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      I lifted the kayak onto the hooks under the house and knew the workout hadn’t cleared my head. After releasing the stairs down to Broad Beach, I climbed them and rinsed off in the outside shower on the side of the house. Stepping out of my bathing suit, I dried off, opened the sliding-glass door, and pushed “play” on the stereo. Miles Davis’ “So What” filled the room. I picked up my cell phone from the kitchen counter and listened to my messages.

      “Jack, it’s Mike. There’s been a shooting in Oakville, near the school. Call me ASAP.” The next message, from my neighbor and best friend, Jennifer, said, “It will be okay, Jack. You can dodge whatever Amanda throws at you. You always have. Let me know how it goes.” Mike’s second message said, “Where are you, jackass? Meet me at 164 Ivy.” Followed by Amanda cooing, “Sweetbuns, I miss you. You better be home when I get there because I have a surprise for you. Kisses.”

      I headed to Oakville.

      Why would Mike involve a private investigator, especially a lazy one like me based in Malibu, in a shooting in the inner city? That was police territory, although the Oakville police were notoriously incompetent.

      If you committed a murder in Oakville, you had a seventy-six percent chance of getting away with it. Rape, ninety-three percent. Mike Sherwood knew this, which meant he had a personal interest in this shooting. He and I went way back, so I knew he wouldn’t involve me frivolously.

      On the drive, I was grateful for the distraction of the Oakville excursion. My girlfriend, Amanda Bigelow, a movie star, would return from two months in Italy that night. She’d been on location in Milan, staying in a magnificent villa, but I was willing to bet she’d visited the Ponte Vecchio in Florence. Her last visit to this famous bridge lined with shops had led to her spending $33,000 on a sapphire necklace that she wore to the Academy Awards, then claimed she could never wear it again in public.

      Unlike most PIs, I’m principled, but only to a point. My job often requires me to find dirt on someone—ugliness I can use to blackmail a blackmailer. Almost as often, I bury unfortunate realities. The movie stars, with help from their public-relations flaks, have created their images—from squeaky-clean to seductively scandalous—and I help to prop up those images, regardless of the truth. Obviously, I can name my price because in Hollywood all publicity is not good publicity, despite rumors to the contrary.

      Of course, you don’t have to have talent to own a house on the sand in Malibu. The one I lived in with Amanda—the $30 million profusion of spires and turrets, surrounded by glass and topped with patina, all suspended by some architectural sleight of hand twenty feet above the breakers—is a showpiece owned by a woman who couldn’t act surprised if she found a horse’s head in her bed.

      She and I lived near the gnarled finger of rock known as Victoria Point that juts into the sea. Our neighbor Jennifer Pearson hired me twice. She owns the architectural marvel two doors away. She’s smart, educated, funny, gorgeous, and as broken as the rest of us.

      As I passed Santa Monica High School, my cell rang. I hit the answer button on the steering wheel without looking to see who was calling.

      “Jack Drake.”

      “Where the hell are you?” Mike asked.

      “Passing the Lincoln exit.”

      “Well, hurry up. Game was hit, but superficially. Five others in the park didn’t make it, though.”

      “Who’s Game?”

      “Wendell Jackson. Our point guard, remember?”

      “Right. Quick as hell.”

      “Good kid, but in the wrong place at the wrong time today. Crispus Attucks Park. Borders on ironic. Game’s been heading in a bad direction, so I can use your help. Step on it.”

      I headed east on the 105 until I reached Oakville. I saw many mom-and-pop eateries, and every major intersection was anchored by at least two fast-food restaurants. Korean grocers fought for space among the bail-bonds shacks, check-cashing stores, chop shops, and auto-parts chains. And every second block featured a liquor store.

      I wanted to examine the shooting scene before I went to Game’s house. I asked Siri the location of the park, then headed there. When I arrived, I saw a park nothing like the ones I grew up playing in. One basketball court didn’t have a hoop at either end, only the remains of fiberglass backboards. The seesaw, monkey bars, swings, and slide sat on blacktop cobwebbed by ruts, and the entire baseball field was nothing but dirt.

      I inched my way past the park. Half of the Oakville PD had set up out front. In the next row were the television crews doing stand-ups at the curb. The crews’ vans were parked in the eastbound lanes of Mallory, and that side of the street had been blocked off by black-and-whites, so the news vans weren’t impeding traffic. The police, however, appeared to be upset because the newscasters and reporters were badgering them for information about the shooting. And I’m sure the news chopper circling overhead didn’t please any of the city officials.

