemed a little too rigid, while appearing almost free spirited, and shady.   
              The computer was in the basement bedroom.  I sat in front of the screen, thinking like I knew my way around the computer.  There was a ground- level window next to the desk and I could see the sun had no intents on settling in the west any time soon, despite the fact that it was well into the six o’ clock hour.  My fingers rested on the keyboard, deciding what to search first.  Since Klein was in the front of my brain I Googled his name.  I added ‘Paterson, NJ’ to his name after his name alone came up with way too many hits.  The first hit directed me to School 5’s link from the Paterson School District website.  Klein’s smug face was plastered front and center on the link.  His photo showed him donning a similar suit to the one he was wearing earlier in the day, perched behind his desk with his hands folded in front of him.  Klein’s smile even screamed politician.  
              Before I dove even further into Klein’s website I pulled up my iTunes library and clicked on a classic Bruce Springsteen song.  I tuned up the volume a bit and let the opening guitar riff pulsate my ears.  Then, I clicked on the icon to force my library to shuffle.
              There was a blurb written by Klein himself underneath the photo.  It rambled on about how Klein’s vision and determination was to create a positive learning environment and a place for students to grow and mature physically, mentally, and culturally.  Their goal was to prepare students and develop them to their full potential to meet expectations in the present and their future secondary experiences.  Simple terms: Prepare them for high school.  Cliché.  Cliché.  Cliché.  Teach them important life skills.  Cliché.  Cliché.  Cliché. 
I hoped to find a biographical link into Klein’s past but knew it was unlikely.  I spent the next few minutes surfing the rest of the website, not sure of the purpose or the outcome.  The home page for School 5 was much more animated than the appearance of the school itself.  The top of the page listed, “What’s New?,” their own philosophy, information on their own anti- bullying policy, and links to school forms for parents.  I clicked on the “What’s New?” link and saw various links to student clubs offered, such as gardening and an environmental club.  I found those ironic that a school in such a cement world would desire to have such a green thumb.  
              I spent a while reading through the Anti- Bullying Policy, which was created by Governor Chris Christie in 2011.  Known better as the Anti- Bullying Bill of Rights, it was created as the toughest in the nation to protect students from all forms of harassment, intimidation, and bullying.  Its intention was to strengthen procedures for preventing, reporting, investigating, and responding to incidents of HIB:  harassment, intimidation, and bullying.  Based on the amount of bullying Esteban had done alone, I thought, I can’t imagine what Klein had to deal with on a daily basis.  Frankly, I was seriously beginning to ask myself how much Klein actually cared.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY ONE
 
Knowing Lindsey was on her way home I gave her a call.  She had gone out to a late lunch after school with a couple of co- workers.
              “Hey,” she said as a greeting.  “How’s it going?”
              “It’s going.  Just at a dead end.  I went over to School 5 and spoke to their principal.  I talked to Fitzy and gave him a few things to look into after paying Esteban’s house a visit.”  She was surprised at all I had done in one day.
              “What was Esteban’s house like?  That must’ve been interesting,” she said.
              I filled her in on my interesting experience at the Machado/Cruz household.  “Did you know how many kids she has?” I asked.
              “I can only imagine.  I know of Esteban, his older brother in jail, and the younger twins.  Don’t tell me there’s more,” she said.
              “She rambled off the names and I couldn’t even keep up.  Let’s just say she’s got enough to play a two- hand touch game against the Jets.”
              I had asked her if she knew anything about Barry Klein but she had never met him before.  I asked her what else she could tell me about Garvey.  Lindsey didn’t tell me anything that I already didn’t know.  I ended the call, figuring she’d be home soon.
Over the years she filled me in on Garvey’s background.  How he’d taught middle school social studies in Cherry Hill, New Jersey and had two adolescent boys.  Garvey’s wife divorced him three years ago after she found intimate texts and saved voicemails from another woman on his cell phone.  He now lived in a two- bedroom apartment in Montclair with a golden retriever named Biscuit.  Lindsey was convinced Garvey had more photos of the dog in his office than of his kids.  People have strange priorities.      Lindsey told me a laundry list of stories about Garvey as a principal.  Like most bosses in any profession, Lindsey agreed with just as many decisions he made as she disagreed with but thought highly of the man.  He was well- respected by the rest of the staff, mostly made up of women.  Despite his personal marital choices.  
              I heard Lindsey open and shut the front door above me.  The thumps of her feet led me to believe that she was heading to the basement stairs to join me.  She gave me a kiss and leaned a hand on my shoulder as soon as she entered the room.  We chatted about her outing with her co-workers but I had a different question for her.  “How is Garvey with the kids?”
              She didn’t respond right away.  She sat on the futon behind me and kicked off her shoes.  “Well, he preaches consistency with the teachers and enforces the rules as much as the next principal but he’s not very consistent at all.  He seems to favor the boys in the school more than the girls, which annoys the hell out of all the female staff.  I’ve noticed lately that he makes a lot of false promises. Says he’ll do something with the kids or buy something for the school or say he’s going to punish a kid for breaking a rule but never does it.  That’s what really gets me about him.  And despite his personal appearance, Garvey runs a pretty tight ship.  Surprisingly organized.”
              “That’s surprising because he reminds me of a bag of wet lasagna noodles.”
Lindsey laughed.
“What do you mean when you say he ‘favors the boys?’  In what way?” I asked.
              I could hear her giggle again.  “Not in the way you’re probably thinking.  He just doesn’t seem to punish them as often or as severe.  He seems to pay them a lot more attention.  It’s just weird, now that I think about it,” she said.  
              That got me thinking.  Garvey’s relationship to the boys?  Was it sexual or strictly plutonic?  “How was he with Esteban?” I asked.
              “He took a liking to Esteban, you know, but, again, not in the way you might think.  He always asks me if Esteban can help him set up chairs and tables for assemblies, run special errands for him.  That sort of stuff.  I could tell it bothers the other kids in class because they would always say it’s not fair, which I would agree with.  And most of the other kids would behave so much better.  They would see helping Garvey as a special reward and that in itself would be motivation enough for them to behave in class and get their work done.  Esteban would fight or not do his class work and still get to help.  We always treated being a helper as an earned privilege or reward.”  I could sense the strain in her voice.  
              “Does he do that with any of the other kids?” I asked.  I was beginning to think that Garvey was just as strange and shady as Klein appeared to be.  Was one more so than the other?  While Lindsey told me that Garvey selected a few other kids but he seemed to go to Esteban more often than anyone else, I Googled ‘Glen Garvey- Bergen County Special Services.’  The link to his homepage popped up and I clicked on it.  It wasn’t too much different from Klein’s homepage.  The same cliché- riddled mumbo jumbo about caring for the success of the kids.  However, Garvey’s picture didn’t grace the homepage.  Probably better off.  Probably figured no picture would be a bigger selling point to districts looking to send their kids to the  school than having those potential sending districts see his chubby mug plastered all over the webpage.
              “A few.  He negatively rewards some of the more poorly behaved kids in the school.  Kind of goes against what he preaches to us and is the first to reprimand any staff that attempts to do the same thing.”
              “Was Garvey still there when you left?” I asked.
              “Yeah, he usually stays ‘til about four.  Sometimes five.”
              “Good.  I’m gonna pay him another visit.”
              I minimized my Google search to come back to later on.  We went upstairs and into the kitchen, giving Esteban’s records another once over.  For what reason, I don’t know.  The layout of paperwork was reminding me of the thousand- piece puzzles I used to do as a kid.  Can’t help trying to find another piece every time I walked by the table.  And I was determined to find the missing piece. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY TWO
 
Garvey was gone by the time I arrived back at Right Step.  The janitor that buzzed me in said I had missed him only by a few minutes.  I had no idea what kind of car he drove so I couldn’t cruise the streets in hopes of stumbling upon him and follow him home.  I’m an investigator not a stalker.  
              I returned home to find Lindsey curled up on the couch reading a book on her Kindle.  She had the television on in the background, set at a low volume, just as white noise to keep her company.  We sat together on the couch for a while.  She let me turn the volume up on the television and put on sports news to keep me in the loop with the important stuff.  Before we realized, it was pushing six thirty and we still hadn’t had dinner yet.  
              Lindsey went into the kitchen to start boiling water for the pasta while I went out on the deck to fire up the grill for the chicken breasts.  I returned to the kitchen to season and wrap three ears of fresh corn in tinfoil to cook on the grill.   Lindsey had soaked the chicken breasts in a garlic and herb marinade before she went to work this morning so they’d be primed and ready for the grill.  My iPod was connected to the portable docking station on the counter.  We ate in moderate silence, letting Jack Johnson mellow us out with his melodic and tranquil rhythms.   He always made us both wish we were on a tropical island with not a care in the world to weigh us down. 
              We went to bed not too much past ten, after watching a few of our favorite television shows.  Lindsey was able to fall asleep almost instantly while I needed the background noise of the ten o’ clock news to help me drift off.
This time it is me.  
I am wearing the New York Mets sweatshirt.  I am wearing the rainbow- colored sneakers.  And I am attempting to rob the 7-11.  Whatever drug I was given at the party is totally freaking me out.  I don’t know how I got here but I do remember seeing a pirate ship filled with orange elephants on some street nearby.  The elephants were singing “Jingle Bells” and one was reciting “Twas the Night Before Christmas.”   I can hear the clerk behind the counter pleading for his life.  I think I am aiming the gun- my gun- at him but it’s actually aimed at the Slurpee machine.  In my head, I am demanding money but my mouth is spitting gibberish.  
              Suddenly, the red and blue lights of the police car out front is blinding me and coating my body like a fire blanket.  I can’t see but I can hear lots of voices.  I don’t realize that I’ve fired a shot.  I start running.  I crash into the back door and it’s black.  Or is it blue?  I hear more voices.  Are they in my head or are they on television?  Out of nowhere I see Jake.  He’s wearing my Paterson police uniform.  It’s him yelling at me to ‘Freeze!’ and I panic.  My hands are shaking.  I cannot speak.  I’m so scared.  My left arm raises, the one holding the gun, to hand Jake the gun and just as I fully extend my arm, I hear the ‘blam!’ of the gun.  I don’t hear the second ‘blam!’ because I am already dead.
              Even with the Ambien I still woke up from the dream.  I hadn’t had this one before.  I must’ve been tossing and turning in my sleep because when I shot up I was entangled in the blanket and Lindsey was already sitting up with her night- stand lamp already on.  No matter how many consecutive nights I had a dream she still looked at me like it was the first, and worst, of them all.  She slid to my side and attempted to caress me but her touch frightened me.  
              “What happened this time, hon?” she carefully said.  I knew she was asking about my dream.  I couldn’t wrap my head around it.  For the last seven months it had been the same dream as the night before but now it was something different.  A role reversal, if you will.  I knew Lindsey would follow me and we’d talk about it at the table so I left the bedroom and headed for the kitchen for a glass of juice.  She’d have a glass of water.  
              She sat across from me and listened to my attempt at explaining my dream.   
              “The reversed roles concept was so bizarre.  Seeing Jake shoot me.  Not Jake being shot by the cops,” I said.  “And it was me tripping on acid.  Seeing pirate ships and odd- colored elephants singing Christmas songs.”
              “Maybe you should make an appointment to see Dr. Sharper tomorrow.  Maybe this case you’re working on is causing some feelings to erupt again,” Lindsey said.  As amazing as she had been throughout this whole ordeal, I hated it when she became my homemade shrink.  I looked at her as she cautiously thought about the words of her next statement.  She finally said, “Maybe you’re not as ready to go back to work as you thought you were.”
              “I don’t know,” I said like a second grader going to the dentist.  
              “She’ll be able to help you,” Lindsey firmly stated.  Every time I had a dream or an ‘episode,’ as Dr. Sharper like to call them, Lindsey always started off by being comforting and supportive.  Once Dr. Sharper was mentioned she tried to put her foot down and we ended up fighting.  I’ve learned that I don’t have any patience for fighting with her, or anyone else for that matter, that I simply give in and let her think she’s won.  Especially in the middle of the night.
              Throughout our fifteen years together, since we were seniors in high school, Lindsey and I have been through quite a bit.  Her father unexpectedly dying of a heart attack the summer after we graduated high school.  My mother’s battle with cancer, which she has since beaten.  Lindsey’s brief battle with cocaine, which she has since beaten.  My cousin’s motorcycle accident.  All of these things altering our lives in some way, shape, or form but we were always able to recover from them.  Some took more from us- emotions, energy, and self- worth- while others gave us so much more- an overall appreciation for life, for who we were as people.  But since the incident, nothing seems to matter the same way anymore.  Everything seems to be breaking me down, which trickles down like an IV drip and effects Lindsey.  I knew there was a way to fix all of that but I didn’t know just how to do it.  
              I knew, as always, that Lindsey was right and this time was no different, but I tried as much as I could to avoid feeding her ego.  So I kept my mouth shut, looked her in the face, and nodded my agreement.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Third Journal Entry:
Here I am again!
I don’t know why I’m even still here.
Drew and I took the call and sped to the scene.
Chamberlain and Ryerson.
Ryerson and Chamberlain.
I can’t get myself to step foot in a 7-11 ever again!  Nope.  No way in hell!  Do they have 7-11’s in hell?  Guess I’ll get to find out when I die.
The blur of Jake inside that 7-11 through the large store- front windows.  My eyes were hazy through the glare of the blue and red police sirens flashing.
The Mets sweatshirt.  My Mets sweatshirt.
The gun.  My gun.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY THREE
 
Garvey was in his office when I got there bright and early the next morning..  He was on a call but waived me in when I knocked on the door.  I was gestured to the same chair I had taken on my last visit.  The stench of moldy pepperoni and stale beer filled the office.
              “Welcome back, Mr. Barnes.  What can I do for you?” Garvey asked while he hung up the phone.  “Any news on Esteban?” he added.  I didn’t want to tell him what I had up to this point, which wasn’t much anyway.  Five days and I was still pissing in the wind.  Some investigator I’m turning out to be.  Maybe I should go back to the insurance company and rot to hell behind a desk.
              “Why’d you become a principal?” I asked him and got the exact reaction I was hoping for.  Garvey was puzzled and twisted his chubby nose to ponder the question.  His nose was the color of a raw ham.  Then he giggled like a second grader who just heard the teacher fart.  
              “That’s an easy one, Mr. Barnes,” he said.  “I really enjoy kids.  I love being the one the kids rely on to help shape their futures.  It was one thing being a teacher but it’s a horse of a different color being a principal.  A different perspective.  An opportunity to lead our kids into the future.”  If I let him he would have talked until Christmas.  
              “I get that,” I said just to say something to cut him off.  “What can you tell me about Esteban?”  I watched him think and it actually made my brain hurt.  And made me a little nauseous.  I was waiting for him to use the end of his tie to sop up the loose puddles of sweat on his deeply crevassed forehead.  
              “I’m not sure what else you’re looking for.  As I told you yesterday.  Everything you would have to know about Esteban is in his file.  Would you like to see them again?”  Little did Garvey know that I already had a copy of everything at home.  
               “But I’d like to hear it from you,” I said.  He held my firm stare into his eyes for a few seconds then looked to something on his desk.
              Garvey uncomfortably adjusted himself in his chair.  The pained expression returned as he began to think again.  “Esteban has a difficult home life.  Mom works one shift while Dad works the other.  But Esteban should be lucky that he still has both his mom and dad in the picture at home because most kids here just have one, if that.  We have a lot of kids here from group homes and various types of shelters around the county.”  He branched off into a rant about how tough it must be to one of his students, living in the environment they do and who knows what else.  I reeled him back in.
              “Esteban,” was all I said.
              “Right, right.  Sorry.  Anyway, Esteban has a lot of siblings he has to compete with for attention at home, which is why I think he acts out so much.  We always tend to think that being the one of the oldest has its advantages, which it can, but in Esteban’s case, he’s got to compete with so many younger siblings.  From what I understand, Esteban is sometimes the primary caretaker during the day for his younger siblings.  I think his dad works odd jobs just to make ends meet.  To give a twelve, thirteen year old boy that much responsibility is way too much to ask.”  I was listening to what Garvey was saying because it actually made sense.  At the same time I was studying his facial expressions, trying to get any sort of read on him.  I’m good at multi- tasking.  From what I gathered, Garvey was being genuine and sincere.  He seemed like a good- hearted man, despite being a little flaky.
              He had lightly touched on my next anticipated question but I asked it anyway.  “Do you know for sure what Esteban’s father does for a living?”
              “We’re not really sure.  We’ve attempted to contact him several times since Esteban arrived here but there’s never any answer and the mother doesn’t give us a clear indication whenever asked,” Garvey said.
              I instantly made a mental note- burner phones?
              I wanted to keep him talking.  “What is your relationship like with Esteban?”
              “My relationship?  I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” he said.
              “I mean how did you and Esteban get along?”
“I try to get along with all of my students just the same.  I like to think of myself as the consummate professional.  I don’t tend to favor one over the other, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
              “I’m not getting at anything.  Just asking a simple question,” I said.  “And I’m not asking about your relationship with your other students.  I’m asking about Esteban,”
              Garvey seemed to have disregarded my straightforwardness.  “We are big on incentives here as a way to motivate the most reluctant and oppositional students, such as Esteban.  The kids have plenty of opportunities on a daily basis to earn various things, such as extra independent computer time, being a helper, or an activity with a friend from another class.”  A bing- bong noise came from Garvey’s computer and he gave it a casual glance.  
              “Did Esteban like to earn these incentives?”  I was trying to hook Garvey on my line but he just wasn’t biting.  I wanted him to tell me what Lindsey told me earlier about Esteban being his ‘special helper.’
              “It depended on what the incentive is.  Esteban doesn’t like to be in class so he enjoys basketball in the gym, walks outside, going to the park.  Things like that.  He’s a kid that has a lot of pent up anxiety and energy and requires frequent breaks.”  Garvey swiveled his chair to check the bing- bong, which I saw was an email notification.  “He’s a kid that needs to be active as much as possible,” he added while glancing at his computer monitor.
              He obviously wasn’t biting so I had to pull out the big net. “Does he ever get to help you with special things?”
              “Not usually.  I’m a big advocate of the students having to earn the right to be a helper or any other incentive for that matter.  They have to learn that things aren’t just given to them.  They have to work for it.  Earn it.”
              I wondered why he lied.
              I thought about my conversation with Garvey and was convinced he was hiding something.  One way or another I was going to get it out of him.  At the same time, I didn’t want to have him connect the dots and get Lindsey in trouble for ratting him out.  I was thinking about applying even more direct pressure but I was afraid some of the fat would start to ooze through the seams of his cheap suit.
              Lindsey was in the middle of a lesson with her kids so I didn’t want to disrupt her.  She knew I was coming by but she constantly reminded me how difficult it was to get her kids back on task after an unexpected distraction.  I hate to think of myself as a distraction but, who am I to decide?  However, I did peek through the small rectangular window in her classroom door and stood watching what I assumed to be Esteban’s empty chair.  From the books the students had on their desks, it appeared Lindsey was doing some sort of science lesson.  Angling my body, I could see a computer image of an animal’s skeletal system being shown through the projector onto the white board.  
              As much of a turn on it was for me to watch Lindsey in action, I quietly left without any further disruption.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY FOUR
 
Sharper was able to fit me in.  She was willing to sacrifice her lunch to see me.  I felt so special.  Dr. Karen Sharper was a five- nine brunette with deeply set brown eyes.  She usually wore her hair loosely draped around her shoulders and hung down to the middle of her back but today it was tightly wound in a ponytail, exposing her slender neck.  When I walked into her office I instantly noticed the low- cut navy blue sleeveless sweater on top of white pleated dress pants.  I thought it was too warm outside for a sweater but she never seemed to care what I thought.  Rumor had it around the department that she became a cop shrink because her old man had gone off the deep end after serving too many years on the force.
              “Hello, Mr. Barnes,” she said.  It was the same professional greeting she gave me at the beginning of every session.  Her legs were crossed and she didn’t appear to catch me staring because even through her white slacks I could still catch a glimpse of her athletic tone.  Either that or she was immune to my ogling.  I prefaced my request for this emergency session with a brief synopsis of the dream I had so she said, “Tell me more about the dream.”
Normally, this is the time where I’d be super resistant and act like an adolescent refusing to do chores but I actually wanted to figure this one out.  “It was really bizarre,” I began.  She could tell I was already invested in this session with the way I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees rather than assuming the usual laid back, resistant pose.  
She was the only one knew most of what my dreams were about so we have to waste time comparing the two dreams.  “I was the one wearing my sweatshirt.  I was the one whacked out of my mind on acid.  I the one wearing the rainbow sneakers.  The sneakers.  I was the one holding up the 7-11 and wildly wielding my gun.”
I knew Sharper was listening while paying attention to my over exuberant hand gestures as I explained the dream.  “Come to think of it, I’m not sure if Jake was wearing my cop uniform or not.  I don’t remember,” I added. 
“What happened at the end of the dream?” she asked.  
I froze.  Deer- already- getting- hit- by- the- truck frozen.  This is the point I was hoping to overcome today.  I was hoping to march into Sharper’s office and lay it all out on the table.  The full hand.  No more bluffs and no more wheeling and dealing under the table.  I knew it was time to be honest with someone.  But now that the time was in the present I reverted back to my old ways.  The cold sweats and stone- cold blood in my veins.  The clammy hands and razor sharp hair standing on the back of my neck.  The fear of finally revealing the truth.  
I shook my head, “No can do, Doc,” was all I said and started to get up to leave.
“Chase.”  Dr. Sharper had never mentioned my first name in isolation before and had never spoken to me in such a firm tone.  It made me stop dead in my tracks.  I’d just been scolded by my shrink.  I sat down.   She bore her tree-bark brown eyes through my face like a blowtorch through a paper plate.
She took a deep breath before continuing.  “Look, I know what happened, losing Jake, was tough on you and your wife.  And I’m here to try and help you.  You come in here every session with the same I- hate- the- world- and- the- world- hates- me attitude and we end up running around in circles until your time is up.  If you can’t tell me what really happened that night then we’re both going to end up dizzy from running these circles.  And I think it’s safe to assume that if you can’t tell me what happened you sure as hell haven’t told Lindsey.  Am I right?”
The question was rhetorical and we both knew it.
“You’re right, Doc.  About everything.  Lindsey doesn’t know; I can’t even remember the bullshit story I made up that she apparently bought because she’s been on my side and hasn’t asked any more questions.  It’s just that between the guilt and the dreams I don’t know what to do,” I said.
“Ok, let’s start with the dream last night.  How did you react when you woke up and realized it was a dream?”
              This is where I usually became aggravated but that was the past and this is now and I need to figure this shit out.  
              “I was freaked out just the same as waking up from any dream over the last six months.  Lindsey was up already before I realized it was a dream,” I said.
              Dr. Sharper continued to stare at me.  “Did you tell Lindsey about the dream?”
              “Yes.”
              “How did she react?”
              I thought about it a second.  “She listened, as usual, and then told me to make the appointment with you.”
              “And it was good of you to listen to her advice,” she said.
              “I suppose.”  I was beginning to grow frustrated but not at Sharper, just at life in general.  I usually felt like Sharper never offered me the assistance I needed when I came to see her.  Always questions followed up by more questions.  I usually felt like I was talking to myself.  I can’t count how many times I’d say to myself on the drive home, ‘If I wanted to offer myself psychological advice I’d stay home, save myself the hundred bucks a session, and talk to a mirror.’  But today was different.  What do the people of the psych world call it- a breakthrough?
I wasn’t sure why but I was starting to get another headache.  It wasn’t the typical sore- behind- the eyes or punch- me- in- the temples type of headache that I usually got after a session with Sharper.  This was more of a dull tingling on the top of my head.  Sometimes it would pulsate like I was receiving electric shock treatment on my brain.  They’d happened before but I had never mentioned it to Dr. Sharper because I didn’t think it was anything to worry about but since they were happening more and more over the last couple of weeks I figured it was worth mentioning.  “Hey, Doc.  I’ve been getting these headaches the last couple weeks.  They’re not like painful headaches but more like dull ones on the top of my head.  Feels like my hair follicles are vibrating.”
              She put on her deep- thought face.  “How often does this happen?”
              “Once or twice a week or so, I guess,” I said.  Suddenly it was difficult to find what to do with my hands.  Dr. Sharper made notes on her pad.
              “Well, we’ve clearly discovered that you have been suffering from post- traumatic stress disorder since September’s incident,” Sharper began.  She knew I didn’t like to mention Jake’s name in therapy and the only way to get me to talk was to refer to it as the incident.  Post- traumatic stress disorder, I remember Dr. Sharper telling me, is normal, especially after an experience like the incident.  She told me I might feel frightened, sad, anxious, and even disconnected from other people and things I used to find enjoyable, which I’ve experienced at various times.  She added that I should start to feel better over time, but I’m yet to see it.  I feel like I am a wounded soldier returning from an Afghan battle but I had never even visited the Intrepid.   
“Sometimes with PTSD patients will suffer these types of headaches called tension headaches.  They are brought on by various stressors and we’ve certainly been dealing with quite a bit of stress lately.”
We?  Since when did this incident become our problem? 
“I can prescribe something for you to take whenever you feel one of these tension headaches coming on,” she said.
I thought about that for a second.  The thought of having to take medication regularly as a result of Jake’s death might really send me over the edge.
              “Have you been able to reconnect with Jake yet?” she added.
              “How the hell am I supposed to do that?  I broke my Ouija board when I was six.”  I laughed but she didn’t.  
              “Have you been able to visit with him yet, spiritually or through fond memories that you two shared?”  Dr. Sharper uncrossed her legs, stretched them out and crossed them again at the ankles.  She rested her chin in her hand while she waited for my answer.
              The flashback started before I could answer.  The sweatshirt.  The sneakers.  The gun.  I closed my eyes to shake the visions out.  “Not yet.  I haven’t had to sleep downstairs in a few weeks, which I take as an improvement but I haven’t been able to cross the threshold.”
              Dr. Sharper smiled.  “Well, that’s definitely all right.  Have you had any thoughts about Jake aside from the shooting?”
              “What do you mean?”  She explained that some PTSD patients unconsciously avoid positive- or negative- thoughts about the victim of the trauma.  Sort of blocking out the times before the traumatic experience occurred.  I told her that I recently found myself thinking about Jake and I going to baseball games like we used to.  Sharper appeared to be pleased but showed little emotion.  
              “Do you like video games, Chase?”  No wonder I can’t keep my mind straight during therapy because Doc throws me all over the map.  
              “I did at one time, but I haven’t played any games in a few years.  Why?”
              “Well, there was a study done a few years back, according to the Journal of Psychiatric Research, that believes playing the puzzle game, Tetris, is a possible remedy for PTSD.”  I listened as intently as ever to Dr. Sharper as she explained the study to me.  I enjoyed puzzles and puzzle games.  I still do but I just haven’t any interest as of late.  The study was geared towards soldiers of war done by an Oxford research team.  The team experimented with sixty volunteers and had them watch a graphically violent movie and thirty minutes following the viewing of the movie they were divided into three groups.  One group played Tetris, another was given a trivia game to play, while the third group didn’t do a thing.  All of the volunteers were asked to keep a journal for a week, tracking any possible flashbacks the movie might have triggered.  The end result of the study showed that the group that played Tetris experienced the least amount of flashbacks.  I liked what I heard.  Any adult looks for any excuse possible, especially medically prescribed, to play video games is probably just fine in most books.
              My hopes were crushed when Dr. Sharper U- turned back to my headaches.  
              “It sounds like you might be experiencing stress- related tension headaches.  I’m going to give you a prescription.  It’s a medication called Fioricet, used to treat these types of headaches.  Take one whenever you experience one of those headaches.” 
That’s great, I thought.  Now I’m even more of a pill- popping whack- job.  The timer went off, indicating that we were done for the day.
“There’s one more thing, Mr. Barnes,” Sharper said, back to calling me ‘Mr. Barnes.’  I stood, expecting to take my prescription and leave but her last comment startled me.  What else could there possibly be?  I watched and let her continue.  “Unfortunately, since you will no longer be an employee of the Paterson Police Department and you are newly self- employed, this has to be our last session together, I’m afraid.  At least our last session on the department’s dime.  I’d like to continue to see you on a regular basis.  I really feel like we are starting to make some progress here.  I’m pretty sure your insurance company would cover the cost.”  She said it as if she were reading it off a card.  The way I used to read the Miranda rights to knuckleheads we’d arrest.  
Yeah, real progress.  Do you really need some quack reminding you that Jake is gone?  That’s what you’ve got me for.
“Progress, huh?  You’ve really got some gig here, Doc.  Thanks for the drugs but this is where our road ends.”
              I put the prescription in my pocket, turned my back and left.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART III- Recruits
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY FIVE
 
Barry Klein was born and raised in Ringwood, New Jersey, a town dominated by nature.  It was a hiker’s wet dream.  Five thousand acres of trails and off- road biking located in the heart of the Ramapo Mountains.  Klein lived in the section of town near Cupsaw Lake.  
He came from a wealthy family and was given anything and everything he wanted since birth.  Klein’s father made his money in the stock market and retired before he was forty- five.  His mother didn’t need to work but took a part- time clerical job at Holy Name Hospital in Teaneck just to maintain her sanity.  She led the PTA, was the leader of her daughter’s Girl Scout troop, and was just your run- of- the- mill swell kind of mother.  Klein along with his brother and sister each went to an Ivy League school.  Stephen Klein, Barry’s brother, graduated from Princeton with a law degree and Colleen, Barry’s sister, graduated from Harvard with a biology degree.  Barry chose Yale and was an English major, deciding to get into education.  
              As a kid, Barry loved sports, cartoons, and baseball cards but his true love interest was trains.  He collected classic Lionel trains and found Christmas to be his favorite holiday, not for the presents and Santa Claus, but for the train tracks under the tree.  He’d sit for hours and watch them go round and round.  Eventually, each car was given a special magical power as if they were superheroes.  Barry’s father was convinced his first words were ‘choo- choo,’ which eventually grew into a nickname.  His family made the nickname stick through adolescence but once Barry’s social life grew he realized how stupid the nickname really was.  He took it upon himself to shorten the nickname to toughen up his image.  And when Barry Klein was fourteen “The Chooch” was born.  
              Klein tried as much as he could, throughout his entire life, to be nonviolent but certain situations called for extreme measures.  His surveillance of Jamal’s own drug ring forced him to take his usual intellectual approach.  He had been tracking several of Jamal’s drug runners over the past few months after collecting some pertinent reconnaissance information.  Klein was one to manage his lucrative drug business down to the last cent.  A trait he inherited from his father.  The mathematical calculations, not the drugs.  He knew something was strange when his runners would return from the streets with little or no cash in hand and virtually all of the stockpile of drugs they had been sent out with.  Someone was invading his turf and he wanted to know who.
Klein had gotten interested in drugs in college, not as a user but as a pusher and a dealer.  He experimented with his own supply from time to time but was more interested in the high of profit rather than the high from ecstasy or weed.  His roommate freshman year had been the go- to person for the simple drugs: marijuana, caffeine pills, and ecstasy.  Klein, instead of taking advantage of the accessibility, converted his inner beast into a competition.  He bought up the majority of his roommate’s supply for double the street value and turned the small- time gym- bag stash into a major illegal enterprise.  Klein’s roommate didn’t like the fact that he converted his own half of the closet into an illegal medicine cabinet and used the shower curtain rod in the bathroom to hang his shirts.
Yale University, located in the heart of New Haven, Connecticut, is one of the most prestigious academic schools in the country for obvious reasons.  The irony of having a university, which consistently churns out the nation’s power players, surrounded by a city riddled with poverty and crime consistently boggles many.  To some, they see fear.  To Klein, he saw opportunity.  He pushed and sold to the local community as if his drugs were Girl Scout cookies.  Teaming up with a guy named Tank, Klein was the go- to person for not only the marijuana and ecstasy but the cocaine, heroin, and acid in the entire state of Connecticut.  A convenient way to pay off student loans and earn some start- up money.  Tank started out as a local street kid running a few drugs here and there to make an extra buck.  Within a few months, Tank had become Klein’s right- hand guy.  The brawn behind the brains.  That was until his brawn wasn’t enough to survive two execution-style shots to the back of the head. 
Having to graduate at some point, Klein took his English degree and his border- line million- dollar drug ring home to New Jersey.  His parents must’ve been so proud.  Once in New Jersey, Klein found it difficult to locate runners to make deals for him.  At Yale he had plenty of roommates and fraternity brothers to choose from.  What college kid isn’t looking for a way to make some pocket change?  He eventually went into some of the inner- city neighborhoods and bought up some of the small- time sellers and made them his runners.  Over the years, some of Klein’s runners got pinched and some were killed ‘in the line of duty’ as Klein would say.  
The business had grown even more over the last few years.  Right around the time Klein was promoted to principal of School 5.  Instead of expelling or even suspending the handful of students that possessed drugs or drug paraphernalia on school grounds, Klein once again saw opportunity.  After interrogating them to find out who their suppliers were he began persuading his elementary students to become his new local runners.  What a genius idea.  Older teenage adolescents are easy targets for the cops in Paterson, especially during the late evening hours.  Why not recruit young, innocent, naïve ten- eleven- year old elementary boys to deliver his merchandise?  Aside from a higher unlikelihood of being picked up by the cops, they were cheaper labor.  And cheap labor meant more profit for him. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY SIX
 
Klein tried to get information out of his young prisoner but was unsuccessful.  Esteban’s impulsive aggression had resurfaced the minute Klein had attempted to put the clamps on him.  Klein didn’t want to resort to using physical violence on a young, fragile boy despite how much of a monster the kid was considered to be.  He left that to one of his lackeys.  The one called “Source” had backhanded Esteban across the cheek a few times until Source realized it was backfiring and only causing Esteban to shut down and refuse to talk even more.  
              Klein wanted information and when Klein wanted information he got it- at any cost.  With adults, Klein would immediately pull out his gun, press it to the temple or under the left eye of his victim and threaten their lives for the information, money, or stolen drugs he wanted returned.  He’d even shot a guy in the eye just to prove a point- even after Klein found out one of his runners was a police informant.  It was more of a point to himself that he could actually do it.  
              Source spent the night in the storage unit to keep an eye on Esteban and periodically press Esteban for information on Jamal.  On the hour, Source would grab Esteban under the chin from behind and pull his head back until his shoulders were stretched over the back of the chair.  Each hour he would pull harder and further to make it hurt that much more.  By three in the morning Source was given permission to ‘bump it up a notch.’  Source knew what that meant.  He had taken Esteban out of the seat with his hands still tied behind his back.
              “You fucking with the wrong dude,” Source said.
              “I don’t care,” Esteban said.
              “Don’t make me hurt you even more than I already have.”
              “I don’t care.”
              “That punk Jamal is only gonna keep shortchanging you, but if you think what he’s paying you is enough then you keep right on being all loyal and shit to him.  We’ll find him either way,” Source said.  
              “Okay,” Esteban said.
              “You a little bitch,” Source told Esteban on a number of occasions.  The sun had recently angled its way around the sky on the outside and was providing a smidge of natural sunlight through the open door but on the inside the fluorescent glow of the single light bulb remained a constant.  Esteban just stared, trying to keep up the tough façade.  “You know he’s gonna kill you,” Source added, talking about Klein.  “The Chooch don’t fuck around with this shit.”
              Esteban nodded.  “I don’t know shit about Jamal.  That’s what I told you all night and I told him yesterday,” he said.  He spit on the cement floor.  
              “The Chooch thinks you know how he rolls.  The Chooch don’t like nobody messin’ with his shit,” Source said.  He was walking slow circles around Esteban’s chair.  “The Chooch seen you around.  Runnin’ Jamal’s shit.  He gonna wanna know where Jamal works and who he works with.”  Esteban was beginning to grow frustrated at the mention of The Chooch over and over again.  
              Klein showed up at around four in the afternoon, on his way home from work.  “Let’s try this again.  Shall we?”  He removed his suit jacket, handed it to Source, and began rolling up his sleeves just beyond the forearms.  “What can you tell me about Jamal?”
              “He keep sayin’ he don’t know shit,” Source said before Esteban could answer.  Klein shook his head.
              “That’s not what I wanted to hear.  My guys have been watching you for a few weeks.  They see you making runs for him.  I want to know what he’s pushing.  Who he’s pushing it to and what territory he works,” Klein said.  “I got an idea on the territories but the what and the who are most important,” he added.  
              Esteban looked up at Klein, who was standing directly over him.  “I told you yesterday and I told him all night that I don’t know nothing,” he said.  “Alls I do is take his packages, drop them off, get the money, and bring it back to him,” Esteban added, referring to his runs for Jamal.  
              “You never once got a little curious on your runs.  Get a little whiff.  Sneak a little peak.  Swipe a little taste,” Klein said.
              “Jamal said he’d kill me if he ever found out I did any of that shit.  I wasn’t doing it for the drugs; I was doing it for the money.”
              “Well, isn’t that nice.  Quite the Good Samaritan you are helping out the community like that.”  Klein turned his back to Esteban and paced a few steps in front of him.
              Esteban watched Klein reach behind and pull something out of the back of his waistband.  Then he heard the click.
              Klein turned around, raised his Glock to shoulder height, aiming it at Esteban’s forehead, and said, “Now tell me the truth.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY SEVEN
 
It had been almost a full week into my private investigation career and it felt like an hour.  I still didn’t have anything major to work with but it somehow felt progress was being made.  I was still waiting on Fitzgerald to get back to me with the information I requested on Esteban’s older brother and any other useful information he could dig up on Klein.  I guess I was now second rate as far as pertinent information requests went.  If I were still with the department I’d probably get the information within a few hours, if not a few minutes.  My detective instincts weren’t fully sharpened yet but they were getting there.  I just had to keep telling myself that I had to think like a cop and the rest would fall into place.  
              Remember what happened the last time you thought like a cop?
              Even in the late afternoon hours, Esteban’s paperwork continued to stare at me.  It was strewn about across the kitchen table.  After putting on a long- sleeve t- shirt and a pair of jeans I set out to hit the bricks again.  I thought about paying Esteban’s mother another visit to ask some follow- up questions and have another look around.  As frightened as I might have been after my first visit I knew I had to go back.    Isn’t that what investigators are supposed to do, follow- up?  Something was going to be there, whether it be in Esteban’s room, the basement, or the kitchen.  It was going to be something that led me to find out where Esteban was and what happened to him.  I could feel it.
Before I left, I found Esteban’s father’s cell phone number and gave it another try.  No answer.  No voicemail.
              Esteban’s father was quickly moving up my list of suspected people to have something to do with his son’s disappearance. A requested look into Esteban’s father was a rapidly growing possibility.  The recent turn of events, or lack thereof, with Esteban gone missing, shouldn’t his father be at home with his family?  Trying to protect his wife, or baby mama or whatever the hell she was, from any of the other family members possibly disappearing as well.  That’s certainly what I’d be doing if I were in Mr. Machado’s situation.
              Nah, that’s too simple for you.  You don’t protect, you just let them die.

