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      Detective Brett Jacobs had just gotten back to his office after testifying at the trial of Rich Mallette. Mallette was the leader of a well-known criminal organization that had their hands in just about everything. Drugs, money laundering, extortion, murder, and guns. They had plenty of muscle and liked to use it. They’d been nicknamed Mallette’s Maulers for their eagerness in dishing out violence and punishment. Jacobs had worked an undercover assignment for nine months, eventually arresting the big boss on extortion and an attempted murder plot. Mallette was given a fifteen-year prison sentence for his crimes, and he, along with his underlings, had vowed to get revenge on Jacobs for his part in getting the leader convicted.

      When Jacobs got back to the office, he was given a lot of high-fives and pats on the back for his work. He didn’t do much celebrating, though. It was a big day for him, no doubt, but he tried never to get too high or too low after court appearances. It was a motto that served him well over his past few years as a detective. He was always told to not let a court decision affect him too much, whether it was a victory or a verdict that went against him.

      Jacobs started out as a patrol officer as a twenty-one-year-old kid, and after six years in the patrol unit, became a detective. He’d been in the detective unit for the last four years. This past year had been hard on him. Nine of those twelve months had been spent infiltrating the Mallette gang. He was good at his job, devoted to it. Almost to a fault some would say. But he was also devoted to his family. He tried to balance his work and personal life the best he could, though often, it felt like the job usually won out.

      Jacobs sat down at his desk and took out a file folder from one of the drawers and placed it on the desk. He opened it up and started moving a few papers around, intently looking for a few more cases to start working on. One of his superiors, Sgt. Buchanan, walked over to his desk and sat down next to him. Buchanan was about ten years older than Jacobs, but they’d become close over the past few years, working together on several cases. Buchanan was almost like an older brother, in addition to being a close friend.

      “Getting down to work already?” Buchanan asked.

      “A lot more people out there who need to go to the same place Mallette is.”

      “What’re you on? A personal vendetta to get rid of the whole organization?”

      Jacobs didn’t pick his head up once to look at the sergeant, instead, continuing to focus on the information in front of him. “Maybe I am.”

      “Are you still worried about that threat Mallette made against you?”

      “It’s crossed my mind.”

      “Brett, go home, spend some time with your family. This stuff will all still be here tomorrow. Take a break.”

      “In jail or not, Mallette’s still a very dangerous man,” Jacobs said. “Just because he’s locked up doesn’t mean he’s not still able to give orders. You know that. And the people he’s still got walking the streets are just as dangerous.”

      “I know that. All I’m saying is take some time to enjoy that beautiful family of yours.”

      Buchanan got up and gave Jacobs a pat on the shoulder before he left. Jacobs took his eyes off the paperwork in front of him and thought about what he just heard. He came to the conclusion that the sergeant was right. Nine of the last twelve months were spent away from his family. That was a long time to be away from a wife and three kids, all of whom were under ten. While working the Mallette case, he missed precious family time, moments that he’d never get back. He had a beautiful wife, a nine-year-old girl, and six- and three-year-old boys. And they all missed their father.

      Jacobs shuffled the papers back into the file folder and returned it to the drawer. He went over to Buchanan’s desk and let him know he was taking the rest of the day off, which wasn’t technically even necessary considering he was supposed to have the day off anyway. He was only needed for court duty and wasn’t supposed to come back to the office. So he went home to be with his family. The Jacobs’ lived in a modest condo in Hyde Park, a neighborhood in the south side of Chicago, and located on the shore of Lake Michigan. Hyde Park was one of Chicago’s most racially diverse neighborhoods, as well as housing several well-known museums, along with the University of Chicago.

      As Jacobs pulled into the designated parking spot in front of their condo, he saw Valerie and the kids sitting on the front steps. He called his wife from the car to let her know he was on his way home. His daughter was a voracious reader and had a book in her hand, like she usually did. His boys were playing with some toy cars and trucks.

      “You guys waiting for me?” Jacobs asked as he started walking up the steps.

      “I couldn’t keep them in,” his wife answered.

      His kids stopped what they were doing and ran down the steps to hug him. His wife followed them and planted a kiss on his lips. He put his arms around them as they walked back up the steps toward the door.

      “Can we go, Dad?” Jenna asked.

      “Go? Go where?”

      “Please, Dad?” Johnathan said.

      Jacobs let out a laugh. “Where are we going? What are you guys asking about?”

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Valerie said. “I made the mistake of mentioning about possibly seeing a movie today and now that’s all they’re talking about.”

      “Oh, well that’s OK.”

      “I know you’re probably tired and don’t feel like going or anything. I thought maybe I could take them if you wanted to take a nap or something.”

      “Please, Dad?” Johnathan pleaded again.

      Jacobs smiled, not able to say no to the three pairs of innocent eyes looking up at him. “How can I say no to these guys?” he said, rubbing his son’s head.

      “Yay!” the boys said in unison.

      “You’re a big softy,” Valerie said, giving her husband another kiss.

      “Hey, they’re good kids. They deserve it.”

      “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

      “Nah, take them out, have fun. Maybe, um, maybe when you guys get back we can go out to dinner or something. Have some family time together.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.”

      “Can we get ice cream too,” his youngest, James said.

      Jacobs squatted, getting down to his son’s level to look him in the eyes. “I think I might be persuaded to include some ice cream in the deal.”

      “Yay,” James said, giving his father a huge squeeze.

      “All right, why don’t you guys go get ready?”

      Feeling good, Jacobs watched as his kids went up the steps. Valerie put her arm through his, locking them together and put her head on his shoulder. Jacobs kissed her on the top of her head.

      “How was court?” she asked.

      “Good. Let’s not talk about it, though.”

      “Why not?”

      Jacobs turned toward his wife and put his arms around her and planted a kiss on her lips. “Because you’ve given up a lot already. Me not being around, for one. Let’s not lose any more of our time together because of the job. Let’s just focus on us.”

      Valerie smiled, liking the sound of that. They kissed for another minute, only the sounds of their children running down the steps breaking it up.

      “Sure didn’t take them long,” Jacobs said.