      Groups of three or four teens milled about, some of them being asked by the media what they thought about the events of a couple hours earlier. I stopped, rolled down my window, and saw a young, well-dressed blond woman extend a mic to a large male teenager I guessed was Samoan—wearing Osh Kosh overalls but no shirt. I heard him respond to her question by asking, “Would I a been in the park, lady, if I knew it was jumpin’ off?”

      I drove to the end of the block and turned left at the corner. The other cars checking out the scene turned right, heading out of the residential area the park was located in and into downtown Oakville. I followed the yellow crime-scene tape along the chain-link fence that bordered the two tennis courts without nets. Officers were posted at each corner. Plainclothes detectives wandered around, looking for the clue that would solve the case and get them out of the media’s spotlight.

      Lab techs had chalked the outlines of five bodies, which presumably had been taken to the morgue. Dozens of small white plastic markers with black numbers printed on them were scattered around, trying to establish order out of chaos.

      But there was no way to tell in which order the bullets had landed, let alone to deduce anything about the shooters. Authorities could tell by the pattern of the spray where the shooters had been standing, which was relevant. But the exercise was nothing more than theater, performed for the sake of appearances.

      I pulled to the curb and tuned the radio to KNX. After two minutes I heard a report on the shooting. A local gang was suspected. The five men who were killed ranged in age from nineteen to twenty-six. “It is a tragedy,” a male newscaster on the scene said, “one that has become all too common. Today it was Oakville’s turn. Which city or town will be next?”

      The newscaster said, “The investigation is ongoing,” then added: “Not much is known at this time, except the perpetrators were last seen leaving Crispus Attucks Park, heading west in an old, brown Honda Accord.” Next, a male Latino who witnessed the shooting was quoted: “These guys in no hurry. They just walk fast away, no big deal.” Then came a report on the status of the freeways. I turned off the radio.

      Oakville’s population was about sixty percent Latino, twenty-five percent Black, ten percent Samoan, and five percent Asian. The municipality’s only real distinction was that twice in the last five years it had led the nation in gang-related murders. The school district was so atrocious that Mike had told me that many of the students in his tenth- and eleventh-grade English classes could barely read, let alone comprehend Julius Caesar and Great Expectations.

      A tap on the window startled me. I lowered it to a young police cadet who asked, “You got some reason for being here, sir?” The “sir” obviously pained him.

      “I’m a private investigator.” I flashed him my license. “I’m curious what happened. Any progress?”

      “Ain’t you outta your jurisdiction?”

      “P.I.s are licensed by the state. But I’m not from here, if that’s what you’re asking.” I smiled to let him know I wasn’t there to cause trouble. He didn’t buy it.

      “Well, okay, but this is a crime scene, so⁠—”

      “You mind if I look at something?”

      “What?”

      “The dirt between the court and the road?”

      “That’s part of the crime scene.”

      “Not trying to hassle you, but the scene’s on the inside of the tape, and I just need to look at the outside.”

      “I guess. Just don’t touch nothin’.”

      I got out of the car and began to walk in the street. The yellow tape that read Police Line Do Not Cross was strung around the four courts on the basketball stanchions, well inside the park. It took me about a minute before I found what I was looking for: fresh shoeprints in the dirt that the shooters could have made while leaving. A real police department—or a conscientious Boy Scout troop—would have had the whole area cordoned off, at least to the sidewalk on the other side of the street. But this was Oakville.

      The officer had been shadowing me. I asked, “Do you know if the techs made casts of these shoe prints?” I knew they hadn’t because no residue and no other fresh prints existed around those of the shooters. But I figured I’d let him present the idea as his own to his superiors. He’d either be praised or sacked.

      “Don’t think so.”

      “Probably won’t get anything off them, and they could be anyone’s, but this guy wore Nike running shoes, size twelve or thirteen. And this guy wore what look like work boots. See the small slice there, on the heel? That could be useful, you find the guy. You’ll call the techs?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right. Good luck.” As I pulled away, I saw him talk into the radio on his left breast, letting his superiors know of his discovery. How they would bungle the investigation, I could only guess.
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      Ivy Street was only four blocks long, beginning at Alameda Street and ending in a cul-de-sac that abutted a small park. There must not have been a homeowners association to enforce standards because the houses ran from nicely maintained, with well-tended lawns and cared-for flowerbeds, to run-down and decrepit, including one house with an ancient gray Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme up on blocks in the driveway.