I parked in the same spot on the street as my last visit.  I took out my iPhone and snapped a few pictures of the exterior.  For what reason, I have no idea.  It just felt like something I should do.  Something a private investigator should do.  Maybe something for my scrapbook.
              Ms. Cruz answered the door on my first knock.  She was holding one of the babies in her arm with a dishrag over her shoulder.  I was invited in and wasn’t sure where she wanted me to sit.  Not thinking it was possible, the place appeared messier than my last visit.  Bigger piles of clothes on the floor.  Noisier toys to trip over in the hallway.  Higher stacks of newspapers covering the couch cushions.  Louder television in the background somewhere.  I followed Ms. Cruz down the center corridor to the back of the house.  If the main floor looked like this I could only imagine what the basement was like.
              “What can I do for you now, Mr. Barnes?”  I couldn’t tell if she sounded annoyed by my visit or stressed by the routines of being a mom to too many kids.  “Any new updates on Esteban?”  I immediately picked up on the lack of concern for her missing child.  It was as if his disappearance was not a major worry.  Like choosing Corn Flakes over Cheerios was more important than locating her son.  As if his disappearing act was a regular thing in the Machado/Cruz household.  
              Other missing kids cases that came through in my time as a cop usually resulted in a frantic parent or guardian wanting to conquer the world during the duration of the child’s disappearance.  Emotions frantically consuming their conscience and acting hysterically and irrationally, trying to overpower the authority of the police.  Trying to conquer the world with an army of one.  This situation struck me as odd and I was determined to find out why.
              “I’ve been talking to a few people and working on a few things that I’m waiting to pan out,” I said.  In other words: ‘I don’t have shit.’  I casually wandered from the kitchen into a back room designed like a den.  Another dilapidated couch.  Run down coffee and end tables.  Thrift shop lounge chairs.  But the television was a brand new fifty- plus inch flat screen Panasonic.  It always amazes me what people consider to be priorities.  Not enough money to put clothes on their children and ample amounts of food on the table but just enough to make sure the television screen is big enough to watch the latest trashy reality shows from across the street.  
              “Then why are you here?” Ms. Cruz asked.  Now I could sense the sincere strain in her voice.  
              “I wanted to ask you a few more questions then have a look around his bedroom again.  With your permission, of course,” I said.
              “Whatever you want.”  I watched her drop one of the kids into a kitchen chair.  I noticed there was a different potted plant on the table this time.  I couldn’t remember which kid Ms. Cruz back- handed last time for breaking the other pot.  
              “How was Esteban in school?” I asked, knowing the response I’d get.  Ms. Cruz gave me an ‘are- you- for- real?’ side glance, rolling her eyes in my direction and squeezing her lips together so tightly I thought she’d just eaten an entire lemon.  She lit a cigarette.
              “Oh, lord.  He is a pain in the ass.  Always getting in trouble.  Mouthing off to the teachers.  Fighting and thinking he’s a bad- ass bully,” she said, while releasing the smoke of her freshly lit cigarette.  
              I noticed she wasn’t conscious or cautious of keeping her cigarette smoke out of her children’s clean air.  “You know, I sometimes think he should get a good ass- whoopin’ from one of them bigger kids at school or on the street to teach him a lesson.  He sure as shit don’t listen to no one around here.”
              “Was he liked by his teachers or the principal?”  I asked, trying to work what Lindsey told me about Esteban always getting to be the special helper versus what I had gotten out of Garvey, which was the polar opposite.
              “I don’t know.  He never told me shit about his school day.  He was supposed to bring home these papers for me to sign every day telling me how he did that day but he’d lose them somehow on the bus ride home,” Ms. Cruz said.  She was talking about the daily communication sheets that the teachers at Right Step were required to send home, which the parents were to sign and return to ensure they were informed on how well, or not so well, their child did that day.  I picked up on the fact that she was referring to her missing child in the past tense- ‘he never told me…,’ ‘he was supposed to…’  Was that to be taken as a sign that Esteban’s own mother knew something about her own son’s disappearance?  Was this all some kind of ploy or scam?  
The kids got up from the table and ran to watch television with their grandmother.  
              “Who did he hang out with outside of school?” I asked.
              I watched her think.  
              She finally said, “His best friend is Joey.  Joey Alvarez.  He lives by the school.  I think he’s just as bad as Esteban be when they on the street.  I know that’s who he sneaks out to see.  There’s an older boy named Felix.  Felix Cabrera.  He’s in high school.  I don’t like Esteban hanging out with no high school kids but he don’t listen to me.  He listens to his father even less.”  I wrote the names down on a pad and made notes next to each one.  Ms. Cruz knew the street names of where Joey and Felix lived but not the house numbers.  I’d have Fitzgerald look into it for me.  Anything I needed, right?  Isn’t that what Fitzgerald told me when he kicked me to the curb? 
              “You said Esteban was on Facebook a lot, right?”  
              Facebook.  The root of all adolescent evil.  There have been more bullying cases among adolescents since the inception of the social media’s ultimate giant.  More and more teenage suicides are somehow rooted around the comments shared on Facebook amongst other social media.  Facebook is somehow always intertwined into the cause.  Videos, photos, and comments have led hundreds of students to feel like they are inferior and their life really is not worth living.  Just as some booze hounds become stronger and develop ‘beer muscles’ the more they drink, teenagers are developing their ‘tech muscles’ with the unlimited amount of freedom and built up barriers between them and their devices.  We are ready to jump on the parents and blame them for their lack of supervision and rules against social media, which is true to an extent.  At what point are the Mark Zuckerbergs of the world made responsible for what their invention has done to a child’s chance to enjoy being just that?  Innocent adolescent freedoms stripped away just so some tech nerd can have his face plastered on the cover of another magazine.
              “Esteban’s always on Facebook.  I have to go into his room every night to get him off that damn computer.  He be talking to friends, tagging photos, and playing games,” Ms. Cruz said.  Didn’t seem too out of the ordinary.  Seemed to be the same thing that I did whenever I went on Facebook.  I know, I’m a hypocrite.  
              “You wouldn’t happen to know his password to log on, right?” I asked. 
              “I have no idea.  You can help yourself to look around his room and find whatever you find,” she replied.  So I did.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY EIGHT
 
             Esteban’s bedroom, which he shared with his younger brothers, was designed like any adolescent boy’s bedroom.  Clothes everywhere but the hamper and the closet.  Skateboarding pictures and posters plastered the walls along with magazine photos of various musicians and teeny- bopper actors and actresses.  There were two twin beds pushed into each of the far corners of the room.  One bed was made while the other looked like a rhino had a dance party on the mattress.  Two beds for three boys?  What the hell did the third sleep on?  A variety of magazines were sloppily stacked on the floor near the bed on the left.  Adjacent to each of the beds were two IKEA- styled desks with folding chairs used as computer chairs.  
              Go ahead!  Get in the room and find something!  Something that will lead you to Esteban and maybe you can let him die!  You’re good at that.
              I found myself standing in the doorway of Esteban’s room.  The sudden hesitation brought on an onslaught of inexplicable images of the night Jake died.  I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again and again- Jake and Esteban are two different people with two very different life experiences.  I felt a tingling headache quickly ensue.  Then I heard a voice from behind.  I jumped.
              “I know it’s a mess,” Ms. Cruz said.  “I gotta put this one down for a nap.  Let me know if you need anything else.”  I thanked her and I watched her carry the young child to another room down the hall.  I leapt over the threshold and felt like I was walking into hell.  
              Before she disappeared into the other bedroom, I asked, “One more thing, Ms. Cruz.  Does Esteban have a cell phone?”  She told me he did.  A new iPhone 5 that his father bought him against her will.  There was no reason, she told me, for a teenager to have such a phone, if a phone at all.  I never thought I’d say this about Ms. Cruz but I had to agree with her.  She gave me his phone number.
              After the initial sweating subsided and a few deep breaths to suppress the vomit I could taste, I took a baby step inside.  My mind drifted to a different time and place.  The images, if you wanted to call them that, were blurry.  Was that a malfunction of my mind or a subconscious refusal to really picture what my mind wanted me to see?  I had to sit down before I fell.
You can think of Jake all you want you son of a bitch but remember he’s not coming back! 
Catching a glance of Esteban’s computer brought me back to the task at hand.  Feeling like I was gliding on ice skates I found myself sitting in front of Esteban’s desktop computer after high- stepping a few piles of clothes and magazines.  I moved the mouse and the screen woke up.  While the hard drive was loading I scanned the rest of the desk to possibly find Esteban’s Facebook password magically written on a brightly colored slip of paper.  I rummaged through the desk drawers only to see each just as neatly organized as Esteban’s closet.  The bottom drawer was sloppily filled with more car and skateboard magazines.  The middle drawer required an extra tug to get it open.  I found Xbox video game cases and various controllers.  The top, thinner drawer held loose photos, which didn’t seem useful after thumbing through them.  I was about to shove the drawer shut when something towards the back caught my eye.  It was a poorly folded slip of paper.  The writing in blue marker was what caught my eye.  I removed the slip of paper and unfolded it to read.  There was a phone number written on it.  It was a local area code.   I wasn’t sure if it would be useful.  It could have belonged to a cousin, an uncle, or a friend but I figured I’d hang on to it to have Fitzgerald trace it just in case.  When I unfolded the rest of the paper I saw the name written above the number in a graffiti- style handwriting belonged to someone named Jamal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTY NINE
 
I put the phone number in my back pocket and returned my attention to the computer.  Esteban had a few things minimized.  His iTunes library, an Internet Explorer page opened to YouTube, and another Internet Explorer page opened to the Google search engine.  The YouTube page was open to a paused video of some apparently well- known skateboarder.  I turned my attention to the Google page, which appeared to be freshly opened but left unused.  I checked the search history and found the majority to be skateboard and other asinine adolescent videos that they only seemed to understand and find humorous.  
              Typing in the Facebook website into the search engine, I hoped that Esteban had checked the box that allowed his user name and password to be saved, allowing him to be automatically logged in when the webpage loaded.  Kids, being so naïve, thought the saved- password feature was great because of its convenience and the lack of brain power required to truly memorize their passwords.  Esteban was one of those kids.  Hell, I was one of those kids.
              Within seconds of the page loading, an instant message popped up in the lower right corner of the screen.  Anonymity was not a concern of the Facebook creators and true identities were revealed for everyone to steal.  It was a message from Joey Alvarez, Esteban’s best friend.  It read: “Sup.”  Such a simple phrase yet it quickly told me so much.  I instantly concluded that Joey didn’t know his best friend was missing and I should not waste my time questioning him.  I sat for a moment, deciding how I should play this.  I knew I was going to reply but I had to get into the mindset of an adolescent troublemaker.  
              I typed: “Sup.”  Subtle.
              “Where u been?  How did it go?” The next message read.  It didn’t take long to receive what I was afraid of- a question I didn’t know how to answer.  I thought some more.  
              Assuming kids had the short- term memory of a tea kettle, I typed: “What?”  There was a delay before Joey replied.
              He wrote: “You know, dick.  The run the other night.”  I wondered what Joey was talking about.  The run?  The other night?  What did Esteban do the other night?  He didn’t seem to be type who would be health conscious and go jogging at night.  What teenaged boy did?  And he didn’t seem like the type to join the track team.  I started to consider paying Joey Alvarez a friendly face- to- face visit.  He appeared to know a lot about something but I didn’t want to sound too clueless about it since I was posing as Esteban.  I didn’t want to ask too many questions and have Joey start growing suspicious.  I wanted him to give me answers.  
              “It was good,” I typed.  Then there was another delay, longer this time.  While waiting for Joey’s reply, I browsed the rest of Esteban’s Facebook page.  His News Feed was that of a typical teen.  Friends commenting how much they hate their teachers in school.  Friends posting how much they hate their parents.  YouTube links to a guy getting hit in the nuts with a baseball bat at a picnic.  Song lyrics, photos, and opinions about the latest movies.  I clicked on the inbox and was surprised to see it empty.  Esteban didn’t have any pending friend requests and his notifications listed Candy Crush, something called Clash of Clans, and requests to a few other games offered on the website along with a slew of comments made by his friends on some of his own posts.  
              The screen sounded, showing that Joey had finally replied to my last comment.  I clicked on the conversation box and read what Joey had written.
              “How much he give u this time?”  Was he talking about money when he asked, ‘how much?’  He had to be.  My instincts told me so.  More importantly, who was Joey talking about?  
              I replied like a teenager: “????”
              “U not tellin’?  How much u get?  More than last time?”  A lot of questions.  None of which I could confidently answer the way Esteban would.
              “I don’t remember,” was all I could think of as a creative reply.              
              “Bullshit.  Jamal be hookin’ you up bro.  You musta gotten paid!”  Joey wrote.  I nearly leapt out of the folding chair.  Jamal?  Gotten paid?  What the hell was Joey talking about?  More so, what the hell was Esteban into?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY
 
Drugs was my first thought.  Why else would Joey ask how much Esteban got paid for the run he made the other night?  What else was run by a teenaged boy in a city riddled with petty drug use that ended in a monetary profit?  The terminology used was right on target and I could sense the curious anticipation in Joey’s fingers from the wording of his questions and how quickly he had sent the initial message as soon as I- I mean Esteban- logged on.  
              I wanted out of the conversation before Joey caught on to my lack of current, up- to- date slang or began asking tougher questions for me to answer.  I told him I’d ‘hit him up later’ and clicked out of the website.
              I left the Machado/Cruz household feeling as if I’d hit pay dirt.  I wasn’t completely sold that this was it but it was sure a hell of a lot more than I had an hour ago.  Walking to my Santa Fe, I pulled out the slip of paper with Jamal’s phone number on it.  It was about the size of a standard piece of loose leaf paper, haphazardly torn in half.  On the back I made a few notes so I wouldn’t forget what I’d just learned from Joey.  I made another list: (1) Esteban’ dealing drugs, (2) Is Joey dealing drugs too?, (3) Contact Jamal, and (4) Does Jamal have something to do with Esteban’s disappearance?,  (5) Find out more about Felix Cabrera.
              I saw it was close to seven when I put my car in drive and entered traffic onto Main Street.  Looking at the time makes me sometimes realize how long it’s been since the last time I’d eaten.  I wanted to get out of Paterson before I found a place to eat.  Even thought it was still light out, dusk would soon be rolling in.  I sped down Main as quickly as I could, hitting most of the lights.  The adrenaline rush was slicing through my veins.  The rush had taken over my inner being and sitting behind the wheel made the rush shoot out my toes.  The center of town was thick with traffic but moved at a steady pace.   I lowered the windows to feel the damp breeze on my face.  I sometimes wished my blond hair was much longer so I could feel it blow in the wind.  Like the guys on the covers of Lindsey’s trashy romance novels.
              Coming up Hamburg Turnpike I pulled into a Burger King that doubled as a Popeye’s.  After I placed my order I began to think that the private investigator business might be life- threatening, not for the dangerous people I might encounter in solving cases, but for being constantly on the road the convenience of the fast food.  Pizza yesterday and Burger King today.  Yikes.  
              My cell phone buzzed in my pocket.  I removed it to see Fitzgerald that was calling me.  It was the call I’d been waiting for.    
              “Hey, Fitz,” I said by way of a greeting.
              “Barnes, how’s it going?”  
              “Actually really well.  I might have a few solid leads to follow up on.”  I told him about my latest visit back to Esteban’s house and my Facebook conversation with Joey Alvarez.  I told him about Jamal and his possible ties to Esteban’s drug dealing and his disappearance.  I kept my thoughts and concerns about Mr. Machado, Esteban’s father, being connected to all of this to myself.  I didn’t want to lead Fitzgerald down a path that didn’t need to be travelled.  Lastly, I told him to run Felix Cabrera through the system.
              Fitzgerald had me on speaker and I heard him tapping his pen on his desk, which means he’s thinking and processing what he just learned.  “I’ve got a few things for you,” he said.  
“Good news or not so good news?”
              I always like to hear the good news last.  It makes me feel better in the end.  Fitzgerald said he didn’t find anything noteworthy on Barry Klein.  A handful of speeding tickets and a pair of public intoxications from what he guessed would be his college years. Then Fitzgerald filled me in on his research into Esteban’s older brother Javier.  
              Javier Machado was nineteen years old when he was picked up for possession.  He had twenty- six pounds of cocaine and enough syringes to keep a phlebotomist busy through Christmas in the trunk of his car when he was pulled over for not coming to a complete stop at a stop sign.  Not the typical combination to possess on a drug run but the syringes led to eight pounds of heroin stashed away in Javier’s bedroom closet.  Fitzgerald told me that Javier was small time on the local scene but with the amount that was found in the trunk of his car during his routine traffic stop put him away for seven to ten.  
              Yes, the drugs, but what Fitzgerald found to be most disturbing was that Javier would drag his younger brother along for his rides.  The younger brother?  Esteban Machado.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY ONE
 
Esteban was doomed from the start, I thought.  How could a kid that young be wrapped up in such a dangerous game?  The worst part about it was that Esteban had no idea what was going on.  It made me not want to eat any more and I think I heard my arteries screaming for joy.  
              Before I ended my call with Fitzgerald I asked him for another favor.  I gave him Jamal’s phone number and asked if he could trace the number and possibly find me a last name.  I told him why and Fitzgerald said he’d get back to me as soon as he had something.
              I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that Klein turned up clean.  Parking tickets and public intoxication.  There had to be more.  I just didn’t like something about him.  He didn’t seem to fit the educational profile.  Education is filled with just as much politics as the presidential races but Klein seemed to play the game all too well.  I’d like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character and reading people’s personas and Klein’s gimmick was like a new shower door.  I saw right through it.  Don’t get me wrong, there have been enough times where I’ve been wrong in my character judgment.  But if character judgment were a course I could take for some sort of career advancement, I’d surely get an A.   
              I powered through the rest of my dinner because I wanted to get on the move again.  Lindsey sent me a text asking how I was doing.  I simply told her I was making progress and would fill her in later whenever I got home.  
              Back in the Santa Fe I headed back into Paterson, going back the way I came.  I couldn’t wait to hear back from Fitzgerald about Jamal so I chose to head to the station.  On my way I called Esteban’s phone, using the number his mother gave me.  As I suspected, it went directly to voicemail.  Then another attempt into Esteban’s father, which continuously rang and I surrendered after about a dozen rings.  I disconnected the call and tried the number to the mysterious Jamal.  It rang.  
              “Who dis?” the strong voice on the other end demanded.  I hesitated as I expected it to go directly to voicemail.  “Hello?” he shouted after listening to the silence on my end.
              “Sorry, yes.  Hello.  Is this Jamal?” I said just to be saying something.
              “You called me, bitch.”  I had the first name verified and he apparently had mine verified as well.  He was going to call me ‘bitch.’  Now I had to figure out how to drag a last name out of him.  
              “Yes, yes I did.”
              “So what the fuck do you want.  I got shit to do.”
              “I heard from people on the street that you can hook me up.”  I found my voice to carry a bit more slang.  There was a pause.
              “How you get this number?”
              “Javier Machado.  I knew him on the inside and he told me to hit you up when I got out,” I said.  
              He seemed to know who Javier was since he said, “For a fix or a run,” Jamal said.  Simple terms: To buy or to sell.
              “I need a fix.  I’ve been in the joint too long and need something to get me jumping again.  I wanna meet up,” I said.  I cut myself off, wondering if I was saying too much too quickly.
              “I’ll see what I can do,” he said and before I could ask if we could meet up somewhere Jamal hung up.  I wasn’t sure how Jamal would get back to me but I figured this wasn’t his first rodeo and he’d know how to find me.  All I could do was wait.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY TWO
 
“I spoke to Jamal,” I said to Fitzgerald by way of a greeting.  He gave me a strange look.  I wasn’t sure if it was from what I said or my presence in his office.  It was good to be indoors and get a few minutes of rest because the long hours I was logging was draining my energy with every passing minute.  Knowing Fitzgerald would still be in his office, I paid him a visit rather than calling him on the phone again.  
              “Well, lookie here,” Fitzgerald said.  “I told you I’d call you once I found something.”  He was surprised to see me standing in front of his desk in his office.
              “I know you did,  but you didn’t think I’d stay away that long, did you?” I said, helping myself to a seat.  My new found confidence emitted a new image and I could see Fitzgerald immediately pick up on it.  He adjusted his slender frame to face me.  His black hair was undone but neatly managed in an organized mess on top of his head.
              Keeping his hands busy stacking case folders, Fitzgerald asked, “So, I see you’re enjoying yourself on your own.  You’re Magnum reincarnated.”  He was comparing me to the quintessential private investigator, Thomas Magnum from the vintage television show, Magnum PI, starring a young Tom Selleck.  My grandmother could solve crimes if she lived on the beach in Oahu, Hawaii.  
              “I’m no Magnum, however, I am enjoying my first week or so on my own,” I said.  “Did you hear what I said?  I spoke to Jamal.”
              “I heard you.  Where did you get his number?”  I told him again about my discovery in Esteban’s bedroom and my conversation with Joey Alvarez on Facebook.  I wasn’t sure if he heard my explanation on the phone before.  Was it because I was talking too fast or was he just not listening?
“Were you able to get a trace on the number or any more information on Jamal?”  
“I haven’t gotten anything back yet.  You only asked me about twenty minutes ago,” Fitzgerald said.  “Since it’s not priority for me, it’s not priority for you.  It’ll take a little while.  Just hang in there.  Again, how’d you come across this Jamal’s cell number?” he asked.
I told him again, not knowing why he insisted that I repeat the story a third time.  Then he asked:  “What did he say when he picked up?”  
I laid out my entire conversation and how quick-thinking I was on my feet and how cool I sounded when I added a bit of slang to my talk.  We also discussed my thought process on setting up a meeting with Jamal, posing as a potential customer.  Try and lure him out of whatever evil darkness and shady façade he hid behind.  Fitzgerald hesitated but eventually bought into it, with a smidge of coaxing on my end.  
Fitzgerald was a guy who normally didn’t need to put up a front as a tough guy.  He genuinely was a tough guy.  Growing up in the upper- middle class town of Hasbrouck Heights, centralized in the heart of Bergen County.  Donald Fitzgerald was the prototypical athlete.  Lettering in four sports: football, baseball, basketball, and wrestling. Fitzgerald ultimately had his pick of the litter with girls and with college scholarships.  He was the captain of each sport at one time or another and had an unlimited amount of offers to play any of his sports at top- notch college programs.  Who wouldn’t want a six- four, two- hundred fifteen pound specimen of a man to be the poster boy of their university?  The University of Iowa wanted him for wrestling.  The University of Florida, Florida State and Alabama were his top choices to attend as a wide receiver.  The University of Miami, the University of Texas, and Stanford wanted him to be the ace of their pitching staff and the University of Kentucky, UCLA, and Duke wanted him to be the point guard of their basketball team.  
Fitzgerald eventually chose the University of Florida because it was the only school he talked them into letting him play football and basketball.  Then it all came crashing down.  Literally.  In the spring of his senior year of high school, Fitzgerald was out with Bonnie, his girlfriend at the time, and while driving home from the movies, was blindsided by a drunk driver.  The driver slammed into the driver’s side of Fitzgerald’s car and the velocity of the impact demolished the car as well as Fitzgerald’s dream of being the next Bo Jackson or Deion Sanders- playing multiple professional sports.  Somehow, during the crash, Fitzgerald’s foot was pinned underneath the gas pedal, causing severe structural and ligament damage.  The national sports media quickly learned of the accident, causing the University of Florida- and all of the other high- profile schools- to retract their offers.  
Feeling like he was left with nothing and after vigorously rehabbing his foot, Donald Fitzgerald joined the Marines.  After his time served, with tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, Fitzgerald joined the police force.  And after a handful of years as a beat cop, he worked his way up the ranks.  
Every once in a while I’d catch Fitzgerald walking with a slight limp and even grimace every now and again.  He tried his best to conceal his periodic pain and would get upset when he was caught and someone would ask if he was all right.   
I always felt like Fitzgerald looked out for me, never really sure why.  He consistently appeared to work in my favor and allow me to make my own decisions.  I likened it to a bold sense of confidence he had in my abilities but I never asked.  I was satisfied with my own belief.  
“So what do you think my next move should be?” I asked.  But before he could respond, the phone rang.  My eyes quickly floated out to the floor and I saw the room buzzing with detectives busy with phone calls and cops busy with rowdy perps in handcuffs.  As my eyes were drifting back into the office and back on Fitzgerald I spotted Drew, my former partner, shoving a perp into a holding cell.
Fitzgerald’s call didn’t last very long.  I don’t even think he spoke a word or uttered a sound.  He hung up and still didn’t answer my question and I assumed he wanted me to figure it out on my own.  “One more thing,” I added.
“What’s that?” Fitzgerald asked.
“If this Jamal thing works in my favor I’m gonna want you to lay off him.  We know he’s a small- time drug pusher but he could potentially be my eyes and ears on the street for the future.”  I saw Fitzgerald ponder this and if I read his facial expression correctly he was going to side with my thinking.  
“Let’s see how this plays out first,” he finally said.
“Sure,” I replied just to appease him.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY THREE
 
I aimed my attention out to the floor again and watched Drew talking to some plain- clothed detectives.  I swiveled my chair to give my full attention to what was going on and in the background I heard Fitzgerald carrying on with another phone call that just came through.  Once he realized who it was, he put it on speaker so I could listen.  The voice on the other end was in the middle of a statement.  I thought I recognized the voice but couldn’t place the face.  
              “Martin, I have Chase Barnes here with me.  It’s his request of the cell phone trace,” Fitzgerald said, leaning over his desk to speak clearly into the speakerphone.  Once Fitzgerald said the voice’s name, I realized it was Martin Kayman, from the squad’s tech department.  Martin was the guy to go to for things like this.  
              “What did you find, Martin?” I asked.  I could hear Martin shuffling papers in the background.  
              “Well, it took me a few attempts to get a trace but I think I’ve found this Jamal’s latest location,” Martin said.  Martin liked his technological history.  He went into a rant about how, based on federal legislation of 2001, wireless services required providers to accurately identify and place phones on their network to within 328 feet.  Martin continued to say that GPS relies on signals from 12 or more satellites in a low- Earth orbit.  He stated, in slow terms as if we were learning the ABCs, that if more satellite reference points are in range the phone’s location can be identified within just a few feet.  He continued, “The reason it took a few attempts was because the phone has to be on to attempt a trace and if it’s actually in use at the time the accuracy increases.  My first few attempts were unsuccessful because the phone must’ve been off but I eventually got a hit.”
              “Where’d you find him?” I asked.  While waiting for the response, I wondered if Jamal knew about this technology somehow and kept his phone off when it wasn’t needed so he couldn’t be traced as easily.
              There was what seemed like a suspenseful hesitation before Martin answered.
              “Again, figuring this to be as accurate as possible, his GPS puts him near a school on Main Street.”  We sat around for a few moments trying to picture Jamal maybe standing on a corner.  My image of Jamal was what some might consider to be stereotypical but, up to this point, it was all I had.  A knee- length solid- colored t- shirt.  Droopy and saggy sweatpants or jeans.  A rainbow- colored hat with a flat brim lining his forehead and a matching pair of wildly rainbow- colored or one- solid- colored sneakers.  
              My visual of what Jamal might look like was interrupted by a new thought.  I knew where Jamal was and possibly knew what he was up to.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY FOUR
 
We ended the call. 
              “School Five is on Main Street,” I told Fitzgerald.  
              “I know.  What do you think it means?”
              “Maybe he lives nearby.  Maybe he’s working the area to pick up another kid to make his runs since Esteban’s gone missing, which might mean that Jamal has nothing to with Esteban actually going missing.  Maybe he hangs out there looking to sell his shit like candy when the kids get dismissed from school.  But it’s Friday night.  Maybe he’s scoping out kids cruising the area on bikes and skateboards,” I said, “looking for more runners now that Esteban is out there somewhere.”  The more I talked the more I realized I was saying it out loud more to myself.  Fitzgerald sat across from me processing the thoughts I rambled off and considered which, if any, might be the truth.              
              “Or maybe he has everything to do with Esteban’s disappearance,” he said.  I stared at him.
He said, “You really think he’s got nothing to do with the missing kid?  Who knows how many other neighborhood kids he’s got working for him?  And how many of them might be, at one time or another, missing- or worse?  Who knows if he doesn’t have Esteban locked up somewhere?”
              That got me thinking.  Other kids.  It never crossed my mind that there might be other kids, just like Esteban, who were recruited and might’ve gotten wrapped up in this game and wound up missing.  Or like Fitzgerald just said- worse.  I’d been so caught up in the fact that I was actually working again and trying to find Esteban and determined to solve my first case so quickly that I skipped over the fact that there might actually be more kids involved.  Or the fact that Jamal could be the kidnapper, not just some junk- pusher off the street.
              “Have there been any other missing persons reports filed lately that fit Esteban’s disappearance?” I asked.  Fitzgerald said he hadn’t heard anything come through him.
              We talked for a few more minutes about other minute details of the case and how the department was holding up without me.  Fitzgerald laughed and told me that they were getting along just fine.  I tried to laugh but I somewhat missed the everyday grind of being on a schedule and pounding the streets to keep the city safe.  
              I stood up to shake Fitzgerald’s hand as a goodbye but just as a good- natured cheap- shot I said, “Goodbye, Donald.  And, remember, leave Jamal to me.”  Fitzgerald gave me a look that could have broken my nose.  He despised his first name just as much as if it were Stacy or Julian, names that could double as a female name.  Fitzgerald tried ‘Don’ on for size for a while but it reminded him too much of his grandfather, whom he was named after.  
              I left Fitzgerald’s office, immediately wanting to corner Jamal and find out who he was and what he was up to.  But I was no superhero, despite what my own thoughts told me.  I also knew that I had to plan a bit more of a strategy before I approached him.  Fitzgerald told me that he’d have Martin regularly trace Jamal’s cell to track his movements and he’d let me know if something sounded an alarm.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY FIVE
 
It was after eight when I got back in my Santa Fe and left the police building.  I headed home to see if I could do any of my own investigative work on my home computer.  When I pulled into the driveway I saw Lindsey was already home.  I found her sitting at the kitchen table staring at my sorted stacks of papers from Esteban’s IEP folders.  She looked like she’d been at it for a while.  I loved watching Lindsey concentrate like that.  It made me realize how determined she can be and how absorbed she can get into a task.  She didn’t even budge when I walked in through the slider off the deck in the back of the house.  I also knew not to disturb her when she was in this mode but I could tell she knew I was in the room.  I helped myself to a Snapple from the fridge, leaned against the island in the center of the kitchen, and watched.  The Snapple fact made me giggle.
Watching her from afar made me realize how strong she is, which led me to realize how much I loved her.  This was the first time I really reflected on the last seven months since the incident.  I’ve reflected on the actual incident thousands of times but I had never spent the time reflecting on Lindsey and our own relationship.  Seeing how thick- skinned Lindsey had been since September made me wonder, sometimes, if there were some hidden levels of hatred or resentment against me.  The fact that I was there that night.  I’m convinced, to this day, there is but she continues to deny any such behavior.  Lindsey continues to tell me that she’s sad and misses Jake more than anything in the world but reassures me that it wasn’t my fault.  If I could only tell her the truth.
Don’t let her fool you!  It’s all your fault!
Sex has been a different story.  Since September I think I can count on one hand how many times we’ve had sex, which is why I’m still convinced there is a level of resentment against me.  For the first handful of months, I wanted no part in sexual contact, not because I didn’t want Lindsey but a dark fear replaced any testosterone and sexual energy I was able to produce.  I took it as a sign that I was afraid that sex would place the possibility of accidental procreation back on the table.  The casual kisses and shoulder rubs had been consistent but the higher level of intimacy had been sketchy.  Not that either of us had been lonely dogs in heat but neither of us had made many sexual advances either.  Lindsey’s brought it up a few times and I attempted to convince her that I was still attracted to her but just needed to reboot my libido.  The further we moved away from the incident the more impatient she grew with me.  I continued to feed her the age- old excuse: It’s not you, it’s me.
I’ve attempted to bring it up in therapy with Dr. Sharper and she’d continuously tell me to talk out my feelings with Lindsey and try to make strides toward physical contact.  Blah.  Blah.  Blah.  Psychobabble bullshit as usual.  The strides toward physical contact has been slow and steady.  The attraction is certainly there.  How could I not be attracted to the blond hair, the slender legs, the five- ten athletic build?
I brushed by Lindsey but no words were spoken.  I took my Snapple, grabbed my iPad, and sat across from her.  I was yet to disturb her intense concentration.
“How’s the day?  You were gone a long time,” she finally asked, eyes permanently fixed on the table.
I told her about my visit to see Fitzgerald and the updates on Jamal.  She listened intently while still sifting through the stacks of paper.
“Martin told me he’d give me some updates every now and then if Jamal was on the move,” I said.  I focused on my iPad and did a Google search for missing children in Paterson, NJ.  The search produced just under 64,000 results.  I tapped the first link, which brought me to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.  I perused the website and tried to learn about the site.  “What are you doing, by the way?” I added.
“I was just going through the reports to see how you organized them.  It’s the curious cat in me, I guess,” she said.
I tapped the “About Us” link at the top of the screen and dragged my finger over the touch screen to see what was offered.  It provided a “Quick Search” link to specifically search for a missing person.  A list of options of how to “Help Now” was listed in addition to “Resources” and “Topics of Focus.”  There was a toll- free number and a direct line phone number listed.  I wrote both of them down on a scrap of paper.
My index finger brought me back to the homepage.  I did the quick search for males in New Jersey but did not enter a timeframe because I wanted to exhaust all of my options.  I found nineteen missing males on the list.  Esteban was listed.  My eyes couldn’t believe the amount of kids that had been technically declared missing since the seventies and eighties.  I was casually scrolling through the list when I saw Lindsey begin to rapidly shuffle papers with more anxiety now.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“Did you move any of these papers?” she asked.
“No, why?”
“I’m looking through the IEP again and I wanted to re- read the social history piece again,” Lindsey said.  Her eyes were darting in all directions and I could tell her thoughts were beginning to move faster than her body.  I was waiting for her to start looking under the table and in the kitchen cabinets.
“Whatever you gave me is whatever you see here.  I haven’t moved anything except from one pile to another on the table.”  The social history component of the IEP, Lindsey told me, was one of the most crucial parts of a student’s IEP.  It usually provided a detailed social background into the student’s life.  It may provide reasons or causes as to why a student suddenly began to behaviorally act out and decrease the willingness or the ability to do well in school.  Summaries were done, in most cases, by school psychologists or social workers and described personal insight into the home life of the child.  Some causes of behavior could be exposure to drug or sex abuse, death in the family, which causes grief and personal anguish in their life, abandonment, such as parental loss or being given up for adoption.  Their pictures are so morbid and dark.  It’s like an old- fashioned Polaroid that never gets a fair chance to develop.
“Well, it’s not here.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY SIX
 
