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NINE-LETTER HINT, I muttered, absentmindedly winding a curl around my finger.


Adumbrate, said a disembodied voice from behind the sports page.


I glared, but he didnt see me. Too busy reading about the ACC basketball tournament. Edna and I exchanged glances. My mother knows about my love/hate relationship with the Sunday crossword puzzle. I like to save them up and work them on Saturday mornings. I read the clues out loud. Helps me think. But I loathe it when someone tries to help me. And Lord help the person who tries to beat me to the puzzle. Edna knows better than to even talk to me while Im working the crossword.


Reluctantly, I scribbled the letters in the box. Adumbrate worked, of course. Stupid word. Mac doesnt even bother with the Atlanta Constitutions crossword puzzle. He usually picks up a Sunday New York Times at Oxford Books.


Any coffee left? said the voice again. With a small, martyred sigh I put down the paper and got up to refill both our cups.


I caught the telephone on the first ring.


Callahan? The voice on the other end was low, muffled.



Yes, I said. Whos this?


The response was whispered.


Speak up, I said. I cant hear you.


Its me, Neva Jean, she hissed. I cant talk any louder. Im at a pay phone.


I rolled my eyes heavenward. Edna saw me, got up, refilled the coffee cups herself and sat back down.


Must be Neva Jean, she told Mac. Shes got that look. Mac lowered his paper and looked for himself. Definitely Neva Jean, he said.


Callahan, Neva Jean said. You gotta help me. Im in trouble. Big trouble.


This was not hot news. Neva Jean McComb is rarely not in some sort of mess. Shes a hard worker, one of my best employees, and she usually means well, but Neva Jean is one of those souls who attract trouble like a black dress attracts lint.


Whats the deal? I asked, leaning my back against the kitchen counter. Where are you, anyway?


Im at one of those fast-food emergency room places, over on Covington Highway, she said, raising her voice a little. Swannelles bad sick. Callahan, I might of sorta killed Swannelle.


Might have? I repeated. Speak up, Neva Jean. Is he dead or isnt he?


I dont know, she wailed, up to top volume now. Hes been back in with the doctor for over an hour now. The nurse wont tell me nothing. For all I know Swannelles dead and theyve already called the cops to come get me.


Calm down, I ordered. Tell me what happened.


It was that goddamned bass boat, she said, sobbing. It never woulda happened if it werent for that damn boat. I didnt mean to kill him, really. I was so mad I didnt know what I was doing. Is pissed off a defense for murder, Callahan?


What bass boat? Did you try to drown him or what? Quit crying and quit talking in circles, damn it. Just tell me whats going on.


Swannelle went to the boat show with Rooney. Rooney Deebs, thats his cousin. And when he came home last night he was towing a brand new candy-apple-red bass boat behind his truck.


Slowly, the motive for Neva Jeans attempted murder was becoming clear.


He bought a bass boat? Arent they pretty expensive?


Twenty-eight frigging thousand dollars, she said, gasping for breath in between sobs. Our house didnt cost but eighteen thousand. And its got plumbing. He put eight thousand downall the money we had saved, and signed a note for the rest. Said he was gonna sell McComb Auto Body and him and Rooney was gonna go on the professional bass fishing tour together.


So you had a fight.


Not this time, Neva Jean said. I was so mad, I thought Id bust a gusset. I slammed the bedroom door and locked it. Then I took every piece of clothes he owns, and all his bowling and softball trophies, too, and pitched them all out the window. And you know it rained last night.


So what did Swannelle do? I was almost afraid to ask.


Hollered at the locked door for a while. Stormed around, rippin and rantin. Then he got drunk. Knee-walking, commode-hugging drunk. Then he passed out on the living room sofa. I got up this morning. I saw the little prick, laying there, passed out on my good sofa, and when I looked out the front window and saw that twenty-eight-thousand-dollar bass boat, I got mad all over again. I picked up the nearest thing to hand, a can of Raid, and I emptied it on that bad boy.


You sprayed Swannelle with a whole can of roach spray? Poisoning was a new frontier for Neva Jean. The last time the two of them got into it, shed taken a steak knife and cut off his ponytail while he was sleeping. Shed grazed him once with the pickup truck in the parking lot of Mamas Country Showcase out on Covington Highway another time. And then there was the memorable time hed abandoned her in a Waffle House parking lot in Macon.


It was more like half a can, she said, calmer now. Weve had a bad bug problem this year.


What happened?


