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Chapter One

 


 


It was such an ordinary day. Seven-thirty on
a Monday morning the first week in May, the last month before
summer vacation—and the last month before heat and humidity
would drive her indoors to air-conditioned comfort. She was a wuss.
She admitted it. Sweat was just not her thing but she loved her
birthplace, St. Augustine, Florida. Oldest city in the United
States, just oozing history, with an ocean and river and
knock-your-socks-off sunsets. In all her thirty-one years, she’d
never wanted to live anyplace else.

As always, she was right on time. She pulled
into her own special slot in the Jefferson Elementary School
parking lot—the space right in front of administration, the one
headed by a large sign proclaiming her, Maureen Beltzer, as Teacher
of the Month. That always brought a smile. She’d had the space
longer than anyone else. Three whole months—thanks to a vote by
students and faculty combined.

She quickly ran both hands through her short
occipital bob, fluffing at the temples. There were times after a
good haircut when she could flip her head and every white-blond
strand would fan out then settle back, perfectly cupping her face.
She turned the rearview mirror toward herself to better apply a
swipe of gloss and rub her lips together before inspecting the
result. The crease in her chinos was losing its crispness, and she
had to roll the sleeves up twice on her wine silk-blend blouse to
cover a ball point stain but overall, not bad—if she did say so
herself.

She tossed her phone into the glove
compartment and locked it, grabbed a roll of posters off the back
seat, and she was ready for the day. Her aide, Ginny, caught up
with her just inside the front door. “Sheila Watkins in AV wants to
know if you need a projector today. She only has two left.”

“No. I think I’m down for tomorrow.”

“I’ll check and pick one up in the morning.”
A quick wave and Ginny was moving down the first hallway to the
teachers’ lounge. Starting the day with yet another cup of coffee
and a little gossip simply didn’t interest her, wasn’t her thing.
This was the time of day she liked best—the half hour of quiet
before her classroom began to fill with third graders. She was by
herself and could look at lesson plans one more time and make sure
each study table held several sets of multiplication flash cards.
This was the hour when a spray bottle of disinfectant was put to
good use—chair backs, cabinet pulls, door knobs. Thirty minutes of
tidying up and she was ready to begin the day. She always started
with math. The class was usually rested and fresh, and
concentration seemed easier.

Eight on the dot. She propped her classroom
door open, nodded to the teacher whose room was next to hers, and
stopped the pushing and shoving at the back of the line. Several
times she pointed at the trashcan and watched as wads of gum were
deposited. Then a quick reminder—how many had there been during the
year?—to put phones in the alphabetized cubbies behind her desk.
Ginny stopped to share gossip, but she shushed her—not the place,
not the time. Finally. All in.

Twenty-three eight-year-olds fanned out in
front of her as she checked roll and entered the total in the
computer on her desk, picked up a couple extra pencils and a spare
pack of flash cards and walked to the back of the classroom. She
announced plans for the day. She’d start by checking homework and
do a quick random test of the times tables. She knelt between two
students and spread the cards on the table in front of her.

She heard the nervous giggles before she
looked up. Or maybe she heard a click, she couldn’t say for
certain. What she did remember was staring at the revolver as it
came toward her—at the barrel before it came to rest against her
temple.


Chapter Two

 


 


Was the gun real? A toy? Oh God, would this
become another story on the evening news? A hundred images flashed
through her head before common sense told her she had to take
charge.

“Put the gun down, Toby.” She kept her voice
just above a whisper and didn’t move from her kneeling position
beside the low table. She was helping the group of boys with math,
nothing more, nothing less—she didn’t want to put others in
danger.

“No,” he said, and she watched his thumb draw
the hammer back.

“Now. Put it down now.” Her voice became
adamant, a strident hiss. He was smiling. Goddamn him. He was
looking into her eyes and enjoying the fright, prolonging his
jollies. Could he do that? He was only eight.

“No more homework?” he asked.

She took her first somewhat steady breath in
over a minute. So that was it. A joke. Probably hatched by the five
of them sitting around the low table, five pee-wee, inseparable
pals. All in hundred-dollar sneakers, punk hair, and posturing far
beyond their actual years. Was it Toby’s idea? Threaten the
teacher, and demand a reprieve from work outside class? Maybe older
kids put them up to it. And maybe the gun wasn’t even real. She
drew in her second unlabored breath. Of course, it was plastic, a
water gun, maybe an old cap pistol … it had to be.

“I don’t think so, Toby.” Stay in control,
I’m the teacher here.

“Then you’ll die.” Who did the voice sound
like? Certainly not an eight year old. Who was he imitating? Some
TV star? Did it matter? The hair on the back of her neck stood
straight up. Thank God for a strong sphincter.