I came around behind Lindsey’s chair and looked over her shoulder.  
              “What do you mean it’s not there?  Everything you gave me hasn’t left this table,” I said.  My eyes were scanning the assorted piles of documents and reports on the kitchen table.  
              “I’ve looked through everything for the last half hour and I don’t see it.  I copied everything that was in there at the time.  I never noticed that the social history was missing,” Lindsey said.  “I’m almost certain I read it when I first got Esteban as a student.  Maybe I accidentally put it back in another student’s IEP.”
              It irritated me to the core that it was Friday night and we’d have to wait until Monday to get our hands on the report, if it in fact was somewhere in the school.  I said, “You don’t think it was left out on purpose?”
              “Who would do that?” Lindsey asked.  “And why?  What would be the purpose of that?”  My first thought immediately went to Garvey.  I was still skeptical about Garvey and why he was omitting the fact that he favored certain kids, particularly Esteban.  I told her about my theories on Garvey and how shady I thought he was.  
              “I’m telling you the truth.  I’ve actually argued with Garvey about how much he favors Esteban and some of the other kids.”  Lindsey sounded like she was justifying herself and backing her earlier story.  
              “I’ve never doubted you,” I said.  “I got the same impression of him.”
              “The social history is an extremely important component to the IEP.  It usually details why a kid has suddenly gone off the deep end- so to speak- and what has caused their depression, high anxiety, anger, defiance, amongst many other behavioral characteristics.”
              I saw Lindsey drift off in deep thought then she hopped out of the dining room chair without muttering a word.  She grabbed her purse and finally told me to come along like I was a puppy and it was time for my walk.  I was waiting for her to pat her thigh. On the way out the door Lindsey said, “I remember Garvey saying that he was using the gym tonight to host a benefit for his wife’s church group.  The school will be open and he’ll most likely be there, too.”
              We got in my Santa Fe and I popped on my iPod as soon as I started the car.  A Jimi Hendrix song was just ending and I anxiously anticipated the next song to be selected.   I always hated the awkward pause in between songs.  It built my anxiousness and anticipation to find out what was coming on next.  From the first note I could tell it was one of my favorite Billy Joel songs, “To Make You Feel My Love.”  It was the first song I put on a playlist I dedicated to Lindsey when I got my first iPod.  It took Lindsey a little longer to realize what song it was and she caught me staring at her, anticipating the light bulb to go off in her head.  Once she realized the song she gave me a smile- a warm, sincere smile I hadn’t seen in quite a while.  
As I drove, Lindsey gently intertwined her fingers in mine and we rested our laced hands on the gearshift between us.  It felt nice.  A level of comfort I hadn’t felt with Lindsey in several months.  There was a radiating energy floating from my hand to hers and vice versa.
              I parked in the lot behind the school.  The lot was packed with cars but I managed to find a spot in the second row.  Lindsey wanted to head to the office to search the master binder, which were all located in a filing cabinet in the office.  I wanted to pay Garvey yet another visit.  Odds were that he’d be in the mix of the crowd of the fundraiser and having a field day with the ladies.  I had other intentions in mind.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY SEVEN
 
By no means am I a tough guy.  No professional boxing or martial arts training.  No tai chi or tae kwon do. However, I can throw a punch whenever necessary.  I tend to get by on my wit, my intelligence, and my swift ability to use a gun. 
              Yeah, real swift.  Where did that get you?
               Come to think of it, I need to get in a better habit of carrying my gun on me whenever I go out now that I am a self- employed investigator.  Luckily, I hadn’t yet been in a situation where the thought crossed my mind to even use my weapon and I’d bet the farm on not needing a weapon against a guy like Garvey. 
I hadn’t been able to even hold my unloaded gun in my hand since the incident.  What once felt like cool metal in my hand now felt like the burnt embers of a sizzling camp fire against my palm.  It took months of Sharper’s jargon and some convincing from Fitzgerald to get me to the shooting range again.  But once I heard the blasts of the bullets and saw the explosions of the targets I bolted out of the range like a frightened squirrel.  I haven’t been back since.  It took some time, all by myself at home, to gradually work my way up to just holding the gun in my hand.  
              The door to Garvey’s office was closed when I approached and I was able to peek through the small rectangular window above the door handle without Garvey noticing.  Garvey was actually sitting at his desk on a Friday night, which shocked the hell out of me.  It led me to question whether or not there actually was a church function taking place.  Then I heard the echoes of voices coming from the gym down the corridor.
His back was to me, facing the windows at the rear of the office, and I could see he was on the phone call from the cord stretching its length over his left shoulder.  I quietly turned down the handle and pulled the door open, hoping it wouldn’t creak to blow my covert operation.  Initially, I was surprised to see Garvey at his desk working, albeit in a sloppily buttoned dress shirt and faded jeans that should have been retired a decade ago.  Then, I figured he was talking about anything but school- related business.  With the way he was flailing his arms about and all.  
              I heard Garvey speaking.  “Well, I don’t give a shit.  If he doesn’t like it then make a move.  Get rid of the little bastard.  I don’t care how valuable you think he is.  There’s probably a dozen others out there just like him.”  Garvey hadn’t moved a muscle except to put his feet up on his desk since I’d opened the door.  I stuck more of my body inside the office, only to notice an adjacent closet immediately to the left.  The door was open so I quick- stepped into the closet, leaving the office door slightly ajar.  The closet was a supply closet doubling as a storage room for the building’s security camera system.  
              “I don’t how much more time you want to give him.  What about the others?  Have they given you any information?” Garvey asked.  
              I wanted to know who he was talking to.  I pulled out my phone and texted Lindsey, saying that she needed to get Garvey out of his office.  She instantly replied that she will come knock on his office door and that I should stay put inside the closet.    
              “All right, Chooch.  Make sure he gives us what we want,” Garvey said before hanging up.  Lindsey knocked on the door.  I could hear the chair rolling on the linoleum floor and Garvey grunting as he hefted his girth out of the chair.  Knowing he was on the move I faded further into the dark closet to conceal my identity.  I felt like Batman lurking in the shadows.  Garvey was taken aback to see one of his staff members waiting for him at the door.
              “Mrs. Barnes, what are you doing here?” Garvey asked when answering the door.
              “I’m sorry to barge in on you like this, especially on a Friday night.  Believe me I’d rather be at home with my husband but I need you to let me in the front office,” Lindsey said.
              “Of course, of course.  Let me just grab my keys,” Garvey replied.  He did and they left.  That was simple.  No questions asked.
              Once they left I sat at Garvey’s desk and hit star- sixty- nine to retrieve the latest incoming call.  I wrote down the number.  I pushed a few buttons on the phone to figure out how to check for numbers that Garvey might’ve dialed out.  I found it and wrote down the latest numbers that weren’t interoffice direct lines.  I browsed through the drawers of Garvey’s desk as quickly as I could but I knew Lindsey would need to keep him occupied until I came and got her.  One drawer was neatly organized with binders.  The next was filled with file folders of what appeared to be the personnel files on all of the staff members in the building.  I saw Lindsey’s but left it alone.  The bottom drawer had some miscellaneous folders and reference books.  Towards the back of the drawer were some files that were made to be hidden.  I found a file with Esteban’s name on it.  I slid it in the back of my waist band under my shirt before I left.  
              I found Lindsey talking to Garvey in the front office and I gave her a nonverbal cue that I was ready to leave.  Garvey turned to see me and gave me a fake politician’s smile.  He shook my hand.  “Mr. Barnes, I didn’t see you come in.  How are you?” 
              “Did you find what you were looking for?” I asked Lindsey, ignoring Garvey’s question.  She shook her head.
              “I did,” I whispered to her on our way back to the car.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY EIGHT
 
I could sense the anticipation in Lindsey’s gait.  
              “What did you find?” she quickly asked.  
              “Maybe a lot, maybe nothing,” I said.
              “Chase Barnes, the super sleuth.”  We laughed.  I told her about the phone conversation I overheard and shared my thoughts about what it might mean, which wasn’t much.  I included my Batman- like moves to sneak into the closet to hear more of the conversation.  She listened while I told her about my thoughts of checking for phone numbers and the file I found in the bottom drawer of his desk.  We stared at the folder resting on her right thigh while I drove.  
              We listened to Billy Joel sing about all the ways he would make the person of his dreams feel his love, the amount of sacrifices he’d make just to get someone to love him.  He’s convinced he could make anyone happy, I thought.  Every time I heard this song it made me wonder what a man has to do to achieve such a sense of confidence.  If everyone just lived in a musical fantasy land.  However, it did remind me of all the things I was willing to do just to get Lindsey to love me.  
              Watching Jake die certainly didn’t help your causes.
              I tapped the folder on Lindsey’s lap, gesturing her to peruse it.  She used her thumb to quickly flip through the pages.  Hoping she’d find something interesting, she licked her thumb to ensure she flipped through each page as quickly as possible.  People who licked their fingers to sort through papers and leave gobs of spit behind was one of many pet peeves of mine but I didn’t mind when she did it.  I tried to watch her and the road at the same time.  It was times like these that I hated making all the lights.  
              “What is it?” I asked.
              “Give me a second,” she said.
              I had trouble keeping my eyes on the road.  
              “This is it.  This is Esteban’s social history.  I wonder why Garvey kept it under lock and key in his office and not in the IEP binder where it’s supposed to be.  He could get into so much legal trouble doing something like this.”  Garvey didn’t strike me as someone who cared much for legal troubles. 
              Lindsey then read the entire social history out loud to me, beginning with the basic demographics and where Esteban was born and a brief description about the pregnancy and delivery.  There were no reports of illegal drug or substance abuse during pregnancy and the mother carried to term with a normal delivery.  Esteban was six when his teachers started to notice “abnormal” and “atypical” behaviors begin to surface.  He threatened to stab several students with scissors and pencils, connecting and puncturing skin on two occasions.  Esteban began exiting the classroom and even the building on a daily basis.  After not being allowed to participate in recess Esteban picked up a chair and threw it at his teacher. This educational rap sheet was enough to order the child study team to administer a psychological evaluation, which revealed that Esteban was classified with a behavioral disorder. 
              “I’ve read about the psych evaluation and heard through the grapevine about the laundry list of incidents at his other school but I’ve never actually seen this document.  I don’t know what I thought I read in his file then,” Lindsey said.  She continued to read, “Esteban exhibits hyperactivity on a frequent basis and has difficulty coping with difficult situations and often exhibits dangerous and aggressive behavior when expressing his feelings.  Esteban consistently allows his thoughts to control his emotions and actions.  He has low frustration tolerance and a poor ability to control his verbal impulses.”
              “Damn, all that at age six.  I can’t imagine,” I said.  “What would cause a kid like that to suddenly act out?”
              “Could be a number of things,” Lindsey said.  
              A thought immediately crossed my mind.  “I think I know who might have a good idea.”
              Equally puzzling was the question, Why was Garvey so protective of Esteban?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORTY NINE
 
Esteban couldn’t remember the last time he’d had anything to eat.  The whole scenario was beginning to genuinely scare him.  Klein had held the gun to his head on several occasions but made even more false promises.  Esteban was starting to get permanent dime- sized indentations on his temples and cheeks from the amount of pressure and time Klein was holding the end of his gun against the kid’s head and face.  
Klein knew even he couldn’t kill a kid.  Esteban’s resiliency even surprised him.  He continued to withhold information because he truthfully didn’t know anything but Klein wasn’t buying it. 
              Klein returned after his round of golf.  On his way he put a call into his partner, one Glen Garvey.  Garvey didn’t answer the first time and Klein left an urgent message for him to call at once.  The call was returned within a few minutes.   
              “What the hell is going on, Klein?” Garvey asked.
              “Will you cool it.  Everything is fine.  The kid is in a rented storage unit I paid cash for and I got Source on him when I’m not there,” Klein asked.
              “What’s he saying about Jamal?”
              “Nothing.  He keeps saying he doesn’t know anything.  I’m starting to believe that he really doesn’t know anything about him,” Klein said.
              “Well, I don’t give a shit.  What about the others?  Have they given you any information?”
              “They won’t budge either.  I’m gonna give Esteban another try.”
              “All right, Chooch.  Make sure he gives us what we want,” Garvey said then ended the call.
              Esteban watched Source check his phone after a text message must’ve come through and Source instantly unlocked the metal door and lifted it up.  A sudden burst of air, not hot or cool, just air, wafted through the expanse of the storage unit.  He had no idea what number night this was.  He sat up as straight as he could in his folding chair with his hands tied behind his back, swallowed hard, and prepared for what was coming.  
              “How’s my boy doing?” Klein said to Source as if he were a proud dad returning from a too- long business trip.  Source shook his head.  Klein removed the gun from his waistband and studied it the way some people examine fruit at a supermarket.  “That’s not good,” Klein said.  “This is what we’re going to do, Source.  Move Esteban to the other spot.  Turn up the heat and let him sweat the information out.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY
 
The other spot wasn’t even a storage unit.  It had been at one time before the entire facility was renovated.  Now it was a free standing unit on the opposite end of the parking lot and the rusted out unit’s primary purpose was to store lawn and maintenance equipment for Treasure Island Storage.  Another goon named Trigger met Source at the original storage unit on the second floor of the facility.  Together, they held Esteban under the elbows as if he were a high- profile criminal being brought before the judge.  Esteban’s hands were still knotted behind his back.  Trigger was about three inches shorter than Source but carried much more upper body muscle.  He walked like a scarecrow.  Trigger had a shaved head and large diamond earrings dangling from each earlobe and several moderately- sized scars scattered all over his forehead, neck, and exposed arms.  Visible signs of hard living.  
              Esteban was dragged from the first storage unit down a lengthy corridor and down a flight of stairs.  Trigger and Source kicked Esteban’s feet to the right after exiting the stairwell and dragged him down another dingy corridor and finally outside and across a moderately sized parking lot.  
              Esteban felt dead inside from the torture and punishment he’d experienced and was using this as an opportunity to exhibit some of his defiant behaviors.  The unit was already open and Esteban could see the glow of light.  His impulses forced him to consider making a run for it but he eventually came to his senses and reconsidered.  Even he knew there was no way of escaping the death grip of Goon 1 and Goon 2.  It’d been the first time Esteban had been outside and had a breath of fresh air in a week.  The wrists tightly tied behind his back wouldn’t do him any good.  
              Inside the unit were four chairs, one in each corner, facing their respective corners.  Three of them were occupied by other kids of about equal age, also with their hands laced and tied behind them through the folding chair.  Two were black and the other was Hispanic but because of their positioning Esteban couldn’t tell if they were anyone he knew.  Each corner had a space heater hanging the way some people caddy- corner small televisions for all to see.  But this was no sitcom.  Each space heater glowed a bright orange and the heat was streaming out of it.  They were angled downwards, blasting each seat with hundred- plus degree heat.  
              “I’m tired of this shit, man.  I told you I don’t know nothing.  What the fuck?”  The impulsive rage was starting to rise in the back of Esteban’s throat.  
              “Shut the fuck up and have a seat,” Trigger said and shoved Esteban across the floor of the open expanse and into the only vacant seat.  Trigger’s muscles were bulging out of his short- sleeved shirt like a hippo in a tutu.  He was just under five and a half feet and his shaved head was instantly glistening with sweat from the thick layer of heat.  
Esteban felt the intense heat.  
The sound of Trigger’s voice startled one of the other boys.  He turned his bleary eyes in Esteban’s direction but quickly dropped his head back down to his chest.  Esteban attempted to kick Trigger in the shin but Trigger quickly side- stepped the blow and returned a swift back hand to Esteban’s temple.  
              “What the fuck Chooch gonna do with all of ‘em?” Trigger asked.  Trigger been a late recruit of Klein’s but Klein liked his work.  He had only been a runner for a few short months before Klein noticed his potentials were being wasted on such juvenile work.  Klein bumped him up in the ranks and now sat as one of Klein’s right- hands.  Some promotion.  
              Source said, “Fuck ‘em.  I don’t give a shit what he do with them.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY ONE
 
I saw it was pushing eight- thirty when I pulled up in front of Esteban’s house again.  I dropped Lindsey off at home on the way. I needed to find out what happened to Esteban when he was six- years old that caused him to suddenly begin his aggressive, impulsive behaviors in school and I certainly didn’t want her to be any more a part of this than she already was.  This wasn’t something I could let fester until morning.  I mean I hated my fair share of teachers, tests, and homework assignments but never so much that I picked up a chair and hurled it at a teacher.  The thought surely crossed my mind but I knew I’d never do it.  I began to wonder how many chairs he’d thrown at home, how many broken windows he’d punched, and how many times he threatened his siblings with a pair of scissors.  From what I gathered thus far, it was probably a regular occurrence.  
              While I waited for Ms. Cruz to answer the door I looked up and saw a large patch of gray clouds hovering above.  
              I suddenly had a waft of rain- soaked air fill my nose.  Ms. Cruz answered the door in a bathrobe and holding one of the babies.  Shocker.  There was a dimly lit exterior lamp above the door that was in desperate need of repair.  She didn’t seem surprised to see me and allowed me to follow her into the house without a word.
              “I see you ain’t found my boy otherwise you wouldn’t be here alone,” she said.  “So what you want now?”  
              I love it when people exchange such nice pleasantries.  Makes me feel like I’m doing the world some good.  I stepped inside just before the raindrops began to fall even harder.
              “We need to talk.”  I even surprised myself with the amount of command that was behind my voice.  “Can we sit?” I asked, gesturing to the kitchen table.  She agreed.
              “About what?”
              “Esteban,” I said.
              “I told you everything you asked already.  Just find my damn boy!” she yelled.  The baby Ms. Cruz held didn’t flinch an eye muscle when his mother screamed.
              “That is true, Ms. Cruz.  You did answer all of the questions that I asked, and I greatly appreciate it, but now I have more,” I said.
              “Fine, what is it?”  Ms. Cruz lit a cigarette.
              “According to Esteban’s file at school he started acting out and misbehaving around the time he was in first grade.  Is there anything in particular that might’ve caused him to suddenly change his behavior?”
              She sat, smoking her cigarette, and had her thinking face on but, to me, it looked like an act.  I let her play it out to see where she’d go.
              “I don’t remember,” was all she said.
              “I don’t think you’re telling me the truth.  The file said that you declined comment when the school psychologist who tested Esteban asked you some background questions,” I said.  I leaned in closer to her as a comforting gesture and said, “I know this is hard, Ms. Cruz, but this information will help me find him.”
              She began to cry and I began to feel awkward and uncomfortable.  Crying women was never my thing.  “He’s really a good boy,” she said through her sobs.  “If I knew it was happening I would have stopped it and killed him myself.” 
              “What and who are you talking about?”  I asked.  She hesitated and lit a new cigarette off the end of her old one.  
              “Never mind.  I shouldn’t have said anything.”
              “Can’t do that now.  The cat’s out of the bag and clawing at everything in sight.  Let’s have it,” I said.  I leaned away from her to give her more personal space.
              Ms. Cruz took a drag off her cigarette.  “My brother.  He was sexually abusing Esteban for a few months back when he was living with us.  He was out of work and I felt bad for him, you know, he was- is- my brother.  So I took him in and gave him a place to stay for a while.”
              Was?  Is?  What the kind of door did I open up here?
              “Who is ‘he’?” I asked.
              “Pedro.  Pedro Cruz.”
              “And why did you say that he was your brother?’”  
              “It was a mistake.  I didn’t mean to say it,” she said.
              Pedro Cruz rang a bell.  It took me a few seconds but I realized where I’d known the name.  Pedro Cruz was killed in 2009 by one Hector Machado, now recognized as Esteban’s father.  I remember the story being all over the local news and plastering the papers and media websites.  Hector Machado had returned home early from work one day to hear sobs of sadness and agony coming from the back of the house.  Hector quietly approached only to find Pedro Cruz forcing young Esteban on himself while both were naked from the waist down.  Hector screamed in horror and grabbed the nearest weapon he could find- a medium- sized kitchen knife lying on the counter.  Hector pulled Esteban away and, through Esteban’s sobs, Hector stabbed Pedro, from head to toe, thirty- one times. Cutting off his penis as an added bonus- all while Esteban looked on in a state of panic and shock.  It was a sight no one should ever have to witness, let alone a six- year old boy.  That added to all of the drug exposure Esteban had seen from his older brother would be enough to send anyone to the nuthouse.  Hector, however, was eventually acquitted of the murder charges on the grounds of temporary insanity due to the horrific scene he walked in on that day.  In addition, were the repeated signs of bruising witnessed by both of Esteban’s parents at various times as well as the psychological evaluation.  The Machado/Cruz family was never the same after that. 
              Now connecting some of the dots, between the sexual violence, being the product of  a murderous father, albeit murderous for the purpose of saving his son, and the exposure to drugs from an older brother, Esteban didn’t stand a chance.  
              “He was killed, wasn’t he?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.  She nodded her head once.  “I remember the story.  I just didn’t put two and two together because Esteban’s name was kept out of the papers due to  his age,” I said.
              “I wish it would all just go away.”  Ms. Cruz lit another cigarette off the end of her current one and stubbed out what was left of the first.  “I thought it all did go away and now you’re asking about it.”
              “Do you know any of your brother’s friends or any one he associated with that might want to get back at you for killing him?  Maybe other family members?”
              “No.”  She said it a bit too quickly, I thought.  Almost as if she predicted the question was coming.
              “Are you sure?”  I asked.
              “I said, no.  The rest of our family lives in Puerto Rico anyway,” she replied.
              “I’m sorry this happened to you and I promise, again, that I will bring Esteban back to you.”  I offered my phone number again just in case she needed me for anything.
              “I’m sorry but I have one more question before I go.  Esteban’s father doesn’t live here anymore does he?”  I waited for the cat to start clawing again but I received just the opposite.  Ms. Cruz dropped her chin to her chest and gently shook her head no.
              I felt my phone buzz when I opened the door to my Santa Fe.  I pulled it out and saw it was from a number I did not have stored as a contact.  I answered anyway.
              “Hello?” 
“You still need that fix?” Jamal asked.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY TWO
 
I hesitated.  I couldn’t believe he actually called me back.  
              “Yeah,” I said.
              “I can meet you in two hours,” Jamal said.  I looked at my watch and it was almost nine.
              I don’t know why but I said, “I don’t know if I can wait that long.”
              “Listen, motherfucker, you call me and now you gotta play the game my way.  I got the best shit in town and you wanna press me?  You don’t know who you dealin’ wit.”
              “My bad.  You right,” was all I said.
              He gave me the location and I ended the call.  He wanted to me outside Hinchliffe Stadium.  Hinchliffe Stadium is a massive ten- thousand seat stadium built in 1932.  The stadium was named after John V. Hinchliffe, the former mayor of Paterson.  Amongst many, Hinchliffe Stadium is a historical landmark in the Paterson community.  It was the home of the New York Black Yankees from 1933- 1937 and 1939- 1945 and the New York Cubans of the Negro National League from 1935- 1936.  The stadium was obtained by the Paterson Public Schools in 1963 and it was utilized it for school events until 1997.  Since the schools have been possessed by the state due to low academic performances the stadium is in a major state of disrepair.  
              I was curious as to why that was chosen as the meeting place but didn’t stress it too much.  I decided to head home and strategize a plan of action of how to approach my meeting with Jamal.  
              I had a late dinner with Lindsey when I got home.  She had made grilled chicken, brown rice, and a vegetable mixture with colored peppers, onions, carrots, and mushrooms.  The chicken and the vegetables were seasoned to perfection.  We discussed my meeting in a couple of hours.
              “You really think this is a good idea?” Lindsey asked.
              “Why wouldn’t it be?  I need to meet him to find out why Esteban had his phone number stashed away in a desk and figure out if he has or knows anything about where Esteban might be.  And to hopefully rule him out as a possible kidnapping suspect.  I don’t know why, but he just doesn’t feel like it to me.”
              “You really think it’s going to be that simple?”
              “You may have forgotten, my love, but I am quite the dapper charmer.  Although, I’m thinking it might not be quite that simple,” I said, serving myself more chicken and rice.  Lindsey hadn’t touched her plate since we began our conversation.  “I really don’t know how simple- or impossible- it will be.  But there’s only one way to find out.”
              She made a face of disapproval but I disregarded it.  Even back when I was a beat cop, I’d come home telling stories of my day as loving married couples often do and she’d make the same face when I’d tell her about the car chases, arrests, and run- downs. 
              “Anyway, can you believe all that stuff about Esteban and his uncle?” I said, steering the conversation away from my potential rendezvous with a real drug dealer and back onto Esteban.  I had filled Lindsey in on what I found out from Ms. Cruz when I called her as soon as I left the house.  I stared at Lindsey while she sat quietly, watching the cooked vegetables on her plate start to congeal.  
              “I can’t believe I had no idea,” she finally said.
              “Don’t go blaming yourself like you were the one who forced Pedro Cruz onto Esteban.  He wasn’t even your student back then and even if he was, there’s nothing you could have done.”
              “I know.  It’s just horrible.  I feel some level of responsibility since the kid would come into class and I didn’t notice a thing,” Lindsey replied.  She got up from the table, her dinner was still untouched and I heard her close the door to the bathroom. 
              After dinner, I helped clean up and excused myself to the bedroom.  I retrieved my gun.  I’d held my gun a few times since the incident but had never taken it out of the house, anticipating that I might actually have to use it again.  The thought and the astounding comfort level startled me a bit.  But, come to think of it, I guess Dr. Sharper was right that time does eventually heal all wounds.  Holding the gun, I had a level of comfort that I hadn’t had in a long time.  
              Sitting on the bed, staring at the gun in my hand, I came across an idea.  I knew I was taking a shot in the dark but remembered seeing Jake store boxes of old clothes in our basement.  I descended the basement stairs off the back end of the kitchen, flipping a light switch on my way down.  Our basement was semi- finished with a living room area at the bottom of the stairs with an adjacent door leading to a concrete- floored storage area.  Your typical basement things were kept down here: holiday decorations, seasonal items, cleaning supplies, bags of unused clothes and boxes of unused crap that we couldn’t part ways with just yet.  
In the storage area I knew we had the baggy jeans, the loose t- shirts, and designer sneakers that were part of the apparent latest trend.  Showing up to meet Jamal in my slim- fit jeans and designer Sketcher sneakers might not give off a solid vibe and ruin what I had in the works.  
              I had on a pair of Levi Loose Fit jeans, an Aeropostale zip- up hoodie, and a pair of Nike SBs, whatever the hell they were.  The sneakers were about a half- size too small but would do the trick for the short time I needed them.  I didn’t feel comfortable in this type of clothing, not because they didn’t fit well and looked completely ridiculous, but because it made me feel like a part of Jake was alive again.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY THREE
 
It was just before eleven when I kissed Lindsey goodbye and drove my Santa Fe into Paterson and quickly found Hinchliffe Stadium.  Traffic was light and I made most of the lights on the way.  I parked down the block and walked the rest of the way.  I didn’t want my car to give me away either.  How many recently- released- from- prison junkies drove a beige- colored Hyundai Santa Fe?  I knew I was early but I wanted to familiarize myself with the area.  It had been a while since I cruised the area as a cop and Dr. Sharper always told me that trauma tends to block out even the most simplest of things.  I had seen my sense of direction deteriorate immediately following the incident but has since slowly started to come back.  
              Hinchliffe Stadium, once the goliath of the Paterson community, is now riddled with overgrown weeds and the walls are tagged with graffiti.  I stood by the front entrance and looked through the wrought iron gate to catch a glimpse of the inside.  I’d done plenty of drive- bys on my beat as a cop because the stadium is clearly used as a popular spot to trade drugs and sex and set up gang square- offs.   Only now I realized I never stopped to take in the nostalgia of what once was a place rich in history.  The ticket booths that once fed thousands of people admission to so many events, now looked desolate and deserted.  I had my hands in the pockets of the sweatshirt and leaned against the dry cement wall next to the front gate with my left foot pressed against the wall behind me. I kept it there until I realized I must look like a tie- dyed flamingo.  
              I saw people pass by in cars and on foot that could have been Jamal but since they paid me no mind I figured they weren’t him.  While I was waiting I put a call in to Fitzgerald, even though I knew how late it was, and requested a trace on the phone number I lifted off of Garvey’s phone earlier in the day.  He told me he’d get it back to me as soon as he could.  Seems to be the likely story lately.  When I ended the call I saw the shadow of a taller, thin yet built man with some boyish features approach me.  He looked me dead in the eyes and gave a slight lift of the chin as to say, “What up.”  He had his hands in the pocket across his stomach of his sweatshirt.  
              Jamal was about an inch taller than me but I had him by at least thirty pounds.  He was wearing a navy blue Yankees hat with the brim as straight as the day it was manufactured and two sizes too big so the ears can be tucked into the hat, which was another pet peeve of mine.  Don’t even get me started on the brand’s sticker purposely left on the bill as another fashion trend.  He had on a plain white t- shirt with dark blue jeans that nearly sank beyond his thighs.  The belt was clearly just for decoration.  I tried my best to return the casual chin flip and suddenly felt the cold steel of my gun resting against the small of my back.  
              “What kinda shit you lookin’ for?” Jamal asked.
              “What kinda shit you got?” I instantly shot back, trying to sound desperate.  My slang was pretty up to par so I was able to have the natural conversation with him.  He gave me a look and held out his hands as if to say, ‘Whatever you want, I got.’  
              “How much you lookin’ to spend?” he asked.  I wasn’t sure if I should imitate the true behaviors of a desperate junkie with the shakes and jitters of a trapped spider. 
              “That depends on what you’re willing to give me?” I replied.  I was beginning to like toying with him but I didn’t want to press it too hard.  These stupid questions were getting us nowhere.
              “Stop fuckin’ with me, my dude.  If you want some shit, I’ll hook you up.  Otherwise, stop fuckin’ with me,” Jamal stated a little too firmly.
              I stepped up my game too and tried to sway the control my way.  I pushed myself off the wall and took a firm step towards him.  “What I’m really looking for is information.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY FOUR
 
Jamal looked like he was ready to turn and head for the hills, but I managed to stop him in his tracks.  “I’ll still pay you,” I said and he turned back to me.
              “What kinda fuckin’ game you playing, chief?  You call me up to score some shit and now you twistin’ me.  You some kinda cop?” he said.
              I told him my objective and why I set it up the way I did.  He understood why I played it as a potential buyer and he agreed that if I requested a truthful meeting from the start that we wouldn’t be here.  Scared it might be a set up.  Jamal was much more intelligent than his appearance had people believe.  
              “So, what can you tell me about Esteban?” I asked and he seemed to relax after we agreed that I’d pay him a hundred bucks up front for agreeing to stay and talk and an additional bonus, depending on how valuable I found his information to be.  
              “Not much.  He came to me a few weeks ago looking to pick up some extra cash and I never turn away some cheap help,” Jamal said.  He suddenly sounded somewhat articulate.  “And I remembered him from when his brother Javier used to work for me.”
              “What kind of things did he do for you?”
              “Simple shit, man.  Take some small stashes for me and run them to the park, to the streets around the neighborhood, or within the building.  I knew I couldn’t have him handle too much, you know.  Gotta break ‘em in and he had just started.  I didn’t want him going too far, you know.  Gotta look out for the best interest of my crew.”
              “What happened the night he disappeared?”
              Jamal scratched his chin and thought for a moment.  “He showed up on time, as he always did, but seemed real nervous this time.  For someone new, he was usually pretty confident.  Little man was scared this time.  I don’t know why but I mighta scared him a bit.  Still gotta treat this like a business, you know.  So, I told him to get going or get out ‘cause I ain’t got time to waste.  He was supposed to go across the street from my apartment and drop it to a green Explorer.  He left but never came back with my money.  I just figured he took off with my dough.  I went to his house and his ma said he ain’t been home since the morning.”
              I thought about the green Explorer.  That was at least worth another fifty bucks in Jamal’s droopy pockets.  
              “Do you remember who you talked to when you set up the deal?” I asked.
              Jamal thought some more.  “Nah, man.  Dude just said he wanted a few hits of rock.  I told him how it was gonna go down.  I’d never met the dude before so I told him to meet me at the park.  Never bring some new blood up to the crib, you know.  Dude never gave me his name either and I don’t ask.  He did say something strange once though.  Like he was threatening me or something.  Said if I kept sellin’ ‘round here, I was gonna deal with some dude named Chooch.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
FIFTY FIVE
 
I paid Jamal another hundred for his valuable information and ensured him that he’d have nothing to worry about with the cops so long as he stopped recruiting young boys to run his drugs.  I told him I had some connections to the cops and if they heard anything about his dealings, we’d have a big problem. He hesitated at first, almost as a reflex but eventually caved and agreed.  I also told him I’d keep tabs on him myself.  It was after midnight by the time I started up my Santa Fe and headed home.  I made a pit stop at the Rite Aid on Hamburg to grab a Snapple.  I slugged half of it down before I got back in the car.  
              Back on Hamburg, my phone buzzed.  It was Fitzgerald.
              “Working late,” I said.  
              “Crime never sleeps, my friend,” he said.
              “What’s up?”
              “I got some info on that number you gave me.  Believe it or not it came back to somewhere in a local school,” Fitzgerald said.
              “What school?”
              “School Five on Main.”  
              I appreciated Fitzgerald’s help and updated him on my meeting with Jamal.  He was just as puzzled as I was about the situation.  I told him about the green Explorer and he offered to look for any reported thefts.  It was just then that I really could get used to being a private investigator if Fitzgerald was going to do the leg work on my cases.  As long as he offered I wasn’t going to tell him no. 
              Somehow Garvey and Klein were connected.  Remembering back to earlier in the day when I was hiding in Garvey’s closet and overheard Garvey’s conversation.  I now knew that Garvey was on the phone with Klein and he and Klein were connected in something.
              Lindsey was cleaning the kitchen counters when I walked in, more out of nervousness than obsessive cleanliness.  She had on the same relieved face that she always wore when I returned home from a night out on my beat.  I gave her a hug.  I could tell she was just doing something to keep herself busy until I came home.  She kissed my neck.  We embraced for a full minute before she let go and told me she was tired and was going to head up to bed.  
              “Do you know how ridiculous you look or do you need a mirror?” Lindsey asked.  “Can I take a picture?”                I laughed.  “I’ll be up in a few minutes,” I said.
              I sat at the kitchen table with my iPad and updated the list of what I’d gathered so far while it was fresh in my mind: (1) Esteban was definitely running drugs for Jamal, (2) Jamal did not kidnap Esteban, (3) the green Explorer, (4) Garvey and Klein connected, but in what?, (5) Chooch?- what does it mean?  Who is he?
              Then it dawned on me as I added a number six to my list.  Based on how the conversation between Garvey and Klein went, Klein was Chooch.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY SIX
 