She started sniffling again. It was awful. He started coughing and choking. Grabbing at his neck like he couldnt breathe. Tried to sit up, but he fell back down again. His eyes were watering and his nose was running, he was drooling like a mad dog, and when I looked down I noticed hed peed his pants, too. I never seen nothing like it in my life. He was dying, right there in front of me.


You got him to an emergency room, right? I said, encouragingly.


Yeah, she said, pausing to blow her nose. But hes been in there an awful long time. An hour at least. I just know something awful is happening. You reckon I killed him?


She had me there. Im a former cop and Ive been dabbling in the private investigation business for a couple of years now, when Im not running my cleaning business, but Id never heard of death by Raid before. Theres always that first time, though.


Tell you what, I said, give me your number there. Ill call Maureen and ask her. In the meantime, do you have a lawyer?


A lawyer? she screamed. What do I want with a lawyer? I didnt mean nothing by that roach spray, Callahan. I was just so mad I couldnt think straight.


I know, I said. And if ever there was a case for a justifiable homicide, youve got one. But if the worst happens, if somebody calls the cops, you really should have legal representation. You want me to call Katie Reilly?



Thats the lawyer with the condo in Ansley Park?


Yeah, I said. I think you clean her place alternate Thursdays.


I reckon, she said, resignedly. She keeps a real neat kitchen as I recall. Neva Jean gave me the emergency clinic phone number and then hung up.


Did I hear right? Edna asked, looking over the top of the bifocals that slide down to the end of her nose. Did Neva Jean spray Swannelle with bug spray?


Half a can of Raid, I said, picking through the box of doughnuts Mac had brought. I found a cake, one with gooey chocolate frosting, and picked a piece of the frosting off with a fingernail. Im trying to diet again. Theyre at one of those doc-in-the-box emergency clinics. Neva Jeans convinced shes killed the one great love of her life.


Are you really going to call Maureen? Mac asked. He knows my sister and I are not on the best of terms. But shes a nurse at Grady Memorial Hospitals emergency room, and even if she is a bitch she knows emergency medicine.


My eyes met Ednas. I thought maybe youd call, Ma. Itd be quicker. Neva Jean really sounded scared.


Gimme the phone, Edna said, slapping my hand away from the doughnuts. She dialed my sisters number and turned her back to me. After chatting for a moment or two she hung up.


Maureen says Swannelles probably sick as hell, but that Neva Jean probably couldnt kill the little pissant with Raid unless she managed to bash his head in with the can. She says theyve probably got him hooked up to an IV with atropine; thats the antidote to roach poison. And your sister sends her love.


Ill bet, I said. Well, I guess Ill hold off calling Katie, since it looks like weve ruled out homicide.


Katie Reillys an old family friend. She handles what little legal work I need, and in return we clean her condo every other week. I love cash-free transactions like that.



I called the emergency clinic back and asked for Neva Jean.


Callahan, she said quickly, hes all right. My lover mans gonna be fine. The nurse just came out and told me. Swannelles gonna pull through.


Thats fine, I said. Maureen says you cant kill a person with Raid. So I guess you dont need a lawyer unless you decide to divorce him.


Dont even joke about that, she said, sniffing. Im just so thankful Swannelles going to live. Id never forgive myself if anything should happen to that man.


She started blubbering again, going on about how sweet and kind and good Swannelle McComb really was.


Yeah, hes a saint, that Swannelle, I said, interrupting. Listen, as long as hes okay, I really need to go now. Ill see you Monday, right?


Uh, well, the doctor says Swannelles going to need some nursing, Callahan. Bed rest and fluids and like that. I thought Id stay home and


Put a six pack of Old Milwaukee on his side of the bed and leave the television on ESPN, Neva Jean. Hell be fine, but youll be out of a job if your butts not here at nine A.M. Monday.


Aw, Callahan, she moaned. I cut her off and hung up. Edna and I run the House Mouse, which we think is the best damn cleaning business in Atlanta. Trying to keep Neva Jean and the other girls in line is a full-time job, but it beats the hell out of my last real job, which was as a detective for the Atlanta Police Departments property crimes unit. With the House Mouse I make my own hours (long) and my own rules (mostly flexible). Were making a decent profit now, and every once in a while I take on a private investigation gig, just to satisfy my own need to right wrongs and mind other peoples business.


What did Swannelle do to provoke Neva Jean this time? Mac asked. While I was on the phone hed swiped my crossword puzzle and was now busily filling in the blanks. With a pen.


Messed with her crossword puzzle, I said, snatching the paper out of his mitts and glaring at him.


Seriously, he said.