“The game’s over. I want you to hand me the
gun.” There, her best no-nonsense voice. But he didn’t waver. If
eight-year-old eyes could go blank, not register any feeling, then
his were two dark brown voids.

“Do it, T. J., blast her.” One of his pals
leaned in close, elbows next to hers. Tobias Jefferson Wolff sucked
his lower lip between his teeth, squinted and pulled the
trigger.

There was a moment of stultifying shock, some
bit of time during which she didn’t breathe or scream or faint.
Maybe her mouth was open to shriek to the heavens, but nothing came
out, she was sure of that. It took this nanosecond before her brain
could process that she was, indeed, still alive, that the click was
not followed by an explosion of sound, a burst of light with winged
creatures motioning her to join them. She would also swear that her
life had not replayed itself in Technicolor wonderment, frame
following frame of Maureen, “Mo”, Beltzer as child, teenager, and
adult.

The breathless moment flashed forward to
reality and she grabbed the gun, scrambling to her feet without
letting go, pulling it and Toby’s hand up into the air, screaming
for him to release, twisting hard, clamping down on the slim wrist,
bending the arm sideways, pushing him backward. She was on top,
holding on as they fell, then banging hand and gun against a nearby
chair as their two bodies thudded to the floor in a splintering of
wood as the squat table divided under their weight.

Somewhere on the way to the floor, the
revolver’s cylinder sprang outward pelting their bodies with three
fat .38 Glaser bullets, the kind that are encouraged for
home-protection because they disintegrate upon impact, scattering
bits of metal throughout the body. Death is quick, if not
messy.

Suddenly a blind anger flooded all rational
systems, and she slugged Toby smartly on the jaw. She had very
little leverage, but the gun popped out of his grasp and he started
crying, that prolonged wail of the genuinely affronted. She carried
his look of astonishment indelibly etched on her brain for a long
time. He was shocked that she’d popped him one—followed his actions
with some swift moves of her own. But mostly, she knew he was
surprised that nothing had happened.

So was she. Simple as that. He looked
disappointed. She should have been dead. She knew it had never
entered his mind that if he pulled the trigger, she wouldn’t have a
hole in her head. But hadn’t he known that the first chamber was
empty? Maybe not. At eight how much could he know about guns? She’d
never know. Because what happened after that was the real
nightmare.

 



Chapter Three

 


 


“Hey, Short-timer, got just the job for
you.”

Barely suppressed glee didn’t instill
confidence. Whatever the job, it was not one he’d stand in line
for. Detective Tim Foley was pretty sure of that. And, yeah, the
short-timer thing was beginning to feel pretty good. He’d be gone
in two months. Off the streets and out of this tourist trap that
was beginning to attract gang-crime.

As luck would have it, he’d coast into
retirement with a Fed job. In seven years there would be a
catamaran secured in a slip on the Intracoastal between trips to
the Bahamas. He could put up with anything if the carrot was orange
enough. Seven years wasn’t that long. Not what he’d planned, but
opportunity knocking probably only did happen once.

But, what the hell? He was still on the
force. Still a detective, not a special agent … yet. No time to
duck responsibility. “Whatcha got, Mike?” He stopped in the doorway
of his boss’s office. So much for enjoying a Portabella “burger”
with melted Muenster in peace and quiet. He idly wondered if
mushrooms could be microwaved. He knew it wasn’t going to do the
Muenster any favors.

“Eight year old takes a gun to class. Teacher
says he pointed it at her. A third-grader, for Christ’s sake.
Parents are on their way over with the kid. Not sure how we want to
handle this. The interview will determine if or how much detention
time to recommend. Need to know the parent’s involvement—you know,
was the kid given the gun? Are guns left lying around? Hey, I don’t
need to tell you your business but just make sure it’s recorded
and you have a witness. Get Randy to sit in
or Mary Ellen if she’s free. It’s short notice, but we better get
the kid-shrink over here. Give the college a call. Don’t want this
one blowing up in our faces once the news hounds get a whiff. Let’s
keep Channel Two’s WESH News on top of checking our fire
extinguishers and whether or not we’re staffed up for Bike Week and
nothing else.”

Tim tried to absorb the rapid-fire glut of
information. He took the school’s report, gave the receptionist
instructions to find a child psychologist who could be there in
half an hour, then walked back to his office. Head of the school’s
security had signed the report. It appeared that the student hadn’t
been questioned. There was nothing more than a brief one-paragraph
description of what happened. It wasn’t even clear that the teacher
had been threatened—only that a student had a gun in class.

The weapon had been given to St. Augustine
Police to print. A rooky, Sam Waltham, had accepted it. The report
was attached. Fast and thorough, but that seemed to be the extent
of their involvement. Tim was wondering at the limited use of City
resources. Then it jumped out at him.