I turned off the lights and set the house alarm before I went upstairs to wash up for bed.  Lindsey was already lying in bed with her nightstand lamp on its lowest setting, reading a book on her iPad.  I went into the bathroom and rinsed my face and brushed my teeth.  When I pulled back the bedspread I was expecting to join Lindsey in a little light reading before I fell asleep.  Instead, she surprised me by climbing on top of me and kissing me.  It was the deepest, most passionate kiss we’d shared in a long time.  
              “What was that for?” I stupidly asked.  Men, me in particular, tend to have impeccable timing with ridiculous questions.  
              She gave me a look I hadn’t seen in a long time.  “I’m just so turned on by how well you are doing with this case.  Being a big- time private eye is so hot,” she said and kissed me again.  
              “I haven’t even done anything.  The kid is still out there somewhere and I technically don’t have my license to practice private investigation yet.”
              “Shut up,” she said with a smile.  Those were the last words I spoke for the rest of the night.  After we were done, I had a hard time falling asleep.  Not because of the sexual ecstasy but because I always have a hard time falling asleep.  I’d been trying to wean myself off the Ambien lately.  Some nights were much easier and others were much more difficult.  I kept thinking about the night’s events.  
              Beginning with my willingness to dress like Jake to go meet Jamal.  My meeting with Jamal.  Coming home and having to replace Jake’s clothes back in his box in the basement.  Realizing I couldn’t sleep anytime soon, I trekked to the basement and started out trying to place the clothes back exactly as I’d found them but I couldn’t be that messy if I’d been hogtied, blindfolded and forced to roll around in a pile of mud.  I decided to fold them and put them away as neatly as I could.  Attempting to hang up the sweatshirt on a clothes rack tucked away in a nook where a spare refrigerator used to be, I was instantly absorbed by the amount of nostalgia resting on the shelves above the clothes hanging on the rack.  After the fridge died, I put in a makeshift storage shelf in the cutout space to keep more stuff.  All of these thoughts began to rock, not only my brainwaves, but my entire inner being.
              I needed a chair to stand on in order to gain a clear vantage point of what exactly was on the shelf.  Turning on a light also helped.  I took down a large cardboard box and brought it to a workbench behind me.  In it were some of my old baseball cards, gloves, baseballs I kept from significant games in my youth career, and an old photo album that I had no current interest in thumbing through, and some smaller cardboard boxes labeled with a variety of titles.
              I set the box down on the floor and went into the shelf again.  I shifted a few more shoeboxes that contained what they were supposed to- shoes.  Another medium- sized box had ‘winter shit’ written in Jake’s handwriting.  It made me think of our trip to Park City, Utah two winters ago when Jake tried snowboarding for the first time.  I didn’t want to rummage through too much and run the risk of disturbing Lindsey’s peaceful sleep.  Someone should be allowed to sleep around here.  
              Just as I was coming down off the chair again and reaching to turn out the light, something caught my eye.  Even on the chair I needed to stand on the ends of my toes to get a better view but from what I could see it appeared to be a padlock securing a small crawl space.  I didn’t remember seeing such a thing when we looked at the house to purchase.  
              Being able to bust the lock with the heel of one of the sneakers from a shoebox led me to believe it was purchased at the local convenience store for a few bucks.  I needed to stand on the chair to reach the contents hidden inside.  I pulled out a small wooden box.  It was smaller than a shoebox but bigger than a pencil case.  It looked to be a cigar box of some sort but had no labels or writing of any kind on it.   
              I brought it to the workbench to open it and, at one time I might’ve been astonished by what I found inside, but wasn’t very surprised since he died.  I found a year- old issue of Playboy rolled up and twisted to fit inside the box, a half- empty- or half- full- (lately, I’d been thinking more on the half- empty spectrum) bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey, and several scraps of paper that had different handwritings in different colors on them.  Some were notes that could have traded hands or even been to- do lists.  I wasn’t interested.  Underneath the stack of papers were a few empty dime bags and a half- used package of rolling papers used to make your own joints.
              Taped to the top of the box was another scrap of paper that drew my curiosity.  Why did this one get special treatment?  Why was this one chosen to be plastered with Scotch tape to the inside cover of the box?  I needed a scissor from my toolbox to pry off the paper.  I had to be careful to only rip the tape and not the paper.  I saw thick black handwriting seeping through.  When I was able to get it open I saw a phone number written by someone who apparently called himself Source.  
              I began to think who it belonged to.  Was it Lindsey’s?  Did she have some sort of drug relapse that I hadn’t been privy to?  The issue of Playboy forced me to deny that claim. Was it left here by the previous owners since this was the first time I’d even known this hideaway existed?  I had no idea, but I had a feeling.  In connection with the rest of the belongings in the boxes in this area of the basement, I was starting to think it belonged to Jake.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fourth Journal Entry:
Is it all really that worth it?  
What am I talking about?  Is life worth it?  Am I worth it?
Ahhh, fuck it.  Not today.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY SEVEN
 
Trying to piece this case together was like doing a connect- the- dots blindfolded.  Or trying to draw a circle with my toes.  While I was eating breakfast- Fruit Loops and chocolate milk- I thought more about where I stood.  
              Klein and Garvey were in on something and I knew that for a fact.  Klein was also referred to as Chooch.  Jamal recruited Esteban to run drugs for him but didn’t know anything about his disappearance.  Klein had set up the fake drug deal with Jamal only to make it easier to kidnap Esteban.  That much I knew as truth.                       
              Now the question came up of, why?  Why did Klein stage the deal?  Why did he want to kidnap Esteban?  Then there was a what.  What did Klein want with Jamal?  My brain started to wrap itself around some of these questions.  Klein clearly staged the deal for the purposes of kidnapping Esteban.  That was clear.  Was it Esteban specifically or whichever minor- league runner Jamal was using for that run?  And if Jamal was a small- time drug dealer, did that mean Klein was in on the business too?  Was Klein trying to take out Jamal’s business for the purposes of helping his own grow?  Destroy the competition?   Was Jamal’s small- time gig interfering with Klein’s potentially booming empire?  I’d say yes, which meant that Garvey was in on the business too.  
              It’s amazing to rationalize but Jamal, a small- time drug pusher was somewhat of an innocent bystander in all of this.  The dealing of an occasional bag of marijuana and a minute vial of rock or smack was obsolete and a minor detail in this case so Jamal was safe in my book.  He seemed reliable, based on the information I had gotten from him, albeit for two hundred dollars.  I’d keep him in my pocket for the future.
              I was rinsing out my bowl when Lindsey came into the kitchen.  She looked stunning in a vibrant floral print thigh- length skirt and a lime green blouse.  We exchanged good mornings.  Lindsey typically ate breakfast at school during the work week while she was preparing for the day and if I was lucky, we’d have a few minutes to sit at the table, she with seltzer and I with orange juice.  We sat silently for a few minutes before she got up to make eggs for breakfast.  Saturday was her day to make a homemade breakfast.
              “Morning, hon,” I said.  She said the same thing in reply.  Lindsey never kissed me in the morning because she didn’t want to ruin her lipstick.  Priorities.  
              Surprisingly, my phone buzzed so early in the morning.  I saw it was Fitzgerald.
              “Crime never sleeps, right?” I said.  I sat at the kitchen table.
              “That’s right,” he said.  His voice was very chipper and radiant for seven- forty five in the morning.  Come to think of it, when did Fitzy not sound chipper and radiant? 
              “What’s up?”  
              “Nothing good,” he said, “another one has been reported missing.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY EIGHT
 
Fitzgerald wasn’t sure if the new boy that went missing was related to Esteban’s case but he thought I’d like to know, just in case it was.  His name was Malcolm Freeman, also a local Paterson kid.  Malcolm’s dad called the police when Malcolm didn’t answer his cell phone after a dozen attempts and hadn’t been home since yesterday.  Malcolm had begged his father to let him walk to the deli two blocks away to pick up a quart of milk his mother needed for dinner.  Malcolm was only thirteen.  My brain immediately began to swarm around a few questions.  Who grabbed up Malcolm?  Did he and Esteban know each other?  And priority number one:  Was Malcolm really going to pick up a quart of milk or an ounce of drugs?
Malcolm’s father, James, had a bigger trust issue with the surrounding neighborhood than he did with Malcolm’s ability to walk to the store by himself and return promptly.  Fitzgerald told me that as soon as the call came in dispatch had sent over a car that was in the area.  James Freeman had no idea that, while up in his room listening to music, his son had received a call from his new potential employer- Chooch.  I wondered how Mr. Freeman figured this out but I didn’t press it. 
              Leaning against the side door when I exited the house was a small rectangular box.  The package was addressed to me.  I didn’t recall ordering anything but I picked it up and took it inside anyway.  The box rested on the kitchen table while I got a knife out of the drawer.  I saw the return address on the package was from UltiPrint.  I had never heard of the company but it was certainly my name on the address label.  Inside was a sleeve of five hundred business cards that Lindsey had made up for me as a surprise gift.  The note inside read: “Go get ‘em.  Love, L.”  The cards had my name printed in navy blue block lettering with “Private Investigator” tagged underneath.  My cell phone number was printed below that.  There was a photo of two interlocking handguns, both facing each other, with smoke drifting up from the muzzles in the upper corners of the white card.  I wasn’t sure if the idea of the gun pictures was cheesy or bad- ass but I liked it anyway.  
              With a stack of my new business cards stashed away in my glove compartment I set off for the day.  I brought my Santa Fe out on to Alps Road and headed towards Route 23, which would drop me off on Route 80.  I know I’ve heard enough people say it and I’ve even seen it on the maps but I always wanted to prove to myself that I could actually take Route 80 all the way to California.  Today was not the day I wanted to try and test it out despite the extremely light Saturday morning traffic.  The furthest west I’d ever driven was to Pittsburgh for a Pirates game in college.  
              I thought about Klein.  I thought about Garvey.  I thought about Esteban.  Then I put a call into Jamal.
              “Yo,” he said.  I wasn’t sure if that was how he answered all of his calls or he said it because he recognized my number.
              “Jamal, it’s Chase Barnes.  From the other night,” I said.
              “What up?”
              “I gotta ask.  I know we made a deal and I trust you’re sticking to it, but do you know Malcolm Freeman?” I asked.
              “Nope,” was all he said.
              “Thirteen- year old local kid.  He wasn’t working for you?”
              “I said no, man,” Jamal said.
              “Sorry, had to ask,” I said and ended the call.
              I pulled over on the side of the highway once I had an idea.  I wanted to get into Klein’s house.  I didn’t know why yet but I had a hunch, especially since I had a firmer grasp on what Klein was really up to.  I pulled out my iPhone and tapped the Safari app after entering my numerical password.  I entered whitepages.com and entered Klein’s name into the field boxes under “Find People.”  There were 27 possible Barry Klein’s in New Jersey alone.  Some listed their age bracket and some listed who they were associated with- others that were also listed in the white pages.  Conducting such a search on the small iPhone screen reminded me that I needed to carry my iPad with me for these types of things.  And paper.  I pulled a napkin and a pen out of the glove box and wrote down the listings that were in the appropriate age range.  After realizing that the search was only spinning me in more circles than a coiled Slinky, I sent a text to Fitzgerald.  The old reliable source. 
              Fitzgerald called me right back after I texted him asking for Klein’s address.  I wrote it down on the other side of the napkin and decided to make my way into Ringwood where Klein lived.  
              He also told me that Felix Cabrera turned up clean and Joey Alvarez had a couple of curfew violations.  Nothing worth delving further into.  I thought I’d leave them alone.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTY NINE
 
I took the next U- turn and headed out Route 80 West to 287.  I took the Skyline Drive exit and drove up and over the mountain.  I loved driving up this way even though I don’t do it as often as I’d like.  Between the views of the mountain peaks and periodic glimpses of the Wanaque Reservoir in the distance it was a peaceful view and a serene feeling I enjoyed when I come up here.  
              There was a small alcove to the left where hikers and mountain bikers park to adventure through Ringwood State Park.  Across the way was the sign for Camp Tamarack.  It brought back memories of camping as a kid when I was in the cub scouts and would take periodic trips with our pack to learn about boating, swimming, hiking, and life skills.
              No more knots, whittled wood, and canoes!  Emotional knots of guilt, wooden coffins, and gunshots are you have left!  How’s that make you feel?
              I kept driving.  There have been a number of times, with Sharper and all on my own, that I’ve tried to figure out a way to cease the mental assaults on my own conscience.  Every time I was exposed to or even thought about something related to Jake the assaults infiltrated my mind faster than the soldiers stormed bin Laden’s concrete fortress.  Sharper attempted to professionally explain to me that over time they will decrease, eventually become nonexistent.  But, here we are approaching eight months since the incident and I feel like they are getting worse.
I made a right onto Skylands Road and continued past the reservoir.  Without realizing it, while my conscience was still screaming at me as I drove, I found Klein’s home.  It was a ranch- styled house built predominantly of logs.  Typical house for the area.  The four- car driveway sloped uphill from the street and was empty, which was a good sign.  I drove past the house, saw again that the driveway was empty, and parked down the block.  
              Chase Barnes, super detective, at it again.  I saw I had several options as my point of entry when I approached the house.  I could go through the garage, the front door, or a slider off the back deck.  I tried the front door.  Locked and according to the sign posted into the garden near the front steps, the house was protected by an ADT security system.  That certainly threw a wrench in my already novice breaking- and- entering skills.  
I walked back to my car to retrieve a screwdriver out of the emergency roadside kit in my trunk.  Jamming it into the handle of the garage door, I certainly was rolling the dice with the alarm system.  It didn’t go off when I pushed the door open with my elbow.  
Didn’t want to leave fingerprints.  Smart.  
The door didn’t even beep, indicating that it was not one of the zoned targets wired with the alarm system.  What were the odds?  Most average homes stick to the most basic of systems and alarm the front and back doors of the home.  Some of the more advanced systems arm the windows and even the garage.  Apparently, Klein was a simpleton, which surprised me now knowing the true means of Klein’s wealthy income.
              The interior was something straight out of a Field & Stream magazine.  Thick, plush area rugs resting on dark oak wood flooring.  Natural wood furniture in the living room, dining room and kitchen.  A deep forest green couch, loveseat, and arm chair were all scattered about the living room, strategically placed to face a large flat screen television mounted on the wall space above a stone fireplace.  Photos of various wildlife were plastered throughout the rooms of the first floor.  The kitchen was all white: white granite countertops surrounding the perimeter of the squared- off kitchen, a matching island in the center with a built in wine rack underneath, and white cabinets with a matching white refrigerator and tiled- floor.  Reminded me of some of those hospital rooms I’d see in those psycho horror movies when I was a kid.  The dining room was behind the kitchen with a slider that led to a deck, which took up a good part of the backyard.  
I went up a short flight of stairs to the second floor and found a bathroom immediately to the right with bedrooms scattered down the straight hallway. The walls were lined with more photos and paintings of hunted game.  One of the bedrooms was a converted exercise room that didn’t look like it had been used since the Clinton administration.  I found the master bedroom and rummaged through the drawers but didn’t find anything intriguing.  There were his and hers walk- in closets that I rummaged through but that, too, came up empty of anything worthwhile.  I peeked inside every open door on my way back down the hallway towards the stairs.  Kids’ bedrooms and what I assumed to be another guest bedroom occupied the other rooms.  Innocence permeated the entire hallway outside the kids’ bedrooms.  One filled with pink butterflies and cozy stuffed animals.  The other across the hall was filled with Thomas the Tank Engine, sports figures, and monster trucks.  
              The first floor had a faint smell of fire from the fireplace in the living room.  I didn’t notice it until I descended my way back down from the second floor.  I started to make my way down the steps back to the first floor when I heard a noise.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY
 
I suddenly felt my gun securely tucked into the back of my jeans.  It’s amazing how the slight sense of unexpected fear heightens the rest of our senses.  It was the only time I heard the noise, sounding like slammed door.  The echo stuck in my ears but I was convinced it only to be my imagination.  Off the kitchen I found a door but it opened to a pantry but I still kept one eye on my surroundings, expecting someone to jump at me from behind.  Another door adjacent to the pantry led to the basement.  
              The basement was finished with a white leather sectional, a flat screen television, and coffee and end tables straight out of Pottery Barn.  There was an oak bar off to the right, fully stocked with top- shelf liquor.  I imagined how many potential drug deals had been made down here over a high ball of whiskey.  
              Standing in the middle of the basement, I was beginning to think this was a waste of time.  I panicked as I thought I heard the noise again.  As shady as Klein’s image appeared to be on the surface, I might’ve been wrong about who he really was now standing in his lily- white furnished home.  In my tenure as a student and Lindsey’s tenure as a teacher we can name a great many administrators that played the political card more than the academic card.  But there was just something about Klein that separated him from the rest.  Something that just didn’t fit the academic or the political image. 
              There was a washer and dryer set in a closed off set of sliding doors opposite the bar in the basement.  I took a look in and around the washer and dryer, hoping there might be a stash of some sort hidden drugs, money or guns, but came up empty.  I didn’t notice that there was a door underneath the staircase until I turned to take in the rest of the room.  The door had padlocks securing it closed in three different locations.  I used the screwdriver to pry open the padlocks.  The first two, one at the top and a second near the door handle, splintered off the plaster wall but the bottom one was tougher because I couldn’t get enough leverage to bust it.  After a few kicks with my foot and stabs with the screwdriver the lock broke loose.  
              The door led to yet another room underneath the basement.  The cement steps led down into darkness.  There was a single light bulb with a string pull cord attached at the top of the staircase.  I pulled it.  It was just enough light to illuminate the first few steps of the staircase.  At the bottom of the stairs, I felt the wall for a switch, found it, and turned it on.  It was a dungeon- like room that had a faint musty sewer smell to it.  There was such a dank, damp feel to the air I actually felt the residue on my skin.  Concrete walls with a concrete floor.  I’m not good with visual dimensions but I’d guess the room was no more than eight by ten.  Straight ahead, along the back wall was a double- door closet.  Yet another padlock.  And another padlock busted.
              Talk about a mother lode.  When I pulled open the doors I found bricks upon bricks of marijuana on the top three shelves, bags of cocaine on the middle two shelves, and the left side of the bottom shelf had heroin and the right side had boxes of needles.  The floor of the closet was loaded with shoebox- sized boxes of different colored pills in Ziploc bags.  I took several pictures of it with my iPhone camera.  Adjacent to the closet was a desk sandwiched between two four- drawer filing cabinets.  
              “If that was in the closet, what the hell could be in the filing cabinets?” I whispered out loud to myself.  I liked to talk to myself a lot; it made me look crazy to others but made sense to me.  I searched the desk first.  I sat in the chair and rummaged through the drawers after flipping on the desk lamp.  On the desk, front and center, was a medium- sized notepad with a list of names on it.  First was Manuel Ramos, then Philip Gustav, followed by one Esteban Machado.  The list was up to date since Malcolm Freeman was just added.  The ink still looked fresh.  This must be a list of Klein’s latest gang of recruits.  I took a picture of the list, large enough to show the proximity of its original location, then ripped it from the pad and put it in my back pocket.  
              Pinned to the corkboard above the desk were family photos of someone’s kids- maybe Klein’s- and a receipt.  One photo was of a boy about ten posing in a little league uniform with a baseball bat resting on his shoulder and another was of the same boy and a girl a few years younger posing for a recent holiday photo.  
The receipt was for two storage units purchased at Treasure Island Storage in Paterson. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY ONE
 
I took a picture of the receipt on the corkboard then unpinned it and slipped it in my pocket.  Just for kicks I rummaged through the filing cabinet on the left but didn’t find much beyond old medical bills and tax returns in the one cabinet.  The cabinet to the right of the desk was locked but it didn’t take me long to bust it open.  The top two drawers were filled with more hanging folders of documents.  I didn’t bother to spend time reading them.  The bottom two drawers were filled with handguns of a wide variety and boxes of ammunition, a sawed- off shotgun, a bulletproof vest, and a passport with Klein’s picture but a different name.  Someone was preparing for an invasion of the Al- Qaeda.  I took a picture.
              In the car I called Fitzgerald to give him an update.  He picked up on the first ring.
              “What’s going on, Mr. Barnes?” he said.
              “I’ve got something good working over here,” I answered.  I told him about the stockpile of drugs, the arsenal of weaponry, the passport, and the receipt from the storage unit in Paterson.  “There was also a list of names.  Esteban was listed and it looked as if Malcolm Freeman had been recently added.  I think it’s a running list of captured drug runners that have been taken.”  
              “We now know what Esteban was involved in.  It’s highly likely that Malcolm and the other kids were in over their heads with the same shit, which means Malcolm, Manuel, and Philip were probably snatched up by Klein or some of his goons the same way Esteban was,” Fitzgerald said.  
              “We gotta find Klein and take his ass down,” I said.  The words made me feel like a poor- man’s James Bond.  
              “I won’t even touch how you obtained this information, but good work,” Fitzgerald said, referring to my illegal search and seizure of the solid evidence against Klein.  I laughed and figured it’d only be illegal if I were still employed by the PPD and didn’t think much more of it.  That was the beauty I was starting to realize about private investigation, the rules of a cop don’t directly apply.  Klein was a proven thug and a bullying drug dealer and something needed to be done about it.
              I sent Fitzgerald some of the photos I’d taken and told him I’d find some time to stop by and develop a plan of action about Klein.  Since it was pushing ten in the morning, I needed to eat.  On my way out of Ringwood I found a deli to get an egg sandwich and a Snapple.  The bagel was mediocre at best but I ate it anyway.  While I ate, I watched a group of teenaged kids rumble into the deli and try to shortchange the middle- aged Italian man behind the counter.  
              After the teenaged hurricane finally blew through I had time to think.  I had to think about the right way to take down Klein.  And Garvey.  It just dawned on me that I forgot to mention the connection between Klein and Garvey to Fitzgerald.  I’d tell him when I stopped by later on.  
              If you haven’t caught on yet, I like Snapple.  Particularly Diet Peach.  I finished the one I bought with my sandwich and purchased another on my way out.  I popped the top and learned from the Snapple Fact that penguins can jump higher than I thought.  Snapple Facts made me feel smart.  I took my drink back to my car, sat in the driver’s seat, and watched the steady flow of traffic move along Skyline Drive.  
              Like most of my ideas, this one came to me when I least expected it.  I took another swig of Snapple and pulled my phone out of my pocket.  I called Fitzgerald and told him I was on my way.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY TWO
 
It always amazes me how we get an incredible amount of self- gratification from simply catching a glimpse of the slow or poor driver around us on the highway.  It’s probably just me and another one of my social quirks.  We, or at least I, tend to speed up if someone cuts me off, goes too slow, or does something we don’t agree with and crane our necks just to glance at the profile of that driver.  I love doing this.  It makes me happy.  I’m not sure why but I feel satisfaction, vindication, and a sense of accomplishment in identifying the culprit.  There’s never an ill intent or malicious follow- up behavior but just the simple gratification of glancing at the driver is enough in itself. I wouldn’t classify it as road rage but more so at my desired intent to socially observe.
              On my way into Paterson to meet with Fitzgerald, I found an old lady in a Buick from the Reagan administration in the left lane in front of me driving like she was leading a funeral procession.  When I passed her on the right I felt a great deal of self- worth when I caught a glimpse of her barely being able to see over the steering wheel.  I thought about pulling over and offering her a phone book to sit on.  Then I decided to let it be.  The rest of the drive in was not so cumbersome. 
              Fitzgerald was on the phone and held up a finger when he saw me through the glass windows.  While I waited I roamed the office and chatted up a few people I hadn’t seen in a while.  Being back in the office should have made me feel awkward, uncomfortable, and grotesquely nauseous but none of that occurred.  The only thing I felt was shock.  Shocked at how normal it felt to be back.  
I looked for Drew, my old partner, but he was nowhere to be found.  Someone said he’d taken the day off when I was milling around his desk.  It reminded me that I had to call Drew the next free moment I had.
              “Barnes!” Fitzgerald yelled from his office across the room.  I hadn’t heard him yell my name like that in months and it actually felt good.  I took a seat in his office before he could offer me one.  
              “People over sixty- five shouldn’t be allowed to drive,” I said.
              “Still complaining about the drivers of the road, huh, Barnes?”  Fitzgerald used to detest my complaining when I’d come in from a tour on the streets.  Apparently he still does.
              “Something should be done.  Maybe they can put electric shock on the roads in the fast lanes for those that drive under sixty.”
              He disregarded my comment.  “Anyway,” he said, “let’s discuss this Klein character.”  I pulled out my phone and showed Fitzgerald the pictures I took.  I don’t know why I didn’t bring in the hard copies of the storage unit receipt and the list of names I’d left in the car.  I pinched my fingers and spread them out on my iPhone screen to enlarge the image of the receipt.  
              “See, it shows it was purchased two days before Esteban was reported missing,” I said, using my finger to slide the screen to the purchase date.  “And conveniently enough, this place is down the road from School Five where Klein is principal.  It’s also in Esteban’s neighborhood.”  
              “This might be enough for me,” Fitzgerald said.  “But I don’t think we have enough for the DA.”  Fitzgerald was known to bend the rules on pursing criminals but that was before Charlie Willingham, the District Attorney, made Fitzgerald feel pretty stupid and utterly embarrassed him in public after a bogus bust a couple of years ago.  
              Fitzgerald had overseen a bust of a local pedophile that was cruising the parks to snap a few photos of some future prospects.  David Burke had been seen by several parents sitting on a bench casually snapping photos.  A sting operation was set up over the entire summer and Fitzgerald attempted to build a case against Burke just because he had seen him taking pictures at a park.  Willingham laughed at Fitzgerald and told him it wasn’t nearly enough to bring Burke in.  When they eventually did, the great majority of photos on Burke’s memory card were scenery shots of the park’s ambiance with the kids playing just a secondary role in the photo shoot.  It was Fitzgerald’s first big case as the captain, which Willingham took into account and cut him some slack but made Fitzgerald the laughing stock of that year’s Christmas party.  Fitzgerald learned his lesson from that point forward and knew not to bring anything to Willingham unless it was an absolute slam dunk.  
              “I don’t think it’s enough for the DA,” Fitzgerald said again.  “Willingham is a real pain in the ass.”  Repeating anything that he mentioned about the DA was a habit he developed since the Burke case.  
              I rubbed my chin in thought.  “Yeah, I know.  But I have something that might,” I said, referring to the hard copies of the documents I ripped off Klein that were sitting in my car.  
              “These photos of the receipt and the list are great but we need something more just to get a meeting with Willingham.  We can’t prove these actually belong to Klein,” Fitzgerald said.  “Even if we can prove the storage unit is in fact Klein’s, we don’t know if he’s using it as a makeshift prison or as a place to store his childhood memories.”  I could tell he was frustrated so I couldn’t hold him in limbo any longer.  
              “That’s not what I was talking about,” I said.
              He looked up with a puzzled look and said, “Then what?”
              “I have these papers sitting in my car right now.”  I went out to my car.
              “How’d you get these, Barnes?” Fitzgerald asked after I returned with the hard copies in my possession.
              “Willingham isn’t going to go for this without proof of a search warrant,” Fitzgerald said, rubbing his temples.  “However, Judge Riley might be able to finagle one for us.  We have to be able to prove these actually came from Klein’s house,” he added.
              Judge Riley was a local judge that was a friend of the Fitzgerald family and had done Captain Fitzgerald a few favors in the past.
              “Can’t we chalk it up to unorthodox justice?” I asked.
Fitzgerald eyed me up and shook his head.  Before I left, he told me a call would be made to Judge Riley and he’d work the official police angle the best he could.  He also told me to sit tight until I heard more from him.  
              Once I left Fitzgerald’s office, Paterson was starting to pick up the pace.  Saturday morning in downtown Paterson reminded me of Midtown New York on any given day.  The streets lined with crowds of people.  Some window shopping while others gently strolled the city blocks like they were secluded pathways of Central Park.  Car horns obnoxiously blaring at others attempting to illegally double park and clog the already narrow, dense streets.  The town was buzzing with all of the sights, sounds, and smells of a major city.  
I cruised around the inner parts of Paterson for a few hours, not really sure what to look for.  Regardless, nothing turned up.  Certainly, there were many questions still to be answered both about the case and about myself.  Why and how were Klein and Garvey connected?  What the hell was the connection between the boys being taken and Treasure Island Storage?  Was there even a connection at all?  I was convinced there had to be because of the location in which I found the storage unit receipt.  If Klein had purchased the unit for traditional and legal purposes, wouldn’t he have pinned it to the corkboard in the kitchen or stuck it to the refrigerator?  The fact that it was in his basement under his basement led me to believe Klein was living in a world of shadiness.
              The only question that was tweezing at the flesh of my brain was not about Garvey or Klein or even the boys. 
              I went home and found Lindsey planting some flowers in the front garden.  She immediately noticed the disheveled look on my face.  I didn’t know why I carried such a glum demeanor either, especially after the key findings I made earlier in the day.  Lindsey and I sat on the front steps and I ran through my entire morning in Klein’s house and my meeting with Fitzgerald.  She sat next to me and listened, offering a periodic sympathy pat on my back or leg.
              Lindsey forced me to help her in the garden.  As much as I enjoyed it on any other day, I really wasn’t in the mood.  I did anyway because it meant time spent with Lindsey.  We planted tulips along the front row of the garden and azalea bushes staggered behind.  I stopped suddenly once the realization of fresh flowers were a symbol of spring- a fresh start.  A new beginning.  
              Something that Jake will never get to experience.  As much of a crossroads as I thought I was at with this Esteban ordeal, I still did feel like I was making progress.  I was starting to learn more of the truth, which was forcing me to believe that it was time Lindsey deserved to learn the whole truth about Jake.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY THREE
 
Late Saturday night into Sunday morning I tossed and turned so much that I think I actually knocked Lindsey out of bed a couple of times.  I was doing so well with my sleep over the last couple of nights that I had no idea what the cause could have been for my recent restlessness.  There were no dreams of Jake or guns or Esteban.  I didn’t fall into a deep enough sleep to really dream about anything.  However, I did wake up in a cold sweat at around two.  I think I was grappling the concept of myself.  I was dreaming of self- doubt.  Again.  
Who was I becoming?  Who have I really been?  Most importantly, was I really choosing the right career path in this private investigation gig?  Was it a bunch of mumbo jumbo or was this a real and legit choice?
I left Lindsey to drift off into a comfortable sleep.  While I went downstairs to wallow in my own misery.  I sat at the kitchen table with a diet Snapple iced tea.  The lone light was a single- bulb lamp hanging just above the kitchen table.  It was ugly and I wanted it replaced.  I sat stone still for a period of time that is still unknown to me.  I thought about Esteban.  I thought about Lindsey.  But most of all, I thought about Jake.  My journal had sat in the bottom drawer of a hutch along the wall adjacent to the kitchen.  I got up and retrieved it, brought it back to the kitchen table and sat to reread it.  I immediately skipped to the fifth and final entry I made.  The words on the page blurred together forming a Rorschach inkblot in my mind.  Another sip of Snapple brought my eyes into better focus.  
I began reading my fifth journal entry.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifth Journal Entry:
My name is Chase Barnes and I was the one who killed Jake.  I didn’t drown, rape, torture, and sodomize him.  I didn’t leave him in a Dumpster, hoping he would never be found and I didn’t accidentally run him over with my car- although the accident part is correct.  See, I am- was- a cop and I shot him.  Twice.  It’s a story I don’t like talking about for obvious reasons and it’s certainly a life experience I will never forget- for obvious reasons.  No matter how hard I try.  However, writing it on paper for only my eyes to see appears to be so simple. 
Every second of my life has been consumed by the recurring nightmare.  My eyes refuse to close at night.  If they do I instantly hear the gunshots in my ears and the flash of the muzzle lives inside my eyes.  Both flashes.  And I’ll never be able to shake off the vibrations sent through my trigger finger and through my brain.
As I read, I recalled how surprisingly it easy was to write my story of the incident down on paper after I began writing it.  All I needed to do was start and the rest poured out like water out of a hose.  The words flowed and the thoughts rocked my brain.  I shook my head from side to side to regain focus.  My brain grew numb and my palms sweaty.  I had no idea how long I was pounding my foot up and down underneath the table until I knocked my knee against the table leg.
I powered through and finished what I wrote:
My partner Drew and I were driving our normal beat.  We’d been partners only a year and he was just starting to come around.  See, his last partner had been killed in a hostage situation gone bad.  Drew was wounded with a gunshot to the left calf but the more I got to know Drew, I could tell that the mental wounds cut a little bit deeper and had much more of a lasting effect.  
When Drew and I were partnered up we were switched from the day to the night shift.  I didn’t mind it but Drew voiced his verbal objections.  I was convinced that the objections had more to do with me as his new partner and not with his new shift but I never listened to my conscience anyway.  That was until the day Jake died.  
Reading this, I realized how some of what I wrote was irrelevant to the story but I don’t think I cared when I was writing it.  Truthfully, I don’t think I knew what I was writing at the time.
I stuck my nose back in my journal:
              We took the call and hauled ass to the location of the 7-11 where an apparent robbery- in- progress was happening at Chamberlain and Ryerson.  I couldn’t remember what was on that corner but Drew did.  Now I don’t want to remember what’s on that corner.  I remember watching Drew white knuckle the wheel and tighten his eyes on the road.  
              Chamberlain and Ryerson.
              Ryerson and Chamberlain.  Fuck it, I can’t finish it.  You know I killed him but you don’t need to know why.  Deep breath.  You’re forcing me to finish the goddamned story so I’ll just suck it up.  For Jake.  Do it for Jake.  Jake would want everyone to know.
              This might have been the first time I’d taken Dr. Sharper’s advice and utilized the journal for what it was meant to be for- writing every thought and emotion down on paper.
              We pulled into the parking lot with Drew accelerating through the turn and caddy- cornering the car across three spots.  Why do people need to do that?  Does it really save that much time?  Maybe it fed Drew’s cop ego.  Who knows?
              I remember seeing a male in a dark hooded sweatshirt.  He was wildly swinging a gun in the direction of the clerk behind the counter.  I opened the car door and stood behind the ajar door, using it as my first line of protection in case the perp tried to take a shot at us.  Drew did the same on his end and radioed for back up.
              I’ll never forget the hood of the sweatshirt.  It hung so low off the top of his head that it covered just about all of his face.  I could tell he saw the blue and red lights instantly flood the interior of the store.  He looked right at me through the front window.  
              Then he fired a shot.  We took cover but saw the shot went into the ceiling directly above the shooter.  Pieces of debris floated down around him.  I knew then that the shooter was either inexperienced with a gun or hopped up on drugs or alcohol.  Or both.  
              The gun.  My gun.  I had no idea Jake knew how to operate a gun let alone knew where my safe was at home.  This is it.  Fuck it.  You can figure out the rest.  
Shut up and continue for Jake.  Keep going!
              I don’t think I’d ever written anything in such detail.  I remember the battles I had with my conscience as I wrote out my version of the incident on paper that day.  Reading this again brought me back to the near panic attacks and tension headaches I felt racing through my body as I wrote.  They were starting again.  The nausea filled my stomach and crept into my throat.
              I kept reading:
              Drew and I decided we had to make a move at some point.  We had to apprehend the shooter before any further damage was done to the store or to the people inside.  I saw him make a break for it through the store towards the back exit.  I yelled for Drew to continue his pursuit through the front while I gave chase around back.  I drew my gun and took off to the left side of the building.  Just as I rounded the corner I heard a loud crash and saw the perp stumble when the back door kicked back off the side of the building with a ton of force and nearly took himself out.  The gun was still in his hand as he stumbled and staggered to keep his balance.
              I yelled for him to stop and freeze and to drop the gun. 
              Stop!  Freeze!  Stop!  Freeze!  I hear it every day when I’m awake and when I try to sleep.
               He slowed his run and quickly turned to face me.  Gun still in hand.  He slowly raised his arm that was holding the gun.  I feared that he might shoot.  I repeatedly yelled for him to drop the gun.  I raised my gun to shoulder height and fired two shots.
              Worst mistake of my life!
              Little did I know he was holding the muzzle end of the gun indicating a sign of surrender but the darkness of the alley way and limited visibility forced me to make a poor decision.  I remembering approaching the body.  I don’t remember, however, walking.  It was more like floating.  I’d never shot anyone in my life before.  Just as I used my foot to remove the gun from his hand, Drew came up behind me.  
              He was just a kid.  A kid apparently driven down the wrong path.  He couldn’t have been more than fifteen.  I’ll never forget the pace my pulse was racing at this point.  The adrenaline was at an all- time high when I saw the vic’s sleeves of his sweatshirt pulled up to his forearms.  What were the odds that two boys had heart- shaped birthmarks on the inside of their right forearm.  Jake did and always told me that when he turned eighteen he wanted to get a tattoo around it to hide it because he was embarrassed by its feminine shape.  
              Then I saw the sneakers.  The purple, the green, the red, and the yellow sneakers that I adamantly refused to buy for Jake because they were so ugly.  Drew pulled out his flashlight and clicked the back end to light it up but I put my hand over the end to hide the narrow strip of light.  I wanted to block the light and I told Drew to let me do it.  He instantly clicked off the light. 
              I still see the blood flowing from both chest wounds.  I saw the sweatshirt, which I knew was my New York Mets sweatshirt.  I picked up his head ever so gently, sliding my hand under his neck.  The oversized sweatshirt hood dropped off his head when I lifted his neck.  I’ll never forget Drew’s reaction when he saw me touch the victim.  He yelled at me not to touch the body.  
              Don’t touch it!  Don’t touch it!  What the hell are you doing?!!  “It” like it was a dead deer or an old book.
              I told him it was all right since the person I just shot was my son Jake.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY FOUR
 