I sat back down at the table and sipped my coffee, which had gotten cool. He came home with a brand new twenty-eight-thousand-dollar bass boat which he bought with the money Neva Jeans been saving up for a new kitchen, I said.


Too bad she didnt spray him with something more lethal, Edna said, lighting up one of her maxi-length filter-tip cigarettes. Id have tried some of that Easy-Off Oven Cleaner if itd been me. That stuff would knock a dog off a meat wagon.


Jeez, Mac said, folding the sports page. Youre not serious, are you? You think its all right to kill a man just for buying a bass boat?


Edna leaned her head back and let twin streams of smoke drift toward the ceiling. Aw, the oven cleaners just a warning, she assured him. A man like Swannelle McComb, a man like that, youve got to keep him in line all the time.


Mac reached across the table and grabbed my hand. Tell me shes not for real. I can never tell when your mother is putting me on.


Edna had gone back to reading the wedding announcements in the newspapers lifestyle section. Id say shes serious. So let that be a warning to you, Andrew McAuliffe. We Garrity women play for keeps.


Ill remember, he promised.


The kitchen was quiet then. The kind of rare Saturday morning quiet thats filled with the sipping of good coffee, the turning of a newspaper page, the occasonal snicker at something in the funnies. The furnace clicked on. We were having an unusually wet and chilly March.



When the phone rang again the three of us jumped, simultaneously.


Get that, Ma, will you? And if its Neva Jean tell her shes got a full day Monday, and Im not kidding, either.


Edna got up slowly, letting the phone ring twice more.


Well hey, Jack, she said warmly. I looked up at the mention of my cousin Jacks name. But instead of grinning, as she usually did when her favorite nephew called, Ednas face had gone pale and her mouth was twisted with pain.


Oh my God, she said, holding a hand to her mouth. Are they sure? When? How did it happen? Sweet Jesus. What about the kids? Are the kids all right?


She listened intently, her body tensed, the cigarette forgotten, dropped ashes down the front of her blouse. She brushed at them, then shut her eyes.


I cant believe it, she was saying. Theyre really sure? Hows your mother? Is somebody with her? Yes. Yes. Ill come right away. Okay, love, see you soon. Thanks for calling.


What? I said, rushing to her side. Whats happened? I think I knew before she told me.


Its Patti, Edna said dully, massaging her temples with her fingertips. She pushed her glasses down and dabbed with a dish towel at red-rimmed eyes. Shes dead, Jules.


When? How?


Edna sank back down in her chair. Yesterday. Jack didnt want to tell me everything on the phone, because Jean was sitting right there. The police are saying it was a carjacking. Dylan was in the car too, but hes been so upset they cant tell what he might have seen.


Oh my God, I said.


Mac got up, got the coffeepot, and refilled our cups. Is that Patti McNair, the cousin you told me about?


I nodded, unable to speak. My throat had swollen shut and my eyes burned with scalding tears. I buried my head in the crossword puzzle, watching while the ink blurred.


Patti. More a sister than a cousin, really. She was two years older than me. Id welcomed her hand-me-down clothes, tagged after her as a kid. Shed treated me as an equal when my own sister Maureen had regarded me as a pariah. Patti had shown me how to be cool. How to shred the knees of my blue jeans, the way to light a cigarette, holding it just so between painted fingertips for the hippest effect. Shed been our family rebel, a vegetarian, a hippie; shed even dabbled with Buddhism in a move calculated to drive my aunt Jean over the brink. Shed lived in a commune up in the North Georgia mountains after dropping out of Wake Forest University. Shed gotten married, barefoot, to Aunt Jeans everlasting horror, wearing a white Mexican peasant shift that barely hid her pregnancy.


The hippie days hadnt lasted, of course. Bruce, her husband, dropped back into law school, with Patti working as a secretary to put him through school. Shed gone back to college herself, too, and had earned a degree in psychology. Later, when Bruces practice had taken off, shed quit her job as a school counselor to stay home and be a full-time mom.


We saw each other irregularly now. At family things, holiday dinners, like that. Sometimes, on a whim, shed call and wed meet for lunch, drink bloody Marys and giggle again like teenagers.


Dylan. Is that one of her kids? Mac asked.


Yeah, I whispered. Hes Pattis baby, must be eight or nine now, I guess. Her girls, Megan and Caitlin, are much older, sixteen and eighteen, I guess. Dylan has some kind of problem. Some speech and hearing thing. Hes not retarded or anything like that, but he goes to a special school. Half the time nobody knows what the kid is saying.