      “They’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      “Maybe if we put them to bed early tonight, you and I can continue this later.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Valerie said, giving her husband one more kiss. “You get some rest. You’re gonna need it later.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      Jenna had already gotten her mother’s purse and had it waiting in the car with them as they eagerly awaited their movie outing. As the car pulled out of its spot, Jacobs waved goodbye to his family as they drove away. Once the car was out of sight, Jacobs happily hopped up the steps and into the house. He locked the door, then, like he usually did, put his gun and his badge inside a locked box, then put the box inside a drawer. Then he locked the drawer, too. He’d heard of and known too many stories of kids having an accident playing with a gun and shooting themselves. He was damn sure not going to let that happen in his house.

      Jacobs put his phone down on the table and walked into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of soda from a two-liter bottle. He then went back into the living room to put the TV on and plopped himself down on the sofa. He watched an old movie for about ten minutes before lying down, almost instantly drifting off to sleep. It was a brief nap that he desperately needed. Even after being done with his undercover work, he was still working twelve to fifteen-hour days to get ready for the trial, as well as his other work that he needed to get done.

      Several hours later, he was woken up by the sound of his phone ringing. Jacobs lay there, his eyes slow to open, just watching the TV for a few seconds. The room looked a little dark to him, and something didn’t seem right. He looked to the window, and through a small slit in the curtains, could see that it was no longer light out. It must have been later than he figured. Valerie and the kids should have been back by now, he thought. He looked over at the digital clock on the table. He’d been sleeping for four hours. His heart started beating faster as his mind raced with thoughts that he didn’t want to be thinking. Where were they? Why weren’t they back yet? He then remembered his phone ringing and thought maybe it was Valerie calling for help. Maybe they had car trouble somewhere.

      Jacobs hurried himself over to the window and looked down to their parking spot, hoping to see the car parked there. Maybe they got back and saw he was still sleeping and went for a walk. That’s what he hoped for, anyway. He turned back around and rushed over to the table and picked up his phone, seeing that he had several missed phone calls. None from Valerie, though. He had a few calls from other detectives in his unit, including one from Sgt. Buchanan. He also had a few text messages from several of those same detectives, all asking him to call them back. He thought it strange that all the calls and texts were from the last hour. He scrolled to Buchanan’s number and called him back first. The sergeant answered almost immediately.

      “Brett, where are you?”

      “I’m home, why? When I got here, I was beat. Valerie told me to take a nap, and she took the kids to a movie. She actually should’ve been back by now. I’m starting to get worried about her.”

      “We’ve been trying to get a hold of you. You usually pick up right away.”

      “It looks like everyone in the unit’s been trying to get a hold of me. What’s going on?” Jacobs answered.

      “I’m actually only a few minutes away from you. I’ll stop by.”

      The concern in Jacobs’ head had now escalated to a code red alert. He couldn’t think of any reason his friend would be stopping by unless something terrible had happened. “Bucky, what’s going on?”

      “Umm, I don’t really wanna say over the phone. I left about twenty minutes ago, so I should be there in about five minutes.”

      “Left where?”

      “I’ll, uh, I’ll be there in a few minutes, OK?”

      Jacobs wanted to keep arguing and make Buchanan tell him what was going on, but something was nagging at him that he already knew. He hung up and immediately scrolled to Valerie’s number and called it. As it kept ringing, he prayed that she would pick up. It went to voicemail, though. He hung up and quickly redialed.

      “C’mon, pick up, pick up.”

      It went to voicemail again. Jacobs couldn’t shake that voice deep inside that was telling him something was wrong. He tried Valerie’s number again, still without any luck. He brought his hand up to his face and started rubbing around his mouth, mostly out of nervousness. A terrified feeling came over him as his heart was pounding, afraid of what Buchanan was going to tell him once he got there. Jacobs went back to the window and looked out at the street as he waited for his friend to arrive. As he waited, he put the phone on speaker and continued trying to reach Valerie, though at this point, it seemed to be a fruitless effort. Nevertheless, he kept trying. Over and over again.

      Six minutes went by and Jacobs was getting even more anxious with each passing second. He started fidgeting with his fingers on the curtain, wondering what was taking Buchanan so long to get there. Two more minutes passed until the familiar sight of Buchanan’s car parked in front of the building. But that wasn’t all. Jacobs was horrified to see a patrol unit car park right behind him. A lump went down his throat as he waited for the three officers to walk up the steps to the house. He couldn’t help but feel like they were giving him a death notification. As the officers got near the front door, Jacobs walked over and opened it.

      Buchanan stood in the doorway, him and Jacobs staring at each other in the eye, neither saying a word. Nothing had to be said. Jacobs knew what he was there for, and Buchanan, he could already see the pain in his friend’s eyes. The tears that were starting to form in Jacobs’ eyes did all the talking for him. After a minute of silence, Buchanan thought it would be better if they all went inside.

      “Can, uh, we come in?”

      “I’ve been trying to call Val,” Jacobs said, hoping beyond hope that the sergeant would say something to alleviate his fears. “I can’t get through to her.”

      “Let’s sit on the couch,” Buchanan said, putting his arm around his friend.

      “Just tell me.”

      Jacobs took a step back, ready to hear the worst, his eyes glossy. Buchanan took a deep breath as he thought of how to deliver the news. The entire drive there, he tried to think of what he’d say, how he’d say it. But nothing sounded good enough. These types of things were never easy. Even when they notified strangers of unspeakable tragedies, it was difficult. Delivering the same kind of message to a friend was almost impossible. But he knew he needed to say something. He couldn’t just stand there in silence and let his friend tear himself to pieces.

      “Brett,” Buchanan said, trying to keep himself together. He looked at the two uniformed officers, the pain plainly evident on his own face as he continued. “There was, um, something happened.”

      Buchanan looked toward the floor, unable to get the words out that he needed to. Jacobs took a few more steps back until his shoulder blades knocked into the wall.

      “They’re dead?” Jacobs asked, tears flowing down both sides of his face.

      “I’m so sorry,” the sergeant responded, shedding a few tears himself.

      “No, no.”

