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      It had been fifteen days and nine hours since her son, Danny, had been shot fleeing from police and Gladys found herself outside the apartment where her son used to live.

      She found a parking spot along the curb in front of the red brick building. The entire block held large homes; some of them, like this one, had been converted into apartments. Looked like a place with eight units, four on each floor, unless there were basement apartments as well. There were ornate bars on the outside of the windows. It was supposed to be a style, but Gladys thought they looked like prison bars.

      She knew which unit Peggy lived in--on the second floor, north corner--because Danny moved in there with her in the spring. Gladys thought he lost his mechanics job at the dealership his father worked because of Peggy, because no sooner had he moved in with her he started missing days and whenever he did report to work he was late.

      When she came here to see him, he said Peggy had a line on employment for him. As for Peggy, she seemed like a sullen little brat in her go-go boots and short haircut. Didn't say anything else to Gladys besides hello. Not even a please to meet you.

      Another man had been there in the apartment. Older and rougher looking with black shaggy hair and big mustache. His name was Fred. At least he'd been respectful and offered her something to drink.

      On this morning--fifteen days and nine hours after Danny's murder--she waited. She sat in her Lincoln Continental Town Car smoking Salems with the window cracked open. It was crisp outside, just below freezing, with a clear blue sky. Cleveland just had the first snow fall, a meager inch of it that might be gone by weekend and the sun shining on the snow covered lawns was like a needle in her eye and gave her a migraine. She listened to the radio, ABC news or jazz.

      She was on her third Salem when a brown El Camino pulled up in the street behind her. In her side mirror Gladys watched Peggy open the passenger side door and then lean over to the driver, which was Fred. They kissed for a moment and Gladys found this interesting if not disturbing. Her son had been dead a little over two weeks and Peggy had moved on to the next guy. Maybe she'd been with Fred all along and the two of them had manipulated Danny.

      Gladys' heart pounded when she saw Peggy. She gripped the steering wheel--the leather cover pliable under her hands. She couldn't watch her knuckles turning white underneath her cream textured gloves.

      Danny had been murdered by the police. They said he'd fled a robbery from the loading dock of an electronics store after midnight. Despite calls for him to halt, Danny did not stop. He continued to run and the police put two bullets in his back. The police said he was killed during "apprehension." Everyone--the neighbors, Phillip's coworkers and their wives--they talk about Danny being "killed." The obituary read Danny Shoemaker died "suddenly." Everyone could talk about Danny as if he'd been killed in an accident. She called it murder. She couldn't think of it as anything else.

      He'd been pushed into the robbery and she suspected Fred and Peggy. Fred had been questioned by the police as a suspected accomplice. Peggy didn't come to funeral and she'd been avoiding Gladys' phone calls. Whenever she did answer, the girl would hang up when she heard Gladys' voice.

      Now Peggy closed the El Camino's door and scampered between the bumpers of two parked cars to reach the sidewalk as the El Camino rumbled away.

      Gladys smothered the cigarette in the ashtray, pink lipstick staining the filter. She stepped out of the car and called over top of the car. "Peggy, I need to talk to you."

      Peggy's mouth dropped open at the sight of her. She stopped walking and hugged herself as if she were freezing to death. Which wasn't a surprise--she was only wearing a pistachio sweater coat on a feezing morning like this.

      Peggy asked, "What are you doing here?"

      The cold bit at Gladys's face after being in the warm car. Gladys wore her mink coat over her red pants outfit which was something sensible on a cold morning. Her black suede boots crunched through the thin layer of snow in the grass on her way to the sidewalk in front of Peggy. To the girl's credit, she waited there for her.

      "Stop calling me. Stop harassing me," Peggy said, her breath fogging in great puffs. Her cheeks were red.

      "Young lady, were you with Danny the night he was shot?"

      She towered over the girl. The question gave the girl pause. She averted her eyes, looking towards the brick apartment building.

      "Peggy, I asked you a question."

      "I don't know why it's any of your business and I've already talked to the police," Peggy said. She hugged herself tighter and made to walk around her, stepping onto the lawn, her tennis shoe crunching through the snow.

      Gladys gripped Peggy's arm. "I'm not the police. I'm Danny's mother."

      "Let go of me."

      "I find it suspicious you didn't come to Danny's funeral," Gladys said.

      "What's that suppose to mean?"

      "Why you were his girlfriend, of course. If he meant anything to you, you would have been there." Gladys released the grip on her arm, feeling she had the girl's attention.

      "I didn't want to see you."

      "Or maybe it's because you put him up to the robbery."

      The girl laughed, looked Gladys straight in the eye. "You don't know your son well at all. Does it surprise you the robbery was his idea?"

      Inside Gladys something snapped. It was the same thing that always snapped, like when Danny, as a little boy, talked back and she's lash out with her hand, smacking him across the face. But another image fluttered through her mind--beating little Danny with a broom handle when he didn't admit putting a Three Musketeers bar in the shopping bag. Stealing it, in fact. Gladys certainly hadn't purchased it.