The student’s father was former School Board
Chairman and current City Councilman, T. Jefferson Wolff. That
would bring a little clout into the picture. It would be over three
hours since the incident occurred if they brought their son in now.
Long time between action and reaction. Enough time to “help” a
child get his story straight. Tim cursed under his breath. This was
most likely an exercise in futility.


Chapter Four

 


 


“Happy honeymoon and welcome to Florida.” Ben
glanced at the red-headed woman riding shotgun, “Ever think you’d
trade in mountains for an ocean?” He slowed the F-150 and pulled
into the middle lane making room for an 18-wheeler trying to merge
with traffic from an on-ramp.

“It’s difficult to think of this trip as a
honeymoon when there’s a U-Haul with all my belongings being pulled
behind us.”

Ben took a deep breath and silently warned
himself not to read too much into Julie’s less than enthusiastic
answer.

“I don’t think we’re talking more than a
year’s contribution of time—I’ll get the program off the ground,
train a replacement and we’re out of here. And this summer
assignment is just temporary—”

“Oh Ben, I’m sorry. I know we’ve talked. It’s
just that we seem to be out in nowhere.”

Ben admitted she had a point. Even keeping
his eyes on the road there were long stretches of nothingness
sometimes blocked along the sides by the tangled greenery of
tropical vegetation—and more than one grouping of tall stately
pines. Pines and palm trees. This was a real disconnect. Even the
scenery seemed at odds with itself.

And wasn’t most of the state’s sand slated to
slip back into the ocean if the global warming trends kept up? By
the year 2100, sixty percent of the state was supposed to be gone.
No one seemed scared. Population numbers made it one of the most
popular states. Growth was skyrocketing. Despite dire warnings,
California hadn’t fallen off into the Pacific; fingers crossed
Florida would follow suit—all conjecture and no reality.

They had cut across the panhandle on
Interstate 10, through Pensacola, then Tallahassee, then on to
Jacksonville. He’d be dropping Julie off in Jacksonville to catch a
flight to Miami. She was spending their first week in paradise
interviewing with the Miami Herald. He circumvented downtown
traffic and found the JAX terminal fairly easily. Sunday traffic
beat trying to cross the city any day of the workweek.

He parked in the unloading zone and quickly
pulled two fat, square bags from behind the seat. He smiled. Julie
always ended up checking “carry-on” sized bags.

They stood on the curb just looking at each
other until he pulled her to him. “I love you. I owe you unlimited
exposure to sun and sand and margaritas.”

“And I’ll take you up on that. A week won’t
be so long; see you next Saturday.”

A kiss, a long hug and he watched her walk
away, pulling the two wobbly, unbalanced bags behind her, turning
once to blow a kiss his way before going through a revolving door.
He sighed and stared until she disappeared from sight, reluctant to
leave the airport without her. A week was going to be a really long
time.

He was startled by an officer on a patrol
scooter telling him to move on. He climbed back into the cab of the
truck and maneuvered it into the lane that would put him on course
to pick up I-95—the north/south artery that took vehicles down into
peninsular Florida, his new home.

Did he have any idea what to expect? Not
really. Wasn’t Florida wall-to-wall elderly and pink flamingo lawn
ornaments? How many times had he seen “God’s Waiting Room” on
bumper stickers? Still, he was going to stay positive and busy. But
he knew he’d be counting the days until the weekend.

With Julie, he knew he was trying to put a
little country into a city-kid but he could count on her
support—once the uprooting phase passed. Their temporary summer
home was only fifty miles south. He’d go on into St. Augustine,
unload the U-Haul at their rental, return the carrier and get ready
for work—a job that maybe wasn’t quite what he was used to but
exciting all the same. He didn’t know much about where they were
going to be living. His letter of confirmation described it as “the
upstairs living quarters above a 1910 carriage house.” But it was
in the old, touristy part of St. Augustine—supposedly “close to
everything,” another quote from the brochure that accompanied the
invitation. He just needed to unload, get their things in some sort
of quasi-livable arrangement and show up at the local college in
the morning. That would keep him busy.

 


+ + +

 


Monday morning and Flagler College rotunda
was packed. He missed Julie already. She had sounded excited on the
phone last night—enjoying the city but looking forward to that
promised Florida sand and sea time. She raved about all the
fantastic beaches in the area. She couldn’t wait for her interview
with the Miami Herald. The city was close to where they
would be landing on a permanent basis and reminded her of home. She
even called Miami, Phoenix with water.

This St. Augustine thing was just a fill-in.
Indian Health Service loaned him to the Bureau of Indian Affairs
for the summer. The Department of Interior was celebrating one
hundred years since the founding of national parks. And of the
thirty-five original parks, Florida was home to eleven. It made
sense to kick off the year-long series of events here.