      Jacobs shook his head a few times, not ready to believe it. He balled both hands into a fist and slammed them into the wall behind him several times as he tried to process the news. Buchanan put his hand on one of Jacobs’ shoulders as he tried to console him. Jacobs then slid down the wall until he sat on the floor, pulling his knees up to his face as he buried his head, crying uncontrollably. In his twenty years of experience, Buchanan had seen a lot of people break down in front of him after telling them a loved one had passed away or been killed. But none of them were as heartbreaking to him as this was. He put his hands on his hips, wishing this was nothing but a nightmare, one they’d all wake up from any second. It wasn’t a nightmare, though, at least not one that they could wake up from.

      Jacobs started rocking in place as he picked his head up, his eyes dancing around the room, not moving in any direction. Then, he suddenly got back to his feet. He wiped the tears from his eyes, an angry look developing on his face. But he lowered his head again, not able to choke back the tears as they streamed down his face again. After a few seconds, he picked his head up.

      “Valerie?”

      “She’s gone,” Buchanan softly replied.

      Jacobs started moving his head forward and back, letting the back of it hit the wall continuously. “The kids?”

      “They’re all gone,” Buchanan said, barely able to get the words out.

      “Oh, God,” Jacobs said, putting his hands over his face as he bawled into them.

      Buchanan put his hand on his friend’s arm. “We’ll help you get through this.”

      “I wanna see them.”

      “No,” Buchanan said, shaking his head. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “I wanna see them.”

      “You don’t wanna see them like that.”

      “Like what? What happened?”

      Buchanan looked down at the floor again and wiped one of his eyes. “They were, um, they were shot.”

      “Shot?” Jacobs asked in horror.

      Up until that point, he had assumed his family was in some kind of car accident. Being gunned down wasn’t something that had entered his thought process.

      “I wanna see them. Where are they?” Jacobs asked again.

      “Not just yet, buddy. Not just yet.”

      It wasn’t an answer that satisfied Jacobs. He suddenly bolted to the front door and tried to run past the patrol officers, splitting them in the middle. The two officers each grabbed hold of him and prevented the detective from getting past them. They held him at bay for a minute, though he tried desperately to get away from them and get out the door, even though he had no idea where his family was at the moment.

      “I wanna see them! I wanna see them!”

      Buchanan looked at the officers and pointed to the couch, directing them to lead Jacobs over to it. Though he was still trying to get away from them, the two cops led him in that direction, trying to be as gentle as they could with him. They put him on the couch, though Jacobs was still fighting to get away, trying to push the two officers off of him. They were all sitting, but Jacobs was still flailing his legs around as he tried to slip away. Buchanan walked over to him and put his hands on Jacobs’ knees to try and calm him down. He opened his mouth, about to tell his friend to relax and take it easy, but he quickly thought better of it. It just didn’t seem like the right thing to say at the time. How do you tell someone who just lost everything they held dear in their life to relax or take it easy?

      The sergeant tapped Jacobs on the knees, trying to let him know that he understood and was with him. Buchanan couldn’t even try to imagine what kind of pain he was going through, but he knew it was immense. All he could do was try to be there for his friend in his most difficult time of need.
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      It took a while for Jacobs to calm down. He was just bursting at the seams, living off of adrenaline at the moment. As the tears started to subside, and reality set in, massive amounts of rage and anger began flowing through his veins. Knowing his family died a violent death, there was nothing he wanted more at that very moment than to find who did it and rip their throats out with his bare hands. He finally stopped struggling with the two officers hanging on him.

      “I’m OK,” Jacobs said, looking at the two of them.

      The two officers weren’t so sure, but Jacobs wasn’t trying to break free of them anymore. He had accepted that he wasn’t going anywhere. The officers had loosened their grip on him, but hadn’t let him go completely.

      “I’m OK,” Jacobs repeated, nodding at them. “I’m OK.”

      The officers finally released him from their grasp and continued sitting next to him in case he needed to be restrained again. Jacobs took a deep breath and was able to gain control of his emotions. His tears stopped flowing as he wiped the last one from his eye. He looked at Buchanan and sat on the edge of the couch, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

      “I just saw them a couple hours ago,” Jacobs said, shaking his head as he tried to come to grips with what happened.

      “I know,” Buchanan said.

      “I mean, the kids were so happy. They wanted to go to the movies,” he said, wiping his eyes as they filled up with tears again.

      Jacobs started rocking back and forth as he remembered the last few minutes that he spent with his family. He rolled his hand into a fist and put it into the palm of the other one, holding them against his face as he looked at the floor, remembering the looks on his kids’ faces when he told them they could go. After another minute, he was able to get a hold of his emotions again as he took another deep sigh. He kept rocking, trying to release some of his pent-up energy and anger. He looked at Buchanan again, this time wanting answers.

      “What happened?”

      Buchanan shuffled uncomfortably in his stance as he tried to say it as delicately as possible. “They were shot,” he said, throwing his hands up, not wanting to get into all the grisly details.

      “Did you see them?”

      Buchanan nodded for a second. “Uh, yeah, yeah, I did.”

      “You still haven’t told me what happened.”

      “I’m trying not to tell you, Brett.”

      “Why?”

      Buchanan shrugged. “Do you really want to know the exact specifics? Think of them, remember them as they lived. Don’t let your lasting memories be of what you think they looked like at the end.”

      “I need to know what happened, Bucky.”

      “I already told you. They were shot.”

      “Did they even get to see the movie?”

      Buchanan shook his head. “No. No, they didn’t.”

      “Did they even get there? What?” Jacobs asked. His temper was starting to get the better of him. “You gotta tell me something! Would you rather me read about it in the paper or something? Just tell me!”

      “They were shot in the car,” Buchanan calmly answered.

      “In the car? Where?”

      “At the movie theater parking lot.”

      Jacobs looked around the room, like he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing or was having trouble comprehending it. Either way, he wanted more answers.

      “So, uh, what happened? Did they see it coming?”

      Buchanan shrugged again, clearly not comfortable talking about it or answering his questions. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “How many shots?”

      “It’s, uh, too soon to say. There were bullet holes all over the place.”

      His answer drew a stern look from Jacobs, knowing what that meant.

      “They didn’t even get out of the car?”

      “No,” Buchanan somberly said. “Looks like the bullets came from the side of the car on the driver’s side. The glass was shattered and knocked out on both the front and back windows on that side.”

      “Have a suspect yet? Recover a gun? Anything?”

      “Not yet. Still too soon to tell. It was done with an assault rifle as best as we can figure.”