      Game’s house was of the well-maintained variety—small, painted sky blue with yellow trim. The lawn, bisected by a brick walkway, had been recently mowed. On the left side of the house stood a large sycamore tree. On the right, the driveway ran beneath a closed white gate into the backyard. A forest-green Toyota Corolla was parked in the driveway, outside the gate. I found a spot at the curb, got out, grabbed my jacket, and locked the car.

      “You must be Jack,” Rachelle Jackson said after opening her front door. She had a natural hairstyle that framed her face. The red in the corners of her big, brown eyes told me she’d been crying. She looked about forty. “Hello, I’m Rachelle, Wendell’s mama.”

      “Nice to meet you, Rachelle.”

      We shook hands, then went inside. I set my jacket on the nearest chair.

      “Sorry I’m late. I stopped by the park first. What a mess.”

      Mike and Wendell were inside the small living room. Mike held a bottle of Miller Lite and leaned against the doorjamb to the kitchen. He wore chocolate slacks, brown wingtips, and a silk rep tie that picked up the royal blue in his dress shirt.

      Game was lying on the couch, his head propped up by pillows, his legs hanging out of sight over the far edge. He wore his hair shaved on the sides with an elevated flattop. He didn’t wear a shirt and had a bandage on his left shoulder. He wore baggy jeans cinched below his waist with a thick, black belt.

      “Did you forget the accelerator is the pedal on the right?” Mike asked.

      “Hush,” Rachelle said. “Can I get you something to drink, Jack? Soda, beer, something stronger?”

      “A Diet Coke would be great, if you have it. Thanks. Hi, I’m Jack.” I put out my hand, and Wendell surprised me by sitting up and looking me in the eyes as we shook. He said, “What up? I’m Game.”

      “Nice to meet you, Game. I like the way you run the point. Saw you dish twelve assists against Crenshaw last season.”

      “Thanks, man. Just finding the open man, like Coach Sherwood taught us.”

      “How bad’s your shoulder?”

      “Ain’t nothing.” He waited two seconds then added, “Thanks for asking.”

      I sat down in one of two flowered armchairs.

      Rachelle reentered the room with my soda and handed it to me. She sat next to the couch in the other armchair. I looked around the room. The décor was minimal: a few large candles, souvenirs from not-very-distant locales, and three photos of boys on the shelves. The pictures looked like official school portraits, the kind in which subjects pose unnaturally. One was of Wendell.

      “What did you find at the park?” she asked. “Forgive me for not getting to know you better before I start badgering you, but it’s been a rough day.”

      “You think it rough? I the one got hit,” Game said.

      “English, Wendell. Is this what you teach him in that class of yours?” she asked, turning to Mike.

      He opened his mouth to respond but rethought whatever he was about to say. He gestured with his head for me to follow him, and we walked through the kitchen and into the backyard.

      Mike had been best man when I’d married Jami, my late wife, and I’d been there for him when his father died and when a drunk driver killed his sister.

      A cinder-block wall enclosed the small rectangle of the backyard. A young peach tree didn’t bear fruit yet in the corner farthest from the kitchen door. A transparent Plexiglas backboard was mounted on the roof, above the left side of the back door. We sat on the steps.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Graduation was at noon today. Every year, the graduates pretend to be hopeful, but they know the deck’s stacked against them. Anyway, summer’s here, so Game’s playing full-court pickup with older guys, members of his set, or gang, called the MLKs. Shooters pull up right at game-point, so the players’ and onlookers’ attention is elsewhere. Shooters get close enough to hit seven of the fifteen people on and around the court in a matter of seconds, then they walk away. Game got hit and was lucky because a much bigger guy stood between him and the shooters. The big guy didn’t make it. We don’t know much other than it’s between da Uptown Posse and Game’s MLKs, but he won’t tell us any more than that.”

      “Because you’re his teacher or because you’re sleeping with his mother?”

      “Probably both,” he said.

      “Is he cool with it?”

      “Cool as any sixteen-year-old male would be.”

      “Does anyone at the school know?” I asked. “Or would they care?”

      “We’ve only been seeing each other for a few weeks. But are you kidding? At Oakville? They’d just be grateful she’s of age.” He finished his bottle and set it at his feet. “That doesn’t make it right, of course. Could compromise my objectivity. Grade inflation’s bad enough as it is. He was one of my students.”

      “He’s not as of today. Get over it and deal with the shooting.”

      “What’d you find out at the park?”