The centennial celebration would begin with a
lecture series at Flagler College and play host to several
Washington dignitaries with workshops and tours throughout the
summer. University of Florida made certain its sometimes-overlooked
research jewel, the Whitney Labs located near Marineland, would
partner with the Georgia Aquarium tourist draw. Together, they
would showcase national parks with exhibits of sea life from
dolphins to turtles to a newly planned exhibit of native
plants.

Ben was sharing a class on Native Medicine
with walking tours through a couple close-by State Parks. He’d read
a thesis a few years back in pharmacology, tracing the derivatives
of ancient healing herbs with their modern counterparts. He wasn’t
sure peyote was a good substitute for Prozac but it would make for
an interesting lecture.

He was actually glad he’d been asked—token
Indian or not. He hadn’t been looking forward to a layoff over the
summer. Yes, he needed time to relocate to southern Florida, but
not three months’ worth. He had been hired by the Seminoles to set
up a clinic outside Hollywood, Florida, starting in September.
Besides, St. Augustine had always been on his list of places to
visit. After he registered and got a catalogue of upcoming events,
he’d be free to play tourist. He thought Fort Matanzas would be his
first stop.

If he were being truthful, this summer would
also give him time to do his homework. It would be difficult to
find tribes more different from his own Pueblo background than the
Seminoles. Even Seminole was an umbrella, catch-all term for more
than one tribe. The Creek, Miccosukee, and Muscogee Creek in the
St. Augustine area, and the Cow Creek Seminole from the everglades
area, were a few of the tribes he needed to become acquainted
with.

“Pecos? Benson Pecos? Uh, Doctor Benson
Pecos?” A man with a microphone stood behind the sign-in table at
the front.

“Here.” Ben waved to get the man’s attention
before walking forward and shaking the hand of a Dr. Elles.

“I hate to put you to work but I’m in a bit
of a bind. The head of our psych department usually offers his
services to local law enforcement when needed—when there’s a case
requiring specialized backup, but Larry’s out today.”

“Not a problem, I’ll help.”

“From what I understand, an eight-year-old
took a gun to class—maybe even threatened his teacher. Because of
his age, they’re requesting an expert do the interview.”

“Understandable.”

“And the kid’s one of yours.”

“You mean, he’s Indian?”

“Yes, uh, I didn’t mean any offense.”

“None taken.”

“Leave your intro packet with me and I’ll get
you signed in. They’d like you there in the next half hour.”

 


+ + +

 


At the sound of a buzzer, Tim punched the
intercom button.

“Your interviews are in the lobby.”

“I’ll be out. Oh, can you see if Mary Ellen
is free? Ask her to stand by.” He guessed the department would be
able to do without its office manager for an hour. “Oh yeah, were
you able to come up with a psychologist? Great. Tell the Wolffs
we’ll get started when everyone gets here.”

An eight-year-old. Tough to get his mind
around. But at least it hadn’t turned into a Sandy Hook. The gun
wasn’t an AR-15 with multiple magazines in the perp’s pocket. But
what was this symptomatic of? In all his fifty-eight years—make
that thirty years on the force—he had never dealt with someone so
young. Not on a firearms rap. Maybe he should amend that to read,
not a kid that young from a privileged family. But wasn’t something
like this in the papers almost every day? How many school shootings
had there been this year alone? Far too many—up the coast, Midwest,
no area seemed immune.

The psychologist had made fast work of
getting there, Tim noted. He and Mary Ellen knocked on his door at
the same time. But the doc wasn’t who Tim had expected. This man
was young, maybe somewhere in his thirties, strikingly good-looking
and obviously Native American. It was well known that the elder
Tobias Jefferson Wolff was Creek. Was this some setup to get
privileged treatment for his son? Just one more thing that Tim
needed to keep his eye on.

But the shrink introduced himself as Ben
Pecos from New Mexico—one of the presenters in town for the
Interior Department’s centennial celebration of national parks. Ben
also offered that he’d worked with Albuquerque’s Child Guidance
Agency helping to develop a program to get a handle on juvenile
crime there. Tim took a breath. That was encouraging. He didn’t
need this case to get any more complicated.

Tim motioned to chairs in front of his desk.
“I’ll give you what I know. The incident occurred at around eight
this morning. Not sure about the quality of information we’re going
to get at eleven-thirty. I obviously don’t know how the parents
have handled this. But here’s our report. One for each of you.
Short and sweet—leaves a lot of blanks to fill in.”

Ben leaned forward to take the report. “What
do you need from me?”

“Assessment, recommendation for what we do
next. I’m not big on the D-center. Does more harm than good most of
the time but the severity of the situation calls for some kind of
action. Of course, we need to find out exactly what happened—did
the kid merely get caught with a firearm in class or did he
threaten someone? Apparently, the gun was not discharged.”