      Jacobs let his eyes drift down to the floor, staring at the carpet as he listened intently to the words his friend was saying. It sounded to him like Buchanan wasn’t telling him all he knew. It sounded like he was trying to soften the blow, or maybe he was trying to hide something. Or maybe he was just trying to be as delicate as possible, Jacobs thought. His thoughts were swirling in about twenty different directions and he had trouble concentrating on any one particular thought for more than a few seconds. Then his mind turned to who might have been responsible for this heinous crime. And there was only one name that popped up. Mallette.

      “We both know who was responsible for this,” Jacobs said.

      “Mallette was put behind bars, Brett.”

      “And he and his crew have vowed retaliation against me.”

      “We’re police officers. People vow retaliation against us all the time. They hardly ever follow through with it. Maybe one time in a thousand.”

      “Mallette’s Maulers aren’t most people. They have the means and the motive to do something like this.”

      “I know that’s the natural thing to think of, but we don’t have any proof of that yet,” Buchanan said. “Could it be them? Sure. But let’s let things play out first and let the investigation get underway before we start jumping to conclusions.”

      “This is all my fault.”

      “Brett, don’t go there.”

      Jacobs shook his head, his face getting more red, looking like he was about to blow. “They warned me. They warned me what would happen. They said if I put their boss away that there would be payback, there would be retribution. And there was.”

      “Brett, you can’t think like that.”

      Jacobs wasn’t really listening to what the sergeant was saying, though. He already had it in his mind that he knew what was going on. “I thought I just had to worry about me. That they’d only come after me. I should’ve known. I should’ve known. I should’ve protected them.”

      “You can’t blame yourself. This isn’t on you.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s all on me. It was me who put Mallette away. I knew what they were capable of and I did nothing to stop it. I didn’t protect my family. I didn’t keep them safe. I put a bullseye on each of their backs.”

      “I know you’re hurting and you’re looking for answers, but try not to think of any of that stuff. It’s not gonna do you any good,” Buchanan said.

      “My family was just murdered. My wife, my children, they were innocent. They didn’t deserve that fate. Not one bit. And somebody’s gonna pay for that. I promise you somebody’s gonna pay.”

      “Brett, don’t talk like that. Just try to take it easy.”

      Jacobs continued sitting there, getting angrier by the minute, bottling it up inside. Buchanan thought it was best to not engage him any further and provoke him more, and just let him try to work off his steam himself. The sergeant then got a call and walked into the kitchen so Jacobs wouldn’t hear what was said. It was one of the detectives still on the scene of the Jacobs family murder.

      “What’s going on?” Buchanan asked.

      “Hey, just wanted to let you know we got a break,” Detective Garza said.

      “What’d you get?”

      “I was just inside reviewing the security footage from the cameras on the movie theater.”

      “Did you see who it was?”

      “Oh yeah. We saw the whole thing go down. There was no attempt to cover up or conceal themselves in the slightest. Didn’t look like they cared a bit.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Two men. One was Lucky Frazier. Couldn’t quite make out the other guy yet. But we’ll still go through it and take it back to the office and have it analyzed,” Garza said.

      “You’re sure it was Frazier?”

      “Yeah, no doubt about it. After it was over, he walked back to his car and his face was toward the camera. Could easily see it was him. Zoom in on his face and you can even see the scar on the side of his forehead.”

      “Did his family even see it coming?” Buchanan asked.

      “No, thank God. Frazier and his pal came up alongside the car and just started blasting. The kids weren’t looking. I think Valerie just started to turn her head as the bullets ripped through the glass.”

      “Thanks, Rey. Just stay on it.”

      “Oh, you know it, man. We’re not gonna let these crumbs get away with this. You gonna let Brett know what happened?”

      “No, not just yet. I don’t think he needs to know specifics yet. He’s gotta work through his emotions first.”

      “How’s he handling it?” Garza asked.

      “Like you’d expect. He’s taking it hard.”

      “I can’t even imagine. I’ll get Frazier’s info out and see if we can run him down, maybe a patrol unit can pick him up somewhere. We’ll get to work on identifying the other bum.”

      “All right. Keep me updated.”

      “You know it.”

      Buchanan stayed in the kitchen for a few minutes, thinking about what he’d just been told. Lucky Frazier was a well-known criminal and muscleman for the Mallette crew. His real name was Jay, but everyone called him Lucky after being shot in the head as a nineteen-year-old in an attempted robbery. The bullet glanced off his head, but left a rather noticeable scar. He somehow managed to escape a police shootout, and from that day on, everyone called him Lucky. For escaping both the shootout and the bullet. It was a nickname that Frazier embraced and even insisted on. He soon made a name for himself in the underworld and had no problems delivering blows to his enemies with either his fists or his guns. It was only six months after that police shootout that he joined the Mallette mob. He started out as a regular thug and rose up the ranks over ten years to become Mallette’s number one enforcer. And it was a role that Frazier relished and enjoyed.

      Buchanan sighed, not sure how he’d explain it to Jacobs should he ask. It was damning evidence that it was indeed retaliation by the Mallette crew. Even though they all suspected that Mallette was responsible anyway, Frazier’s picture was positive proof of it. He was Mallette’s chief muscle and Frazier didn’t do jobs for anyone else. There would be no mistaking who was behind this hit. After standing in the kitchen for a minute, Buchanan finally came back out. Jacobs looked over at him, hopeful that he had more news to report.

      “Was that about the case?” Jacobs asked hopefully.

      Buchanan hesitated for a second before coming up with a reply. “It was... an unrelated matter.”

      Jacobs looked disappointed and went back to staring at the floor, his hands on the side of his face. Buchanan felt bad about lying to him, but he believed it was for his own good. He didn’t think it would do Jacobs any good just sitting there and stewing about things. It would only make him angrier.

      Jacobs looked at the two officers sitting next to him. “You guys can go. I’m all right. I don’t need to be babysat. No use in tying up a patrol car here. I’m sure there’s other people out there who need help.”

      The officers looked up at Buchanan, who nodded toward the door, giving them permission to leave. After they left, Buchanan went over to the couch and sat down next to Jacobs.

      “You’re not alone in this, Brett. We’re all with you. Whatever it takes. Whatever you need. All you have to do is ask.”