When I looked up again, Edna was stacking the breakfast dishes and moving briskly toward the sink.


I told Jack Id come right over, she said. Jean had that bypass surgery last fall, and the boys are worried about her. DeeDee has the kids at Jacks house.


Im coming with you, I said. Mac got up and shooed Edna away from the sink. Ill take care of this, he said quietly. You two get going. Call me if you need anything. Promise?


I allowed myself a moment for a quick, tight hug. Okay, I whispered. I will.
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THE QUIET IN THE CAR was deafening. It was thirty minutes to my aunt Jeans house out in suburban Marietta. Once I got on Interstate 75 I turned on the radio, jiggled the switch around. Country music. Acid rock. Moldy-oldies.


That crap they call music gives me the whim-whams, Edna said. Turn to WSB.


It was a Saturday morning sports call-in show and the host was droning on about The University of Georgias football recruiting success. Only March and all this guy had to think about was the Bulldogs chances come September. My hand snaked toward the dial again.


Leave it, Edna snapped. Its nearly ten, the newsll be on in a minute.


She dug around in her purse, got out paper and pen and started making a list.


Traffic on the interstate was light. I snuck a look at what she was doing.


Groceries? Pattis dead and youre making a grocery list?


She didnt look up. I need you to stop at the Food Town on the way home. Ill put the ham on right away, and get started on some potato salad. Maureen can do the deviled eggs. Even she cant screw that up. Ill do that cherry Jell-O mold. Remind me to get some Cool-Whip. Maybe Agnes could do a chocolate cake for me. The women from Jeans church will bring stuff in


Unbidden, memories of Patti flitted through my mind. Patti, strutting down the shore at Panama City Beach in her first bikini, a trail of boys tagging at her heels. Patti, deliberately tossing her wildflower bouquet to me on a windy April day. Patti, beaming with pride, holding up her first child for me to inspect.


And then I saw Patti, slumped on the front seat of a car somewhere, her head shattered, blood and glass everywhere. And poor Dylan, cowering in the backseat, his mother dead in the front. Id never worked homicide during my time on the Atlanta Police Department, but as a uniformed cop Id seen more than enough crime scenes, seen what a close-range gunshot could do to the fragile human skull.


Tell me exactly what Jack told you about Patti, I said, interrupting Ednas menu. I wanted to throw up just then at the mention of all that food, but I knew that was my mothers way of grieving. Up north, I guess, when somebody dies they worry about blue suits and shiny shoes. But where I come from you dont mourn without a ham and some deviled eggs.


My mother sighed, took off her glasses and wiped them on the hem of her blouse. All he said was that they were stopped at a traffic light somewhere out on Bankhead Highway, near those public housing projects, I guess. Patti pulled to a stop and some black guy came out of nowhere, jerked the car door open, and when Patti screamed, he put a gun to her head and pulled the trigger. Her purse was gone when they found her. Jack said Bruce told him Patti had maybe eight bucks in her purse. Eight goddamn bucks. And he killed her for it.


What about Dylan? What was he doing in the car?


She put the glasses back on again. Jesus, I was just repeating what Jack told me. He goes to that Miller-Shipley School, maybe they have short days or something. All Jack said was that Dylan was so hysterical they couldnt get any sense out of him at all. I guess he was able to tell them that he was asleep in the backseat when it happened.


I glanced in my rearview mirror; an eighteen-wheeler was riding my butt, blinking its lights on and off to signal me to let him pass. I slowed down and the truck blew by me. Asshole, I muttered.


None of this makes any sense, I said. First of all, what was Patti doing over in that part of town? Bankhead Highways a long way from East Cobb. And why did Jack wait until this morning to call us if she was killed yesterday afternoon?


How the hell should I know what she was doing over there? Edna said. Maybe she was going somewhere and got lost. You know Patti had no sense of direction. Your Uncle Ray had to write her directions to get to the A&P and back. But Jack did say the police didnt contact Bruce until nearly midnight. Pattis purse was gone, so she didnt have any identification on her, and Dylan was totally incoherent, even more so than usual. Patti was driving some new car Bruce had bought her for an anniversary gift. A Lexus that hed bought from one of his clients, so it was still registered to the client. The cops didnt reach the client until late last night, and then he told them hed sold it to Bruce.


Didnt Bruce wonder where Patti and Dylan were? I asked.


Jack said he was frantic. He drove every block of their subdivision, called every friend she ever had, cruised the mall parking lot for two hours. He even had somebody drive up to the house on Lake Lanier to see if they were up there.


When did they tell Aunt Jean?