I didn’t realize it was pushing four in the morning by the time I was able to finish my fifth and final journal entry.  My blood pressure seemed to have returned to normal.  However, my nausea still lingered.  I got up to put my Snapple bottle in the recycling bin and realized I needed to get some sort of sleep.  Not wanting to return upstairs to disturb Lindsey, I made my way to the living room couch.
              I awoke three hours later by the sliver of morning sunlight slicing through the center of the shear curtains in the living room.  Lindsey was in the shower; I could hear the water running.  I lay still on the couch thinking about my need to reveal the truth to Lindsey about Jake.  It was time.  Or was it?  When is there ever a good time to tell your wife that you are solely responsible for killing your only child?
              Sitting up off the couch, the staircase stared me directly in the face.  I managed to make the climb.  Walking the end of the narrow hallway meant that I would have to pass Jake’s room on the way to my bedroom and for close to five months I couldn’t even get myself to climb the stairs.  Sleeping in the spare bedroom kept me as far away from the association with Jake I could get without having to sleep in the garage.  I still make a conscious stutter- step whenever I reach the top of the stairs.  I wanted to immediately strip the walls of Jake’s photos, leave the walls naked and erase every memory of Jake but Lindsey refused.  I still have to look at my feet while I make my way up to the bedroom.  Sometimes at night when I’m awake and can’t sleep I refuse to turn the hallway light on, not out of fear of disturbing and waking Lindsey, but out of fear of seeing Jake’s bedroom door.  
              For a while, my conscience screamed at me every time I was an arm’s length away from Jake’s room or somehow came into contact with something associated with Jake.  It was my own way of reminding myself of what I had done.  I adamantly tried to keep the door to Jake’s room closed to block out the fact that he is gone forever.  Lindsey preferred to keep it wide open in what I believed to be a subconscious thought that Jake might just get to sleep in his bed again.
              Beast!  Child killer!  Poor excuse for a human being!
              There’s my conscience at it again.  I’ve only now begun to ignore my conscience but sometimes it’s just too powerful and overbearing to tune out because nothing will change the night I shot Jake.
              I sat on my bed and thought.  I thought about how fortunate Lindsey and I were that we don’t have any other kids.  Would I be able to be a good father to them after what I did to Jake?  Would I live in such a state of fear of killing them too?  So much so it’d get to the point that I’d distance myself from them so far that they’d barely recognize me as their father?  Would Lindsey divorce me and refuse my other kids to see me or even talk to me?  
              It’s all on me.  It was all my fault.  Here’s Lindsey having to deal with my misery and allowing life to continue as I let her live in a lie.  She’s not to blame.  She wasn’t the one who handed Jake the keys to my gun box.  However, neither was I.  She didn’t show him how to load the gun and take him to the shooting range for the first time on his eleventh birthday.  That was me.  
              Shit.  Everything up to this point in our lives has been my fault.  The fact that she got pregnant in the first place- my fault.  How I convinced her to keep the baby- my fault.  How she couldn’t go to college- my fault.  Having to go to night school part- time to get her bachelor’s degree- my fault.  Why not put the cherry on the sundae and let her in on a little secret?  Jake’s death- my fault.  
              While Lindsey was still in the shower, I gingerly ventured across the carpeted hallway and stood in the doorway of Jake’s room.  I took it all in and immediately thought of my son.  A well- worn baseball glove reminded me of the way we used to play catch in the yard on the weekends.  The BMX magazines reminded me of how I taught him to ride a bike, which led to thoughts of him hating me because he was convinced I let him fall off his bike on purpose.  My eyes found a few loose movie ticket stubs strewn about his desks and I was instantly reminded of the countless times Jake would ask me for spending money after Lindsey already refused.  I saw his own New York Mets sweatshirt that apparently wasn’t good enough.  It was casually draped over his desk chair and brought me back to the numerous hours we spent on the couch watching the Mets blow late inning leads.  
              Lindsey crept up behind me and whispered my name.  It sounded like the faint whispers I hear in my dreams.  She bear hugged me from behind, gripping my chest.  I felt her chin resting as high on my shoulder as she could get it.  
              “Sorry,” was all she said.  
              I turned to face her.  We were both still standing in Jake’s doorway.  We embraced, knowing each other’s thoughts.  
              “There’s something I need to tell you,” I said.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY FIVE
 
Lindsey dressed in a pair of sweats and a t- shirt as I cautiously sat on the bed in our room.  All I could do was watch her.  My throat instantly caught fire and I could feel the bile bubbling in my gut like a simmering volcano.  My hands started to quake and I was bouncing the nervous energy out of my body through my feet.  Lindsey watched me in dire concern.
              “What is it?” she asked.  She sat next to me on the bed and gripped my hands in hers.  
              “I don’t know how to say this.  It’s about Jake,” I said.  Lindsey’s eyes quickly filled with liquid anytime I mentioned Jake.  This time was no different.  
              “Chase?  What is it?  You know you can obviously tell me anything,” Lindsey said.  I could see the words getting caught in her throat, afraid of what the answer to her question might be.  
              I looked down at our intertwined hands and felt them starting to adhere together with the combination of our own sweat and clamminess.  Suddenly, I shot up off the bed with an idea, still holding one of Lindsey’s hands.  She was too startled to speak.
              “Come with me.  I think it’s better you read it for yourself,” I said before yanking Lindsey off the bed and pulling her quickly down the steps to the kitchen.  There wasn’t a smidge of time for her to respond.  I sat her at the kitchen table and shoved my journal in front of her.  
              She looked up at me and said, “What is this?  Why are you giving me your journal?”  
              There was nothing else I could say but, “Read it.”  Then I turned the pages to the fifth and final entry.  Lindsey hesitated.  I could see the fear growing inside of her, burning her organs as if she were being burned alive in a crematorium.  
              “What the hell is going on, Chase?  Why do you want me to read your journal?  Truthfully, I thought you’d never even written a thing in here because you thought it was just a bunch of bullshit,” Lindsey said, still not looking down at the open pages.  
              “Please, just read it.”
              Lindsey slowly dropped her head and all she had to do was read the first line:
              My name is Chase Barnes and I am the one who killed Jake.
              Her eyes spoke enough.  They were creased with a cocktail of pain, shock, and most of all, anger.  My eyes fell into a state of hurt, sorrow and anger- anger at myself.  
              “You?!  You killed Jake?” Lindsey screamed like I’d never heard her scream before.  I couldn’t get myself to look at her.  I wanted to run.  Run into traffic.  Run to nowhere.  
              “Please, keep reading.  It explains everything.”
              She did.  She read in more detail than I’d ever seen before.  My heart felt like it was going to drop right onto the floor.  The pages suddenly became spotted with blurred ink as Lindsey’s tears dripped off her cheeks.  The more she read the tighter she folded her arms into herself and the more I feared the wrath of vengeance that Lindsey was about to unleash.  She finally pushed the book away from her and continued to stare at nothing.  We both sat in silence.  A look of shock on Lindsey’s face and a feeling of disappointment on mine.  
              “Please say something,” I finally muttered.  “I hope you understand from reading this.”
              “I don’t know what I’m madder at.  The fact that you are responsible for killing Jake or the fact that you kept this from me this whole time and let me believe something completely different,” Lindsey said.  She got up launched the journal into the wall and several beats later I heard the bathroom door slam shut.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY SIX
 
I expected her to throw more things and tell me how much she hated me, which I would have accepted much more than the agonizing silent treatment.  My attempts to console Lindsey failed when she ignored my knocks and didn’t answer the door.  There was nothing else I could do.  I needed to take one of my tension headache pills and lie down for a while.  I must’ve dozed off because I still hadn’t heard a peep from Lindsey in over an hour.  For all I knew she was still in the bathroom.  My thoughts attempted to drift back to what our life was like before Jake died.  It was an impossible task.  I couldn’t do it; it was all a blur now as if it were all a dream or never even existed.
              I got up and trekked up the stairs only to find Lindsey getting dressed for church as she did every other Sunday.  I thought it was only fitting that she was on her way to prayer.  I knew she was going to say a prayer for Jake as she always did; hopefully, she was going to say a prayer for me, too.  
              “Hey,” I whispered.
              “Hi,” she replied, still not looking at me.  I attempted to feel for even the slightest touch of her skin but she shrugged me off, stepping further away.
              “Please talk to me,” I said.  
              “What the hell is there to say?”
 
              “But don’t you understand.” I said.
              “Understand what?  I think I understand why you shot him.  You were doing your job.  You’re a cop and cops are trained to shoot at the first sight of a threat.  You didn’t know it was Jake because of the hooded sweatshirt and how dark it was.  I get all that.  The part that I think I’m more upset about is the fact that you lied to me and kept this from me for so long,” she said, speaking in a much softer tone now.
              “I’m not sure.  I think I was trying to protect you,” I said.  We were both sitting on the bed nearly in the same position we were in before I dragged her downstairs to begin this firestorm.  
              “Protect me?  From what?” she asked.
              “The truth.  I guess I was afraid that if you knew that it was the bullets from my gun that killed our only child that- that you would hate me and leave.  Especially during a time when I needed you most.”
              I could see Lindsey was in thought.  What she was thinking about I had no idea.  She let out a deep, deep sigh and said, “Look, Chase, I miss Jake like no mother has ever missed their own child but I think I would miss you just as much if I lost you too.  I’ll never get over the fact that Jake is gone but I think in some strange way I’m glad that you were there that night.  I’m sort of glad that it was you and not some strung- out drug dealer or some rapist.  Or even another cop.”
              “But I shot and killed him.  How could I have not known it was him?  I’m responsible for his death.  He’s not here because of me,” I said.
              “I know all of that now and it’s going to take some time for me to get over the truth and the fact that you hid it from me but understand that it doesn’t mean I love you any less.” 
              I wanted to believe her but my mind kept telling me she was lying.  It must be the pessimism festering inside of me since the day Jake died.  Lindsey inched closer to me, grabbed both of my hands in one of hers and rested her head on my shoulder.  No words were spoken for a few minutes until she told me that she loved me.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY SEVEN
 
I left Lindsey to continue getting herself ready and wandered back into Jake’s room with surprising ease.  Before I realized it, I was sitting on his bed for the first time since the funeral.  Walking through the doorway and into Jake’s room wasn’t even an issue.  Had a subliminal burden just been lifted?  I sat on the bed, absorbing the sights and sounds into my mind and the smells into my nose.  I closed my eyes and recalled hearing quite the variety of music blaring from the speakers of his stereo, even some of the similar artists I enjoy myself.  Looking around, seeing everything left just as they were the last time Jake touched them, I stared at nothing in particular.  I wanted to just stay in Jake’s room and be him even for just a little while.
              After the emotional morning and the cocktail of anger, sadness and grief I overlooked and disregarded the sense of relief I was feeling.  Relief that Lindsey finally knew the truth about Jake and I didn’t have to live a lie any longer.  Relief that Lindsey didn’t want to kill me dead after reading about the truth in my journal.  Relief that she still wanted to be with me and somewhat understood my rationale.  For the first time in months I was able to take a deep breath without feeling like it should be my last.
It took me a few hours to motivate and get my day started.  Once I was able to get a grip on my mind and regain control I pulled up my iPad and stared at my list of unfinished business regarding Esteban.  I reviewed what I had written down the other night and suddenly had an idea.  It was about noon when I finally set out and spent a good chunk of the afternoon sitting outside Klein’s house again.  I idled for a few minutes to see if he was home or not and when I saw he wasn’t, I cruised around the neighborhood a few times.  Didn’t want to seem too inconspicuous to the neighbors.  A little while later I saw Klein turn on to his street and cruise up the desolate road and pull into his driveway.  I wondered where he was returning from. 
              When Klein pulled up to his house and entered the driveway I continued past his house and watched him as he walked to the mailbox to retrieve the contents and casually strode up the driveway, sifting through the bills and miscellaneous junk that only comes through the mail nowadays.  He had on a neutral colored pair of khakis and a burgundy short- sleeved polo.  Klein had a three- day old stubble working on his cheeks.  His clothes and appearance looked so disheveled as if he hadn’t been home in a couple of days.  On most days Klein entered his house through the side door off the driveway but today he had a package waiting for him at the front door.  He padded up the cobblestone steps and unlocked the front door.  Everything was in place when he entered the living room.  The coffee table still held the mug he drank out of before leaving the house this morning.  The family photos remained as life- like as Klein had last seen them, perched atop the mantle above the fireplace.  
              Klein left the living room, walked through the dining room and entered the adjacent kitchen only to set the mail down on the counter.  Klein missed the splinters of wood on the floor near the side door as he stared at the return address label from the delivered package.  When he bent down into the refrigerator to retrieve a bottle of water off the shelf Klein noticed the splinters on the floor from my earlier illegal search and seizure.
              “What the hell?” he finally blurted out when he turned to toss the bottle cap in the garbage next to the side door.  Klein bent down and stabbed his finger into the linoleum tiles to pick up a few splinters.  The paranoia uncontrollably began to set in.  Klein quickly paced around the open expanse of the main floor not sure what to look for.  Another point of entry?  A broken window?  A person hiding behind a curtain?  His head was on a constant swivel.
              He jogged back to the door and yanked it open.  “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Klein exerted when he saw the door handle.  Bending down to analyze the damage, he immediately knew that someone had intentionally jammed an object, most likely a screwdriver or an awl or a crow bar into the handle to gain access.  “Son of a bitch!” he added for emphasis.  Klein was afraid of what might be the end result of this apparent chain reaction.
              He nearly vomited when he saw the door underneath the staircase was tampered with as well.  The padlock peacefully rested on the floor while the hinge loosely dangled off the wooden doorjamb.  Ripping the thick door nearly off the wall, Klein jumped down the shallow flight of stairs into the basement in one shot, nearly clanking his skull off the sloping cement ceiling above the staircase.  A sense of calm enveloped Klein when he saw his local supply still intact, despite being revealed to whomever chose to break into his home.  Since the drugs were still there, he eliminated robbery as a motive for the break in.  Or a junkie who knew about his home- based operation looking for a free fix.  He dropped into the desk chair like a bag of dirty laundry and rested his heavy head on his limp arm and thought.  Who would break into his house?  Jamal?  Couldn’t be.  Jamal didn’t know Klein had sent out his goons to track him and monitor his moves.  Or had he?  How would Jamal even know where he lived?  Klein was convinced Jamal wasn’t that savvy.  Klein’s mind raced like a thoroughbred stampeding down the homestretch.  
              The chair rolled closer to the desk with the quick thrust of his body movement, which allowed Klein to rest his elbows on the edge of the mahogany desk.  He stared at the cork bulletin board in a mystical haze.  What the hell is going on here?, was all he could repeat in his mind.  Staring at the cork board he knew something was either out of place or missing.  He couldn’t figure out what.  The little league baseball picture of his nephew was there.  The softball picture of his niece was there.  So was their Christmas picture from last winter.  Klein felt like there was something that was supposed pinned to the bottom right section of the board.  
              His head slumped into his hands and his forehead fell into the crevice between his thumb and index finger of both hands.  The light bulb brightened and the sirens went off, pounding his eardrums.  Klein cursed so loudly the pushpins on the cork board appeared to rattle.  He pounded both fists on the desk when he saw the list of his teenage drug runners and the receipt of their makeshift cell of a storage unit were gone.
              Klein sprang from the desk chair and reminded himself that he needed to check his other prized possession- the stash.  He retrieved the crowbar from behind the filing cabinet and walked three paces from the front of the filing cabinet and five paces to the right.  The worn marks on the floorboard almost stood out too obvious for an intruder.  He’d have to get a throw rug to cover the trap door.  When Klein pried up the single floorboard he let out a sigh of relief because his bricks of Ben Franklin’s remained untouched.
              I sat in my car, wondering what Klein’s face looked like once he noticed the splintered wood on the kitchen floor.  It made me smile.  What would make me laugh the most, almost to the point of pissing myself, would to see Klein’s face once he noticed the list of his prisoners was gone.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part IV- Crash and Burn
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY EIGHT
 
I sat on Klein’s house for the rest of the afternoon with not much action.  Klein had taken out the garbage and a small plastic can of recycling but immediately returned to the house.  I wondered about the moment Klein noticed what I had done and what I had taken.  I also wondered what he thought his next moves would be.  Who was he trying to contact?  What was he planning?  I certainly didn’t have the technology to tap phones and run microscopic cameras and microphones under Klein’s front door to spy on him.  I simply had to fuel my investigation on my own natural abilities and resources.  Klein’s living room lights were dim so I headed home.
              I finally stole a few moments to talk to Drew.  I caught him on his cell phone just as he was finishing a late lunch.
              “How’s the beat without me, partner?” I asked.
              “It’s all right,” Drew replied.
              “Who do they have you working with these days?”
              “Conroy,” he said.  I could tell there was something wrong in his voice.  I figured there should be at least a smidge of jubilation in his voice.  We hadn’t talked all that often since I went on leave.  
              “He’s not so bad, is he?” I asked.
              “Yeah, he’s pretty good,” Drew said.
              “What’s going on with you, man?  Are you all right?  I know working without me can’t be that bad, is it?” I attempted to joke.  
              “Ah, nothing.  It’s just-  I don’t think I should tell you this on the phone.  I’ve been meaning to give you a call for a while now.  You got a few minutes to meet me somewhere?”
              I was surprised at the question but of course I agreed.
              Twenty minutes later I found Drew sitting in a booth in a McDonald’s on Hamburg Turnpike.  It was about equidistant from both of our houses so it was a good rendezvous point.  When I sat across from Drew he was staring down into a half- empty cup of coffee and was pushing it back and forth between his thumbs.  I had to tap him on the elbow to get his attention.  He looked up at me.
              “What’s going on?” I straightforwardly asked.  I watched Drew look around as if we were being watched by a couple of hit men but all I saw was an elderly couple sharing an ice cream and a lonely guy in the corner reading the newspaper and drinking a coffee.
              “I’ve heard some things,” was all he said, still staring at the rippling waves in his coffee as he pushed the cup back and forth.  I waited for more but I got nothing.  Something was eating at him.  I could tell.  
              “Ok.  What kind of things?  About what?”  He was starting to freak me out.
              Drew finally met my eyes and said, “You.”
              “Me?  What about me?  From who?”
              “Guys talking around the department,” he said, “about why you went out on your own.”
              I thought for a minute.  I thought Fitzgerald had given me the full story when we met a couple of weeks ago and broke the news to me that it was recommended that I go private.  
              “What’s being said?  Who’s saying it?” I said a little too loudly.  I looked around and thought the elderly couple probably couldn’t hear an atomic bomb drop on their table and the lonely guy seemed too into his paper.
              Drew opened his mouth then hesitated.  He finally said, “Ok, here it is.  Now, I’m only telling you because you and I were- are- pretty good friends over the last few years.  Rumor has it that the chief wanted you out because he didn’t want any of the publicized backlash if you were allowed back in and went ‘bonkers and off the deep end’ again- as Millburn apparently put it.”  Drew casually made quotation marks around the bonkers phrase.
              My blood pressure instantly reached its boiling point.
              The chief.  I instantly recalled Fitzgerald telling me that the decision had come from the chief but conveniently left out Chief Millburn’s worry about his political reputation.  I slapped the table with both hands, which got the attention of Lonely Guy.  
              “That weasel.  That son of a bitch!” I yelled.  “How could I not see it?”  I said more to myself than to Drew.  “How did you find this out?”  I found myself yelling at Drew and I didn’t mean to.
              “Like I said, people have been talking and when I began to hear the same thing over and over again from a few different people I began to think it had to have some credibility.  So many guys would bring it to me seeing how we were partners and all.  Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this but a few have been calling you “The Kid Killer,” Drew said.  “The other day confirmed it, though” he added but stopped right there.
              The Kid Killer?  Ha!  That’s a good one!  If the shoe fits, right?
              I shook it off while Drew was staring at his coffee again.
              “What happened the other day?” I asked.
              “I was changing in the locker room after my shift and overheard a couple of guys talking about you and how Millburn didn’t want Chase Barnes to be the latest blemish on an already tarnished department as if you were his latest punch line.  Like I said, I’ve heard it enough to make it believable.”
              I thanked Drew for telling me but didn’t need to ask him why it took so long for him to let me know.  We managed to change the subject after I told him I’d take care of it and talk about a few superficial topics but I couldn’t get my mind off what Drew just told me.  The Kid Killer.
Despite the reasoning, it was still nice to see my old partner.  I thanked Drew again and shook his hand before I got up to leave.  I could see an increased amount of strain on his face.  I knew I couldn’t leave Drew this way after he had given me such valuable information.  
              “Just keep this between us,” he finally blurted out when he held onto my forearm.  I simply acknowledged with a rap of my knuckles on the edge of the table and walked out.  I sat in my car in the McDonald’s parking lot processing my conversation with Drew.  Was I really being labeled as the Kid Killer?  That explained why I was receiving so many awkward and uncomfortable side glances from some of the other cops around the squad room each time I’d been up to see Fitzgerald.  
              Without realizing, then without caring, for the first time in as long as I can remember, a tear fell from my eye.
              
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTY NINE
 
Lindsey and I had only lived in our house for three years.  It was built in the fifties as a cape but the previous owners had blown out the back to extend the kitchen and add a spare bedroom to the back of the house.  The hardwood floors were in good shape from the day we moved in and the walls screamed for some color.  Carpeting had been replaced in all rooms that were carpeted and most of the light fixtures had been updated.  
              Just when I felt like I was all caught up with the landscaping, painting, and carpentry something else would come up.  Lindsey never seemed to have any issues creating another “Honey- Do” list to leave on the counter.  The lists seem to recreate themselves somehow each morning.  I was beginning to convince myself that Lindsey would sneak down in the middle of the night just to reproduce a fresh list of things for me to do with my apparent down time.  It’s as if she literally dreamed of things for me to do.  I welcomed some of the chores once I began to think of it as a stress reliever and an alternate method to gathering my thoughts and clearing my head.  I certainly had a lot more time on my hands in the last six months.  Dr. Sharper had recommended household chores as a method of easing my painful stress from losing Jake but I was nothing but a resistant thirteen- year old.  After meeting with Drew, some sort of chore or meaningless task was screaming my name.  But I knew the only task at hand should be finding Esteban.
 I had put some more thought into Dr. Sharper’s recommendation of playing Tetris as a way to overcome post- traumatic stress disorder.  I had downloaded the app to my phone but hadn’t had a chance to sit and play.  I’d recently been a little busy.
              After my visit with Drew, I returned home.  I needed some time to decompress and process what he had just told me.  As angry as I wanted to be with him for withholding this information from me as long as he did, I forced myself to understand why he had.  I still kept my newly surfacing suicidal thoughts to myself and also my new nickname floating around the Paterson squad room from Lindsey.  I knew I was in no position of keeping things of this caliber from her any longer but it suddenly became second nature.  
I felt like I was neck- deep in this Esteban Machado thing and was killing myself trying to pick up the scent of his trail.  There wasn’t any more I could gather from sifting through his paper work from school.  There wasn’t any more I could gain from staring at the papers I lifted from Klein’s house.  There sure as hell nothing I could solve painting a linen closet.  
Time was becoming my worst enemy.  Esteban was gone just about a full week now.  The longer he was gone the more he became a fresh memory in my mind, which is bizarre to me because the longer Jake’s been gone I feel like he’d become more of a distant memory.  Not that Jake’s memory will ever completely erase itself from my brain and I’m not sure if it’s a forced movement on my part to let him rest in peace but I’ve been thinking of him less often with each passing day.  I couldn’t fathom the fact that Esteban could be lost forever on my watch.  Trying to block the worse- case scenario out of my mind, I kept convincing myself that Esteban was much better off than Jake at this point because he still could potentially to return home alive and safe.  However, a week of being where ever he may be was still entirely too long. 
I finished the first coat of the linen closet and hoped to the high heavens that that would do the trick and pass Lindsey’s inspection.  As therapeutic I found painting and some moderate housework to be, nothing was going to settle my mind after what I learned from Drew.  I knew I had to push forward and I should be out on the streets searching high and low for Esteban but my body, my mind was becoming so resistant.  
              I didn’t hear my phone buzz from where it rested on the kitchen table while I was in the basement washing out the brush.  For as little as the brush was and as tight the space I painted was there sure as hell was a ton of paint rinsed out in the sink.  I changed out of my painting clothes and washed up before I realized I had four missed calls.  All were from Fitzgerald.
              The number of missed calls in a three minute span told me it was urgent enough to return the call without having to listen to the messages.  “Where the hell have you been, Barnes?” Fitzgerald said by way of a greeting.  
              “I’ve been out back planting dandelions.  Why what’s up?” I could sense the level of urgency in his voice but could never pass up an opportunity to slip in a wiseass retort.  
              “I got something here I think you might want to take a look at,” he said.  He told me a surveillance tape just surfaced that showed a black van screech to a halt, two guys dressed in head- to- toe black, string up what looks like a young adolescent boy to the metal fencing of the caged backstop of a baseball field on some street somewhere.  I asked him if it had anything to do with Esteban and he told me he was pretty confident it did.
              I asked, “Why the hell is this only showing up now, a week later?”
              Fitzgerald was silent for a while then said, “I don’t know.  I’m pissed about it, too.  I sent out a couple of guys to do a surveillance sweep the day the call on Esteban came through but nothing turned up until now.  I don’t even know when it came in today.  We have it now and that’s all that matters.”
              I told him I’d be over there to check it out. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY
 
I suddenly felt like I was on a weight- loss diet.
              When we try to lose weight we tend to repeatedly step on the scale until we see the results we expect.  If the first attempt shows we gained weight for the week we get frustrated and step back on just the right way to convince our minds that we actually did lose even just an ounce.  But if the first weigh- in shows we were a little slimmer for the week, even if just a couple of ounces, then the scale immediately goes back in the closet until next week.  That’s kind of how I felt this case was going for me.  
In the beginning, about a week ago, I wasn’t seeing the results I wanted so I was trying to tweak the scales and slide it around the floor to find that right spot to give me positive results.  But since my meeting with Jamal I knew things were swinging in my favor but I had difficult time feeling it.  Between finding the hidden file on Esteban, which still hasn’t revealed any reason as to why it was hidden in the first place, now knowing that Klein and Garvey were working in tandem to recruit their own students to promote their illegal drug business, and my own version of a search and seizure of Klein’s house I was feeling like I lost ten pounds over the weekend.  But this new surveillance tape made me think I’d hit my goal weight.  
              An hour later, I sat with Fitzgerald and a guy named McDonald who was one of the department’s tech gurus.  We sat in a cell- block sized cement room with a cafeteria- like table pushed up against the rear wall.  Sitting on the table were two computers, both with twenty- seven inch screens.  Fitzgerald turned the lights off then we each pulled up a metal folding chair to watch the tape.  
              “Why wasn’t this tape discovered a week ago?” I asked the question again but this time to both men.  I was hoping either McDonald could give me a technical response or Fitzgerald could give me a believable cop response.  Something in layman’s terms.
              McDonald didn’t have a response because that wasn’t his area of expertise but Fitzgerald said he learned that it was a feed from a nearby grocery store parking lot and the owner doesn’t check the tapes but every few days.  And at the time the guys Fitzgerald sent out to do the sweep of the area said they missed that camera. 
              We watched a grainy video reveal a dark colored van pull up to the curb on Lafayette and a plume of smoke permeate around the back end of the van.  “Now you see here,” Fitzgerald narrated, “the driver gets out then the passenger.  The passenger lets the dog out, looks to be a pit bull, and quick step to the back doors of the van.”  I looked on like I was watching a black and white silent film, trying to interpret the plot just by watching.  The back hatches flung open so hard that they repelled back and nearly clipped the dog in the head.  The two men dragged a smaller body from the back seat of the van and I watched the horizontal body violently flail and fight for its freedom but the grasp on the ankles and wrists appeared to be just too powerful.  I had to ask McDonald to gradually zoom in from this point on because the men carried the body father away from the camera.  I heard the faint clicking as McDonald rolled the dial on the mouse to zoom in.  
              “This is where the goons string up the kid to the fence of the backstop,” Fitzgerald said.  McDonald zoomed in as far as the software program would allow but the images on a screen were too blurry to make out.  They looked like reflections in a muddy puddle.  McDonald resumed the tape after zooming to a clear view only to watch the van pack up and speed away, leaving the boy dangling from the chain link fence like a wet swimsuit.  
              “That’s definitely Esteban,” I finally said.  
              “How can you be so sure?” Fitzgerald asked.  “It could be any one of the kids that are on Klein’s list.  Or any other missing kid in this country for that matter.  Regardless, I think we got these bastards on tape.  Even if it isn’t Esteban.”                
              I unexpectedly left the room and ran to my car to retrieve a photo that Esteban’s mother had given me during our first meeting.  I returned to the room before Fitzgerald could figure out why left.  
              “This is how,” I said, handing Fitzgerald the photo.  He took the photo from me and analyzed it.  Eventually, he held it up to the computer screen, asking McDonald to get the best shot of the boy on the screen he could.  “His mother told me this photo was taken on her camera phone the day before he disappeared and he’s clearly wearing the same jeans and sneakers.”  I caught myself, realizing that millions of kids in today’s world could have the same jeans and sneakers as Esteban.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Fitzgerald said.  He kept the photo side by side with the computer screen much longer than I thought he would.  I wondered what he was looking at.  I came to stand behind him trying to gain the same vantage point.  
“What do you see, Fitz?” I asked.  
“It seems pretty convincing to me that it is Esteban.  Looks to be the same height as reported even though he’s stretched out horizontally rather than vertically,” he answered.
“What about the comparison gives it away?” I asked, attempting to quiz him.
“The sneakers.”  The sneakers were the same give away for me too.  Despite the grainy black and white quality of the video there was no disputing the moon boots that modern- day society called sneakers.  
“Anything you can pick up on the two goons that are manhandling the kid?” I asked the guy called McDonald.
“It’s hard to tell.  Not much I can get from them considering they are dressed in black from top to bottom,” McDonald answered.  As we were discussing the possibilities he was fingering the keyboard like an experienced secretary.  We watched on in curiosity.  It felt like hours had passed since McDonald last spoke and started pounding the keys.  I watched the screen zoom and swivel at a variety of angles. 
“Bear with me just one second and presto!” McDonald said, leaning back in his chair as if he were satisfied after a Thanksgiving meal.  Fitzgerald and I leaned in over each of McDonald’s shoulders and stared at the computer screen as if we were squeezing in for a selfie photo.  The screen showed a mid- level quality image of the license plate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY ONE
 
Fitzgerald put in a call to have the license plate traced.  It came back that the van was stolen two weeks ago from a shipping yard in Jersey City.  The car thieves stole a pair of uniforms and posed as dock loaders.  They loaded crates from the trucks to the boats until their opportunity to boost the truck became available.  Fitzgerald said the call came in that two guys disappeared during their coffee break, taking the van with them.  
We were back in his office when Fitzgerald started asking me about my thoughts.  He wanted my thoughts on Klein, my thoughts on Garvey and which one might be a bigger threat.  He also wanted my thoughts on Esteban’s current state.  As well as my thoughts on how to blow up this whole operation.  In the midst of all of my thought sharing, Fitzgerald told me that the check- ups on Felix Cabrera and Joey Alvarez came up empty.  He ran them through the system again just to be sure.  Something he always did.  In a way, I was kind of glad that there was nothing on either of them.  Just another avenue I didn’t have to travel down.  However, he could see how frustrated I was growing and it brought me back to my very first arrest as a rookie beat cop.  
It was spring, April of 2012.  Drew and I were stopped at a local deli grabbing a quick sandwich.  Drew had a coffee and I had a Snapple.  I leaned against the hood of a car while I ate my ham and Swiss cheese sandwich.  We were checking out a few ladies that were strolling into a pub on the corner. Drew and I debated over who had the shortest skirt and the nicest ass for several minutes.  It was clearly a slow night. Just as they were drifting into the darkness of the poorly lit street I heard a piercing scream from their direction.  Drew took off first but I got there before him after taking a more logical angle of pursuit across the street.  I stomped my feet into the pavement too quickly stop my stride before running over the girl on the ground.  It was the blond that I found more attractive.  She appeared to have a gash over her left eyebrow that was slowly trickling blood down her temple.  
When I asked her what happened she reported through her nervous gasps that she was knocked down from behind and someone stole her purse.  Drew interviewed the brunette and got a pretty solid description of the perp and what he was wearing.  It took a little while but we’d eventually found him buying a six pack of beer from a bodega a few blocks away.  The rainbow colored belt, which was a certainty by Jennifer, the brunette, clued me in to this guy being our suspect.  I tried to enter the bodega as casually as possible, as if I were just looking to purchase a drink, but the suspect quickly took off out the back door.  Giving chase, I closed in pretty quickly until I tripped off the curb two blocks later and could only watch the perp fly away into the wind.  
Fitzgerald saw how frustrated I was when I reported back to headquarters after my shift.  He made a poor attempt to console me by telling me another cop brought him in an hour prior.  I was so infuriated with my poor attempt to bring down my first criminal that I took my frustrations out on my locker door and threatened to quit right on the spot.  From then on, Fitzgerald guided me through strategies on how to handle and subdue my frustrations when a perp slipped through the cracks.  Come to think of it, Fitzgerald made a much better shrink than Dr. Sharper.  
We were back in his office and continued to stare at nothing, sitting across from each other at Fitzgerald’s desk, stuck in a rut.  I pulled out a severely folded piece of paper from my back pocket.  It’s where I’d been keeping my notes throughout the duration of the case.  Fitzgerald was the first person I’d shown it to since I started jotting down notes.  Things were scribbled and crossed out while others were underlined with stars around them.  I swung my chair around to sit next to, rather than across, Fitzgerald.  I did the best I could to decipher what was worth conveying to him.  
Fitzgerald asked more questions and I tried my best to provide the answers.  I rattled off descriptions of who they were and why I thought they were important.  Without realizing it I suddenly found myself formulating a pretty solid plan.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY TWO
 