      Jacobs glanced at him and nodded, thanking him for the support. Up until now, all he was thinking about was how it affected him. Now, though, he was thinking of the rest of their family. Valerie’s parents would be just as devastated. She also had a brother and sister, both of whom had kids of their own. Jacobs had always gotten along pretty well with her side of the family. He wasn’t extremely close to them, but they never had any unkind words for each other.

      He also thought about his own family. Though his mother had died three years ago, his dad loved Valerie. Mr. Jacobs had adopted her almost like his own daughter. They got along superbly well. Jacobs also had an older brother, Terry, who was married with kids.

      “Don’t shut me out on this,” Jacobs blurted out.

      “What?”

      “I know you think you’re trying to protect me on the details and everything, but I need to know. I need to be kept in the loop.”

      “Brett, we’ll keep you informed. I just don’t think it’s a good idea if you know every little detail that comes up,” Buchanan said. “What good’s that gonna do you? All it will do is continue stirring up bad memories and keep you from moving on.”

      “Moving on? How exactly do I do that? How do I move on from this? How does anyone move on from something like this?”

      “It won’t be easy. You have to make sure it doesn’t consume you.”

      “Who’s taking the lead on this?” Jacobs asked.

      “Garza. You know he’ll do what he has to do on it.”

      Jacobs knew Garza was a good detective. He believed he would do a good job bringing the killers of his family to justice.

      “You want me to call your dad or brother and have them come down to sit with you?” Buchanan asked.

      “No, I’ll do it.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind making the call for you.”

      “No. It’s my family. It’s my responsibility. I’m gonna have to call Val’s parents too. And her sister and brother.”

      “Probably wouldn’t be a bad idea if you stayed with your dad or brother tonight. Or the next few days. Probably shouldn’t be alone for a while.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Jacobs said.

      “Maybe. But we all know that when people are by themselves, when they’ve got too much time to think, that’s when the bad thoughts start creeping in. That’s when people get hung up. Too much time alone. Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t think that you’re alone in this ‘cause you’re not.”

      “I wish it were me. I wish it were me out there. I would give anything to trade places with them. To let them live.”

      Buchanan put his arm around Jacobs’ shoulders. “I know you would.”

      “When do you have to get back?”

      “I can stay a little while. At least until someone in your family comes. I don’t wanna leave you by yourself just yet.”

      “I guess I should call them now,” Jacobs said. “Before they hear it from someone else.”

      “Just so you know, you don’t have to worry about coming in to work for a few days. Policy says you can take three days.”

      “I’m not even worried about that right now.”

      “I know. If you need more time, just let me know and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s assuming I even come back.”

      “Brett, don’t talk like that. You use this, let it motivate you to come back and bring the criminal element of this city to its knees.”

      Jacobs agreed, though it wasn’t exactly how he was thinking. “There’s another way to do that. A more efficient way.”

      “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t even say that. I know you’re hurting and a lot of unpleasant things are gonna pass through your mind right now. Just gotta try and work your way through it. Throw yourself into your work for a while. It’ll help to ease the pain.”

      Jacobs wasn’t sure if throwing himself into his work would do the trick. He didn’t think anything would really ease the pain. Over the past few years he had the unpleasant task of having to inform several people of the deaths of their loved ones. He was always sympathetic for their loss and felt bad for those who had to go on living with the pain of losing those who were close to them. He always thought, though, that he had an idea of the kind of pain that arose from that loss, from having someone ripped away from you suddenly. But now, he knew that he didn’t. No one could ever truly know or understand what it was like to have your family torn away at a moment’s notice.

      Knowing he wasn’t doing himself any favors by continuing to sit there and wallow away in pity, Jacobs figured he’d start calling his family members to let them know what had happened. He told Buchanan what he was doing and walked over to the table and grabbed his phone. Jacobs then went into the bedroom and closed the door behind him. He assumed that he’d probably break down again as he told everyone the news and wanted a little privacy when he did.

      After watching his friend walk into the bedroom, Buchanan kept staring into the hallway. Being a part of hundreds of murder cases himself, he knew everyone took that kind of news differently. Some swore revenge, some looked numb, and some looked like they were going to have a nervous breakdown. He knew there was no right or normal way to process something like that. But a few things that Jacobs said made the sergeant nervous. Though he assumed it was probably just the shock and suddenness of what happened playing with Jacobs’ emotions, Buchanan was a little concerned that his friend might do something he’d regret.
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      It’d been three days since the deaths of Valerie Jacobs and her children. They had just finished the burial and as everyone began walking away, eventually only Brett Jacobs remained. He stood there, practically frozen, as he looked down at the four graves. Valerie was buried in the middle, with her children on both sides of her. It was still hard for Jacobs to believe that his family was gone. For the past couple of days, he stayed with his father. Though his brother offered him a room at his house, Jacobs just didn’t think he could be around too many people right now. With three young kids of their own running through the house, he didn’t want to damper everyone’s spirits. On the flip side, he didn’t want the enthusiasm and energy of a rambunctious family playing games with his depressed mood. He basically just wanted to be by himself and left alone. Valerie’s parents, along with her siblings, also offered Jacobs lodging for a few days, but he declined them too.

      Being with his father for a few days enabled him to have some space. His father was never much for talking and usually kept to himself. With Mr. Jacobs being a widower, albeit under different circumstances, he knew to let his son have some time for himself. If he wanted to talk, he’d be there for him. But he knew what his son really needed, and that was time.

      As Jacobs stood there, overlooking the graves of his family, he felt he should have said something to them. Something beautiful or elegant, something that would express all the emotions that he was feeling. Something that would be befitting for them. Words that they deserved. But he couldn’t think of any of those things. He finally got down on one knee and took turns looking at each of the graves. He started rubbing his face, anxious, trying to think of what to say. Tears filled his eyes.

      “I failed you. I failed all of you. You’re all here because of the decisions that I made. It should be me in there instead of you. If I could find a way to trade places with you, I would. I would do it in a heartbeat. I... I really don’t even wanna go on living without any of you. I miss you all so much already. I don’t know what I’m gonna do without you guys. You were my world. You were what got me through each day. Coming home, seeing the looks on your faces.”