This morning, Edna said. She knew Patti was missing, because Bruce had called to ask if shed seen her. But he didnt make a big deal of it, so I guess she wasnt too worried. Jack and DeeDee got there at eight and they told her. The girls were still up when the police got to the house last night, so they already knew.


Jesus, I said. Id been taking the Lords name in vain a lot this morning. After the eighteen-wheeler incident, Id absentmindedly slid into the far left lane. Now my exit loomed just ahead. I floored it and jerked the van through three lanes of traffic, sliding onto the Marietta Loop exit to the tune of a car-horn chorus.


Ednas face was white with fear. Her hands trembled as she reached for a cigarette. You nearly got us killed.


I could feel my face set in stone, the anger at my cousins death throbbed in my hed. Better in a traffic accident than to have your brains blown out for eight bucks, I said.












3






A RED PICKUP TRUCK, a green Honda Civic, and a dark blue Mazda Miata crowded the driveway of Aunt Jeans house. Looks like all the chicks have come home to roost, Edna said. DeeDee must still be over at Bruces house. She just moved back from Miami last month. Still job hunting last I heard. I reckon the green car with the North Carolina tags is Michaels. He quit working for the county and moved to Charlotte, you know.


I didnt know that DeeDee had moved back or that Michael had moved away. Counting both sides of the family I must have a couple of dozen cousins, scattered all over Georgia and the South. Id long ago quit trying to keep track of the whole clan.


Thats Jacks truck, she continued. The Mazda must be Peggys.


I thought they were separated.


They are, Edna sighed, but Peggy treats Jean like her own mother, and vice versa. Its kind of weird if you ask me.


Nobody did, I pointed out.


Edna glanced over at me, frowned, and bit her lip.


What?


Nothing.


Dont nothing me. Spit it out.



All right, she said reluctantly. I just wish you wouldnt go in that house and start asking questions. You know how you do. And everybodys upset right now. So nobody needs Miss Perry Mason doing twenty questions. Youre not a cop anymore, remember?


I felt my hands knotting and unknotting in my lap.


Give me some credit here, Ma, would you? I said bitterly. Patti was like a sister to me. More than Maureen ever was, thats for sure. Im as heartbroken as you are, but yeah, Ive got questions. And I intend to ask them, too, but when I do I promise Ill be tactful and discreet. Okay? I dont want Aunt Jean having a heart attack any more than you do.


Fine, Edna said, reaching around on the car seat for the suitcase-sized purse she carried. I just needed to say that. Now lets go. And rememberdiscreet. You promised.


I scowled as I followed her up the sidewalk to the house. My aunt Jeans house is a two-story, gray cedar-siding job built to look like a primitive log cabin. Except there were dark brown and blue and green cedar-siding cabins of the same general description lining both sides of this street, and a satellite dish was planted in the front yard instead of a horse and buggy. Where a gut-busted washing machine or truck seat would have graced the porch of an authentic cabin, my aunt was displaying a wooden bucket planted with red and yellow pansies and a white concrete goose with a faded blue bow around its neck. I could still remember when this whole subdivision had sprouted all at one time like a particularly persistent rash, back in the seventies, in an abandoned cotton field. The developer had, in a fit of originality, named his creation Green Acres. Aunt Jean lived on Kabin Kourt.


It felt weird to be going to the front door today. We Garritys have always been a back-door kind of bunch. My cousin Jack answered the door before we could ring the bell, simultaneously enveloping both of us in a rib-crushing bear hug.



The oldest of my aunts four kids, Jack was the most like Ednas brother, my uncle Ray: tall and burly with a thick thatch of sandy-colored hair and good-natured blue-gray eyes brushed with no-color eyelashes. Jack still runs the construction business my uncle started after he got back from Korea in the 1950s.


Hey, sweetie, a quavery voice said behind us.


Aunt Jean looked thinner and older than I remembered, and she seemed to have developed a widows hump on her back just since the last Christmas family gathering. Her hair was cut in the same gray pixie shed worn since I could remember, but her perpetual gardeners tan had faded and she wore a pink cotton housecoat and matching slippers.


Oh, Jean, my mother said haltingly. Im so sorry.


The two women stood there, clinging to each other, wordless. Sniffing, Edna was the first to pull away. I could use some coffee, hon. Is any made?


I followed them into the kitchen. The small blue-and white-papered room was crowded with family and funeral offerings. My cousin Michael was on the phone, nodding, talking in a tone too low to be heard. Peggy, Jacks wife, or was it ex-wife, stood at the open refrigerator door holding a bowl of bean salad in one hand and a platter of fried chicken in the other. Now where on earth am I going to put all this stuff? she fussed.