“Sometimes a week in the child’s psych ward
at UNM hospital was appropriate,” Ben said. “Gave us time for
observation, at least—made long-term treatment more accurate.
Depends, of course, on what happened.”

“I like that. Might be low-key enough for
starters but impress upon all concerned that there are
consequences. And that we know what we’re doing.” A wry smile. “No
one needs to know we’re flying blind here.”

“And me?” Mary Ellen asked.

“Hate to use you like this, but I thought
having a woman in the room might take the edge off.” Tim grinned.
“Two males could be overkill. The object is to get the kid to talk
to us, not scare him. Who knows if he’ll open up?”

“I don’t mind doing all the questioning.
Prefer it, really.”

“Thanks, Doc. I’d like to rely on your
expertise. Too easy to get in trouble interrogating children. Oh, I
might add Dad is City Councilman, Tobias Wolff.”

“The asshole that the School Board mutinied
against when he was chairman?” Mary Ellen sat forward. “This could
be a problem. The man’s lawsuit-happy.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that, too. Any
recommendations, doc?”

“First rule is, no parent in the room.
One-way glass is fine. Important that they feel involved—fewer
problems if they can feel like they’re sitting in. And that usually
keeps us all out of trouble.”

“Good. Anything else?” Ben shook his head and
Tim continued, “Why don’t you take ten minutes to read through the
report? Then we’ll get started.”

When they entered the waiting room, three
adults stood and one child was more or less pulled upward to stand
between his parents—his eyes never leaving the floor. Not a good
sign, Tim noted. A florid man in a tent-sized overcoat pushed
forward, his hand extended. His manner screamed lawyer. Was Tim
surprised? No. But he hadn’t counted on one. Not this soon. He
ignored him.

“Councilman.” Tim shook Mr. Wolff’s hand and
waited until the others were introduced.

“My wife, Lois, and my lawyer, Sigmund
Bradley. And, of course, my son, Toby.”

Handshakes all around except from Toby who
kept his eyes averted and hands in his pockets.

“This is Dr. Pecos, a specialist in child
psychology.” Tim thought he saw a flicker of surprise when
Councilman Wolff turned to Ben.

“Not a local, I presume.”

Ben smiled, “You presume correctly. Tewa
Pueblo in New Mexico.” He then quickly reiterated why he was in St.
Augustine.

Tim stepped forward, “Mrs. Wolff, I’d like
you to wait here with Toby. I want to speak to your husband and Mr.
Bradley, plus the doc and Mary Ellen, before we begin.” Tim picked
up a set of keys from the receptionist and motioned the group to
follow him down the hall. He unlocked two doors then invited the
group to join him in the first room.

“Dr. Pecos will be questioning Toby next
door. I’m sure you know the drill.” This was directed to their
lawyer. Tim pulled a curtain aside to reveal one-way glass. “You’ll
be able to watch and hear the proceedings but not interrupt.”

“Sig, is this acceptable?” Mr. Wolff turned
to his lawyer.

“Routine. I’m pleased you have a child
psychologist here. And an Indian, at that. Good work.” The lawyer
beamed at Tim.

Patronizing, bordering on racist. Tim was
getting close to stepping on the toes of the man who paid him. He
forced a smile. Just another asshole, but wasn’t that his view of
most lawyers? Still Tim had the distinct feeling that there
wouldn’t have been an interview if they hadn’t been careful with
personnel. No, he felt lucky to get Ben Pecos as shrink. Legal
posturing was a pain in the ass but just something he had to put up
with. He wouldn’t miss it when he transferred, but wasn’t he being
naïve to think there’d be less of it? Yeah, especially at the
federal level?

“Then let’s get started.” Tim walked back to
the waiting room and briefly explained to Mrs. Wolff and Toby what
would happen and asked them to follow him. Finally everyone was in
place. The recorder was turned on and names, dates and location
stated for posterity.

Tim sat next to Dr. Pecos who sat opposite
Toby. An eight-year-old going on fifteen, Tim mused. Thin, tall for
his age, with dark hair spiked across the middle of his head and
shaved close on the sides. Expensive haircut. But the bruise along
his jawline, a black eye and sling supporting his left arm gave
credence to why they were there. Tim could see that Toby’s hand was
in a cast. Supposedly the work of the teacher, if the report was to
be believed. Would the kid look any differently if he’d pointed a
gun at me? Probably worse, Tim thought. The teacher was gutsy, he’d
give her that. Probably saved her life.

“Why don’t you tell us why we’re here today,
Toby?” Ben leaned back in the straight-backed chair, his hands
resting on a yellow legal pad in front of him.