      As the tears streamed down his face, Jacobs rubbed his eyes and wiped his cheeks with the sleeve of his suit jacket. He was crying so hard that he could barely even see the graves. He continued wiping his eyes until he controlled his tears a little better. They were still falling, but not so hard that he couldn’t make out his family in front of him. He then let out a laugh as he started thinking of a few happier times.

      “You know, I can still see the looks on your faces when you kids would always beg me to take you out for ice cream. Or Val, when... when you got that weird look on your face when you couldn’t remember what you did with your phone,” Jacobs said, laughing again. “You always looked so puzzled trying to remember where you put it.”

      After he stopped speaking, the smile on his face evaporated. The happy look he had slowly diminished. He had no other words to speak at the moment, but he didn’t want to leave. Somehow, it felt like he’d be abandoning them if he left. A few dark clouds passed overhead, and few droplets of rain began falling down. Jacobs let the drops bounce off him without giving them a second thought. He didn’t even look up. It was a fitting environment, he thought. The burial of his family was accompanied by rain and darkness. That would nicely describe the mood he was in.

      Only his father and brother remained nearby as Jacobs talked to his family. Everyone else had gone, even Valerie’s family. Valerie’s parents tried to stay longer, but they just couldn’t stand there anymore and look at their daughter in the ground. Nobody had blamed Jacobs for what happened to his family. Not his own family, not Valerie’s, not even friends, neighbors, or coworkers. Nobody blamed him for the deaths of his family. Except for one person. Himself. He doubted that he’d ever shrug off the guilt that he possessed, believing that he was responsible for them being killed. He should have protected them better, he thought.

      The rain started coming down a little harder, not that Jacobs paid much attention to it. It really didn’t bother him. But his dad and brother walked up behind him with umbrellas in their hands. They stood on opposite sides of him, both putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s time to go, son.”

      Jacobs knew he couldn’t stay there forever, but he just couldn’t bring himself to leave. He just couldn’t make his legs move. “I can’t.”

      “Dad’s right, Brett. C’mon.”

      “I can’t leave them.”

      “Listen, I know you’re hurting, and that’s perfectly normal. But you can’t just wither away here. You think Valerie would want that? You know she wouldn’t. She’d want you to get on with your life.”

      Though he stopped crying by that point, the pain was clearly evident on his face and in his eyes. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “We’ll help you. The first step is to get moving. You can always come back tomorrow.”

      Jacobs’ father and brother each grabbed hold of his arms and helped lift him off his knee and on to his feet.

      “Why don’t you come back to the house?” his brother asked. “Spend some time with us and the kids. It’ll do you good.”

      Jacobs started shaking his head. “No. I just... I can’t right now. You know?”

      “It’s OK. It’s OK to be alone sometimes. Just don’t spend all your time locked in a room.”

      Jacobs nodded. With some prodding, he then turned around and started walking to their cars.

      “Are you stopping by Valerie’s parents for the reception?” Terry asked.

      Jacobs shook his head again. “No. I don’t wanna see or talk to anybody right now.”

      “Everyone’s gonna wonder where you are.”

      “Let them wonder. I don’t give a damn what anyone else thinks. I just buried my family. I’m sorry if anyone gets upset that I’m not having tea and cake with them.”

      Mr. Jacobs squeezed his son’s shoulder a little tighter. “It’s all right, son. You don’t need to explain yourself to anyone. Everyone grieves in their own way.”

      “What are you gonna do right now?” Terry asked.

      “Just go back to the house, I guess,” Jacobs answered.

      “I’ll drop you off, son.”

      They continued walking to their cars. Terry’s wife and kids were still in theirs, waiting for him. Terry got in his car as Jacobs got in his dad’s car. As his dad pulled away, Terry couldn’t help but be worried about his brother. Though he didn’t fault him for acting the way he was, he was concerned that Jacobs was going to close himself off from everyone and let the tragedy eat away at him.

      There was going to be a reception at Valerie’s parents’ house for their friends and family, and some members of the police force who wanted to pay their respects. Jacobs just wasn’t interested in interacting with anyone. He was appreciative of the people who’d reached out to him so far to let him know that they were with him if he needed anything, but he just didn’t want to keep hearing other people speak of Valerie and the kids. Every time he heard their names mentioned, it was like someone was stabbing him in the gut.

      Once Mr. Jacobs pulled in front of his son’s home, Brett hopped out of the car. He then leaned into the open window to thank his father for the lift.

      “You want some company?” Mr. Jacobs asked.

      “Nah. I’ll be all right. Thanks, Dad.”

      “Yep. You need something, you let me know.”

      “I will.”

      As his father pulled away, Jacobs walked up the concrete steps toward the front door. As he got near the top, he stopped. He let out a sigh as he looked at the house. He hadn’t been there in a couple days, since Buchanan told him what happened to his family. He walked up the last remaining steps and unlocked the door and stepped inside. What used to be a warm, lively, and inviting home now seemed cold and lifeless. He kept expecting one of the kids to run into the living room and jump into his arms to greet him. But it wasn’t happening. And it would never happen again.

      Jacobs walked around the living room and eventually went through every room in the house. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular. He just needed to get a feel for the house again. It was almost like he was single again, looking at apartments for the first time. He and Valerie bought the house when she was pregnant for the first time. They pictured themselves living there for the rest of their lives as they raised their children. They envisioned a lot of happy times and memories for themselves. And for a while, they had them. But now, the only memory that was going through Jacobs’ mind was seeing Buchanan standing there and telling him his family was dead. He didn’t know how he could stay there again. Even for a single night. It just wasn’t the same house anymore.

      A sick feeling came over him as he meandered through the house. Though he didn’t throw up, it sure felt like he had to. He eventually made his way back into the living room and just stood there, his back against the wall. Suddenly, a patch of rage overtook his body, and he couldn’t control himself. In one swift motion, he turned and delivered several hard punches with his right hand into the light blue painted drywall. Three small indentations in the wall appeared, where his knuckles had smashed it, and pieces of the wall fell to the floor. He put his bruised and reddened knuckles into the palm of his left hand as he rubbed them. He then rested his forehead against the wall and lightly tapped his head against it several times, almost hoping he was living in a nightmare, and it would somehow wake him up from it.