I wanted Klein and I wanted him badly.  The best part about it was that he didn’t know it yet.  With the surveillance tape and the documents I scooped up from Klein’s drug- laden dungeon I had a pretty solid slam dunk in my back pocket.  Fitzgerald wanted me to run this out by the book but I told him that’s not how I wanted to do things.  He handed this case over to me- well after I had taken it upon myself as per Lindsey’s request to look into Esteban’s street behavior.  This case was mine and I wanted it to go down on my terms. 
              After many pleads of negotiation, Lindsey had convinced me not to confront Garvey while school was in session.  She thought the commotion I’d probably make would be a disaster for the students.  I knew she was right.  I wanted to go after Garvey first because I figured I’d use his fat rolls as a step ladder to get to Klein.  Somehow I had a feeling that this whole operation was an evil dragon breathing fire on innocent kids who never stood a chance and Klein was the head that needed to be chopped off.  
              I spoke to Lindsey on her cell and ran my plan by her, which she thought was risky and dangerous.  But she thought I was risking my life when I climbed a step ladder to clean out the gutters.  She told me to be careful and asked if I’d be home when her day was through and I told her that I didn’t think so.
              “I’ll probably be meeting with Fitzgerald about my other matter at hand,” I told her, referencing my willingness to confront Fitzgerald about Millburn’s fear of a poisonous political outbreak if I was brought back to the department.  She naturally didn’t think it was a good idea but what else did I have to lose?  I was already out of the department and getting pretty comfortable out on my own.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY THREE
 
The afternoon flew by and I was ready for lunch.  Another lunch- on- the- go but I didn’t want fast food and I didn’t want pizza again.  I found a small deli tucked away in between two larger shops on Main Street and ordered a buffalo chicken wrap and a Snapple to go.  I ate it on the hood of my car while I took in the sights and sounds around me.  Paterson tends to have a different perspective when I’m not in uniform.  I’ve learned to appreciate the intricacies and nuances of the city.  While I ate, I took in the fresh spring air that was unusual for the time of year but I wasn’t going to complain.  I also thought about my plan.  
It took me a few tries but I finally got a hold of Jamal.  He was a crucial part of my plan.  I had left him a couple of messages over a half-hour period but didn’t want to sound too eager.  To me, I felt like I was starting to gain a sense of trust in Jamal but what did I know about social relationships with street thugs and small- time drug peddlers? For all I knew, Jamal was trying to get a cop, albeit a small- time private investigator, in his pocket to get him out of jams in the future.  I knew that much of the game.  I had no problem with that so long as he stuck to our deal of not using kids as runners.  If I was going to work this area, I’d need a great deal of street cred and a reputation as a solid dude.  
              I read the caller ID and saw Jamal was finally calling me back.  
              “Hello?” It was all I could say.  I wasn’t quite hip on the latest street lingo and didn’t know what to say to Jamal by way of a greeting.  
              “What up,” was all Jamal said.  Now I knew the proper greeting.  
              “You got some time to meet up with me?”
              “What do you need now, Mr. Barnes?” Jamal asked.  I couldn’t tell if he referred to me that way out of respect or to be a wise- ass.
              I didn’t want to tell him too much over the phone so I had to plead my case and tell him that he had to trust me.  I heard him sigh on the other end.  He was thinking.
              “All right, dude.  Gimme a little while to do some things and I’ll hit you up later,” he said.
              “Sounds good,” I said.  I wanted to ask him if he could give me a better time frame of when he thought he’d get back to me but I still didn’t want to push the envelope.  He ended the call and now I needed to find something else to occupy my new found time.
              While I finished my sandwich, thoughts about Fitzgerald and Millburn devising this whole bullshit scam to push me out of the department consumed my brain.  I always had a feeling Chief Millburn was this sort of convoluted type of personality but since my conversation with Drew I’d begun to see Millburn in a whole new light.  A dark light that only shines on the selfish and corrupt.  But the one thing I wasn’t so convinced about was whether or not Fitzgerald was sinking in Millburn’s dirty quicksand.  I had a hard time believing so but you never really know who is susceptible to being sucked into the dirty game of police politics.
              As I got back in my car, Dr. Shaper crossed my mind.  Get your mind out of the gutter because I wasn’t thinking about her body- not this time anyway.  I thought about what she suggested to me the other day.  About playing Tetris as an attempt to cope with, if not cure, my PTSD.  Scrolling through my phone, I tapped the Tetris app I had downloaded.  I played it a few times and didn’t feel any different.  This is crap, I thought and tossed my phone on the passenger seat after I closed out the app.
              I wanted to storm the doors of Treasure Island Storage but Fitzgerald still hadn’t given me the green light. Sitting in my car, I contemplated how much I had really had to abide by Fitzgerald’s words of advisement since he technically wasn’t my supervisor any longer.  He’d kicked me to the curb.  However, I was attempting to exhibit some level of restraint.  
About an hour later I put a call into Fitzgerald to see if he was still in his office.  He was and I told him I was coming back.  He asked what else I could possibly have to talk about or share with him.  I replied by way of hanging up on him.  It was pushing two in the afternoon.  I thought about how I wanted to approach Fitzgerald and this whole political bullshit about the chief and the negative impact I’d have on the force if I was allowed back.  Frankly, I had no other approach in mind other than a smack- you- in- the- face and kick- you- in- the- balls type of approach.  
              Despite being my direct boss while I was a beat cop, Fitzgerald and I managed to become friends.  As much as a boss and employee can be considered friends.  A bunch of us used to frequent a local cop bar near the precinct called, Foo Bar.  I’d need all of my fingers and toes- and maybe some of Fitzgerald’s too to count how many times he and I would be the last two standing at the end of the night.  It gave us some quality time to build a social relationship outside of the precinct.  That’s how I learned about his athletic prowess as a stud of a high school athlete and the drunk- driving accident that ended his sports career.  I also knew about the ex- girlfriends of the past and how he’d met his current wife, how he’d proposed, and how his first born son was in the hospital for the first three months of his life due to a life- threatening case of meningitis.
              We certainly bonded quite a bit in those few years but now things were different.  And things in the future were going to be different once I was done with Fitzgerald.  This was about me.  This was my reputation on the line.  Not even my reputation as a cop.  My reputation as a human being was being threatened.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY FOUR
 
Esteban’s existence was beginning to even surprise himself.  He had no idea how much he’d eaten in the week since he’d been snatched up by the goons in the green Explorer.  His body was severely weakened and dangerously dehydrated.  Never mind the emotional stress that had begun to taken its toll, which was worst of all for a fragile mindset and the unstable emotions of a kid like Esteban.  He swore on his grandmother’s grave at least a dozen times that he didn’t know anything about Jamal’s business.  He eventually did reveal to Klein himself Jamal’s address and what Jamal looked like.  Esteban couldn’t tell if he was subconsciously withholding the information or the trauma of the situation had caught up with him and his mind completely blocked it out.   Maybe it was his oppositional defiance or the physical abuse that forced him to withhold Jamal’s address.  
              That was truly all he knew.  But that wasn’t enough for Klein.  He demanded more.  He craved more information.  Klein found out that Esteban had been running for Jamal the longest, which was still only a few weeks, and which is why Klein and Source rode him the hardest.  I guess Jamal wasn’t big on job security.  Esteban couldn’t tell if his body hurt more from the physical torture inflicted on him on a repeated basis or the lack of food, water, and solid sleep.  The best sleep he’d gotten in the last week had been a two- hour clip when he was balled up in the corner of the cement floor of the storage unit.  Sunrise, sunset, and the entire concept of time in between was beginning to become meaningless and obsolete.
              Esteban chalked it up to the fact that he felt Jamal’s information was irrelevant and it truly slipped his mind.  It was irrelevant to him at least.  He finally revealed the apartment building that Jamal lived in, Godwin Towers on Godwin Avenue.  Just off Rosa Parks Boulevard.  Klein had sent Source and a couple of his other goons over to Godwin Avenue last night to snatch up Jamal himself and put an end to Jamal’s petty business.  And maybe an end to Jamal too.  
              Luckily, Jamal wasn’t home at the time of the unexpected raid.  Source had planted himself in various locations around the building overnight, waiting for Jamal to return, but Jamal never did.  He’d apparently been out of town picking up supplies from a new shipment and visiting a girlfriend.  Luckily for Jamal, he’d spent the night.
              Klein was beginning to grow even more impatient and it was reaching the point where he needed to do things himself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY FIVE
 
I was growing tired and frustrated of paying people visits and I wanted to now wear my true detective’s cap.  I pulled into a nearby convenience store, never a 7- 11 since I couldn’t get myself to ever enter one again after Jake died.  It was a small bodega tucked off to the side of Main Street.  Walking in the store I saw two boys, about Jake’s age walking in behind me.  Their clothing, slow- paced casual gait, and sense of teenaged carelessness radiated off of them the very same way it had off of Jake.  I got my Snapple and a local newspaper and returned to my car.  The boys exited after I was in the car and I saw they both had purchased a bag of chips and some sort of neon colored energy drink.  I watched them walk down the block away from me.  I don’t particularly recall what enthralled me so much about them but I felt the sudden infatuation with watching their movements.  Not so much out of suspicion and curiosity as it was a jealousy that they still had a home to go to.
Klein instantly pushed himself to the front of my brain.  I wanted to become a blood- sucking leech on the soul of his corrupted inner being.  I wanted to see that more of his movements and habits were outside of being a scumbag principal during school hours. Klein clearly went other places than his house and I think I’d eradicated everything I was going to from there.  I wanted to see where else he ventured.  I decided to make Fitzgerald wait for me for a change and chose to sit on Treasure Island Storage for a while.  I wanted to check the steady flow of traffic.  The types of people that rented these kinds of storage units.  Possibly check out the type of security system this place might have.  And, most of all, hope that by some dumb luck that I’d see a pack of teenaged boys running wildly and freely from one of them.  Escaping from captivity and hoping for a second chance at normalcy.  Fat chance, I thought, since such luck never works in my favor. I tossed the newspaper on the passenger seat and hit the road.
              My iPod was rocking a song by the Moody Blues and was gently putting me to sleep but I had to power through because a big pet peeve of mine is when people skip through a song after listening to half of it- especially on my iPod.  When I got to Treasure Island I found a spot directly across the street, not knowing if it was a legal spot or not.  Either way, I didn’t care.  My spot gave me the best vantage point of the entrance and exit to the parking lot as well as the main entrance to the building.  The red brick building wasn’t much to look at since it casually blended in with the rest of the bland façade of the concrete nation called Paterson.  If it weren’t for the large Treasure Island Storage sign plastered to the corner of the building I would have missed it.  
              The music was cranking out some of my favorite classic rock songs at a steady pace with an occasional rap song sprinkled in the mix.  I picked up the newspaper to continue to peruse while searching for anything of interest emanating from the storage facility.  I quickly threw it back on the passenger seat after realizing that a guy reading a newspaper behind the wheel of his car during the middle of the day was pretty creepy.  No green Explorer.  No dark colored van.  No suspicious or shady characters looking over their shoulders. 
About an hour had gone by with nothing gained aside from an elevated level of boredom.  Suddenly, I saw a red sports car I knew I’d seen before.  The creep behind the wheel, Klein.  What the hell was he doing here?  Was he here the entire time?  Did he come in after I parked and missed him come in with a casual glace down to the newspaper?  The light turned green and he pulled out of the lot and into traffic.  
It was time to follow him.  I didn’t know a thing about tailing someone but I knew I had to keep my distance and blend in with the rest of the world.  Not to stick out like a sore thumb.  Don’t get spotted by the person you’re supposed to be tailing.  My flesh- toned SUV helped with that.  Klein was a couple hundred feet ahead of me and I saw him make lefts and rights to get out of Paterson, presumably to hit the highway somewhere.  
              Keeping my eyes on the road and on Klein, I thought about the storage units that were purchased by Klein a couple of weeks ago.  Treasure Island Storage.  Is that where he kept his surplus of drugs?  Possibly.  Is that where he conducted business from?  Could be.  Is that what he had set up as his makeshift prison, holding the young boys captive?  I was pretty certain.  I had no idea and no time now to check it out because I was hot on Klein’s trail.  
              Just as suspected, Klein hit the ramp for Route 80, heading west.  I followed and fell in about six cars behind Klein’s.  The traffic was extremely light so he was still plenty visible with the distance I chose to keep.  We cruised at a steady seventy miles per hour until Klein zipped off the highway, taking the exit ramp for Route 287 South.  Where the hell was Klein going?  I could do nothing but follow and hopefully find the answer to my questions.  It wasn’t until I saw Klein’s cherry red Mercedes zip off the highway for Exit 57, which was for Skyline Drive, that I knew Klein was heading home.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY SIX
 
Ringwood is a town without a highway running through it or a single sidewalk lining the streets and one newly installed street light directing traffic.  Klein blew through the windy lane of Skyline Drive up and over the mountain.  Did he make the tail?  Could he see that I was following him?  I didn’t think so because there were still two cars in between us and Klein had no idea what I drove.  That and even if he did see me, he seemed like the type of guy that wasn’t too keen on remembering names and faces too well.  
              I watched Klein ease his fancy car into his sloping driveway.  He gingerly exited the car and didn’t seem to be in too much of a hurry.  I glided past the house and watched Klein enter the side garage door and quickly close it behind him.  By the time I looped the car around at the end of the block to park across the street and up a few houses waiting for his return, Klein was back in his car, reversing it out of the driveway.  That was quick, I thought.  
              Maybe it was a pee break.  Whatever he needed, Klein certainly knew where it was.  I fell in behind him again as we zig- zagged our way out of the neighborhood and back onto Skyline Drive.  We were heading back the way we came.  What the hell could Klein have needed or done so quickly that was important enough to make a twenty- five minute drive in each direction?  
              “What the fuck is the guy’s deal?” I asked to myself.  Traffic was still light enough to make it back down 287 and Route 80 in about fifteen minutes.  Now I questioned why Klein was heading back into Paterson?  This guy didn’t make any sense to me.  But I guess that was part of my job.  To investigate, make sense of things, and find the answer to questions.  
              I could see Klein about a hundred feet in front of me, clear enough to see that he was fiddling with something on the passenger seat while he drove.  Kids of all ages lined the streets and clogged the intersections up and down Main Street, which caused traffic to slow and congestion to build.  Luckily, Klein was still in my sight.  
              Was he headed to school on a Sunday?  I don’t know.  I definitely knew that wasn’t the case when I saw Klein cruise by the school and the parking area.  Where ever Klein was going didn’t stop him from beeping the horn and acknowledging people he knew as they walked by.  Always the consummate politician.  
              Still having no idea what Klein has been up to or where the hell he was going, the best thing I could do was keep the tail.  Once he past the school and the parking area, Klein made a left.  Down the road from School 5 Klein pulled into a lot that belonged to Treasure Island Storage.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY SEVEN
 
C’mon, Cowboy!  Go be a fucking hero!
              My heart pounded and my mind swirled like a tornado.  Did Klein just really lead me back to the mysterious storage units that he’d purchased?  I wanted to play this right and not jump to too many conclusions.  Maybe Klein had just purchased the storage units for what they were truly supposed to be used for and it was just dumb luck that he’d purchased the units around the same time Esteban had gone missing.  What were the odds?  I began to think it was a possibility but quickly tossed that thought out.
              I watched Klein step out of his car and enter the front of the building.  We were on the corner of Slater and Grand Streets.  I saw there was an open lawn area on the opposite far corner so I parked the Santa Fe down the block and jogged to hide behind a tree in the lawn area across the street.  I remembered to take my gun with me.  I adjusted myself to have a solid vantage point of the front entrance.  As I sat to watch the next few minutes, my phone buzzed.
              It was Fitzgerald.
              “Yeah,” I said, not taking my eyes off the front entrance as I saw Klein enter the building.  
              “What happened?  I’ve been waiting for you to come by?” he said.
              “Yeah, I decided to keep eyes on Klein and I got him right now at the storage units,” I said.  I filled in Fitzgerald on my latest developments, keeping it abbreviated and short.  My answers to his follow- up questions were clipped because I was still pissed at him for not telling me about Millburn’s decision to kick me out of the department.  I was speaking the way Jake used to give me short heated answers when I grilled him on his behavior or his whereabouts.  He asked if I wanted him to send over some back up but I declined his offer since there wasn’t anything to back up.  At least not yet.
              “Ok, keep me in the loop,” he said then I ended the call.  
              As soon I put my phone back in my pocket, it buzzed again.  It was Jamal.
              “Hey,” I said.  I apparently forgot the proper greeting for Jamal.
              “What’s good?” Jamal replied.  “I got time for you now.”
              What the hell were the odds?  When I was ready for Jamal this morning he was busy and now he was ready for me and I had to tell him it wasn’t a good time.  As much as I wanted to get Jamal and Klein together it just wasn’t the right time.  
              “I hate to say it, but now Is not a good time for me.  I’m kinda in the middle of something.”  I heard him sigh in frustration.  “My bad, but I’ll have to get back to you in about an hour.”
              “All right, then,” Jamal said.
              Just as I hung up I heard what sounded like a gunshot.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY EIGHT
 
I exited the lawn area across the street and my cover behind the lone tree in the center vanished.  I trotted from the tree and across the open lawn to behind the hood of my car.  I could still hear the echo of the gunshot that came from somewhere inside Treasure Island Storage.  
              I paused in the middle of the street to shake out the nonsense rattling around in my head, not caring about the cars zipping by around me.  Not only did I have to get into the building, I had to get into the right storage unit that was keeping Esteban and the rest of the boys hostage.  Once across the street, I jogged around the entire perimeter of the facility.  Casing the joint, as they say.  
              There were several entrances, one on each side of the building, which I assumed allowed customers easier access to their units.  I saw Klein’s car parked at the northeast corner of the building, which was just outside one of the entrances.  Peering through the glass doors before I decided to enter showed me nothing but my own reflection.  The mirrored glass made me realized how weathered I looked and how I needed to hit the gym more often.  Strange thoughts at strange times.
              When I finally entered through the doors I casually walked the cement corridor like I belonged.  I was wondering if Klein would even recognize me if we happened to cross paths.  I had my keys in my hand as if I were fumbling for the right one to open a lock to my storage unit.  Every so often I’d find a door to a unit open and exposed with people knee deep in boxes rummaging through forgotten memories.  Most doors, however, were drawn closed.  
              “May I help you, sir?” a voice sounded from behind.  The echo of the voice bouncing off the cement floors and walls made it sound generic, almost robotic.  Sounded like the auto tune that some rappers use to ruin their songs.  I slowed my pace but kept walking.  I was afraid that if I turned around I’d find Klein barreling down on me with a gun aimed at my face.  Luckily, I paced past an open storage unit and the person inside had place a full- length mirror at the edge of the unit.  I peeked enough of a glance to notice that it wasn’t Klein and there was no gun.  
              “I wondered if you’d be able to give me a tour of your facility.  I’m looking into purchasing some storage space and this must be the third or fourth place I’ve checked out today.”
              “Name’s Jerry Finch, the manager of this here place.  We got all sorts of units.  What size is that you’re looking for?”  He held out a hand and I shook it.
              “Hello, Jerry.  My name’s Chase.  I’m not exactly sure how much I’ll need.  My grandmother recently passed on and her house is full of old things that we have nowhere to put,” I replied.  I contemplated giving him a false name but realized it wouldn’t make a difference any which way. 
              “Why not just an estate sale, then?” Jerry asked.
              “My mother’s not ready to part with the items.  Some things will be part of an estate sale but there are still so many things left from her childhood that she just can’t let go,” I said.
              He nodded his understanding, hearing this story dozens of times a day, and said, “Right this way then.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTY NINE
 
I hoped to get a tour of the entire facility, which would get me closer to where Esteban and the other boys might be.  Busting into the place like a vigilante out for blood just wasn’t part of my investigative repertoire.  Plus I didn’t want to kick the hornet’s nest too early.  The facility was five stories tall and offered a wide variety of unit sizes.  While we walked the first floor, Jerry gave me the sales pitch.
              “We offer state- of- the art units of all different sizes.  We have five- by- fives, five- by- tens, five- by- fifteens, ten- by- tens, ten- by- fifteens, ten- by- twenties, and ten- by- twenty- fives.  All, of course, depending on how much space you require.  For example a five- by- five would be just for some boxes and small pieces of furniture where something like a ten- by- fifteen would be enough to hold everything from a three- bedroom house or a full- sized apartment,” he said.
              I didn’t want to sound too disinterested so I nodded and made a few sounds of minimal interest.  “I’m not exactly sure what my mother will be looking for.  She asked me to check out a few places that offer the best for our money,” I said.
              Jerry said, “We offer a list of special features, such as password- controlled gates, climate controls individualized to each and every unit, around- the- clock surveillance, moving supplies to help you pack up your possessions and, as far as payment, we offer month- to- month leasing.”
              “That all sounds great,” I said as we entered a corner stairwell to climb to the next floor.  While I was attempting to keep an ear on Jerry’s talking, I tried to keep my other ear out for anything that sounded like screams, shouts, or cries for help.  Or more gunshots.  I didn’t want to say anything to Jerry about it because I wasn’t even sold on the fact that it was even a gunshot.  
              We browsed all of the floors and Jerry pointed out the units that were currently or about to become available for rent.  I tried to slow my pace and push an ear towards each unit but couldn’t hear anything.  For all Jerry knew, I just walked with an awkward limp.  We came back down to the first floor and approached the front desk where Jerry attempted to get me to fill out the rental papers right then and there.  I think he was under the impression that I was ready to rent.  “So what size will it be, Chase?” he said.  He held an application form in his hands, ready to pass it off with a pen.
              “I appreciate your time, Mr. Finch but I don’t know exactly.  I’m thinking nothing more than a five- by- ten.  Say, is there a basement to this place?”
I watched him ponder my strange question.  “Sure, there’s a basement but it doesn’t occupy any public storage units.  It’s sort of a storage area for the storage area.  If you catch my drift,” he answered then laughed.
 “Can I take some of this information with me and get back to you another day?”
              “Sure, sure,” he replied.   I made a gesture as if I were exiting out the front doors and paused like I was studying the rental papers Jerry had given me.  When I heard the door to his office close behind me, I pushed the door open to make like I was leaving then bolted back down the hall towards the way I’d originally come in.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY
 
I figured if this place had a basement it seemed like the perfect place for Klein to hold his prisoners captive.  Jerry seemed like the type of guy that could be easily influenced with a little grease in his palms.  Klein certainly seemed to have enough grease to pay off a guy like Jerry Finch.  Maybe the receipt for the purchased units was a cover.  I found the basement door but it was locked tight. “BASEMENT” was stenciled in black paint in the center of the gray metal door.  Obvious.  The handle didn’t budge and the door didn’t even have any bit of leeway to it, which told me there might be a deadbolt activated on the other side.  Maybe Klein has the key and locked it from the inside.  Maybe I was simply over exaggerating and blowing this whole thing out of proportion and Jerry was right all along.  The basement was sort of a storage area for the storage area.  Was I being too over analytical?  
              Suddenly, I heard footsteps.  I turned and saw Jerry Finch approaching.  
              “Is there something else I can do for you, Chase?” he called out from the opposite end of the hall.  I moved away from the basement door and made like I was reaching for the exit door.   Suddenly, I thought of something Jerry Finch had mentioned earlier on our tour.  Twenty- four- seven surveillance.
              “Could you tell me more about your surveillance systems?” I asked. 
              He looked puzzled but I couldn’t tell if it was based on the randomness of my question or trying to recall whether or not he told me already.  
              “Sure, sure,” he finally said.  “We have a security camera above each entry and exit point in the building as well as strategically selected areas in and around the facility.  I don’t know if I mentioned it earlier but we also have PIN- number access to enter the electronic gate system on the exterior of the facility.  This is to monitor who enters and exits and their time schedules.”
              I found this all to be fascinating.  “How long does the surveillance footage save on the database and what kind of loop does it run on?” I asked.  
              Once again, Jerry seemed puzzled.  “I’d have to say, Chase, that not many people ask about our surveillance system in such detail.  May I ask why?”
              I continued my improvisation.  “Well, I had a storage unit in New York, where I went to school, and it was broken into several times.  Can’t ever be too cautious, you know” I said.  
              Jerry understood and led me back to his office where he had a multi- screen panel against the far wall.  The six screens were on a continuous rotation through the dozen or so cameras stationed in and around various locations throughout the building.  Jerry told me the cameras continuously run and are on a twenty- four hour loop but the data is saved for up to three months.  I tried to act surprised and impressed at the information I was apparently learning.  
              I spent about ten minutes listening to Jerry go on and on about how he’s trying to expand the security system to over two dozen cameras and an increased database to six months’ worth of saved footage.  My phone buzzed in my pocket but I let it go.  
              It was time to go in for the kill.
              “Mr. Finch, let me be bluntly honest with you.  I’m really not interested in purchasing a storage unit.  I am interested in locating a missing boy that I have reason to believe is being held captive in one of your units.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY ONE
 
I received the look that I expected from Jerry Finch.  A blank, astonished look with a little twist of insulted craziness.  I held his eyes for as long as he’d let me, which wasn’t very long at all.  
              “A missing boy?  Here?  I don’t see how that’s possible.  What makes you think that he’s here?”
              I stared at him.
              “Oh, you mean that boy that’s been on the news?  Sad, what’s happened to him,” he added.
              “Why would you say that, Mr. Finch?  What’s happened to him?  If you know something you must tell me right away.”  I took a casual step towards him, not wanting to appear intimidating or threatening.  
              Another blank stare, followed by: “Oh, no, no, no.  I don’t know what’s happened to him.  I- I- I just mean that he’s run away or was taken or whatever the police think’s happened to him.  I don’t know anything more than that.  Honest.”  I had to stop him before he tripped over any more of his words and fell flat on his face.   
              I again stepped in closer to Finch to apply just a little bit more pressure.  “A lot of people consider me to be a patient man but not when it comes to missing kids,” I said through gritted teeth.  “Now, I’m only going to ask you once more.  What do you know about a missing boy?  Esteban Machado’s his name.  Where is he?”  I even surprised myself once I finished my words.  I had no idea I had any more gritty toughness left inside of me.  I thought it had all withered away like a dandelion in the Arizona sun.  My adrenaline was on fire and my confidence was beginning to ripple through my bloodstream.  Ever since the incident with Jake I felt less and less like of a man and now it was all flooding my systems.  
              Suddenly, Jerry Finch discovered some left over courage of his own.  He took a firm step into me and stared straight into my face.  I could feel his hot stale breath on me when he said, “I told you once, Mr. Whatever- your- name- is.  I have no idea what you’re talking about.  I run a reputable business here and, frankly, I’m quite insulted that you would insinuate any sort of things like that taking place here.”  He slid his body away from me to create more space and possibly give himself an exit route out the office door if Jerry Finch decided to make a run for it.  He turned back to me and said, “The worst thing I’ve witnessed here in my dozen or so years in business is some jackass forgetting to regulate the climate control in his unit in the dead heat of July causing a case of illegal fireworks to spontaneously put on a show.”  Jerry managed a giggle at the thought.  
              I felt my gun against my waist but was hesitant in resorting to pulling it out just yet.  I decided to play a different angle.  I said, “Ok, Mr. Finch, then answer me this.  Have you recently rented two storage units to a guy named Barry Klein?”  I held my hard- nosed stare right at Jerry’s eyes the entire time I asked him the question.  I didn’t want to miss a single awkward eye blink, purse of the lips, scrunch of the nose, or tightening of any muscle in Jerry’s face.  Anything that might give me a tell that he’s withholding something from me.  I was willing to wait him out as long as he wanted.  
              “I don’t know any Barry Klein,” he replied.  I was puzzled by his answer.  Another inkling leading me to believe that Jerry Finch was yanking my chain the entire time.  Another tell that Jerry might be in on Klein’s master plan in some way.
              “That’s not what I asked you,” I said.  “I asked if you recently rented two storage units to a guy named Barry Klein, not whether or not you knew the guy.”
              “Oh, my mistake.  My hearing’s not so good sometimes.  Not that I can recall.  I’m usually very good at remembering names and faces of all my customers.  That name just doesn’t ring a bell.”
              I saw Jerry take a step back towards the office door when I reached my hand behind me.  I wasn’t going for my gun just yet, although I could see Jerry’s eyes widen.  I was going for the receipt Barry Klein had on his desk in his dungeon of an underground office showing that he did in fact rent two storage units at this very facility.
              I unfolded the paper and held it out in front of Jerry’s face.  “Then how do you explain this?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY TWO
 
I saw it in Jerry’s face now.  I knew I had to press him even harder now that he and I both knew he lied.  He slid past me to sit in a chair.  Head in his hands, I heard him begin to sob.  I didn’t know how to handle it so I stood by awkwardly and watched another grown man break down to tears.  And it didn’t dawn on me until just then.  Why would Klein demand a scripted receipt for two illegally obtained storage units?  Maybe he wanted to record it as a tax write- off.  Although, I don’t think they have a check box on the W4 forms for kidnapping.
              “So, are you ready to tell me the truth now?” I said.  I leaned my weight against the edge of the desk, facing Jerry, crossed my legs at the ankles and clasped my hands against my lap.  Jerry mumbled something in his hands.  He pulled his face up to mine before I had to repeat the question.  My gun shifted against my spine when I half sat on the edge of Jerry’s desk.  A sort of subconscious reminder that it was there.
              Jerry composed himself with a couple of deep breaths and began to tell the story.  He told me that one Mr. Barry Klein approached him about two weeks ago looking to purchase two storage units.  Jerry said Klein specifically requested them to be on separate floors.  One on the top floor and one on the ground level.  
              “I’ve never questioned a customer’s request as long as it’s within reasonable means.  So, I checked my availability and saw that I had a few available units on the fourth floor but not the top, which he was satisfied with.  The first floor, however, had no availability.  That’s when Mr. Klein tried to push me around.”
              “What do you mean?  Did he hurt you?” I asked.
              Jerry managed to laugh.  “No, no.  He didn’t literally push me around even though he tried to.  What I mean is, Mr. Klein seemed like a guy with a lot of power or status so he tried to sort of bully me into magically making a first- floor unit available.”
              Bully.  There was that word again.  Jerry began to hang his head again but I coaxed him into continuing.  “What did Klein do?”  I was beginning to get a pretty good idea but I wanted to hear Jerry say it outright.  
              Jerry told me that Klein continued to demand that a first- floor unit suddenly become available.  He said Klein attempted to demand that Jerry open all of the units to see which ones were vacant of items but were still currently rented or others that were minimally stocked with personal items.  Klein really thought he could sift through each unit and discard other people’s items as if it were a church rummage sale.  Or one of those reality shows that auctions off expired storage units.  Who does this guy think he is?
              I had to get Jerry to finally deliver the punch line.  “I know Klein can be a bully so how did he get his two units like the receipt says?” I asked.
              “Well, Klein easily accepted renting the fourth- floor unit and bribed me into letting him rent a unit that’s no longer in use.  It’s an abandoned vacant unit left over from long before this place was redesigned.  I use- used- it as storage shed for general housekeeping supplies but Klein forced me to clean it out so he could use it.”
              “How much did he bribe you into providing this unit for him?” I asked.
              “Ten grand.”
              “Do you know what he’s using it for?  Why he specifically demanded to have that specific unit?”
              “No,” was all Jerry could say.  I could tell he was getting embarrassed.
              “You never thought to ask?”
              “Not when he offers me ten grand with a gun in my face.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY THREE
 
I had Jerry show me the unit up on the fourth floor first.  I figured Klein wouldn’t keep anything shady in this one since it was officially rented and ‘on the books’ as they say.  From the outside, it looked like any regular storage unit.  There was a heavy duty padlock clasping the bottom right corner of the unit closed to a metal loop in the floor.  
              “You don’t have keys to these, do you?” I asked Jerry.
              “No, each renter purchases and supplies their own locks.  Some use combination locks and others use keyed locks.  I prefer people using the combination locks because they are a whole lot more reliable,” Jerry rambled, still continuing his sales pitch.  
              “So, you have no means to enter anyone’s unit in case of a dire emergency?”
              “Well, yes but…” Jerry started to say.
              “Ah, forget it,” I said and drew my gun.  I was amazed at how natural it was beginning to feel to draw my gun on a regular occasion.  And my conscience stayed quiet this time.  Before Jerry could react to the sight of my gun and ask what I was doing, I fired a shot, blowing the supposed heavy duty lock to pieces.  
              I heard a sudden commotion coming from the other side of the door.  It sounded like raccoons knocking over garbage cans after Thanksgiving dinner.  Metal scraped against concrete and things banged against each other.  I silently gestured Jerry to step back to the other side of the unit, waving him out of the way.  I did the same to the other side, anticipating the door to fly open with a posse of Klein’s foot soldiers flooding out, ready to attack.  I could see fear began to well up in Jerry’s face and I was counting the seconds before he took off running and left me stranded.  But he didn’t.  Jerry was frightened but stood his ground and waited for further instructions.  
              A couple of voices began to whisper with a tinny, robotic- like echo on the other side of the door.   I signaled to Jerry that I was going to lift the door at the count of three, mouthing the numbers.
              One… Two… Three…
              The door was heavy but I was able to lift it a few feet off the ground with just my right hand.  Jerry and I both stood our ground, my gun drawn, held in my right hand and resting against my thigh. Jerry’s fists were balled and ready to fly.  Metal scraped against cement a couple of more times once the door lifted and I fired a warning shot into the floor inside the partially exposed unit.  I expected fire to instantly return but I heard, “Ah, fuck” belted out a few times.  
              Then Jerry made a bad move.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY FOUR
 
I guess he assumed that since no shots were returned after my warning shot into the floor, it was safe to utilize his managerial toughness.  That, or he really was hard of hearing like he earlier stated and didn’t hear the profanity flying from the other side of the entryway.  After a few more rapid heartbeats, Jerry impulsively stood in front of the unit and lifted the door the rest of the way.  That’s when Jerry was made into a human Number Three domino.  He took a bullet in the left knee, another to the belly button and a third to his right shoulder.  The impact of the rapid fire sent Jerry flailing and crashing into the door of the unit across the corridor, creating a massive echo that still rattles my ears.  A fourth shot went awry and pinged off the door Jerry was lying up against.  I ducked hoping to avoid any ricocheting bullets off the concrete walls or metal doors around me.  
              Thanks for the help, pal, I thought.  
              Still no voices were heard and no one came charging out.  Maybe the goons assumed Jerry was the only one on the outside.  I could feel a tension headache starting to bubble my scalp but now was not the time to worry about it.  Choosing to side- step a few paces back, I waited a few minutes before reacting.  I heard metal on concrete again and a few whispers.  “What the fuck was that?” one voice said.  “What the hell are we gonna do with this guy?” another voice asked, referring to Jerry’s now limp body.
              I counted my heartbeats, which were beginning to quicken faster than the winds before a hurricane.  Sweat stung my eyes and soaking the back of my t- shirt.  A call into Fitzgerald crossed my mind but then I reconsidered.  This was my show.  Instincts told me that there were only two goons inside the storage unit and it was a safe bet, with their reckless gun firing, that Esteban wasn’t in this unit.  This meant Esteban and the other boys were being held in the other unit out back- if they were even still here.  
              Be a fucking hero, already.  You’re stalling… stalling… stalling…
              My conscience was right for the first time.  Not about being a fucking hero part but about the fact that I was stalling.  Was it because I was afraid?  Was it because I really didn’t know what to do next?  Didn’t know or just couldn’t do it?  
              “It’s now or never,” I whispered to myself.  Before impulsively going on a kamikaze mission and rapping off shots left and right I knew I had to be more methodical and had to draw one or however many of my opponents there were out of the unit.  Hoping they were stupid enough.  I banged my heel off the metal door behind me a few times in five second intervals, hoping one would sneak a peek and give me an opportunity to put one between his eyes.  After three clangs and rattles of the door nothing happened.  And with that, I drew my gun close to my chest with both hands, turned into the unit and fired blindly.
              I was able to rattle off six shots before the goons knew anything was happening.  Just like riding a bike, I thought.  Not being able to see what or who I was shooting, I tried my best to empty my clip into the unit.  I could hear the pings and clunks of the bullets ricocheting off lifeless objects and I could hear a few suction sounds of bullets burying into flesh.  I nailed one of them, at least. 
              I retracted behind the cover of the adjacent wall, waiting for a return barrage but nothing happened.  All was quiet.  There was too much happening and my adrenaline was accelerating at high octanes through my bloodstream that I couldn’t even stop to think about how I was able to open fire and potentially kill someone.  Just as I was about to poke my head out like a frightened turtle and check for safety, a bullet whizzed a few inches past my face.  
              A voice began to echo through the open storage unit.  No, check that, a scream.  At first, I couldn’t make out what the voice was saying but then it became clearer and more profound the softer and more faded the voice became.  It was saying, “Source, man, I’m hit.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY FIVE
 