      “Nothing you’re not aware of. Oakville P.D. isn’t going to solve this. The officers were as well organized as a hurricane.”

      “They’ll put on a show,” he said, “but it won’t amount to much. One falls in their laps every so often, so who knows? Most cases, though, get solved by the gangs themselves, and that’s why I called you.”

      “I was wondering if you were going to tell me.”

      Rachelle stuck her head out the door. “Can I get you boys something to eat? I have some leftover barbecue.”

      Mike shook his head and said, “I’m okay. You want anything?” The barbecue sounded good, but I wasn’t going to sit there licking my fingers while Mike told me what was going on, so I passed.

      “Okay. Let me know, though.” She started to close the door, then stopped and said, “Jack, Wendell wants to know if you have LoJack on your Beemer, ’cause you’re not in Malibu anymore.” Obviously, Mike had told them something about me.

      “We white folk just think positive thoughts.”

      She laughed, shook her head, and closed the door.

      “You’ve never turned down food in your life,” Mike said. “You okay?”

      “Just tell me why I’m here so I can eat.”

      “Game’s in the MLKs. Most people would guess this moniker is an homage to Martin Luther King Jr., but they’re the Major League Killers, and they’re the archrivals of da Uptown Posse, the ones he said did this.”

      “Are they the Hatfields or McCoys?”

      “Exactly.” He stared at his wingtips, then said, “Thing is, Game and the other MLKs intend to exact revenge tonight. We can’t let that happen.”

      “Understandable.”

      “No, there’s more. He’s the last of Rachelle’s boys. She lost his two older brothers to this shit. Despite the magnificent performance she’s putting on, she’s a complete wreck. Game’s been involved for about nine months, and she’s tried everything she can think of to convince him to get out. She asked me if I had a pair of handcuffs so I could keep him inside. Before you arrived, she was pleading with him to end all this today and stay with her because he’s all she has left. He’s calling her a traitor for even thinking he’d allow his brothers’ murders to go unavenged. He’s an excellent student, a tremendous athlete, and, except for the fact he’s in this damned set, he’s a quality teen. Exceptional, considering the cards he’s been dealt.”

      “You’re not saying that because you’re dating his mother?”

      “No. It was because he was a great kid that I met his mother. I called her to see if there was any way to transfer him out of this awful district into a city in which he might have a chance.”

      “No go, huh?”

      “She’s a nurse. Sorry, a registered nurse, as she keeps correcting me. There must be a bunch of rogue nurses out there who never completed their paperwork. She says she’d never send him to live with a relative, and she feels lucky to have a stable job, so she won’t risk moving and having to wait tables somewhere.”

      “How long ago did his brothers get killed? If payback is exacted quickly among gangs, why haven’t those scores been settled?”

      “It’s been about a year since the middle son, Terrell, was killed. But that doesn’t matter. Remember, it’s Hatfields and McCoys, so everyone in the rival set has to be eliminated for the slate to be clean. The war’s still active if anyone’s left standing. That’s why it takes major players to sit down to effect a truce. For every banger gunned down, there’s some poor, lonely kid being jumped in. They know the odds are against them, so they do what they think they have to do. Sadly, it makes a certain sense. They’re a part of something for a while. They have a purpose, at least until they’re killed.”

      “Better to go out fighting than to suffer the slow suicide of the hopeless,” I said.

      “Something like that.”

      “Which takes us to a place where I can’t believe we’re going.” I stood and stretched. I’d overdone it in the kayak and felt my misguided exuberance in my aging back. I wanted food and a massage.

      “Look, Jack, you know I wouldn’t ask if I could think of a better way. If he could just stay with you⁠—”

      Rachelle’s screams interrupted him: “No! No! Wendell! WENDELL!”

      We ran into the house and followed Rachelle through the open front door. She slowed her run to a walk as she reached the street and approached my car. The driver’s-side door was open, and Wendell sat in the car, with his left Adidas basketball shoe on the pavement. By the time we reached the car, Rachelle’s panic had turned to anger, and she was laying into her son.

      “Why don’t you just do it quick, Wendell? Take a gun and shoot me, ’cause that’s what you’re doin’ to me every day, you know that? I’m sure you and your bad boys have plenty of weapons to choose from, so why don’t we get it over with now?”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he said. He’d put on a shirt and a leather purple-and-gold Lakers jacket.

      I stepped past his mother and knocked the keys out of his left hand. The keys landed on the blacktop.