      The rest of Jacobs’ day went by much the same way. He had periods of moodiness, highlighted by bouts of rage, punctuated by punching holes in the walls. But outside of the brief periods where he was throwing hands, most of his time was spent sitting on the floor or the couch and staring at the wall, thinking about his family. His phone rang several times, mostly calls from his family or coworkers, trying to make sure he was all right. Jacobs never answered, not wanting to talk to anybody.

      As the night rolled on, Jacobs eventually started to watch television, though he really couldn’t focus much on it. His mind always went back to his wife and kids, wishing they were on the couch next to him. He tried to eat something, but he just couldn’t force himself and wound up settling for a pack of crackers. It’d been an emotional and energy absorbing day for him, and about nine o’clock, Jacobs wound up crashing and fell asleep on the sofa.

      Jacobs woke up at seven the following morning and really didn’t know what to do with himself. Usually he’d wake up to the sounds of the kids playing around or watching TV, or smelling Valerie cooking breakfast. But there was none of that today. He checked his phone and looked at his text messages and listened to his voicemails. All from friends and other cops who seemed to be concerned about him. He knew he should respond to them and let them know he was OK, but he just tossed the phone back down, not really wanting to talk about it, even in a text message.

      Jacobs looked at the time and was still not sure what he was going to do. He knew he was scheduled to be at work, Buchanan made sure to send him several messages reminding him of it. But Jacobs just didn’t know whether he was going yet. He knew he should go. He knew that’s what everyone wanted him to do, what everyone expected him to do... everyone but himself, anyway. He just didn’t know how he could face everyone. It wasn’t just everyone looking at him with pity. But Jacobs knew he wasn’t the same person. In just three short days, he had been transformed into a dramatically different person. He wasn’t even sure if he could still do the job anymore. And he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. With all the rage and anger that was flowing through his body, he didn’t know if he could think clearly enough, if he could be calm when the situation warranted it, or if he could be impartial.

      It wasn’t long, though, until he found out. It was just after eight o’clock when he heard a knock on the door. Jacobs wasn’t expecting anybody, and nobody had indicated in any of their text or voice messages that they were coming over. He walked over to the window and looked out, seeing a familiar car parked in front of the house. It was Buchanan. He couldn’t imagine what he wanted since he didn’t say he was coming. Jacobs went to the door and opened it.

      “Hey,” Jacobs said.

      “Well, I guess I’ve had worse receptions,” Buchanan said, noticing the lack of warmth in his friend’s greeting.

      “What’s up?”

      Buchanan shook his head. “Nothing. What’s up with you?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I’m really not in the mood to play these stupid games right now. What are you doing here?”

      Buchanan looked past his friend and noticed a few things that he didn’t see the last time he was there. Namely, a couple holes in the wall. “Mind if I come in?”

      Jacobs had a displeased look on his face, but still stepped aside and put his arm out to let the sergeant in the door. Buchanan walked around the room a little bit, observing a few of the new round circles in the wall.

      “Looks like you added a few things since I last saw the place,” Buchanan sarcastically said.

      Jacobs didn’t feel the need to talk about it. “Mice.”

      “Really? Hmm. Didn’t know they could do this much damage to a place. Chewed right through the drywall I guess, huh?”

      “Guess so.” Jacobs wasn’t in the mood for small talk either and wanted his friend to hurry up and get to the point of why he was there. “So, what are you doing here?”

      Buchanan sat down on the couch. “I’m here for you.”

      Jacobs looked confused. “What? Why would you be here for me?”

      “Well, you’re going back to work today, right? Figured I’d stop by and pick you up, give you a lift in.”

      Jacobs didn’t seem happy with his friend’s reference. “Yeah, I don’t know if I’m going in.”

      Buchanan squinted his eyes like he thought he didn’t hear him properly. “You don’t what?”

      “I don’t know if I’m going in,” Jacobs repeated.

      “Why?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I don’t know if I feel like it.”

      “You don’t know if you feel like it? What else are you gonna do? Sit around here all day moping around and feeling sorry for yourself?”

      “I’ve got a right to, don’t you think?” Jacobs said, raising his voice.

      Buchanan put his hands out, trying to relax and calm Jacobs down. “I know, you do. I’m sorry, that didn’t come out right. I’m not trying to belittle or trivialize what happened. But you just can’t sit around day after day hoping that all of a sudden you’ll feel better. It doesn’t work like that.”

      Jacobs kept shaking his head. “I don’t know. I just... I don’t know what to do.”

      “Come back to work. Sitting around here just thinking about everything isn’t going to help. You’re gonna make yourself go crazy. Immerse yourself in your work for a while until you can clear your mind and get your head right.”

      “Maybe.”

      “If you don’t, you’re just gonna keep thinking bad thoughts and fall into a big, black hole that you can’t crawl out of.”

      Though Jacobs listened to Buchanan speak for a while, he still wasn’t sure what the right thing was. Going back to work just didn’t seem that important to him anymore. But he also knew that he couldn’t sit around the house day after day. While he conversed with Buchanan about his prospects, his positioning altered frequently. He went from pacing, to sitting, to just standing still, then pacing again. Buchanan could see that he was tormented by what he wanted to do. He just hoped that, in a time where Jacobs clearly wasn’t himself and was deeply affected by what happened, as he should have been, that he would eventually see that his work still needed him. And he needed it. After another hour of convincing, Jacobs finally agreed to go back to work. Standing against the far wall, he nodded in agreement.

      “I guess I’ll give it a shot. At least for now.”

      Buchanan looked relieved. “Good. I’m glad you came to the right decision. You’ll see. You’re doing the right thing.”

      “I guess we’ll see.”

      Buchanan waited a little while for Jacobs to get dressed for work. Once he was ready, they drove down to their district to start the workday. Jacobs was unsure what type of reception he was going to get. He wasn’t sure whether everyone would feel sorry for him and leave him alone, fearful of bringing up bad memories, or whether everyone would be overly talkative around him in an effort of trying to make him forget the painful events of the past week.