Toby stalled—looked at the table, then the
ceiling—and shrugged, “I don’t know.”

“I think you do. Maybe we should ask your
teacher to join us.”

Toby looked up quickly and met the doc’s
eyes. First contact, maybe this won’t be a waste after all, Tim
thought. The kid obviously didn’t want to face his teacher.

“I was going to get a mountain bike.”

“A mountain bike?” Ben made a note on the
legal pad.

“Uh huh.”

“What were you supposed to do for this
bike?”

“Shoot a gun.”

“Someone was going to give you a bike if you
shot a gun?”

A nod.

“Was this your gun?”

“No.”

Well there went any random, found a gun on
the way to school explanation. Sounded like the gun had been given
to him. The kid is set up and the plot thickens, Tim noted.

“Did you shoot the gun?”

“Yeah. Two times.”

“Where did you shoot it?”

“In the woods.”

“On the way to school?”

A nod.

“You shot the gun. Did you get the bike?”

Toby looked up, eyes round. Trapped. If he
had shot the gun, why hadn’t he gotten the bike? Tim almost smiled.
The doc was good.

“I was supposed to …” Chin down on his arm,
eyes focused four inches in front of him.

“Supposed to what, Toby?”

Silence. No one breathed. Finally …

“Supposed to do something else.”

“What was that?”

A shrug, but no answer. The adults froze,
waiting. Finally, the doc changed gears.

“Who gave you the gun and asked you to do
these things, Toby?”

“Buckley.”

“What’s Buckley’s last name?”

A shake of the head, another vertical
shrug.

“Okay, what does he look like?”

Toby brought his head up. “Like Buckley.
Everybody knows Buckley.”

“I don’t know Buckley. You’ll have to tell
me.”

“He’s brown and fuzzy. His head is pretty big
… an’ he’s pretty fat.”

Ben looked at Mary Ellen who was sitting
behind Toby. “Anyone here familiar with this Buckley?” He twisted
to the side to include Tim.

“I think he means the pizza place mascot—the
one with the video arcade all the kids love.” Mary Ellen offered.
All eyes turned back to Toby as he nodded his head.

“Where did you meet Buckley?”

“On the way to school.”

“And you didn’t find this gun, or bring it
from home? This Buckley gave you the gun?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can you tell me what Buckley said?”

Toby studied the table, then pushed upright
and picked at a scab on his forearm. “Buckley asked me if I wanted
this mountain bike. It was pretty cool, all purple and green, and I
got to ride it. So, I said, yeah, I wanted it. An’ that’s when
Buckley said that I’d have to do something for him.” Silence.

“And that was?” A gentle prod from Ben.

“You know Miss Beltzer? She’s my
teacher.”

“No, Toby, I don’t.”

“Well, I had to take the gun to her
class.”

“Were you supposed to do anything else?”

A pause, head down, then a shake, no.

“Are you sure, Toby? Your teacher reported
that you pointed the gun at her. Is that what happened?”

“No.” Toby didn’t look up. “She just got all
mad and grabbed the gun and pushed me over.”

“What were you doing with the gun?”

“Just looking at it.”

“And you’re sure that’s all?”

Again, a nod and a shrug.

“Do you know why Ms. Beltzer was so
upset?”

“She’s afraid of guns.”

“A loaded gun is dangerous, Toby. Did you
mean to scare your teacher?”

“Maybe, a little bit.”

Ben sat forward and reminded Toby that what
he had done was pretty serious and his actions had consequences. He
told the boy he wanted to meet with his parents for a few minutes.
But he would be talking with him again. Mary Ellen took Toby to get
a soft drink, and the elder Wolffs joined Tim and Ben in the
interrogation room.

“I blame the teacher. I’ve never liked
her—she’s far too strict. She brings out a certain meanness in
children. And I think she’s loose.”

“Loose?” Ben turned his attention to Toby’s
mother.

“Yes. She’s maybe latter twenties and already
has had two husbands.”

Tim looked at Ben. This didn’t mesh with his
definition of looseness, and from the frown on the doc’s face, his
either.

“We’re due at the school at one. Why don’t
the two of you join us?” The senior Wolff looked first at Tim
Foley, then Ben.

“Now T.J., I don’t think we need a crowd.”
The lawyer intervened.

“Sig, I think it’s important to get everyone
concerned together under the same roof. No need to draw this thing
out. We’ll meet with the principal and the teacher and go from
there.”

 



Chapter Five

 


 


Mo had been suspended immediately after the
“incident” as everyone called it—not the next day, or the end of
the month, but before lunch. The grapevine had it that this cute
kid, son of the former school board chairman, brought a gun to
class to show his friends. And then his usually rational teacher
just freaked out and tried to grab it, mashing his hand so that he
couldn’t let go, doubling his arm back, throwing him to the floor,
breaking bones, for God’s sake—she didn’t even call security as the
handbook commanded. She took matters into her own hands. That kind
of independent thinking seemed to seal her fate. How could she? The
fact that no one had been shot apparently didn’t count for
anything.