      He let out a yelp of surprise and looked up at me with more fear in his eyes than hatred. I grabbed the collar of his jacket, lifted him up, glared at him, and said, “Don’t ever speak to your mother like that again.”

      I let go of the jacket, and he said, “You’re dead.”
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      “I’m new to this gang stuff,” I said, “but as I understand it, it’s strictly Old Testament—an eye for an eye. What I just did to you was dis you, right?”

      “Gonna kill you. Ain’t be my first.”

      “Hold on, Wendell. What I’m getting at is that I want to square things up. If you accept my proposal, and apologize to your mother, then we’ll call it even and proceed like men—no grudges, no harm done. If you decline my offer, it won’t be beneath me to press charges against you for trying to steal my car and for making threats against my life.”

      “Man, you the one hit me. I should press charges.”

      “You mean slapping the keys from your hand? You think that was me hitting you? And do you have any witnesses?”

      Mike and Rachelle laughed. She must have been conflicted, wanting to side with her son but also needing something in his life to change.

      “Although it’ll pain her to do so,” I said, “your mother will act as a witness, as will Mike, when I accuse you of attempted auto theft and of threatening my life. The Division of Juvenile Justice will not be fun, but it probably won’t kill you. It won’t be a picnic, not with you weighing, what, 135, with the Adidas and the jacket on? They do their best to keep rival gangs separated, but you never can tell when the government’s involved.”

      I reached down, picked up the keys, and put them in a pocket of my jeans. I’d left the keys in my jacket, which I’d left in the house. I gestured for Wendell to get up. I could see in his eyes he wanted to resist, to tell me to fuck off, but he knew he had no choice. He stood and stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets. Mike leaned against the car, then Rachelle did, too.

      I turned to Rachelle and said, “Because you see the logic of sending him to juvie, you’ll witness my complaint if Wendell doesn’t agree to my terms?”

      She hesitated, then nodded. Mike nudged her, and she said, “Yes.”

      Wendell took a step away from the car, his head down. A car approached slowly, then passed on the wrong side of the street, the driver’s head swiveling to see what was up.

      “You can do it any way you want, but I’d take off my jacket.” He just looked at me. “It’s not complicated. You get to pay me back now. I slapped your wrist and grabbed your collar. Let’s call that two wrongs. You get two-for-one.”

      “That’s it? That’s your damn deal?”

      “It’s the first part of it, but by participating in this part, you agree to the second part.”

      “Ain’t agreeing to nothing, don’t know what it is.”

      “It’s agree or juvie, Wendell.”

      “Ain’t gonna send me to no juvie. No way.” He looked at his mother.

      “We’re not joking. This is for real,” she said.

      “Why didn’t the key work?” Wendell asked.

      “Can’t tell you. You ready?”

      He took his jacket off and set it on the car.

      “Three for one,” he said, stepping closer.

      “Six free shots? No, too many. Two-for-one, plus a bonus punch, just for being you.”

      “Anything I want?”

      “Unless you have a razor in your shoe.”

      “Then you think we even? What if I still think I owe you?”

      “If you try anything, I’ll treat you as an assailant, not as a sixteen-year-old son of an acquaintance, and I’ll put you in the hospital.”

      “What the rest of the deal?”

      “Start hitting me, and you’ll find out.”

      He stepped closer, put up his fists, and thought how best to use his five freebies. I cupped my hands in front of my groin, tucked my chin to my chest in case he went for the throat, and dropped my right leg back to brace myself. The first shot was an overhand right to my left cheek. He landed it solidly, but because I was five inches taller, he couldn’t put his weight behind it, and it didn’t hurt much. I didn’t react at all, hoping he’d find the head shots futile and go for the body. He took the bait and delivered a two-punch combination to the gut. He flinched when he threw the left because of the bullet wound on his left shoulder. I clenched my abs, so I barely felt his fists, but I staggered back a step to sucker him. I must’ve overacted because he stopped the next punch to my gut before it landed.

      “Two more.”

      “I know,” he said. “Shut up.” As if to help me do so, he caught me with a solid right-cross to the mouth. Even with our size differential, that one hurt. I’d have to ice it. But I didn’t show him shit.

      He looked toward his mother and Mike for help with the last one. To my surprise, Rachelle kicked her right leg up sharply. To my relief, Wendell took his mother’s advice and kicked me in the shin. Adidas are fine basketball shoes but lousy weapons. My shin stung for a few seconds, but that was all.

      “That’s five. Let’s go inside to finish our negotiations.”

      “Damn, you didn’t even feel ’em, huh?” He picked up his jacket and started to walk next to me toward the house.

