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There were several police cars lining the street in front of the elementary school. All of them had their lights flashing and some blocked the street so that no one could pass the school building. All the policemen were crouched behind the vehicles or standing behind the police panel trucks. Some of them had their handguns drawn and pointing at the school. Others held automatic rifles with telescopic sights fixed over the barrels.

A black car pulled up behind one of the panel trucks and a man got out and moved behind the truck. He was wearing a uniform with many stars on the collar. He looked at another man standing there in an army fatigue uniform. “How long has he been in there?”

“About three hours, Chief.”

“Did he let the other students leave?”

The other man nodded. “Yes, and all the teachers and staff, too.”

“But he still has the boy, right, his son?”

The man in the army uniform nodded again. “Yes, won’t let him go. Says he’ll kill them both if we come in again.”

The man with all the stars took a deep breath. “He’s armed, right?”

“Yes, looked like a revolver. A .38 probably.“

“When did you talk to him?”

“About a half hour ago. We got into the hall by the principal’s office. He was in the first classroom down the hall, in the doorway. We could call out to each other OK.”

“How’d it go?”

“OK for a while, Chief, but then he panicked and told us all to leave or he’d kill the boy and then himself.”

“Jesus, could the kid hear all that?”

“I think so. He must have.”

“Jesus,” said the man with the stars again. “How old is the kid?”

“Principal said he was a fourth grader. Eight or nine.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah.”

“Was on the phone on the way over in the car. This all over a divorce?”

“Yes, Sir, custody fight. The mother won’t let him see the kid. Some kind of shit over him losing his job and drinking.”

“Damn. Why can’t people work their shit out? It’s always some kind of bullshit like this. It’s only when somebody gets killed that they come to their senses.”

“Yeah.”

“Kid will probably be fucked up for life, even if he does get out of this alive.”

“Yeah, damn it, Chief,” said the man in the army fatigues softly, his face becoming troubled. “Damn it anyway.”

The man with all the stars looked at the other. “OK, I’m not sure he can hear us out here even with a bullhorn. We’re going to move back inside. Just me and you so he won’t get all jumpy. When we get inside the door and at the place you were before, we’ll call to him. We’ll ask if he needs anything. Food or water or something. Get some kind of conversation going. We’ll go in unarmed.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The man in the army uniform spoke into a microphone mounted on his shoulder and repeated the plan so that all the others would know. Then the two men handed their weapons to others and walked slowly over to the school. They went up the steps and through the front doors and around the corner of the school offices to a door in the hallway. At the door the Chief looked at the other. “Is this where you were?”

The other policeman nodded. “Yes.”

The Chief leaned out of the door and called softly. “Mister Adams, are you there? Can you hear me?”

There was a noise in the hall. “Who are you?”

“I’m the Chief of Police, Chief Daniels. I’m here with Officer Williams. He was here before talking to you but left when you told him to. We’re unarmed.”

“You’re the Chief?”

“Yes.”

“They all listen to you?”

“Yes. I’m the boss.”

“So now what?” came the voice from down the hall.

“Well, Mr. Adams...it’s Tom, isn’t it? Tom Adams?”

“Yes.”

“Well, Tom, do you or the boy need anything? Any food or water or anything?”

“Not right now. We’re eating the other kid’s lunches.”

“Oh, OK, is the boy OK? Is little Henry OK?”

“Yes, he fell asleep a little while ago.”

“Well, Tom, we’re just trying to find a way out of this.”

“Not sure there is one.”

“Well let’s talk about that. OK? Can we?”

There was no answer.

“Tom?” said the Chief, again.

“OK. Go ahead.”

“Tom, we’re afraid that this is all too much for little Henry. Can we take him out of all this? It won’t change anything. We’ll still keep talking with you about the marriage and anything you want. But Henry will be out of danger. That would be good, wouldn’t it? You really don’t want Henry to get hurt.  I know you don’t.”

There was a moment of silence. Then, “No, not really.”

The Chief took a deep breath. “Good, Tom, that’s good.”

“But that bitch wants to keep me out of my boy’s life forever. I can’t have that.“

“I understand, Tom. I understand.”

“I’d rather be dead. I’d rather he was dead. Henry.”