Source.  
              Just like the name written on the slip of paper I found in Jake’s box.  Could this be?  Could I really be lucky enough to find the son of a bitch that supplied my son the drugs that indirectly led to his death?  My luck never worked in such favor. 
              I stood rock steady, ready for a chance to ‘buss a cap,’ as they say, in the other goon hiding in the unit.  I wasn’t completely confident that it was suddenly one on one because, unless I shot the one not named Source in his shooting hand, there was still a chance I was outnumbered and could be ambushed.   I wanted to try another tactic.  My conscience was trying to ask me what it would be like to see all that blood again but I was able to tell it to shut the fuck up and leave me alone.  Now wasn’t the time.
              “Hey, pal.  Either you come out or I come in.  Either way, one of us is going down and I got a safe bet it ain’t gonna be me,” I shouted.
              I heard a laugh, then: “Yeah, you think so, muttafucka,” he shouted back.  
              “That’s what I’m telling you.  You got two choices.  One is you drop your gun and kick it out into the hallway.  The other is you continue to stand there ready to shoot me and I’ll put a bullet right through your fucking teeth.”
              For what seemed like an eternity, neither of us made a move.  Suddenly, I said, “We can treat this like Burger King and have it your way or we can do it my way and you die.  And since I don’t feel much like being hospitable, there’s a good chance this is gonna go down my way.  Either way it doesn’t look like this is going to end too well for you.”  I couldn’t believe the amount of confidence and adrenaline that was pulsating throughout my entire body and through the words out of my mouth.  
              All I heard was another thuggish giggle.  “You a funny muttafucka, ain’t ya?” 
              “No comedy show here, buddy,” I replied.  “But I’ll give you one more choice just because I’m feeling extra nice today.  The first two options are still on the table or you can tell me where Esteban is and we’ll pretend like nothing happened and we walk out of here like we’re on a class trip,” I lied.  There was a beat of silence, after the echoes of our shouts evaporated.  Then I could hear the one I hit struggling to breath and gurgling for air.  It was then that my knees got weak and I felt as if my entire body was going to collapse right then and there.  Those sounds reminded me so much of Jake and the last breaths I’d ever hear him take.  The image of holding his head upright hoping there was some miniscule chance that he’d return to me.  Fortunately, I was leaning my body weight into the cement column between the two units and I wouldn’t let myself collapse.
              Before I could give him a chance to answer, I swung my left hand over the side of the unit and fired two shots.  One pinged and panged off of something metal and the other must’ve caught some flesh because I heard an agonizing scream after I retracted my body.  I figured he was just injured and potentially could fire retaliation shots if I exposed myself.  So, I waited.
              “All right, man.  You got it.  You got it.”  And suddenly, two guns were sliding their way into the hallway, resting between Jerry Finch’s lifeless lower extremities.  I went in, still locked and stocked with my gun pointing at the man lying on the ground, blood gushing from a gunshot wound to the right thigh.  I pulled over one of the metal folding chairs and took a seat still holding my gun steadily targeted on the bodies in front of me.
              Somehow, Fitzgerald crawled into the front of my brain once again and I remained firm on my stance not to call him.  However, I did consider how he would react once he found out how the recent string of events turned out.  A flash of lightning lasted longer than the thought.  Would he somehow hold me responsible for Jerry Finch’s death?  At this point I didn’t care.  Finch made a stupid move and paid the price for it.  That one was on him.
              I approached Source with a level of aggression and frustration I’d never felt before in my life.  Punching his teeth in and forcing him to choke to death on them crossed my mind.  Shooting his left eye out, leaving the right so he could watch me dismember his extremities limb by limb also crossed my mind.  I even pondered using his own severed limbs to beat him senseless.  Nope.  I wanted him to live.  Source wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of getting off that easily.  I wanted to him to give me information.  All I could think was his name written on that slip of paper stashed away in my son’s private possessions in the basement.  Pacing around his writhing body, I couldn’t take my eyes off the blood pouring out of the gunshot wound to Source’s inner leg.  Suddenly, flashes of Jake reentered my brain.  The way Source was lying on his back was nearly identical to the formation Jake’s body took when I shot him that night.  I wanted to look back at Source and watch him bleed to death but I couldn’t.  Closing my eyes didn’t make Jake’s thoughts dissipate.
All I could feel was the sudden onset of another panic attack.  The flushed skin.  The sweaty palms.  The shortness of breath.  The straw that broke the camel’s back was getting up from my seat and running into the corner of the storage unit to throw up.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY SIX
 
While Chase Barnes was upstairs being a panic- stricken, vomiting pansy, Barry Klein was outside gathering up Esteban and the other boys.  He was marching them out to the same black van that transported Esteban after the first night he disappeared.  Klein was growing so impatient that he was beginning to think irrationally.  This was a negative trait of his that had hindered him throughout his entire life and was even pointed out by his superiors and subordinates at work.  He’d been documented by his superiors on a couple of occasions for excessively punishing a staff member for improper conduct.  This didn’t surprise me at all.
              Esteban was still bounded by the wrists, this time in front.  His rage had ebbed and flowed during the duration of this entire ordeal.  With malnutrition and excessive fatigue well underway, Esteban had been experiencing blurred vision and severe headaches for longer than he could remember.  Klein stood the boys shoulder to shoulder, backs against the sliding door to the black van.  All of the boys had their hands bounded in front of them with thick plastic zip ties.  Esteban eyed the other boys, all appearing to be just as fatigued and mentally drained as he felt.  Suddenly, Esteban’s impulsivity began to pique for the first time in about a week.  He began scanning his surroundings, attempting to plan an escape route.  He actually wanted to run.
              Klein strolled around the front end of the van and entered the driver’s side to start up the engine.  He slapped the wheel a few times as the engine coughed and sputtered.  Esteban’s window of opportunity began to grow by the second once he heard the van’s engine stall out.  In front of Esteban was a vacant parking lot but thought it was too wide open, which would give his captor a clear shot at taking him out.  To Esteban’s right was a six- foot high fence running the entire length of the parking lot, separating the storage facility from private property adjacent to it.  If Esteban had all of his wits about him and enough strength he would be able to hop the fence in a single leap.  Not to mention the hindrance of his wrists being bound in front of him.  The van blocked Esteban’s view behind him so he decided his best escape route was to his left, which led out to the front of the storage facility and out into the streets of Paterson.  Streets he cruised with his friends on a nightly basis.  Streets he knew like the back of his hand.  
              He heard Klein still fiddling with the keys, still trying to kick start the engine.  The other boys on both sides of him were sluggishly leaning their bodies against the van, trying to conserve as much energy as they could.  God only knew what was in store for them next.  Frankly, Esteban didn’t give a shit about the other boys.  He was out for himself.  He didn’t want to stick around and find out.  Without a further flash of hesitation, Esteban took off with his hands still bound in front of him with a thick white police- like zip tie.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY SEVEN
 
Aside from nearly being hit by three cars while crossing Prince Street, Esteban darted into the confines of an apartment building.  He didn’t know where to go from there.  His mind raced too quickly for any type of rational thought.  Knowing well enough the amount of strange looks and bombardments of questioning he would receive, Esteban had to be careful where he chose to go because of his zip- tied wrists.  He tried his best to conceal them but his short t- shirt was unable to hide them.  And it was virtually impossible to conceal his wretched scent and disheveled appearance.
              Home wasn’t an option because he was afraid of the reaction he’d get from his mother.  Afraid that his mother would choose to keep him restrained in those zip ties.  Fear that his mother would take advantage of the restraints and his vulnerability and beat him senseless for sneaking out in the first place.  Somehow this whole experience would turn out to be his fault, which was partially true but Esteban’s choice to be a drug runner never intended to pan out quite like this.  In due time, Esteban would begin to feel his imprisonment under Klein’s orders were a walk in the park compared to the punishment he would receive at home.  He just knew from previous experiences.  What little extended family he had in this country lived just far enough to reach by foot so that option was out.  
              Passing several eateries and delis that he frequented, Esteban’s lightheadedness was working its way down through the rest of his bloodstream.  But there was no stopping now.  He didn’t know whether or not Klein knew he was gone but more importantly he didn’t care.  There were no screeching tires in the distance.  There were no loudmouth screams shouting for his return.  As far as he knew, Esteban was in the clear.  
              He had to reduce his jogging to a slow walk before he passed out and was found lying in the middle of the sidewalk like some of the homeless folks he’d seen in his neighborhood.  Come to think of it, Esteban thought, he was starting to smell like them too.  This was the first sense of freedom Esteban had felt in a near lifetime and wasn’t about to let a severe bout of fatigue knock him down now.  Adrenaline was beginning to flow freely now and rejuvenate his body and he wished he had a skateboard.  He could cover nearly three times the distance between Klein and himself if he had his wheels.  
              Esteban found a narrow alley between a dry cleaners and a Chinese food restaurant to safely hide and rest.  What’s the irony of that?  Esteban, who’d been in the same clothes for the last week that could use a freshening up and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a solid meal.  Now, here he stood, in a deserted alley.  One side was a place he could possibly snag a new outfit and on the other side he could ask for one of his favorite things to eat- sweet and sour pork and pork fried rice.  The smells made the lining of his stomach begin to bubble and rumble so hard it hurt to breathe.  He’d frequented this Chinese restaurant plenty of times but was unsure if the employees would recognize him if he were to walk in.  He wanted to give it a go but looked down at his wrists again, which sparked a search of the alley to find something to cut the zip ties and break free.  
              The alley stretched back nearly as long as the entire city block and was very dark even in the midday sun.  Esteban found a few items he considered sharp enough but were either too thick to fit between his scrawny arms or weren’t as sharp as he thought.  Finally, Esteban found the edge of an exposed rain gutter that jutted off the edge of the building.  At first, he had difficulty gaining enough momentum to carve through the sturdy thick plastic.  Once Esteban adjusted his footwork he could see the transparent plastic handcuffs begin to whiten where he was driving the jagged metal rain gutter through the miniscule opening between his wrists.  The rain gutter caught flesh a few times, leaving scrapes and skin abrasions, but Esteban didn’t care.  He’d purposely done worse things to himself.
              Snap!  And just like that Esteban was free!  He didn’t rub his wrists like they do in the movies.  He didn’t even look at them or wipe up the blood dripping from his scrapes.  Being free from captivity seemed to simultaneously clear up Esteban’s train of thought and just like that, he knew where he should go.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY EIGHT
 
I must’ve been immune to the vibrations because, during the entire shootout, I missed four calls.  One was from Lindsey, checking up on my day.  If she only knew, I thought.  Two were from Fitzgerald, wondering when I was going to stop by like I had told him earlier because he had a meeting to get to shortly.  Sorry, pal, but I’ve been a little busy, I thought next.  The fourth message was a bit surprising.  It was from Dr. Sharper, asking how I was doing and if I’d given any more consideration to continuing our sessions despite the fact that the Paterson Police Department would no longer foot the bill.  Yeah, right, I thought in reply to Shaper’s inquiries.  
I had no idea why I thought that was the appropriate time to check my messages.  Was it out of habit or was it out of desperation for a fragment of time in which normalcy was restored?  The entire time I had my phone pressed to my ear I had my gun pressed on the two thugs I just tagged with bullets.
              It took me a few minutes to regroup and gather my wits about me.  Throwing up in the corner of a storage unit wasn’t a concern for me.  And neither was the wretched smell quickly filling the confined space.  My primary focus was on the one called Source.  Instincts told me to put another bullet through his head and put him out of his misery but I wanted to find his connection to Klein.  Then, eventually find his connection to my son.  My attention turned to him and my eyes were filled with so much fury that I felt as if I could ask him to watch as I ate the flesh surrounding the wound to his leg.  
              “Where’s Klein?” I asked.
              “I don’t know,” was all Source could say through sighs of agony.  “Ain’t you gonna call me a fucking ambulance?”
              I pretended like I didn’t hear his question.  “See, I think you do know because I know you work for him and I know you’re the scumbag motherfucker that likes to kidnap young kids,” I said.
              “Just following orders,” Source said.  He said it so nonchalantly that I assumed the phrase was probably his moniker.  
              “Orders from who?  Klein?”
              The second he seemed to hesitate and not answer my question, I applied the pressure.  Not the proverbial kind that people feel when trying to meet a deadline.  I mean the literal kind that people feel when someone else steps on their hemorrhaging gunshot wound.  I lifted my weight up on one foot on top of Source’s thigh and watched him scream so loud I could hear the metal door to the storage unit shake.  I repeated my question and stepped down.
              “Yessssss, yessssss.  Ah, fuck, man.  Who the fuck are you?  What the fuck’s wrong with you?” Source screamed again.  He was trying to push my foot off his leg but the positioning of his upper body added to the applied weight of my body was too much for him to budge.
              “So where is Klein now?” I demanded.
              “I told you.  I don’t fucking know.  He always tells me and Trigger to chill out here until he gives us the next shit to do,” he said.  I assumed Trigger was the other goon lying dead in the opposite corner from where I threw up.  Kinda ironic.  A guy named Trigger loses a gun battle to an amateur like me.  Maybe he got his name from being a good paintball player.
              I could tell we were getting nowhere with this line of questioning and Source was probably telling me all he truly knew so I started to walk out, planning to leave Source right where he was to bleed to death.
              Just as I stepped out into the corridor, I instinctively turned back.  After I took both of their cell phones so he couldn’t call an ambulance for help or Klein to warn him that I was hot on his trail, I said, “And you want to know who I am?”  I stared straight into Source’s face and he was doing the same to mine.  We locked eyes and I said, “I’m the father of the kid you made me kill.”
              Then I shot him in the face.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTY NINE
 
It must not have been a kill shot because I thought I heard Source scream after me as soon as I left.  I didn’t stick around to find out.  Frankly, I didn’t give a shit what happened to him.  Source could lie there for the next month and develop gangrene for all I cared.  Or he could die in the next hour.  Either way, I didn’t give a shit.  I knew I had to get outside to the other storage unit that Klein paid ten grand in dirty money to Jerry Finch to rent.  Working on a hunch, I felt Klein should be still out there after following him here and seeing his car parked around the back.  I remember Finch saying that it was a leftover from the pre- renovation that was out towards the back.  I vaguely remembered seeing a shed of some sort in the described area but didn’t know for sure if it was the same one.  Exiting out a side door, I still wasn’t sure where to go.  When I had done my recon mission, getting the lay of the land on the outside, I must’ve missed this mysterious unit that Jerry Finch was referring to.  
              Looking in both directions, I missed it during my first scan.  Ready to make my way back into the building to cut down the hallway to the other side, the unit got stuck in my vision.  It was neatly tucked away in the far corner of the parking lot.  Strewn about around the perimeter were a variety of landscaping equipment: lawnmowers, weed whackers, gas cans, rakes, and bags of topsoil and grass seed.  I remembered what Finch had told me about Klein specifically requesting the abandoned unit that was being used to house maintenance equipment.  Now I knew why.  It had a heavy covering of treetops hovering above the shed and with the strewn about equipment customers of the facility would never give it a second look.  
              Someone must’ve been having car trouble because I could hear a hefty engine spitting and sputtering from somewhere in the parking lot.  Knowing nothing about cars, I couldn’t even begin to guess as to what might be the problem.  Therefore, I couldn’t offer anyone assistance other than my cell phone to call a roadside service company.  My gun was still in my hand, which I had not realized, and thought I better put it away so I didn’t scare away actual paying patrons.  I’m sure the dozen or so shots fired just a few minutes ago was enough to put the place out of business.  My gun was now tucked back into my waistband.  I couldn’t tell if it was the panic attack still lingering or if I was actually coming down with something because my stomach was still hosting its own roller derby.  My brain still felt a little cloudy but my excessive sweating had begun to subside.  The cool air felt good on my exposed skin.  
              Suddenly, letting my feet guide me as if they knew where to take me and the rest of my body was to follow, I spotted Klein’s sports car.  Still where he left it, which meant he was still creepily lurking somewhere on the premises. The struggling car I heard magically kick started and came rumbling across the partially vacant parking lot.  Headed right in my direction.  It was a black van.  Looked like a van from the mid- nineties and living on borrowed time.  The van was about two hundred feet from me and the driver’s image was gradually becoming clearer.  I could see the slicked back hair.  The more the van accelerated, the more life was breathed into it.  Hair color, body size, and facial features became more visible.
              The man’s image reminded me of someone but I couldn’t place it because the closer the van moved out of the shadows and into the sunlight, the reflection off the windshield faded the clarity.  The guy had a beard that matched the salt and pepper ice rink he called a hairstyle.  
              In a flash, the van zipped by me and peeled out of the parking lot and out into traffic.  I was able to catch a better glimpse of the driver as he flew past me, snagging a quick look through the driver’s side window.
              The driver was Klein himself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY
 
There was a decision I had to make.  Do I bolt to my car and race after Klein or do I check out what’s in store for me behind door number two?  The equipment shed.  If door number two was anything like door number one, I wanted no part of it.  My legs felt rubbery but the blood was beginning to flow through all of my extremities.  I got to my car in what felt like ten seconds but was probably thirty.  By no means am I, or was I ever, a track runner.  Gasping for air, I pulled my gun out from behind me while hopping into the front seat of my Santa Fe.  The engine came to life and I screeched out of my parking space and followed the route Klein took in his van.  
              Out on Prince Street, I had no idea which way Klein had gone.  Left or right.  Instincts usually told me to head to the left but when I looked both ways for oncoming traffic I saw a clouded trial of exhaust fogging up the intersection to my right.  I disregarded traffic coming forth and cut off a trio of cars, all of which wailed on their horns at the jackass that just cut in front of them.  Some were nice enough to show me a finger or two.  I waved my cursory apology and took off after Klein.  
              The van was still out of my sights but, luckily, the trail of smoke was still prevalent, giving me a ghost’s trail to follow.  The horsepower of my Santa Fe was much more efficient than that of Klein’s van so I was able to get him in my sights after a few hundred yards of pursuit.  Prince Street eventually merged into Spring, which came to an end at Green Street.  Klein turned on to Green Street.  Off Green Street, Klein could have chosen to go right towards Jackson Street or left to Railroad.  He went left to Railroad and hung a quick right onto 21st Avenue.  Klein was heading out to Route 80.  
              Now where the hell was he going?  Back home or to another location?  Did he have Esteban and the other boys in the back of the van?  I assumed so.  One thing I was certain of was this was the van that was undoubtedly involved in the kidnapping of Esteban when this whole thing started.  The license plate number was etched inside my mind.  I thought about keeping a safe distance but what the hell did I care, Klein had no idea I was behind him.  This wasn’t a recon mission.  This was a pursuit to save lives.  Even if I was made I didn’t care.  I wanted Klein to see me hot on his trail.  
Then I had a thought.  Did I make a wrong decision in choosing to go after Klein in the van and not attack the storage unit?  Did Klein spot me in the middle of the parking lot and use the van as a decoy, assuming I’d tail after him?  
The rear doors of the van in front of me didn’t have any windows so even if I wanted to get close enough to catch a glimpse inside, I wouldn’t be able to see anything.  
              Merging onto the highway, traffic was starting to thicken, which was good.  Thick traffic meant slow cars, which would cause Klein to slow and I was able to keep the Santa Fe within a close distance while blending into the rest of the traffic. We cruised along and my thoughts were distracted by the Beatles song that played through my iPod.  We were heading east on Route 80, which would only take us so far because the interstate highway eventually turned into Route 95 just a mile or so outside of the George Washington Bridge.  At that point, no matter the time of day, there was no place for Klein to go other than get sucked into Route 95 construction traffic.
              It was and has always been a mystery to me as to why traffic was so slow through the series of exits towards Paterson off of Route 80.  Some would chalk it up to the high volume of people that live in the city.  Some might even consider the poorly designed exit- only ramps lined up for each exit off the highway for the city.  My consideration was everyone’s consistent hesitation and indecision about whether to risk their lives and head into town or continue on to safer pastures.  
              I looked down as the traffic began to open up after the series of Paterson exits.  I recognized the AC/DC song that played but didn’t remember the title.  It’s the one thing that irks me about having such an extensive music library.  So much to choose from but so much to remember.  Impeccable timing for important information. I looked up just in time because as soon as I brought my eyes back up to the road, the back doors of the van swung open and two guns opened fire on my car. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY ONE
 
Swerving into the adjacent lane to my right of me was the best option to not get killed.  Same goes for the people that fortunately weren’t next to me that I could have side swiped and driven off the road.  I dropped my speed back down to fifty, hoping to lengthen the distance between me and the van.  Also, praying that the increased range would reduce my chances of catching one between the nostrils.  It was effective enough.  That was until I saw the van’s brake lights flash and the space in between us tightened faster than the knot in my stomach as Klein switched to my lane.  I swerved the SUV into another lane to my right.  Again, dodging the possibility of side swiping a Toyota Corolla.  Bullets pinged and panged off the entire front end of my car.  Two had blasted through the passenger side of the windshield, which could have very well ended up buried somewhere inside my flesh if I hadn’t kept the car on a constant pendulum.  
              Gunning the engine, I had no issue getting parallel with the van.  The gunfire continued and through my side-view mirror I could see one of Klein’s goons hanging onto the rear door with one hand while his other wielded a large type of handgun.  A few bullets ricocheted off somewhere in the rear of the car.  My knuckles were gripping the wheel with so much grit and force they looked transparent.  
              I was finally able to gain a glance at Klein behind the wheel.  He would periodically turn his head over his right shoulder waiting for commands from the rear of the van.  He was trying his best to focus on the road and dodge cars in front of him.  I was trying to do the same.  No sense in injuring the innocent.  I’d normally like to insert the phrase, “great minds think alike,” here but I felt it didn’t apply.  I didn’t deem Klein to be one with a “great mind.”  Evil, maybe, but not great.  And mine’s been on the fritz as of late.  Klein and I both reached for and raised our handguns at each other while simultaneously gripping the wheel.  
              “This fucking guy is out of his mind,” I said to myself.  I tapped my brakes just in time to see a wild shot whiz by me.  Klein hadn’t bothered to lower his passenger window and shot it to pieces.  We were still travelling at intermediate speeds on the open highway of Route 80 in the middle of the day where traffic normally is much heavier.  Bystanders were dropping their speeds to avoid getting caught in the middle of our action- film like car chase.  The shots from the rear of the van finally subsided.  Reloading, perhaps?  I tapped the automatic window button once and watched my driver’s side window drop down.  Was this a smart idea or was I opening myself a new window of opportunity to die?  I had no idea and now was no time to care.  
              My phone buzzed in my pocket.  Impeccable timing.  I was kinda busy.  And now was no time to wonder why I never set up the Bluetooth phone system in my car.  I saw we were zipping past the exits for Hackensack on Route 80 and estimated we had about seven or eight miles left on the highway before we ran into the George Washington Bridge.  Was that Klein’s destination?  New York?  Somewhere beyond?  If it was, he wasn’t going to make it this time.  We were fortunate to have extremely light traffic to deal with now but the closer we got to the bridge traffic was inevitably going to get thicker at the toll booths.  
              I held my gun in my right hand with my left on top of the wheel holding it as steady as I could.  The crisscrossed entanglement of my arms wasn’t comfortable and certainly unorthodox for firing accurate shots but accuracy wasn’t my concern at the moment.  Efficiency and blowing out a tire was my ultimate goal.  I fired three shots at the van.  All three peppered the side paneling.  I wanted Klein to know that I, too, came to play.  I managed to switch the gun to my left hand, placing my right on the wheel.  The car swerved a bit but I quickly regained control.  My left arm loosely hung out the window like a truck driver getting a tan.  I dropped my arm so my armpit rested on the open window frame and extended the gun as far as I could.  I blasted another two shots into the passenger window.  
There was an explosion upon impact and I kept the wheel of my car as steady as I could watching the van shimmy and shake, drifting into my lane.  I had no idea what, or who, I hit, hoping a shot caught some part of Klein’s body.  My intention wasn’t to kill him.  Just to slow him down.  And, oh yeah, prevent him from killing me in this wild goose chase.
              Klein’s van was now in the far left lane.  The center divider on his left and my SUV on his right.  I brought the car up against Klein’s window again and saw that both of my shots must’ve missed him.  No signs of blood on him or the windows around him.  There was only one thing left that would put an end to this hellish excursion.  I had to wait for the right moment to minimize peripheral damage to innocent commuters.  Suddenly, I heard more shots coming from the van.  But this time they were coming at me from the front passenger seat of the van.  One of the shooters from the rear climbed up front and took aim from the security and stability of the front seat.  I dropped my car back and swung into the left lane behind the van.  In line with the rickety pile of junk, with the doors still flailing about like a newborn baby’s neck on a roller coaster, I took aim once again.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY TWO
 
This time I was hoping to blow out one of the rear tires.  
              I emptied my clip and missed all of the shots.  How the hell was I supposed to reload a gun while travelling at sixty- five miles per hour in the midst of a gun battle in which I was horribly outnumbered?  Where the hell were my extra clips anyway?  I knew I had a few in my closet at home, which clearly wouldn’t help my cause at the moment.  I kept driving at a safe distance while thinking of what else I could do to take out the van.  I didn’t exactly keep spiked strips in my glove compartment.
              Wait!
              There was another clip in the pocket directly behind my seat.  I remembered putting it there after the one time I attempted to return to the shooting range with Fitzgerald but couldn’t get myself to do it.  Dropping the clip in the rear pocket, I hoped I would muster up enough courage to load it again.  I think my original intentions were to come back to it in the controlled environment of the shooting range.  Not a high- speed car chase with my life on the line.  
              Trying to steady the car with my left hand, I unsuccessfully made a few attempts at reaching around with my right into the pocket.  The clip had sank to the bottom of the pocket and I was sure there was nothing else in there that might’ve caught it or I could use to pry it out.  My knees gripped the wheel and kept it as steady as knees controlling the wheel could do.  I lifted my torso up off the seat to hopefully give me enough leverage to reach deep into the pocket.  Keeping my eyes on Klein and the van as much as I could.  I knew I was setting myself up for target practice as I openly exposed my chest to the shooters on my left but I had to do what needed to be done.  I fingered the clip a few times before turning it upright inside the pocket, which allowed me to grab it.  My shoulder screamed in pain as I forcefully put more torque on the joints than should be allowed.  The empty clip blindly dropped to the floor of the foot well on the passenger side when I released it.  Then, I loaded the clip into my gun and brought it out of the car window again, taking aim at the rear of the van still in front of me.  I fired a few rounds into the exposed flatbed of the van and saw that at least one bullet caught one of the goons somewhere in his lower extremities.  I heard the scream.  
              Lowering my gun and finally having a clear shot, I took aim and fired off four more rounds into both rear tires of the van.  At least one must’ve caught rubber because I heard a loud whistling noise blended with wild screeches of the blown- out tire.  It was the rear driver’s side tire.  I braked my car to avoid a collision with the now out of control van.  The injured thug in the back of the van flopped around like a goldfish on a countertop and eventually rolled out of the van.  Instincts made me swerve to the right just in time, avoiding running him over, but I hoped I might have at least gotten an arm.  The van slammed into the center divider, sending sparks flying everywhere.  So many horns were blaring in my ears it sounded like I had a marching band in my back seat.  About a dozen or so cars around us were suddenly screeching to a halt, hoping to not become a part of the mayhem in surrounding them.  
I saw we had just past the exit for the New Jersey Turnpike and were continuing our approach to the bridge.  There was a left- turning bend just ahead.  With the blown tire I knew Klein wouldn’t make it there but something else worried me now.  How far exactly was Klein willing to take this useless van before giving in and letting it die out? 
The van crashed two more times into the divider and caromed off another car as it crossed two lanes to its right, ripping off the front fender of the Ford Escort.  The bystander’s car spun in a complete circle and stopping just before crashing into me or any other cars.  Smoke quickly began to rise from Klein’s van and something under the hood caused the hood to become engulfed in flames.  
              Finally, Klein’s van jumped the curb off the shoulder and uncontrollably spun onto a grassy knoll.  It came to a rest against a fence about twenty- five feet off the shoulder of the highway.  The Santa Fe managed to hold up pretty well throughout the gun- battling car chase, sans a few bullet holes in the windshield and a smashed headlight on the driver’s side.  The front fender was slightly hanging off the same side.
              I glided to the shoulder of the highway and parked the Santa Fe near the location where the van drove off the road.  Sweat poured out of every part of my upper body.  And my anxiety raged out of control.  But I also felt I finally had momentum on my side so there was no time to stop now.  Toting my gun close to my thigh, I approached the van, which was gradually engulfing itself in flames.  The rear doors casually swung in the light breeze that suddenly blew through.  Smoke billowed out of the engine and I didn’t see anyone trying to escape.  I kept my distance, expecting the van to explode.  
              In what seemed like slow motion, the driver’s side door swung open and I watched Klein drop from the driver’s seat onto the grass.  From my vantage point, I couldn’t tell if he was breathing.  I figured I had a leg up on the situation and approached Klein with confidence.  His eyes were fluttering and he was bleeding from several gashes on his forehead.  He looked like a wounded ultimate fighting competitor.  The thousand- dollar suit he had on was no longer good enough to buff the scratches off the hood of my car.  The arms of the suit jacket were littered with burn scars and tears.  The left lapel was torn off, dangling by a few threads.  And the matching pants were severely stained with blood.  
              I couldn’t help but laugh at the once self- proclaimed powerful man.  Now simply crumbled into a pile of bleeding flesh.  I kicked Klein in the ribs to get him lying on his back and straddled his body at the waist.  Laughter caught in my throat again, causing Klein to open his eyes.  I couldn’t tell if he was startled to see me standing over him or by the vulnerable position he suddenly discovered himself to be in.  My thoughts told me it was the gun barrel staring him between the eyes.  Before he could squirm out from underneath me I plopped down and sat on his stomach.  Blood began to seep out the corner of his mouth.  He reminded me of a deflated water balloon.  Klein coughed what seemed like a laugh of his own.  
              “Look who’s about to go from the frying pan to the fryer,” I said.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY THREE
 
Esteban rang the buzzer several times without a result.  Paranoia couldn’t help but control his mind.  During the entire trip to Jamal’s apartment building, Esteban must’ve looked over his shoulder every other step he took.  He’d gotten lost twice trying to take detours to throw off those he thought might be following him.  Esteban was confident no one was behind him and he wondered how he could’ve escaped so easily.  Just as easily as he’d been taken off the streets in the first place, he thought, he was right back on them.  During his entire time in captivity, Esteban began to lose track of the days.  He had to pop into a local deli and glance at a newspaper to check the date.  
              Where the hell was Jamal? Esteban repeatedly asked himself.  After what seemed like the hundredth ring of the buzzer, someone answered but it wasn’t Jamal.  It was a female voice.  
              “Who is it?” the female voice demanded through the intercom.
              “Uh, um, is Jamal there? Esteban stammered.
              “Depends on who it is.”
              “My name is Esteban.  I’m looking for Jamal.”  Esteban could hear that someone was holding down the intercom button from inside Jamal’s apartment and voices echoing in the background.  The female voice was talking to a male but Esteban couldn’t make out what was being said.  Without another word the buzzer sounded and Esteban pulled the front door open to enter the building.  
              Esteban climbed the stairs to Jamal’s floor and when he got to the apartment door he saw it was already open about five inches.  He knocked anyway but as he did the force of his knock caused the door swung open completely.  Jamal instantly appeared in front of the entry way, startling Esteban nearly out of his shoes.
              “Well, well, well,” Jamal began.  He was shirtless exposing several shoulder and upper chest tattoos and was sporting a loose fitting pair of gray sweatpants that hung around his thighs.  “Fuck you been and the fuck you doin’ here?” he added.
              Esteban had difficulty reading Jamal’s expression and an even harder time meeting Jamal’s eyes to speak.  He was still standing out in the hallway.  Esteban wasn’t sure if he should feel scared, embarrassed, proud, or none of the above.  He never had a good understanding of how to feel the appropriate emotions at the right time.  His recent experiences certainly didn’t help his cause. 
              “I got nowhere else to go.  I just ran away and I’m afraid they’re looking for me,” Esteban said.  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually admitted to being afraid.  In school, there was always the façade or charade that Esteban would perform to discourage others from thinking he was weak or vulnerable.  The streets were starting to prove to be a different story.
              “Well, you look like shit.  Get the fuck in here, little man.”  Esteban stepped inside the apartment and instantly put his back to the adjacent wall.  He couldn’t help but stare at the frayed shoelaces dangling off his feet and the ripped, tattered, and stained clothing Esteban had on.  And the dried blood and scrapes in and around his wrists, mouth and face.  The bruises around his eyes and upper cheeks were a purplish- yellow color.
              “I’m sorry,” Esteban managed to get out through suppressed sobs.  
              “Come sit down.  I ain’t gonna kill ya.”  Jamal said, pulling Esteban by the arm.  “I know what’s been going on.”
              Esteban worked up enough energy and courage to walk into the living room and sit on the couch.  The soft cushioning underneath him felt as if he were lying on a cloud of bunnies.  Jamal sat on the coffee table across from him with his arms folded, expecting Esteban to unfold the entire story.  Before he got into the kidnapping, the physical, emotional, and psychological torture and his opportunity to escape Esteban worked up enough courage to ask for something to eat.  
              Jamal gave him a bottle of soda, a bag of Doritos and two leftover slices of plain pizza.  Esteban devoured the entire offering in record time then unraveled the whole ordeal.  The green Explorer which Jamal already knew about.  The chains and the baseball field.  The repeated guns to his head.  The physical abuse.  The storage units.  The heat lamps.    And finally, the escape.  Esteban hesitated then told Jamal that Klein was looking for information on him.
              While Jamal listened, the female that answered Esteban’s buzzing walked into the room wearing a knee- length t- shirt and Esteban assumed nothing else.  She eyed him up but Esteban had a difficult time reading her expression.  Jamal didn’t bother to introduce her and she didn’t offer up any cordials.  The girl sat on the opposite end of the couch with her legs curled under her.  She had shoulder length jet- black hair, brown eyes, pouty lips and mocha- toned skin.  The way she was sitting caused the collar of her shirt to drop off her shoulder revealing a small tattoo of a heart with something written in script through the middle on her upper chest.  Esteban couldn’t make out what it said.  
              “So, what am I supposed to do now?” Esteban asked.
              “Don’t know about this being your best move to come here.  That motherfucker is really lookin’ for me.  You shoulda told him to come see me,” Jamal replied, more so to himself than to Esteban.
              Esteban looked at the floor, releasing whatever confidence he rediscovered telling Jamal his story.  Then he said, “I didn’t know where else to go.  I know these guys are looking for me, bro.”
              “Why don’t you go home?” the girl asked.
              Even Jamal looked at her like she was crazy.  “Yeah, then what?  These fools track him back to his house.  You know what they do then?  They fuck shit up over there,” Jamal said.  “You can hang here for a little bit.  But I’m not gonna be you’re babysitter.  You feel me?”
              Relief filled Esteban’s face and the girl let out a gasp when she saw his body inflate.  Esteban couldn’t tell if she was laughing at him under her breath or that was just how she breathed.  Jamal got up from the coffee table, lit up a joint, and left to the back of the apartment.  He returned in a few minutes still empty handed but when Jamal bent down in front of Esteban to rub out a dropped ash on the carpet, Esteban saw a gun hanging out of the back of his pants.  Jamal dipped into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone.  
              “Let me just make one phone call,” he said.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY FOUR
 