      “The first one wasn’t bad, and the shot to the mouth still hurts. But let me show you something.” I stopped and squared off with him. Tentatively, he took a fighting stance. “Two things. One, a punch is much more effective if you twist your fist when you land it, like this. You hit me straight on. If you’d delivered the right to the mouth like this, you’d have split my lip.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Two, when you throw an overhand punch, think about your legs. Concentrate on pushing off with your lower body. You’re just using your arms, throwing from the shoulder, not turning your hips to put your weight behind your shots. If you think about launching yourself through your opponent, you’ll punch with your whole body, and he’ll feel it much more.”

      “Damn, can I go again?”

      “Not on me, you can’t.”

      The four of us walked inside. Mike, Wendell, and I sat, and Rachelle went into the kitchen. This time I sat at one end of the couch, Mike settled into an armchair, and Wendell straddled the other side of the couch. Rachelle returned with a Baggie full of ice and handed it to me. I held it to my mouth and felt the sting.

      “Because my stomach is beginning to consume itself, let’s set the ground rules, then get something to eat,” I said.

      “Popeye’s?” Wendell asked.

      “I have leftovers,” Rachelle said.

      “I been shot. I deserve Popeye’s.”

      “Fine,” I said. “The situation as I see it is this: In the MLKs’ crib, somewhere in Oakville, the guys are planning to hit the Uptown Posse.”

      “Da. It da Uptown Posse.”

      “Hush!” Rachelle said.

      “That’s enough,” Mike said at the same time.

      “Our objective is to prevent you from participating in any retaliatory attacks,” I said. “Ultimately, we’d like to see you get out of the MLKs so you can pursue something that offers more longevity.”

      “Man, you just met me. Who you to say what I should do?”

      “You’re right, I don’t know you, but that doesn’t mean much. I’d like to believe I’d help any sixteen-year-old do what he had to do to free himself from a gang. But right now, we’re talking about you. The plan is for you to stay with me in Malibu. Your mother and Mike are afraid they won’t be able to stop you from joining the attack on da Posse if you stay in Oakville. Correct me, you two, if I’m wrong.”

      “No, that’s it,” Rachelle said.

      “You got it,” Mike said.

      “Why I don’t just head back? Ain’t like I on the moon.”

      “Speak English in my house, Wendell.”

      “Or what you gonna do, send me to juvie?”

      “I showed you earlier what you get when you disrespect your mother. I don’t make a habit of hitting kids, but this is⁠—”

      “Who you calling a kid?”

      “Despite your badass manner and smart lip, you’re sixteen.”

      “Man, I’m gonna—” He got to his feet but without conviction.

      “Sit down,” I said.

      “This kidnapping.” He looked at his shoes, and asked, “How long?” He slid onto the couch.

      “Long enough to let the heat die down. But because it doesn’t look as though the shooting’s ever going to end, maybe forever.”

      “Come on, Mama. This ain’t fair.”

      “Is it fair I’ve lost two of my boys to this mess?” she asked. “And now you’re trying to follow them into the grave. Is that fair? Tell me, is it? How’re you gonna bring Lawrence and Terrell back to us by shooting someone else? Shooting someone else who didn’t kill them, someone else who has a mama?”

      “You don’t know who did it.”

      “Exactly, and neither do you, which is what makes shooting people at random so stupid.”

      “Ain’t random. Random what they did out there today.”

      “Quiet, you two,” Mike said. “Let Jack finish.”

      “We’re not planning to shoot anyone tonight or any other night,” I said, “which makes us the adults. Instead, we’re going to save your life. But I’ll give you something in return. I give you my word I’ll do what I can to put away today’s shooters—not because I’m taking sides in this gang rivalry, but because people were killed today.

      “Good, bad, or somewhere in between, like most of us, they were people, so someone’s got to do something about their murders. The police department may luck out, but I doubt it, so we’re going to need your help. You’ll let me know what you know. You’ll not only cooperate, but you’ll also participate, offering up information, then tracking down leads. The drive between here and there will give us time to get to know each other.” I smiled a big, goofy smile.

      “Just what I need.”

      “Good, I’m looking forward to it, too.”

      “Why you think I’m not just gonna leave?”

      “Because it’ll be difficult. You already failed to take my car.”

      “I can take another one. Or catch a bus.”

      “Well, that’s the sport of it, then. A little cat and mouse. Meeeooow.”

      “Mama, I gotta go with this clown, for real? He crazy.”