      Gladys's hand shot out and grabbed Peggy's face, digging her index and thumb deep into Peggy's cheeks. Gladys squeezed the girl's face and her lips condensed forming into an angry snarl. Peggy's front teeth were nicotine yellow. Her brown eyes shot wide open.

      "Listen here, my son wasn't a thief." Gladys hissed those words, squeezing harder as the girl shook her head,

      Then the girl swung up her forearm and knocked Gladys' hand away. She scoffed in shock and backhanded the girl. There was a satisfying smack against her cheek and Peggy staggered back.

      "Stay away from me or I'll cut you," she said, backpedaling faster up the walk to the building.

      "You've so much admitted you were there when Danny got shot," Gladys said. Her blood boiled, her heart pounded, and she could hear the blood rushing through her head.

      Peggy reached the front stoop and grabbed the railing to steady herself. "I did not. I said it was his idea. You know, Danny said you were a volatile woman."

      "Danny was a good man."

      "And you're a bitch!"

      Peggy moved up the short front stoop and went through the door, slamming it shut.

      Gladys was too shocked to move. The little girl had called her a bitch. The lack of respect in the younger generation made her head reel.

      She knew the police wouldn't listen to her. They probably would brush her off and think her rude for telling them what to do. But they might listen to Phillip. His word would carry much more weight and Gladys could fill them in on anything else. They just need to ask her. And that started with Phillip.

      She arrived at the dealership just after lunch and parked in the customer parking near the Ford Econoline vans. When she got out of the car, a white Dodge Dart pulled up outside the rear entrance. The black woman who worked as a secretary inside--her name was Beatrice Grimes--got out of the passenger side. The driver was a black man with thick sideburns. The Dart's engine rumbled loudly as if the muffler might come off.

      Gladys walked in front of the car as Beatrice ducked her head back into the car and said goodbye. Then the door slammed shut and Gladys and the other woman reached the entrance at the same time.

      Gladys had seen Ms. Grimes a number of times in the last year whenever she had to bring Phillip a clean suit or drop off the lunch he forgot at home. Once or twice she even exchanged hellos with Ms. Grimes. She was tall, thin, and looked elegant with her sharp cheekbones and afro.

      But she didn't attend Danny's funeral.

      Today, Ms. Grimes smiled and said, "Hello, Mrs. Shoemaker."

      "Hello, Ms. Grimes," Gladys said.

      Ms. Grimes held the door open for her and the two women walked inside.

      They were halfway down the hallway from the service center to the showroom when Ms. Grimes looked at her. When Gladys saw the pain in the other woman's face and the glistening eyes, she held her breath.

      Ms. Grimes touched her forearm lightly. She said, "I'm so sorry for your loss, Mrs. Shoemaker. It's a terrible thing to lose a child."

      Gladys, putting her best face forward--must always be polite--said, "Thank you for your sympathy." Although she wondered what she knew about it. The black woman, while younger than Gladys, looked like she was still in child bearing age.

      They stood in the hallway between the showroom and service. Gladys could here the clatter of steel tools against concrete and someone revved an engine. One wall had windows from midlevel to ceiling and overlooked the car lot, all the automobiles cleaned and polished and shining in the sunlight. It smelled like cigarettes in the hallway just like everywhere else in the dealership. All the salesmen chain smoked.

      And her and Beatrice spent an awkward moment of silence staring at each other. Ms. Grimes, with her jacket slung over one arm, began to wring her hands and Gladys stared at those hands. She'd met black people before and she still couldn't get over the lighter color in the palm of their hands. It fascinated her. That's what made black people exotic.

      Thankfully, the other woman broke the moment. "God bless you, Mrs. Shoemaker," she said.

      "You as well," Gladys said.

      They went there separate ways. Ms. Grimes through a nondescript door in the hallway, and Gladys proceeded through the glass door at the end of the hallway. She walked through the showroom with its polished granite floor and Ford convertibles. She found Phillip in his office on the phone, leaning back in his chair and yanking on his white polka dotted tie. His chicken salad sandwich had been eaten, reduced to crumbs on the sandwich paper spread on top of the ink blotter. He had a Styrofoam cup of coffee and his ashtray was full of cigarette butts.

      Phillip made eye contact, nodded, said, "Yes," into the phone and looked somewhere else in the room as he listened.

      Gladys shut the door. The doors in the dealership were either solid white doors--like the one in Phillip's office--or glass.

      As Phillip finished his phone conversation, Gladys pulled the blinds closed to the one window that looked into the showroom. When she sat down in one of the uncomfortable chairs in front of the desk, Phillip sat forward, replaced the phone in its cradle, and said, "Hello, Gladys, what brings you down here."

      He barely glanced at her and busied himself, cleaning up his lunch and pushing pens and shuffling paper. He'd taken Danny's death--no, it was murder, but he didn't think of it that way--better than she was. It was as if he'd gone through all the stages of
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