Klein kept laughing when I cocked my gun and firmly aimed it at his forehead.  I could hear sirens approaching in the distance.  A passerby must have alerted the authorities.  I was still sitting on Klein’s stomach not caring for how much pain he might be in.  He was still spitting up blood every few breaths.  I finally stood up, still straddling his bleeding torso. 
              “Where’s Esteban?” I asked for the third time.  His response was the same as the first two, despite how close I came to shooting him in the upper lip.  Since I knew Klein was too injured to go anywhere I wasn’t too worried about turning my back on him.  I checked his pockets for weapons anyway.  I felt a cell phone but figured it was irrelevant.  My gun was at a safe distance in my left hand just in case.  But as I checked the inner confines of the van I missed Klein going into his hip pocket for his phone.  
There was nothing in the back of the van since the dead guy rolled out somewhere back on the highway.  However, streaks of blood were throughout.  The other shooter Klein had with him was dead in the front passenger seat.  He was bleeding from several areas of his forehead and face.  That and the fact that he was slowly being swallowed up by the flames engulfing the front end of the van.  Help him?  He was dead already so what did I care?  
I turned back to Klein only to see him fiddling with his cell phone.  He looked to be typing in a phone number or manipulating the screen to select an app.  The fact that I was watching didn’t seem to faze him in the least.  
              “I don’t know,” I heard Klein say from his spot on the ground.  I walked back over to him.  “The van wouldn’t start and the little bastard must’ve run off.”  He tried to sit up but leaning up on his left elbow was the best he could do.  
              “Did you send more of your goons after him when you saw he was gone?”
              Klein laughed again.  “Ah, what the fuck do I care?  He was worth shit to me anyway.  I let the little bastard take off.”  He slumped back onto the ground, too weak to prop himself up on his elbow.  I stood over him again with my gun raised to his chest.
              Go ahead, do it!  Don’t you see how good it feels to shoot someone?  Just like riding a bike.  Now pull the fucking trigger already!
              My conscience was scolding me so aggressively that my knees collapsed a bit beneath me.  My arm was steady enough to keep Klein’s chest in my crosshairs.  
              “You are one sick son of a bitch” I said.  “Is that why you became a principal?  To scoop up kids like Esteban to be your fucking lackeys?”
              “Esteban never worked for me but I did know what he was about.  I’ve built myself quite the empire over the last ten, fifteen years and once I found out Jamal was trying to push his petty shit into my areas I figured Esteban would give me some inside information on how to get rid of him,” Klein said.
              “The kid’s just twelve years old.  Innocent kid getting caught up in your shit games.  Manipulating weak and vulnerable minds,” I said.  The smoke from the burning van was beginning to make my eyes water.  The heat from the flames made my back sweat.  Klein tapped some more on his phone and suddenly let it drop on to his chest only to slide off into the grass.  The screen was facing me and I could see a timer rapidly ticking away.  Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen… 
              What the hell was that for?  What was going to happen when that timer hit zero?  Klein propped his head up off the ground and caught me looking at the phone.  “Oh, that?  I’m sure you’re wondering what that’s for, right.  Am I right?”  He coughed up blood, spit, then continued.  “When that device hits the zeroes that little bunker you so conveniently discovered in my house goes kablooey.”
              I was stunned.  “What do you mean?  You’re going to blow up your own house?”  I considered how he’d figured it out it was me inside his house but that was not an important question at the moment.  
              “Yes, sir,” Klein said and coughed some more.  His voice was weakening and I could hear his chest wheezing now.  “I’ve always had it ready to go.  Just in case.  Most people line the walls of their basements with insulation; I lined mine with C4.  The entire basement is lined with it.”
              This guy really was one sick fuck.  I thought about lunging for the phone and attempt to stop the timer but I figured it wouldn’t do any good.  He must have the phone rigged somehow, I thought.  At the same time, I wanted his house preserved for when the cops get in there to gather up what I saw.  I didn’t want his entire arsenal of illegal drugs and guns to disintegrate.  I didn’t want Klein to get off that easy.
              Suddenly, a clan of police cars pulled up around my Santa Fe.  Of course, they were all caddy- cornered, blocking the right lane of traffic.  Didn’t they know that that was one of my pet peeves?  Fitzgerald exited one of the unmarked cars and made a bee line straight for me.  His facial expression told me that he wasn’t too thrilled with the situation and the scene that had unfolded and was somehow going to blame me for it.  I was still standing over Klein’s crumpled body with my gun raised.
              “What the hell’s going on, Barnes?” Fitzgerald yelled.  
              I put my gun back in my jeans and stepped away from Klein while a couple uniformed cops I didn’t recognize forced Klein to his feet.  An EMT assisted getting him to the ambulance.  Fire trucks and a slew of firefighters ran through the process of dousing the flames of the van.  I was too focused on the timer casually ticking away on Klein’s phone.
              Nine… Eight… Seven…
              Fitzgerald beckoned me again like a master disciplining a disobedient dog.  He used his left hand to wipe sweat off his upper lip and forehead.  “How the hell did you get wrapped up in this?”  He used his right hand to pan the scene.  Traffic began to congest as drivers became intrigued with the scene on the side of the road.  I showed and explained the phone to Fitzgerald and he instantly entered panic mode.  He began tapping the screen frantically but apparently once the detonator was triggered there was no override button or any way to pause the timer.  
              The bomb was going to blow the house and the rest of the block, if not the entire town, to bits and there was nothing any of us could do about it.  We were at least forty- five minutes to an hour from Klein’s house.
              Four… Three… Two…
              Klein was perched up on his right elbow, casually glancing in our direction.  I saw an ugly smirk on his face. 
              One…
              That must’ve been it.  There was nothing anyone could do about.  Somewhere in the distance a massive explosion just rocked the quiet block of Ringwood.  I was convinced I could feel the vibrations of the explosion in my brain.
              As we walked back to my car, I unfolded the entire story.  Fitzgerald was always good at listening to reports, despite how outlandish and ridiculous they may have been.  I told him about Jerry Finch.  I told him about Klein’s use for each of the two storage units he purchased.  And I told him how we ended up in a high- speed car chase and the fiery crash.
              “So, where’s the kid?” Fitzgerald asked when I was done.
              “Klein doesn’t know.  He said Esteban took off when he was loading them in the van.  None of the kids were in the van.  Klein said they were put in another car when the van wouldn’t start,” I said.
              “Well, where the hell are the other kids?” 
              “I didn’t get that far,” I said.
              “And where the hell would Esteban run off to?” Fitzgerald asked the question more so to himself.  
              “I think I might have an idea,” I said and pulled out my phone.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY FIVE
 
I hadn’t checked my phone since I killed Source and saw that I had six missed calls and two voicemails.  Four of the missed calls were from Fitzgerald.  I had an idea what he was calling so many times about.  His message demanded that I immediately call him and let him know what was going on.  Done.  One missed call was from a number I didn’t recognize.  The other message was from Jamal.  He insisted that I also immediately call him because he thinks he has something I had been looking for.  Vague, yet intriguing.  
              Fitzgerald was talking with the two uniformed cops that picked up Klein then made his way over to where Klein’s injuries were being tended to.  As much as I’d wished Klein bled to death in the midst of the crash or burned to death I also wanted him to live and suffer a miserable lifetime in jail.  I wanted him to know that his true identity was revealed to his family, his faculty, and his students.
              Jamal answered on the first ring and told me about the intriguing discovery that he thought I’d find to be so interesting.  Esteban.  This kid was much smarter than I gave him credit for, I thought.  I told Jamal I’d be over there to pick him up as soon as I could.  After ending the call I met up with Fitzgerald again.  He looked at me with the same fierce look he delivered when he initially arrived on the scene.  The uniformed cops were trying to direct traffic in a there’s- nothing- to- see- here fashion.  The EMTs were bagging up the body of one of Klein’s goons from the front seat of the van.  The fire had been contained.  Smoke was still rising from the smoldering van and the ashy scent stuck in my nose.
              “I don’t know what to say, Barnes,” Fitzgerald said to me.  
              “About what?” I asked as if I didn’t already know.  I watched him eyeball the crispy van and everything in and around it as his answer to my question. 
              “I don’t know how to answer that, Fitz.  I’ve never been in a predicament quite like this one.”  I kept my answers short and flat because, despite the thrills of the last couple of hours, I still couldn’t shake my conversation with Drew and what he told me about the politics behind kicking me out of the department.  Fitzgerald gestured like he was going to say something but I didn’t want to stick around for it.
              This was the first time I realized how dark it was getting outside.  I had no idea what time it was.  
              “I gotta run,” I said.  Fitzgerald was off guard and it didn’t matter to me.
              “Where the hell you going, Barnes?”
              “I can’t stick around here.  I have a job to do.  Besides, it looks like you have everything in order here.  I’ll come by your office later on,” I said as I drifted off to where my car was parked.  Fitzgerald knew he wasn’t going to get any more out of me so he let me go.
              I made it to Jamal’s apartment in about fifteen minutes and he buzzed me in when I told him I was there.  Jamal led me to where Esteban was sitting on the couch.  I wondered if Jamal told Esteban who I was and why I was going to be there for him.  Esteban fixed his gaze on the television and didn’t acknowledge me when I sat next to him.  I couldn’t blame him since he didn’t have a clue as to who I was.  He wore clothes he got from Jamal because they hung loosely for his scrawny frame.  Jamal turned the television off.  He stood near both of us.  
              “Hi, Esteban,” I said.  He met my eyes and nodded his head in my direction.  “Do you know who I am and why I’m here?”  He still didn’t say anything.  “My name is Chase, Esteban, and I’ve been trying to help you since you were taken.  I’ve been looking for you.”
              “Well, you didn’t do a very good fucking job of it, did you?” Esteban said.
              “Sometimes it’s just not that easy.  The guys who took you were tough and tricky to locate.  But I’m glad to see you are here and safe.  You’re very smart to be able to escape on your own like that,” I said.
              He perked up when I said he was smart and was aware that he handled himself pretty well.  “Don’t you fucking know it.  Gotta get shit done right on my own.”
              “Man, your mother was right about your mouth,” I said.  He was startled at the mention of his mother.
              “Fuck you know about my mother?”
              “I’ve been by your house a couple of times to talk to your mom.  I was trying to see if she had any clues or knew anyone that could help me find you.”  I debated telling Esteban that I had talked to his friend Joey Alvarez on his Facebook page but I opted not to.  “And on my way over here, I called your mom telling her that you were safe and that I’d take you home.  She’s expecting you.”
              “Fuck you do that for?  Who said I wanted to go home?” Esteban said.
              I looked at Jamal.  “Where else you gonna go?” I asked.
              “I don’t give a shit,” Esteban grumbled.
              “That’s where you belong.”  I said it a little too firmly but the message must’ve been received.  Esteban reluctantly got up from the couch and I escorted him out of Jamal’s apartment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY SIX
 
Fighting crime apparently causes you to lose track of time.  I saw it was after seven by the time I had finally persuaded Esteban to get in my car.  Esteban refused to sit up front with me in my Santa Fe and claimed a seat in the back.  The ride across town was a short one but it felt like an eternity.  The awkward silence thickened the air in the car.  Esteban stared out his window watching the sights as if he were seeing them for the first time.  I caught periodic glimpses of him in my rearview mirror and realized how my original image of Esteban had changed.  
From what Lindsey and his file told me, Esteban appeared to have a rough, rugged exterior with a lot of pent up anger waiting to be displaced on others.  But seeing him in the back seat, his body seemed incredibly deflated and weak.  I wondered what was done to him during his time under Klein’s watchful vengeance.
              We pulled up in front of Esteban’s house.  He still hadn’t muttered a sound and didn’t appear anxious to run up the steps and leap into the open arms of his mother.  I didn’t expect his mother to be waiting with an affectionate embrace either.  I got out and opened Esteban’s door.  He turned the other way.
              “Look, Esteban.  We’re home and you’re safe.  Is there a reason you don’t want to go home?” I said.  “Was being out wherever the hell you’ve been better than this place?  If it were me, I’d sure as shit be thrilled to be at home,” I said.
              “Just leave it alone, man,” he said.  His body was still turned away from me but I didn’t care since I finally had him talking.  “You don’t know shit,” he added.
              “I can help you, if you just tell me how.”
              He finally faced me and said, “How?  You gonna tell my mom to leave me the hell alone?  You gonna get my baby brother and sister to stop screaming in the middle of the night and waking the whole house?  You gonna get my grandmother to stop yelling at me for every little thing and hitting me with a belt or a broomstick?  I didn’t think so.  So just leave me here and go about your business.”
              My god.  What a life for a twelve- year old boy.  All of that on top of the severe physical abuse he suffered at the hands- and other body parts, I’m sure- of his uncle.  
              “If it were only that simple, Esteban.  See, I’m a guy that likes to help people, especially kids.  So, I’m offering a way to help in any way you think I can.  I may be able to talk with your mom about some of the things you mentioned.  Or maybe I can get your teacher, Mrs. Barnes to do it.”
              “You know my teacher?” Esteban asked.  His face brightened a bit.
              “I’m married to her,” I laughed.  He actually laughed to himself a little bit, too.  
              “That makes sense.  You both are a pain in my ass,” Esteban joked.  I let him have that one.  
              “C’mon, let’s get inside and show your mom that you’re safe,” I said and lightly tugged Esteban’s elbow to get him out of the car.  The door slams must’ve been enough to trigger the eager nosiness of Esteban’s younger brother and sister because they opened the front door and screamed Esteban’s name.
              We walked up the front walk and climbed the steps to greet the little ones.  They each embraced a leg, making it difficult for Esteban to walk into the house and he patted them both on the back.  
              “What the hell is this?”  Esteban’s mother was charging through the center hallway, wondering what all of the commotion was and why the front door was open.  She couldn’t see us through the evening darkness but as we approached up the center sidewalk Esteban’s mother said, “Well, I’ll be damned.  Are you all right?”  She pulled Esteban in for a hug that seemed too forced and Esteban waited a few beats before accepting the embrace and wrapping his own arms around his mother.  Definitely awkward. 
              Ms. Cruz invited me in and thanked me for bringing her boy home.  We sat at the kitchen table and I told her what I knew and Esteban told her everything, including how he’d escaped and made his way around town all by himself.  After a half hour, Esteban wanted nothing more than to take a shower, something substantial to eat, and lie in the comfort of his own bed.  I stayed a little while longer and spoke to Ms. Cruz about some of the things Esteban told me about outside in my car.  She was resistant at first and told me more or less to mind my own business.  I believe the actual words she used aren’t suitable for young ears.
              “Look, Ms. Cruz, Esteban’s a good boy.  You’ve even said so yourself.  I want nothing more than to see a kid like Esteban just be given a chance for once.  Not saying that you don’t provide for him and give him a place to sleep but with your permission I’d like to help a little more,” I said.
              “How?” She lit a cigarette while holding one of the twins on her lap.  He was preoccupied by a coloring book and Sesame Street stickers.  
              “Again, I’m trying not to overstep my boundary here, but I’d like to come by once or twice a week to check on Esteban and make sure he’s ok.  I’d like to be a sort of mentor for him.  Maybe help him with homework or something.  Be the big brother that his big brother couldn’t be,” I said.  The last sentence seemed to uncontrollably fall out of my mouth and the words were too heavy to pick up and shove back in.  I watched her for a reaction.  She took a long pull of her cigarette and turned her head to the right to blow the smoke out of our direction and disregarded my comment.  
              “I think I see what you’re saying,” she said and I was surprised by the way she said it.  Ms. Cruz seemed to be in agreement with what I had said about Esteban’s older brother, who was in jail.  “If it’s all right with him, it’s all right with me.  He’s a big boy that can decide for himself.”  But can he really?, I thought.
              “I could take him out to the movies, the mall, or to eat.  Places a twelve- year old boy should be frequenting.”  In my head, I sounded like a pedophile preying on the weak but Ms. Cruz appeared to coincide with what I was offering.  We talked for a little while longer.
              After I left, I sat in my car and watched the house from a distance and wondered if my offering would go over well with Esteban himself and even if he did, would it make a difference?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY SEVEN
 
Earlier, I mentioned that I had a plan that would require Jamal’s assistance.  Well, since Esteban was back home safe and sound and Klein was in police custody that plan was as useful as a three- sided nickel.  But, I’ll tell you what I had in mind anyway.  I thought since Klein wanted Jamal’s head on a platinum platter I could use Jamal as bait and stage a meeting between the two at a remote location in town and take Klein down that way.  Kind of boring, now that I think of it.  Instead, I got caught up in a high- speed chase down a major interstate, which ended in a fiery crash.  I guess when all’s said and done, the same result occurred.  Klein was taken down, which led to Garvey’s demise once Klein was strung up by his loafers.  Fitzgerald sent a team over to Garvey’s house and arrested him on the spot after Klein sold him down the river.  It didn’t take long for Fitzgerald’s boys to break Klein.  I guess the threatening bravado was a thin coating over a soft and squishy center.  
              This was the first time in a long while that I was able to sit back and process the recent week’s events.  Ironically, my conscience had been relatively quiet lately.  I chalked it up to the fact that my brain was in overdrive; that it didn’t have time to scream at me and beat me down mentally.  Maybe that’s what I needed to do to overcome my overly aggressive conscience- be in a constant state of gun battles and car chases.  Over the last several months since Jake’s death my one goal in life was to find the man behind Jake’s drug use.  What the hell were the odds that I’d conquer that goal in the midst of my first case as a private detective?  
              The brain functions in mysterious ways- to me, at least.  It was interesting to me how the same brain- my brain- would react to death in such dramatically different ways.  Jake’s death beat me down and made me feel like I was incapable of future existence.  Whereas watching Source die by those same hands, the same bullets from the same gun that killed Jake, gave me a sense of relief.  Vindication almost.  The world seemed to be a much safer place.  At least my world was a bit more at peace.  At the same time, I was responsible for two people dying.  One was my own flesh and blood while the other was a bloodsucking drug dealer and kidnapper.  Death is still death and dying is still dying, isn’t it?  I used to be convinced of the answers but now I’m not so sure.
              There wasn’t much time at the moment to process an answer to such a philosophical question because I had just pulled up to the Paterson Police Department ready to have the conversation with Fitzgerald.  I knew it was now pushing eight o’clock but this had to be done and now was as good a time as any because it was on my watch.  The adrenaline level was still soaring. 
              I kept thinking about what Drew said everyone was calling me, ‘The Kid Killer.’  It infuriated me at first because I thought I hated having my reputation tarnished but the more I thought about it, I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought about me.  
              This was the first time I walked through the department to Fitzgerald’s office and saw what must’ve felt like a thousand eyes fixated on me.  Did they do this the other times I had visited and I just hadn’t noticed?  Or did they know something else that I wasn’t privy to?  I saw Fitzgerald was on the phone and had someone sitting in a chair across from his desk but it wasn’t the time to worry about cordial interruptions.  I pushed the glass door open like a wild boar was chasing me and immediately faced a disturbed look from Fitzgerald.  
              He finished his call and dropped the phone back into the cradle.  I hadn’t even noticed that it was Drew who was sitting in the chair facing Fitzgerald.  I didn’t pay him any attention and held my gaze firmly on Fitzgerald.
              “Barnes, I left you a message.  Didn’t you get it?” Fitzgerald said.  
              “Nope,” I said.
              “Klein is in Interrogation Room Two and we’re hoping he’ll roll on anyone else that might be mixed up in his deal.  Garvey’s in Room One.  We also found the other boys that were missing with Esteban.  They were found down by the park in an abandoned stolen Jeep Cherokee.  Still bound at the wrists.”  I cut him off before he could ramble on any longer.  However, I was relieved to hear that the other boys were recovered safely.  
              “That’s great.  Glad to hear it,” I replied with a masked sense of sincerity.  Finally meeting Drew’s face, I could see he still carried that sense of edginess he had the other day when I met him at McDonald’s.  His left knee was bouncing up and down faster than the piston of a diesel engine.  He was also twiddling his thumbs at a rapid pace.  Was this how Drew always behaved and I just never picked up on it?  Was this just who he was- filled with nervous energy? “What’s he doing here?” I asked.
              Fitzgerald was surprised by my question.  “He’s here for a completely different matter,” he replied.
              “That’s exactly what I’m here for.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY EIGHT
 
Fitzgerald excused Drew and told him to come back a little later.  Drew got up and left without saying a word.  He wouldn’t meet my hard stare, not that I was angry with him by any means.  I waited until the glass door gently banged closed behind me before I took Drew’s seat.  From Fitzgerald’s facial expression, I couldn’t tell if he knew the reason for my visit or was just aggravated by my abrupt entrance.  
              “Great job on the case, Barnes,” he said, I think just to be saying something.  
              “Thanks.”  There was a long awkward pause.
              “So, now what do I owe this pleasant albeit disruptive visit?  Something tells me you’re not here to talk about Klein or Garvey or the missing kids.”
              “You got that right,” I said.  I didn’t want to throw Drew under the bus because he was ballsy enough to come out and tell me what was going on.  That, and he was a good cop and didn’t want to do anything to ruin his own rep.  I stood up.  “There’s been a lot of talk around here, I guess.”
              “Talk?  About what?” Fitzgerald said, maintaining his bewildered look.
              “Don’t give me that shit, Donald.  I think you know exactly what the talk is about.  Me.”
              “You?  What the hell’s been said about you?  And who did you hear it from?”
              “Don’t be coy with me, Donald.  I’ve heard the shit storm swirling around here about the real reason you sent me out on my own,” I said.  I paced around the open area near the door to the office.
              Bam!  There it was.  Either Fitzgerald was an Oscar- worthy actor or he genuinely didn’t know what I was talking about.  
              “Chase, I honestly don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”  He held out his palms in front of him to emphasize his bewilderment.  “It might help if you filled in the blanks for me,” he added.
              You know things get serious when cops refer to each other by their first names.  I studied Fitzgerald’s face to get a more accurate read.
              “You mean to tell me you don’t know what the hell Millburn had in mind when he met with you about my reinstatement?”
              Fitzgerald took a deep breath, held it, and then released it through his nose.  He laid his palms flat on his desk and made a gesture to stand up but didn’t.  I finally sat.  
              “Back up a second.  Millburn?  What’s Millburn gotta do with it?  Well, I know what he’s got to do with your reinstatement but please just tell me what the hell you’re talking about,” Fitzgerald pleaded.  It was my turn to take a deep breath. 
              I started from the beginning.  I told him a very reliable source led me to believe that there was a lot of chatter going on around the department about the real reason why I was sent out on my own.  Fitzgerald watched intently and the more he gestured his astonishment and surprise the more I truly believed he wasn’t part of the hoax.
              He actually said, “Fucking bastard,” after I was through.  Fitzgerald then sat quietly for a few moments, appearing to process something in his mind.  
              “So, you really knew nothing about Millburn’s true intentions.  The politics behind bring me back?” I asked.
              “I’m telling you the truth.  The meeting I had with Millburn was a carbon copy of the same meeting I had with you a couple of weeks ago.  He only told me that he felt it was the best move for everyone involved.  I think he actually said, ‘it’s the best move for the department’ quite a few times.  I really had no idea that that’s what he was referring to.  Honest.  And now it all makes sense.”  Fitzgerald paused again to process.  He actually smiled to himself.  
              I tried to wait as patiently as I could for him to continue but patience wasn’t one of my strong suits at the moment.  “What is it, Fitz?” I asked.   Snapping him out of his concentration.  It looked as if something finally clicked in his mind.
              “I don’t know if you know this or not but Millburn is planning to boost his political career with a run at the mayoral position next year.  And I bet any amount of money that Millburn didn’t want to jeopardize that opportunity with the media backlash he would have to deal with bringing you back after, you know, your situation,” Fitzgerald said.  
              “My situation,” I said more to myself than to Fitzgerald.  I laughed under my breath.  “That son of a bitch.  Fucking politics,” I added.
              “And I’m sure if things didn’t go as well for you if you came back to work Millburn would see you as high risk and have to go a complete different route.”
              “He must really think I’m a fucking head case.”
              “You shouldn’t give a shit what Millburn thinks of you and you can tell those others out there,” Fitzgerald said pointing his finger through the glass windows of his office and out onto the floor crawling with uniforms and detectives, “to go fuck themselves.  I know and you know you’re a great cop and would do just fine back here on your beat until you bumped up to detective.  But honestly, Chase, it’s out of my hands.  I wish I had you back.  I really do.”
              “I know you do, Fitz.  I know you do.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETY NINE
 
When I exited Fitzgerald’s office, Drew was sitting on a folding chair to the left of Fitzgerald’s office door.  He didn’t say anything but we exchanged confident nods and I kept walking.  A few phones were ringing and a few detectives were on various lines in what appeared to be intense conversations.  There were a few shouts from somewhere off in the distance.  I couldn’t see where they were coming from.  Fitzgerald told me which room Klein was in and I as much as I wanted to pop in and sit in on the interrogation, I knew it was out of my hands.  I’d probably be overstepping my boundaries and whoever had officially taken over the case wouldn’t be too pleased with my presence.  
              But there was nothing wrong with sneaking a peek through the window and watching from a distance.  Klein sat in a folding chair in the center of the room resting his handcuffed wrists on the table in front of him.  I saw he was taped and bandaged on various parts of his forehead and face.  There were two detectives, one standing near the mirror and one sitting in a folding chair across from Klein.  No one was speaking.  I wondered where what kind of shape Garvey was in.
              I hung around for another hour or so and watched the interrogation and the only new information I learned was that Klein’s apparent cell phone time bomb was a farce.  His home was still intact and the apparent bomb timer was just a workout app.  The investigative team sent to Klein’s house seized his entire arsenal and added a slew of drug trafficking and intent to distribute charges to his already extensive list.
The seated detective did most of the talking while the one standing in the corner was on the phone several times.  Chief Millburn was politicking his way around the floor when I was getting ready to leave.  I felt fire rage behind my eyeballs and if my face looked half as red and flushed as it felt I’d probably melt the paint off the walls around me.  Millburn shook the hands and patted the backs of any one of his subordinate soldiers.  I couldn’t decide if I wanted to punch him in the mouth, stab him in the temple with a pencil, or kick him in the balls.  Maybe none.  Probably all three.
              I pretended to be on my cell phone when he spotted me from the other side of the room.  Turning my back to his direction, I could still feel his presence approaching.  
              “Mr. Barnes,” I heard his raspy voice bellow.  
              My stomach tightened and I managed to catch all of my emotions in my throat.  He repeated my name a second time before I turned to face him.  I turned to face his extended hand; he expected me to embrace and shake it.  Despite my elevated emotions I managed to harness them in control- Dr. Sharper would be proud- and shook Millburn’s hand.  It felt like sticking my hand in a colander of wet spaghetti.  I flashed my best mock smile and held his eyes for as long as I could tolerate.  Millburn’s auburn eyes confidently stared at my face but I had to raise my eyes to look up at him as he was a couple of inches taller than me.  He was overweight but his large frame carried it well and had a loose thinning mop of brown hair on his head.
              “Nice job on this missing kid case,” he said.
              I thanked him and wanted to turn and leave but he still held my grip.  Millburn appeared to be a well- fit guy sans the sizable, yet firm beer belly that was probably filled with more cheeseburgers and bourbon than beer.  I could tell he wanted to chat me up for a while but I think I’d rather talk to a pile of dead rats than stand here and listen to another word this bastard had to say. 
              “Must’ve been a tough case to work.  But I’m glad to see all those kids back home safe and sound.”  His made- for- television voice drove pins and needles up and down the length of my spine.  
              “Sure was and, yes, I’m glad all of the boys were found safe,” I said through gritted teeth.  I thought about the last bit of advice Fitzgerald had given me back in his office.  I loved it.
              “More importantly, I’m glad to see you back on your feet again,” he said.
              That’s it!  Rip this guy’s fucking throat out!  Who the hell is he to judge you?  That’s my job.
               I nodded my head.  He was ready to pass me by and move on to the next person.  Millburn patted me on the shoulder and pushed past me.  
              “Oh, Millburn.  One more thing,” I said.  We simultaneously turned our backs to face each other again.  He didn’t say anything, waiting for me to continue.  I touched my index finger to my upper lip as if I were deep in thought although I knew exactly what I was going to say.  I extended my index finger to point at him, I said, “Go fuck yourself.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE HUNDRED
 
I felt like I hadn’t been home in three years.  It’d only been about a week’s worth of hours but it still felt like an eternity.  I also felt like I hadn’t had a solid conversation with Lindsey in about a week even though I spoke to her earlier in the day, albeit a short time, and each night when I got home.  I needed to know where we stood on the revelation of Jake’s death.  She presented herself as compassionate and sympathetic but, as always, I had my doubts.  
Lindsey was home already when I returned home after nine.  The way she was curled up on the couch in pajamas and nose- deep in a book gave me the inkling that she might’ve been at it for a few hours.  I kissed her forehead from behind the couch and she squeezed my hand as I placed it on her shoulder.  We talked and it felt like the first time since I began the case that we were really able to have a real deep conversation.  I told her everything about Esteban’s case, not remembering what she knew already.  She was ecstatic to hear that Esteban was found and returned home safe and sound.  Lindsey was also amazed at the amount of courage Esteban had to just run off the way he did.  Shock controlled her emotions as I told Lindsey that both Barry Klein and Glen Garvey were in police custody.  
“What the hell are we going to do for a principal now?” Lindsey said more to herself.  
“I’m sure they’ll figure out something,” I replied.  I had no idea what else to say.  “So, how was your day?” I asked.
“I wasn’t feeling well so the school nurse sent me home for the afternoon,” Lindsey said.  “I felt like one of the kids,” she laughed.
“Fever?” I asked.
“Stomach.”  I came around to sit next to her on the couch.  She extended her legs to rest on my lap and cover me with the blanket.  Normally, a seat on the couch and flipping the television on was an unconditional instinct but this time television didn’t interest me.  I actually enjoyed sitting in silence with Lindsey.  There was something about this moment that made me feel so much closer to her.  It reminded me much of our dating days in high school where we would curl up next to each other, pretend to watch a movie, and make out.  Minus the awkward teenage hormones and the threat of being caught by parents.  
Lindsey still looked as if she had something on her mind but about fifteen years of companionship taught me not to press the issue.  She’d tell me if she really wanted to.  I had something on my mind as well.
I worked up enough courage to ask the question.  “Are we ok?”  I was afraid to look at her.
              She lifted her head off the arm of the couch and I could feel her eyes on me.  “What do you mean?”  I knew I didn’t have to explain.
              “You know.  This whole thing about Jake.  I know I haven’t been home to talk the last day or two but believe me that every free moment I’ve had, it’s bothered the hell out of me,” I said.
              Her silence spoke volumes.  A gurgling feeling began to erupt in my stomach and elevate through my esophagus.  I heard her inhale deeply, hesitate, then methodically release it.  We made eye contact.
              “Of course we’re all right.  I’m still upset that you hid the truth from me for so long but as I said the other day, I think I understand why.  But believe me when I tell you that that doesn’t change the strength of our relationship.  You have to promise me, however, that you will be honest with me on everything in the future,” she said.  Lindsey gripped my hand in hers and rubbed her thumbs over the back of my hand.  She held my eyes with hers and it was surprisingly comfortable.  
              “To be honest with you I don’t even understand why I kept it from you so if you can explain it to me that would be fantastic,” I said.  It managed to rile a smile out of both of us.  “In actuality, I think I was trying to protect you,” I said, repeating my justification from the other day.
              “Protect me?  Protect me from what?”
              “I’m not really sure.  I think I wanted to protect you from how bad of a person I really am.”
              “Trust me when I tell you are not a bad person.  You are the greatest person I know and I know if Jake’s situation happened a hundred more times you’d do the same exact thing.  It’s not your fault, my fault, or Jake’s fault.  It just the plan that was set out for us and we have to live with it,” she said.
              It was one of the few times I can remember Lindsey making a religious reference.   After about a half hour, we still sat in the same position on the couch and Lindsey dozed off.  I gently lifted her legs off of mine trying not to disturb her peaceful rest.  I went into the kitchen and grabbed a Snapple and headed out to the back deck.
The back deck.  My usual sanctuary.  It was equipped with two chaise lounge chairs, two matching end tables, and a wicker glass- topped coffee table in the center.  The grill was in the far left corner.  The deck itself needed to be power washed but I figured I’d get to that when the weather warmed up a few more degrees.  Even during the winter I’d spend my free time sitting in a lounge chair, enjoying the serene peacefulness of the neighborhood.  I had a bucket near my lounge chair that collected all of my Snapple caps.  The air was crisp and felt good on my tired body.
              Snapple Fact Number Seven Hundred- Sixty: A dolphin sleeps with one eye open.  
              I always wondered how I could relate some of these tidbits of useless knowledge to the everyday events of my life.  However, this particular fact didn’t necessarily relate to my life.  When I read the fact a second time I thought of Barry Klein and his life’s choices.  At the top of his game, Klein was the predator.  The tiger shark or killer whale in this case.  The young, naïve, immature kids were his prey.  They were the dolphins.  I wondered if Esteban had to sleep with one eye open during his time in captivity.  Did the other boys?  Did they even sleep at all? 
              And now that Klein was heading to prison, probably for a long time, would he become the dolphin?  The predator’s prey?  I hoped it wouldn’t take long before Klein was the dolphin himself.  All I could do now was offer Mr. Barry Klein a piece of advice.
              Sleep with one eye open, Klein.  Sleep with one eye open.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue- Circle of Life
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
May rapidly blew through, which meant Jake’s birthday was right around the corner.  I hadn’t had much to keep me busy over the last couple of weeks except a few household projects that I’d been putting off for as long as I could remember.  I had dug up an old tree stump in the backyard, planted the seasonal flowers around the various garden areas, and painted the bedroom in the basement.  The bedroom was going to now double as my new office.  Aside from adding the fresh coat of camel- hair colored paint and a few modernized bookshelves, not much else changed.  I folded up the futon to its upright position to present it as a welcoming couch.  My computer desk still remained as it was and I’d created a database for all of my case files and notes I’d collect as I went along in the future.  That is if I ever picked up another case.  
              I sat out on my back deck, admiring my handiwork with the flowerbeds and maintaining the lawn.  My legs were extended with my feet dangling just off the end of the chair.  A Snapple was of course in hand and the Snapple Fact was one I’d read a few times but I still put it in the bucket.  My iPod was plugged in to my portable speaker and “Jammin’” by Bob Marley had just finished.  Lindsey was inside vacuuming or dusting or whatever it is she liked to do on a Saturday afternoon.  
              “A Long and Winding Road,” by the Beatles was called up next on the iPod Shuffle.  The song happened to be apropos to the way my life had gone.  I mouthed the words and let the sun rays beat down on my face.  It felt good.  I heard the neighbor’s kids out splashing in their pool and stood up to watch.  Sometimes I’d stand just out of the line of sight and think about how much those kids reminded me of Jake.  So innocent and prodding through the days of adolescence trying to enjoy every day as if the world around them were oblivious.  
              Then, I thought of Esteban.  I’d seen him a couple of times since he’d returned home.  I took him out for pizza one afternoon and to Queens for the New York Mets Opening Day one other.  It was his first professional sporting event and he relished every second and every sound.  There was about a thirty minute rain delay and Esteban couldn’t figure out why the game had to be stopped and a tarp had to be laid out over the dirt infield.  It was the innocence within Esteban that I knew existed and he had to figure out what to do with.
Over the last few weeks, being able to spend more time with Esteban, I realized that he and I were very much alike.  Aside for our affinity for a dismal professional baseball team we both could say we have our own incident to mold the way we live the rest of our lives.
              I got up and leaned on the railing of the deck.  I was watching the kids next door do cannonballs into the pool when Lindsey hugged me from behind.  The volume of the music drowned out the noise of the slider opening and closing so she startled me a bit.  I grabbed her and pulled her next to me still keeping my arm around her body.  She turned to face me after a few silent moments.
              Lindsey joined me in watching the kids next door before she started talking. “Chase, honey,” she began.  The same look of concern consumed her face.  The same one I’d seen a few weeks back when we sat on the couch after she’d been sent home with a stomach bug.  Again, I knew she’d tell me if she really wanted to so I said nothing.  She grabbed me by my hand and said, “Come sit down, please.”
              I did as I was told, not liking what I was hearing in the tone of Lindsey’s voice.
              “What is it, baby?” I asked.  She looked off in the distance and I saw a tear crawl down her left cheek.  I couldn’t tell if it was a tear of sorrow or joy so I waited some more.  Nervous, anxious, or scared; I didn’t know what to feel.  Was she finally about to reveal that she truly hated me for killing Jake and was leaving me to wallow in my own miseries?  
              “I don’t know how to tell you this so I’m just going to say it,” she said.  
              Uh oh, here it is, I thought.
              Good, she’s finally leaving you!  Someone around here has finally come to their senses.
She backed herself up to lean against the railing of the deck.  Her arms were tucked tightly around her midsection and she looked at her feet.  
              “What’s wrong, my love?  Just say it,” I said.
              She took a deep breath and said, “I’m pregnant.”
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