      “I agree with you, son, but his kind of crazy is what we need right now, so you’re going. Pack some stuff.”

      “For real?”

      “Go!”

      Game slowly rose from the couch, his head hung low. He dragged himself to his room.

      “Think it’ll work?” Mike asked.

      “I think I can keep him alive through the night. There aren’t a lot of drive-bys in the Bu.”

      “What’s the Bu?” Rachelle asked.

      “It’s the privileged white kids’ slang for Malibu, like Oakville’s the Ville or Crenshaw’s the Shaw. And the Bu’s a tough ’hood. Some people there actually have to drive Chevys.”

      “Do you think you can keep him safe, Jack?” Rachelle asked.

      “Safe’s no problem. Keeping him there’s gonna be tricky, but I’ll manage.” I carried my bag of ice to the kitchen, dumped the water and ice in the sink, and threw out the Baggie. I could hear Game opening and closing drawers in his room.

      I reentered the living room. Mike said, “He’s a much better student than the average banger. He’s never missed a practice, and, as far as we can tell, he doesn’t do drugs. Maybe grass, but⁠—”

      “Who are we to judge, right?” I asked.

      “Well, since we’ve managed to make it to adulthood,” Mike said, “with varying degrees of maturity, I’ll grant you, I think it’s okay for us to assume we know what’s best for him.”

      Rachelle asked, “But keeping him alive today, tomorrow, what’s that do?”

      “Don’t get cynical on us,” Mike said. “Sure, everything could still go wrong. The objective is to keep him out of harm’s way for a while, to give him a change of scenery, maybe a chance to modify his perspective.”

      Game walked into the room carrying a huge blue-and-gold Oakville High School duffel bag. His downcast eyes told me he’d heard this last exchange.

      “You think you got everything?” Rachelle asked. “Underwear? Toothbrush?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you bring a bathing suit?” I asked.

      “I’m not a good swimmer.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Get a bathing suit, because I’m not letting you sit naked in the Jacuzzi with my girlfriend.”

      “Your girlfriend fine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very fine,” Mike said.

      “Hey!” Rachelle said, elbowing him.

      “Ahhight,” Game said. He went into his room and was back in ten seconds, stuffing some blue trunks into his bag.

      “Say goodbye to your mama,” Mike said, then motioned for me to follow him. We stepped outside. A police helicopter was flying in slow, giant circles, sweeping the neighborhood with a powerful shaft of light. Concerned Oakville residents would take this aerial surveillance to mean the police had their suspects pinned down, that it was only a matter of time before the shooters would be flushed from their hiding places and would have no choice but to surrender.

      But I knew better. The three news-copters hovering on the periphery, edging into restricted airspace to get the best angles, needed visuals for the late newscasts. The police helicopter was giving it to them, while showing the residents of Oakville that its men and women in blue were hard at work. That it is standard operating procedure to employ a chopper only after a suspect has been sighted by officers on the ground—meaning only if they’re almost certain he’s in a defined area—would be lost on the public. This copter was sweeping practically all of Oakville, shredding tax dollars with every revolution of the rotors.

      Mike said, “We’re going to stay at my place, in case this thing escalates, and they start targeting the MLKs’ homes.”

      “Smart,” I said. “Make sure she has my number. In order to solve this thing, we’ll be around.”

      “Good. I’ll keep my eyes open, see what the cops are up to.” He looked into the house. He turned toward me and asked, “How’s Amanda going to take this?”

      “Not well. She gets home tonight from Milan. Should be interesting.”

      “Yeah, can’t wait to see it all on Entertainment Tonight.”

      “Nope, tonight it will be your neighborhood on TV.”

      He smiled, then Game joined us on the porch, followed by Rachelle.

      “Ready to eat?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Anything I should know, Rachelle? Medications?”

      “No, just take care of his shoulder and don’t be afraid to be firm with him. Let him know who’s the boss.”

      “Tony Danza, right?”

      “Or was it Judith Light?” Mike asked.

      “I never could tell,” I said. “That could be the eternal question.”

      “Get out of here, you two,” Rachelle said. “Be careful—and have a good time.”

      “Yeah, right,” Game said, as he walked toward the car.

      As I walked away, I said, “Has Mike told you, Rachelle, he used to be a model?”

      “Yes. He’s shown me some of his work.”

      “But,” I said, as Game and I reached the car, “has he shown you the campaign he’s most proud of?”