      It turned out to be the latter. As soon as he entered the station, it seemed like everyone came up to him to offer their condolences, offer support, or just to tell him how much everyone was with him. It was actually a little smothering; he thought. He probably would have been more comfortable if everyone had just left him alone. After what seemed like hours of greeting everyone he came across, Jacobs finally sat down at his desk, without having to deal with the onslaught of people around him. He stared at his computer screen, not quite knowing what to do at first. He looked around his desk at the couple of files that were placed around the edges. It almost felt like he was on his first day again, unsure of what he should be doing. It wasn’t long after that that he was called to the Captain’s office. Buchanan came over to him to let him know and escort him there.

      Once they entered the office, the captain was already sitting at his desk looking over some papers. Jacobs sat down in the black leather chair in front of the desk, an uncomfortable expression on his face as he wondered what the meeting was about. Buchanan closed the door and sat in the corner of the room. As they waited for the captain to begin, Jacobs turned his head and looked toward his friend for some type of guidance as to what they were there for. Buchanan just nodded and made a face, indicating he had nothing to worry about. After a minute, the captain put down his paperwork and looked at Jacobs for a few moments, sizing up his condition.

      “How you holding up?” Captain Whitaker asked.

      Jacobs shrugged, not really wanting to talk about his condition at the moment. “Uh, all right, I guess.”

      “I know it’s a tough time for you, but I want you to know we’re all with you. Whatever you need, you let someone know.”

      Jacobs nodded several times quickly, still not in the mood to talk about much.

      “You feel good enough to come back right now?” Whitaker said.

      Jacobs looked away for a second and shrugged again. Buchanan put his hand over his face, not liking what he was seeing with his friend’s body language. “Yeah, I guess, I mean, am I ever gonna feel good enough after this?”

      “I don’t mean to sound insensitive or anything, but I need to know your head’s still gonna be in the game. I understand you’re trying to make sense of everything and all that, I get that, I just want to make sure your head’s where it should be when you’re out there working. You know as well as I do, if you make mistakes, we could lose suspects, get cases tossed out of court, et cetera.”

      Jacobs looked back at Buchanan again, irritated at the line of questioning. He threw his hands up and was about to get argumentative, but the sergeant recognized the combative posture from his friend and sought to head it off before something was said that would make matters worse.

      “Everything’s gonna be fine,” Buchanan said. “It’s just gonna take him a few days to get back into the swing of things.”

      Jacobs looked back at him and rolled his eyes.

      “Maybe if we just keep him on desk duty for two or three days, he’ll be ready to go after that,” the sergeant said.

      Whitaker nodded, though by reading Jacobs’ body language, he wasn’t sure the detective was ready to be back in the field. “All right. Give it two or three days. If there’s any issues, I wanna hear about it from the both of you.”

      Jacobs got up and then left the office, Buchanan following closely behind.

      “What was the point of that?” Jacobs asked. “It’s obvious he doesn’t want me back here. What am I doing here?”

      Buchanan tried to calm his friend down. “It’s not that he doesn’t want you back. He just wants to make sure your head’s where it’s supposed to be.”

      Jacobs shrugged. “But it’s not. I’ve been telling you that. I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      Buchanan put his arm around him and walked him back to his desk. As Jacobs sat down, the sergeant grabbed a couple of the folders and opened them.

      “Here, take some of these, do some legwork, do some research, just get back into the flow of things. Once you start doing things that are familiar, everything will start falling back into place again for you. You just need to start slow, build yourself up again.”

      “I don’t know, man,” Jacobs said, still resisting.

      “Trust me. Just start working on this stuff, two or three days, you’re gonna feel a lot better about yourself.”

      Another detective walked by and gave Jacobs a pat on his shoulder. “Good to have you back, buddy.”

      As the detective walked away, Jacobs gave him a nod. He was back, but it didn’t feel right to him. Maybe Buchanan was right, that all he needed was to immerse himself in his work, but it didn’t seem that simple. With his wife and kids gone, he felt like there was a big piece of him that was missing, and there was nothing in the world that was going to replace it or fill it back in. He was back, but only in body. He wasn’t there in spirit. He was back, but for how long?
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      A month had gone by since Jacobs returned to work. Though he’d gotten back into the normal swing of things, just as Buchanan said he would, he wasn’t the same man. And he wasn’t the same cop. Everyone could see it. They hoped it was just a phase he was going through, that he’d snap out of it and return to the man and cop he was before, but some of his colleagues weren’t sure he’d even be around that much longer to have the opportunity.

      Jacobs had always been a pretty mild-mannered person. When dealing with others, he was always polite, respectful, not argumentative. As a cop, he’d always done everything by-the-book. He didn’t step on anyone’s toes or infringe on a suspect’s rights. He did everything the way it was drawn up in the manual. But the past two weeks, he’d been anything but polite and respectful, whether it was dealing with fellow cops, regular citizens on the street, or suspects he was questioning. He seemed to argue with just about everyone and his actions on the job were starting to border on the edge. There’d been several instances lately where he’d been a little more forceful with suspects than he should have been, or than he’d ever been before. Most of the other detectives and police officers brushed it off, thinking that he never quite crossed the line.

      But Buchanan wasn’t one of those. He was getting deeply concerned about the mental state of Jacobs. He thought by Jacobs investing himself into his work, that his mood would eventually pick up. Buchanan knew it would take his friend some time. Anyone in the same situation would go through the same battles. But he wasn’t counting on Jacobs showing more aggression. That was the most alarming thing that Buchanan was concerned with.

      A group of detectives, including Jacobs and Buchanan, had just gotten back to the office after raiding a house and questioning a few suspects who lived there. They acted based on a tip by an informant that they weren’t sure was accurate, but rolled on it nonetheless. Unfortunately, nothing came out of it. Nothing except another display of Jacobs’ ever-growing reliance on the use of force. Almost immediately after sitting down at his desk, Buchanan came over to him.

      “You wanna tell me what that was all about?”

      “What?” Jacobs asked, though he knew what he was referring to.

      “You grabbed a guy by the shirt collar and tossed him up against the wall. I thought you were gonna slug him into next week.”

      Jacobs shrugged it off. “I wasn’t gonna hit him.”

      “Sure could’ve fooled me.”

      “I just wanted to put a little scare into him.”

      “Well, it sure worked. On the both of us.”

      “Well, I didn’t, so I’m not sure what the problem is,” Jacobs said.

      “The problem is that these little

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