Ginny took over her class. Ginny, who
pointedly had not tried to help, couldn’t even make eye contact. Mo
walked out the door into the parking lot, unlocked her car, got in
and just sat there. Completely in shock. The administration
building looked misshapen through a mist of tears. She needed a
latte and somewhere to sit and think—to make a list of everything
that had happened because she would be called upon to give a
play-by-play report. Of that she was certain. Starbucks off A1A
Beach Blvd. offered just the atmosphere she needed. A feeling of
normalcy and no one would bother her.

Now at one o’clock, there was this
“formality.” When the principal called her cell, he said he wanted
her to meet with the parents. He said he’d gotten her week’s lesson
plans from Ginny. The sub needed to prepare for tomorrow. Certainly
she understood. And her grade book, Ginny had provided that, too.
He was nervous and talked too fast, every other sentence punctuated
by clearing his throat. She could just picture Mr. Blaylock,
scarecrow thin, in his everyday gray suit, seams pressed, white
shirt and blue tie, one small almost indiscernible splatter of
something next to the tie tack, oatmeal, perhaps? And the tie tack
worn far too low, so that when under duress he would continually
twist it—looking for all the world like he was winding himself
up.

So what if he did want her lesson plans? What
the hell, surely it would only be for a couple days. The last month
of school was always the busiest—testing, checking in equipment,
doing a general inventory of books and materials. But under the
circumstances of a teacher injuring a child, Mo was well aware that
there had to be an investigation and that warranted leave with pay.
Ginny was fully capable of copying an entire week’s agenda and
turning over her grade-book. Mo had another latte and finished her
list.

 


+ + +

 


They were waiting on her—all squashed into
Mr. Blaylock’s office, last door on the right, end of the first
floor hall—her principal, a detective Tim Foley, a child
psychologist introduced as Ben Pecos, a lawyer, and the parents.
She had never felt such hostility before, actually tasted it in the
air. The room fairly sparked with it.

“Are you going to show her what she did to
our son?” Impatient, imperious. No introductions, just get on with
it. Lois Wolff’s chin jutted forward in defiance. Toby’s father
oozed upper middle-class righteousness. Indian from the Creek tribe
in Alabama, son of the last chief, a lawyer in his own right,
former school board chairman, current city councilman—big man on
the block. Not being from the area didn’t stop the posturing, Mo
noted. Real or imagined, it gave him all the clout in the world. At
least, all the clout that he needed in that room today.

No wonder her principal was sweating. An
incident in his school involving a councilman’s child. Only child,
if Mo remembered correctly. A thin, damp line stained the top of
his shirt collar and there was a sheen to his forehead. Mo found
his nervousness comforting. She wasn’t the only one on the hot
seat.

Councilman Wolff stepped back to pat the
shoulder of the woman beside him whose mouth was a thin angry line.
Diminutive, honey blond hair expertly streaked, good bone, she
simply averted her eyes when Mo glanced her way. Stoic to the max.
Had she been in this position before? Some crisis in the family
that required her to be supportive—speak up for a family member?
That stand-by-your-man, stiff upper lip, stiffer spine effect
usually reserved for governor’s wives—or first ladies. Wasn’t there
some tale about the blond cheerleader who ran off with an Indian
man much to the chagrin of her circuit court judge father? A long
time ago but now, as adults, these two seemed a mismatch.

It struck Mo that the hand resting on the
woman’s shoulder might be the closest the two of them had been in a
long time. The most intimate, anyway. It looked wooden. It
shrieked, this touch is for the six o’clock news, then, move over,
don’t do it again. Every time Mo tried to get a “read” on a couple,
she’d imagine them in bed together. And these two just weren’t
compatible between the sheets. She’d bet on it. It might have been
fun and games for a while, but that was a long time ago.

She looked again at the psychologist. Native
American. Did that mean he was on the councilor’s side? Hired by
him—maybe a fellow Creek or Seminole? Mo was feeling decidedly
outnumbered.

Her principal stepped forward and cleared his
throat. “I think we need to get started. We’ve determined that
there was use of unnatural force, a blatant disregard of school
rules—”

“Wait a minute.” Mo interrupted, which seemed
to irritate the Wolff’s lawyer.

And he used her interruption to get his own
five cents in. “Miss Beltzer, I’m gonna call this an informal
hearing. You have the right to know the facts just as they’ve been
presented to me. There’s been a grievous wrong committed here, as
your principal acknowledges. Now, you just need to wait your turn,
little Missy. Y’all be quiet, just listen.”