I glanced around. Every surface in the kitchen was covered with food. The maple dinette table was wall-to-wall with cakes, pies, foil-wrapped casseroles and platters of sliced meats. Each stove burner sported a pan of soup or stew, and the counters held brown paper sacks of more groceries.


Yall had better be hungry, Peggy said, breaking an awkward silence. Cuz we got enough food here to feed the Russian army.


Michael hung up the phone then and after another round of hugging we managed to all squeeze around the dinette. He seated himself beside Aunt Jean, one arm flung protectively around her shoulders.


You feelin all right? Edna wanted to know.
 

Jean nodded. Numb. Just numb. I cant believe any of this is happening. Not to Patti. Not to my own child. It just doesnt make sense.


Michael edged closer to his mother. A neighbor came over and took Mamas blood pressure just before you came. Its up just slightly, but that was her doctor I was talking to on the phone, and he says its not too bad. Shell be fine.


Jean smiled weakly, her thin lips the same color as her skin. Its a terrible thing that you have to lose somebody precious before your children can all come home at the same time, isnt it? I reckon the last time that happened was at their daddys funeral. Im so blessed to have my Jack and Michael and DeeDee.


You and Ray raised a bunch of good ones, Jean, Edna said.


My aunt fiddled with the silver chain that held her eyeglasses. Im just thankful hes gone, Edna. Patti was Rays pet. We all knew that. He loved that child like nothing else in this world. Tears rolled down her cheeks and made rose-colored splashes on the front of her robe.


Hows Dylan? I asked. Edna shot me the look.


Peggy set mugs of hot coffee down in front of us, edging the cups in between the coconut custards and the sour cream pound cakes.


Hell be all right, she said. We were afraid he might have a concussion, but the doctors kept him in the emergency room for three hours and finally decided its just a bad bruise. Nothing permanent.


Is he able to say what happened? I asked.


Peggy and Jack exchanged looks. Michael stared into his coffee mug, stirring the black brew with his index finger.


We dont know yet, Aunt Jean said in a wobbly voice. Itd be a blessing if he didnt see anything. Didnt remember at all. What could be more awful for a child than to see his own mother shot like that.


Michael covered her hand with his. Dont talk about it right now, Mama. Please. We dont want you getting upset again.


I dont believe Ill ever be not upset again, Jean said. Let me talk about it, son. I want to.


He shrugged. Whatever.


Besides, my aunt continued, Callahan feels as bad as we do. Dont you remember how close she and Patti always were? Frick and Frack your daddy used to call them.


More like Mutt and Jeff, I said. I can understand your not wanting Dylan to remember anything about what happened, Aunt Jean, but did anybody else see anything? Were there any witnesses at all?


The police wont tell us, Jack said, standing with his back to the kitchen doorway. As far as we know, Dylan was the only one around. Poor kid.


I snuck a look at my mother. She shook her head. I shook mine back.


Aunt Jean, just what kind of learning problem is it that Dylan has? Patti tried to explain it once, but I never quite understood.


Oh, honey, Jean said sadly. Its some term I dont understand either. Expressive language disorder. Patti called it a processing problem. Shed learned all about it, of course. Went to seminars and even joined a parents support group. The way she explained it to me, Dylans brain was sort of short-circuited. Hes a right bright little fella, and he can hear and speak of course, but what he hears and says get all mixed up before it comes out. So sometimes he cant understand what people are saying to him and the things he says dont hardly make sense either. Patti and the girls could make him out pretty good, because they were so used to him, but I swear, half the time I dont know what hes trying to tell me, poor little thing.



We heard a clatter of feet and voices then and the back door opened, letting in a blast of cold, damp air.


Bruce McNair herded his two daughters into the kitchen and shut the door noisily. It had started raining, harder, and the three of them stood on the doormat, dripping wet like some storm-tossed shipwreck survivors.


Aunt Jean rushed to them, gathering them in her arms, urging them out of their shoes and their wet jackets. Caitlin and Megan looked utterly miserable. Caitlins long red hair was bunched under a black baseball cap she wore with the bill backward, and she wore a baggy black sweatshirt reaching nearly to her jeans-clad knees. Megans short, dark hair stuck to her head like so much limp seaweed. Her abundant eye makeup was smeared, and she wore a torn white T-shirt over what looked like green army fatigue pants and black lace-up boots. She stood, stony-faced, enduring her grandmothers embrace.