“I hear you, Tom, I do. But she can’t do that no matter what she says or her God damned attorney says. Believe me.”

“Well...”

“Listen, Tom, I have some experience in these things and I can tell you for sure, you’re going to see your boy.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. Even after today and all this, you’ll see Henry.”

“But....”

“It may take some doing and there may be some delay, but I’m with you on this and I’ll stand up with you in Court at any visitation hearing.”

“But she’ll fuck it up. My wife. I know she will.”

“We won’t let her. I won’t let her.”

“I don’t know.”

The other policeman touched the Chief’s shoulder and pointed to himself. The Chief nodded and the two men switched positions. “Tom, Officer Williams wants to say something to you. You remember him, right?”

“Yes.”

“OK, here he is.”

Officer Williams moved out in the hall a little and called out. “Tom, it’s me Officer Williams. I think I should tell you something. I didn’t have time before but I think we do now. OK?”

“OK.”

“Nobody here knows this yet. I mean the other officers and...even the Chief here.” The man in the army fatigues glanced over at the Chief and then took a deep breath. “I...ah...have the same problem you do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well...my wife is divorcing me. Because I’m a cop.”

“Oh.”

“She says me being a cop is too much pressure for her.”

“Oh.”

“And she wants to move to California to take my little girls as far away as she can. So she can start a ‘new life’ as she puts it. And protect them.”

There was a slight pause. “Yeah, I hear you, Williams.”

“Well, I just wanted say that...for me, being a father has meant a lot to me. But the best part is being able to hear things. Special things.”

“Things?”

“Yeah, things that my girls say. Things that I hear them say to others. About me. When they don’t know I can hear them. Or even when they do know I can hear them.”

“OK.”

“Things that make being a Daddy important. I guess in the end it’s the reason you, or I, or anybody, become a Daddy in the first place.”

“OK, what things.”

“Well, I hope you won’t laugh at me but....”

“But, what....?”

“Well...things like, ‘My Daddy bought me my new bike’ or ‘My Daddy took me to the beach’ or ‘My Daddy carried me at the park when I was tired.’”

“Oh.”

The man in the army fatigues started to cry. “See, Tom, the whole thing is just so you can hear them call you ‘Daddy.’” He cried harder. “‘My Daddy, my Daddy.’ See, Tom? See?” The Chief silently placed a hand on Officer Williams’ shoulder for a few seconds.

“You sound funny. Are you OK, Williams?”

“Yes.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, Tom.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.”

“I’m OK. Really. Just got a little broken there for a minute. Not your fault. I’m going to work something out. About my divorce. About my girls. See, it’s not about me anymore. It’s about them. I’m going to fix this somehow.”

“OK.”

“I guess we both could fix it. Somehow, Tom.”

“Yes, somehow. Maybe.”

“Yes.”

There was no sound from down the hall for a long moment. Then, “I’m going to wake Henry up and bring him out. He’s heard enough terrible things today. Enough for anyone. Too much for a fourth-grader.” There was another long moment where nothing was said. “My little Boy. My little Man. “

“Yes.”

“OK, Williams? Officer Williams. OK?”

“Yes, that’s good, Tom. That’s really good.”

“I’ll hand you the gun when I get up to you.”

“Can you unload it?” asked the man in the army fatigues.

“Just did. Shells are in my shirt pocket.”

“Great.”

The Chief called down the hall. “Tom, this is the Chief. We may have to cuff you but we’ll put your hands in front. Is that OK?”

“OK.”

“It’s just so all those people out front will know we have you and that you’re with Officer Williams and me. There won’t be any rough stuff.  We’re with you now.”

“OK, thanks. Will Officer Williams stay with us?”

“Damn right,” said the man in the Army fatigues, forcefully. “Damn right, I will.” He was crying again as he said it.

“Me, too,” said the Chief.

“Will someone be there for Henry? Little guy’s been through a lot today.”

The Chief nodded. “We have a nice lady from Children’s Services out there now. She’s really good. I know her.”

“What about my wife?”

“She’s not here. We made her stay at her mother’s house.”

“Another bitch.”

“The mother’s not here either, Tom, and neither of them are going to screw this up. Don’t worry.”

“Good. Good.”

“Ready, now?”

“Yes.”

The Chief nodded
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