The man actually put a finger to his lips.
What a blow-hard! He wheezed as he talked. And, “little Missy”?
Yes, Florida could be considered the South. But “little Missy”?
That was just way too Georgian for her. It was all she could do not
to grimace as his belly rippled under a custom-made shirt.

Jackets had been discarded by all the men in
the room—this jerk of a lawyer, the principal, and Toby’s father.
Only the detective and the shrink had arrived in short-sleeves.
Toby’s mother shrugged off a coral sweater dyed to match her coral
colored skirt. What a line-up. Even then, it didn’t dawn on Mo to
demand access to counsel of her own.

The lawyer simultaneously clicked open the
two snaps on his briefcase. “Let me show you the result of your
attack on an eight year old child. Just a warning, it ain’t
pretty.” He plopped two manila envelopes onto the desk in front of
him then shook them from the bottom, one in each hand. Eight-by-ten
glossies fanned across polished oak.

“This here’s a real good close-up of the
multiple bruises inflicted during the alleged confrontation.” He
casually pointed to blue smudges, smallish, rounded results of
fingers dug into flesh.

But alleged? She nearly screamed out
the word. Yet, she knew where the word came from. There were no
witnesses. No one, that is, who would say that Toby threatened her,
put the gun to her head, and pulled the trigger. Certainly not the
four boys who had encouraged him. They were absolutely mum. And not
Ginny. She was too far away, at the side of the room, for heaven’s
sake. She just couldn’t see. Yeah, right. Ginny was a master at not
getting involved.

After the incident, as she begged Mo to
understand, Ginny whispered, “I really need this job. You’re so
smart, you can always do something else. And you don’t have
children.” So there it was. Their friendship was short lived when
it came to economics, and child-bearing. But there were
fingerprints. Mo had been smart enough to call the cops—St.
Augustine’s finest, not the pretend security that patrolled the
school in pretend uniforms with empty pretend holsters hanging from
their belts. She had preserved the evidence and handed the gun
over.

So, now she sat back. There was proof—a
child’s fingerprints on the trigger and hammer. They couldn’t hide
behind some kind of “no witness defense.” She forced herself to
look at the photos. There were eight views of the fingernail
punctures along his wrist and x-rays of a broken bone in his
hand—in addition to a dislocated jaw, a blackened eye and extensive
bruising along his jawline and collarbone. At almost twice his
weight, she had crushed the child beneath her when they landed on
the table.

Her handiwork made her turn away. There’s
nothing in this life she’d ever wanted to be besides a third grade
teacher. She’d guided children for seven years—right out of
college, she’d encouraged their curiosity, molded them into good
citizens—she didn’t harm them.

“Not like I didn’t warn you. Not a pretty
sight.” The lawyer tsked and shook his head, then in one smooth
move yanked up the Venetian blinds, higher on the left, and held an
X-ray against the light. He seemed to have center stage now, and
Toby’s father took a chair next to Mrs. Wolff.

“I’d like equal emphasis placed upon the
why in all this. Why did this happen? Why are
we looking at X-rays. Could we discuss that?” Mo hoped she was
imagining the petulant note she heard in her voice.

“In due time, Miss Beltzer, all in due time.
It’s not your turn yet.” Condescending grandstander. She forced
herself to look at him as he continued. “The fact remains that you
endangered the life of a young person. You did not try to reason
with the young man, find out the circumstances before your brutal
attack. And there were circumstances, my dear—circumstances that
you needed to know about. In fact, you gave no warning to the rest
of the class that they might be in danger. You did not clear the
room in an orderly fashion. You did not call upon your aide to
assist you. You persisted in some superwoman position of strength
to overpower, inflict bodily harm—no, maim—let me use the correct
word here—maim an eight year old. A mere child.”

How could everyone be ignoring the fact that
this mere child was holding a gun—had pulled the trigger of that
gun? “I suppose you would have just calmly begun a dialogue—gee,
Toby, is there some underlying reason for holding a revolver to
your teacher’s head? Mom ran out of cocoa puffs this morning?”

“I don’t like that tone of voice. You’ve
ruined our son’s chances in the Major Leagues.”

Major Leagues? Please. He’s eight
years old. Wasn’t he barely past the T-ball stage?

“You put our son at a grave disadvantage. We
understand that you have a black belt?” Dad weighed in—to keep Mom
company, maybe?

“What? That’s ridiculous.” Four years ago
she’d taken a kick-boxing class instead of aerobics. Did that turn
into karate’s highest achievement? “You are all so off-base. You
were not in that classroom. You did not see your son’s eyes—at
eight years of age, the eyes of a killer.”

“Miss Beltzer, I beg your indulgence. You’re
stretching my patience. It has
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