Bruce kicked off his moccasins and edged around the table, leaning down to kiss my cheek. The stubble of his beard was graying and he smelled like coffee and cigarette smoke. But even in the face of tragedy, Bruce McNair still reminded me of the same twenty-year-old scamp whod stolen my favorite cousin away. He was wearing a red plaid flannel shirt over a dark blue T-shirt, and his khaki pants were wrinkled and faded, just a touch on the high-water side, probably the same pair hed worn in college. He looked like one of those blue-collar beer commercial hunks, not the least bit like a successful attorney.


Is he not the cutest damn thing youve ever seen? Patti had whispered to me the first time shed brought him home to the family. We did the deed right out on the back porch glider after Mama and Daddy went to bed last night.


Theyd played footsie under the dining room table, Bruce blushing bright pink while Patti had felt up his thigh all during dinner.


Bruce McNair had never quite renounced all his hippie ways. He still wore his straight brown hair just a shade on the shaggy side, still snuck off to see the Grateful Dead during their yearly visits to Atlanta.


Thanks for coming, he said, squeezing my shoulders. Weve had a rough time of it.


Megan and Caitlin hadnt moved from their spot by the door. Finally Peggy took charge. Come on now, she said, taking each by the arm. Grandmas got all this food, and she wants yall to eat. Go sit down in the dining room and well fix you a plate.


Peggy ignored their pleas that theyd eaten already, werent hungry, couldnt take a bite, and hustled them out of the room, followed by the rest of the family.


Bruce moved to the coffeepot, poured himself a cup, and sat down in the chair Michael had abandoned.


Bad night, I said, searching for something clever, something comforting, to say.


Youll never know, he said, inhaling the steam from the coffee. I still cant believe any of this is real.


Behind him, Aunt Jean bustled around, gathering plates and silverware for Peggy to take into the dining room.


Bruce, wheres Dylan? she asked, reaching into a cupboard for ice tea glasses.


Hes fine, Jean, he said. Headaches a lot better. DeeDee took him to the video arcade over at the mall.


The arcade? Jean said sharply. With his mama just dead and him right out of the hospital? Do you think thats the right thing to do, Bruce?


Bruce sighed. Hed obviously expected this reaction. The pediatrician recommended I talk to a psychologist and make an appointment for Dylan to start having counseling. Right away. Dr. Cook and I talked on the phone this morning and she said Dylan should be allowed to do something he enjoys. He loves those damn video games. Even the girls cant beat him at them. When DeeDee offered to take him, he perked right up.


I guess you know best, Jean said, but her voice said she wasnt so sure. She set a plate down in front of him, slices of ham, a chicken breast, a buttered biscuit, and sweet potato souffl. I want you to eat that, she said firmly.


While she ferried more food into the dining room, Bruce jumped up and emptied the plate into the trash, rearranging the discarded paper towels and coffee grounds to hide his crime.


She means well, he said, sitting back down.


Dont we all, I said ruefully. Look. Edna warned me not to ask a lot of questions. She said Id just get everybody upset. Damn it, Bruce, Ive got to know. I cant help it. Will it piss you off if I ask what happened?


He reached in his breast pocket, took out a package of Dentyne gum, and unwrapped it slowly, offering me a piece. Pattid been nagging at me to quit smoking for five years. Hadnt had a cigarette in three months. I guess if I can make it through this, I can do anything. No, Im all right. Go ahead and ask what you need to know. But I really dont know much right now.


Just tell me what happened. Edna got the barest details from Jack on the phone this morning.


Jean came back into the room then and grabbed up two pies. Yall eat, she said, disappearing again.


The details are pretty sketchy, Callahan. Patti was out running errands yesterday. Shed played her Friday tennis match over at those indoor courts at the Concourse, then she was going to have a conference with one of Dylans teachers around two oclock. She called me shortly before one, I guess, and we talked for just a minute. Shed won her match, but she was in a hurry to get home because the plumber was supposed to come and look at the downstairs bathroom. The toilet was dripping. Thats the last time I talked to her. I tried calling her at home and on the car phone later in the day, but I couldnt get any answer. I didnt start to get worried until the girls got home around four-thirty and there was no sign of her or Dylan. The plumber had left a note saying hed been there and gone since nobody was home. Patti was always on the run, but she tried to make it a point to be there when the kids got home from school. And shed been trying to get that plumber for months.


What was Dylan doing in the car? I asked gently.


He looked up grimly. He said he wasnt feeling well. Upset stomach or something. The school called Patti on her car phone, it turns out, and asked her to pick him up.