      “Jack, it’s time for you to go,” Mike said. “Let’s go inside, babe. The man’s obviously losing his mind.” He gently tried to usher her into the house.

      “Oh, come on, Mike, don’t be modest,” I said. “Game, I think you’ll appreciate the artistic merit of this, too. Our friend Mike, that man right there, used to be the Fruit of the Loom purple grapes.”

      “Oh my God,” Rachelle said.

      “Naaah,” Game said.

      “Or was it the apple? I know it wasn’t the currants. Don’t have the range for those. No, you were the purple grapes, right, Mike?”

      “Yep, the purple grapes. That apple was a hack. All surface and no depth.”

      We all laughed. Mike and I had done the Fruit of the Loom bit before, and I wanted to make sure I kept our parting light. I took Game’s duffel off his shoulder and popped the trunk. As he got in the car, I set his bag in the trunk, unzipped the bag, and rummaged through it quickly, looking for a weapon. To my surprise, I didn’t find one. I zipped the bag, grabbed two of the four aluminum bottles of water I kept there, then closed the trunk. When I got in the car, Game said, “You guys just playing, right? He wasn’t the grapes for real?” I offered him a water and he took it, nodding his thanks.

      “No, he was.” I palmed my wallet, then reached under the seat, inserted the small key in the lock there and turned the key. Next to the lock, affixed to the bottom of the seat, was my Beretta. I pulled the wallet out from under the seat and set it on the console between us.

      “There a trip switch under the seat, ain’t there?”

      I didn’t respond.

      “Your wallet was in your jacket with your keys.”

      “Okay, you got me. You need to release the lock beneath the seat before you can turn the ignition. But why don’t we try something from here on. Why don’t we be straight with each other, only tell the truth, and see how we do?”

      “Why should I? You kidnapping me.”

      “I’m saving your life. Because Mike tells me you’re a bright kid, I think in your heart of hearts you know that sooner or later you’ll be gunned down the way your brothers were. And because you’re smart, I’m willing to believe somewhere in that same heart of hearts you don’t want to die. So, what do you say, do we have a deal?”

      “Where you get this shit, heart of hearts?”

      I wasn’t sure my plan was going to work.
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      “Where’s Popeye’s?” I asked as we pulled away from the curb. In the rearview mirror I saw Mike wrap his arms around Rachelle. Game didn’t look back but instead seemed to study his right shoe.

      “Did I bleed on you?”

      “Scuffed my kicks.” He pulled a toothbrush from his jeans pocket and rubbed it aggressively against a smudge I couldn’t see on the front of his right sneaker. Then he put the toothbrush back in his pocket.

      “Hope you brought another toothbrush.”

      “You gonna stick with the funnyman act ’til when … ’til you get a laugh?”

      “Why stop then? If people laugh, I’m officially funny.”

      “Man, this worse than algebra.”

      I liked that he was giving me attitude. After hatching this not-so-foolproof plan I’d worried he’d go silent and concentrate his efforts on how he could get away from this crazy man. I needed him to communicate.

      “Left at the corner, right at the light. Popeye’s the next block on the left, across from church.”

      “Got it, but I want to swing by the park.”

      “Why?”

      Instead of taking the right at the light as he’d advised, I went left and took the same turn I’d made a couple hours earlier, heading toward the park. We rolled slowly down the nearly dark block. Groups of people still lingered, but far fewer than earlier. News vans were still parked along the curb, the newscasters probably off having dinner before returning in time to do live feeds for the eleven o’clock news.

      He didn’t make a big thing of it, but he slid down lower in his seat as we passed the groups. Everyone looked hard at the car as we drove by, and a few teenaged males turned to follow our progress.

      “Pigs still stinking up the joint,” Game said. The comment didn’t warrant a response, but I liked that he was paying attention and wasn’t lost in thought. I swung the car left at the corner, then left again at the next intersection. I parked where I had earlier.

      “What we doing?”

      I opened the car door and started to step out, then remembered the gun. I could reach under the seat and remove it, but then we could go in all kinds of directions, and I didn’t want to launch into a sermon on the proper use of firearms and who can and should carry them when and where.

      “I was going to have you stay in the car, but if we’re going to be a team, then⁠—”

      “Team? Shit, you think we playing? This some game to you, Mr. BMW?”

      “No, I know we’re not playing.”

      I pulled the door closed and turned toward him. I was silent for probably thirty seconds, trying to figure out how to appeal to a sixteen-year-old who was filled with anger, grief, fear, and frustration. I didn’t know him yet, but I guessed that
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