She didnt mention it when she talked to you? I asked.


No, he said.


Wait a minute. Isnt Miller-Shipley in Norcross? Thats miles from where Edna said they found the car. Bankhead Highway, right?


It doesnt make sense to me either, Bruce admitted. I cant imagine what Patti would have been doing over in that part of town.


Maybe she was lost? I suggested.


He smiled for the first time since wed started talking. Patti got lost going to the ladies room at the Burger King. You know how she was.


Yeah, I said, I know.


The reassuring sound of quiet conversation, of knives and forks clinking and ice cubes tinkling against glass, floated in from the dining room. It was impossible that we were all together, eating and talking in my aunts house on this rainy March day, and that Patti was not here.


Was Dylan able to tell the police anything at all? I asked.


His face reddened. You know Dylan has an, uh, learning thing, dont you? Patti, of course, made a big deal about it. Too big a deal, Ive always thought. She enrolled him in Miller-Shipley. Damn place costs eleven thousand five hundred a year. Personally, I dont think Dylans problem is all that severe. A speech impediment, yes, but in my opinion all this developmental disability stuff is a lot of crap. Anyway, Dylan told us hed gone to sleep in the backseat of the car right after Patti picked him up. He says he only woke up when he heard Patti scream. When he sat up


God, Bruce said, swallowing hard. Jesus God. He rubbed his temples with his fingertips, took a sip of coffee. When Dylan sat up he saw a black guy. The guy jerked the car door open, put a gun to Pattis head, and fired. Like that. Point blank. When Dylan started screaming, the guy looked surprised. You know, that somebody was in the car. He reached over and grabbed Pattis purse, then reached over and popped Dylan on the head with the gun. Thats all Dylan can tell us.


Who called the cops?


Bruce stared at me blankly. What?


The cops? I repeated. Somebody must have reported it. Do you know who it was? Maybe there was another witness after all.


I dont know, Bruce said slowly. It never occurred to me to ask.
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THERE WERE DOZENS more questions swirling around in my head. Had Dylan been able to describe his assailant? What did the murder weapon look like? Where exactly on Bankhead Highway had Patti been shot? What time had the cops found Dylan? And on and on.


But the doorbell kept buzzing. Neighbors and more family filtered in and out. Michael and Peggy took turns answering the phone, which never quit ringing.


At some point Megan and Caitlin joined us at the kitchen-table. The four of us sat there, chatting quietly, sipping coffee, while activity ebbed and flowed around us.


Bruce, girls, Aunt Jean announced. Father Mart is here. Come out to the living room and talk to him, why dont you?


Megan and Caitlin exchanged that patented exasperated look all teenage girls affect just as soon as they turn thirteen. Caitlin and Bruce stood up to go, but Megan didnt budge.


Meg? Bruce said tentatively. Come on, honey, its Father Mart.


You go, she said stonily. Ive got a headache.


Aunt Jean opened her mouth to protest, but thought better of it. She patted Megan on the shoulder. Thats okay, honey, she said. Do you want to go lie down on Grammas bed?


I just want people to leave me alone, she said tearily.


Ill get her some aspirin and sit with her, Aunt Jean, I said, trying to sound helpful.


Aunt Jean moved to the kitchen window and took a bottle of generic aspirin off the windowsill. She ran a glass of water from the tap and handed it to Megan.


Father Mart is going to lead us in the rosary now, she said meaningfully.


It sounded like a command performance, so I trailed into the living room after the others.


Im what you might call a back-slidden Catholic these days. My sister and brothers and I had a typical sixties mackerel-snapper upbringing: parochial school, mass on Sundays, Mrs. Pauls fish sticks on Fridays. Once I left home, I drifted away from all that except for holidays, when I dragged myself to church to please my parents.


But after my dad died, and Edna feuded with our parish priest, we both defected for good. I havent been back since Dads funeral mass.


A Protestant would have found the living room scene distinctly weird. My aunt, cousins, even my mother for Gods sake, were down on their knees on Aunt Jeans gray shag carpet, clicking their beads and murmuring Hail Marys.


Kneeling in their midst, eyes raised heavenward, was a thin, balding man in his late forties. He wore the collar, of course, but over it hed tossed a worn gray tweed sport coat.


Bruce and Caitlin kneeled too, at the edge of the circle, beside Aunt Jean. My aunt looked at me, just once, her lips moving as she recited the prayer. Her eyes flicked meaningfully up, then down. I was the only one in the room still standing.


For a moment I had a crisis of conscience. I could 
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