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  RUNNER IN THE DARK


  THE BEGINNING


  Channel 6 was the first to reach the air with a news bulletin. The newsman, the somewhat rumpled Charles Mannering, interrupted a network soap opera to read the following words: “There has been a reported shooting at the courthouse within the last ten minutes. According to a Channel 6 reporter on the scene, several people have been shot, perhaps including a judge. Stay tuned to Channel 6 for more updates on this breaking story…


  In the end, the death toll would reach nine, there in the courtroom on the fourth floor, there on that gray, rainy morning.


  The killers, who had murdered the guard standing next to the metal detector, entered the courtroom and opened fire. There was no warning whatsoever.


  Now, the killers and the man they’d freed from police custody were arcing across the wide river in a helicopter that had swooped down to pick them up.


  In pursuit were two helicopters belonging to the police department, the first of which contained two police sharpshooters, one named Mullins, one named Reed.


  All three helicopters were having some trouble. On a rainy November morning like this, the pilots encountered strong headwinds, meaning that none of them could achieve a speed exceeding 100 knots, and even at this speed the machines got thrown around pretty hard.


  Under ordinary circumstances, there was a strict prohibition against firing from police helicopters. That was a good way to get the people below killed. But they were over the river now, and these were hardly ordinary circumstances…


  Mullins leaned out of the helicopter and opened fire…


  “Is it true the Judge is dead?” the reporter asked Jessica Dennis, the beautiful young Assistant District Attorney who had just now come from the carnage inside the courtroom. The police had the entire floor taped off. This enterprising reporter had snuck up the side stairs.


  At first, Jessica scarcely heard him. She was still numb from everything that had happened. One moment she had been questioning a witness in the most important criminal trial of her life, and the next moment she was throwing herself to the floor, to duck the bullets that had suddenly started spraying from the automatic weapons held by two ski-masked men standing just behind where Jessica’s associates and assistants sat.


  Ear-shattering explosions from the guns. Screams. People thrown into walls from the impact of the bullets. Jessica, from her position on the floor, seeing blood dripping off the edge of the Judge’s bench. Even from here, she could see that two of her associates were dead. And Phil Stafford, the District Attorney, was slumped forward on the table, unmoving. She prayed he was not dead…


  When she raised her elegant blonde head to look at the reporter, Jessica noticed her hands and the jacket of her tailored gray silk suit. Both were spattered with blood.


  “I’m not sure,” she said. She spoke in a soft, trance-like voice. Shock. “All I know is that they took him away in an ambulance.”


  For the first time, Jessica recognized the reporter: Michael Shaw from Channel 8. She’d always thought of him as so crudely ugly that he was handsome. His book about Viet Nam had won him a Pulitzer; and he’d won a second Pulitzer a few years ago for his work on a hospital scandal. He was big to the point of being imposing, yet there was a melancholy about the man that kept him from being threatening.


  Shaw said, “You weren’t shot, were you?” He nodded at her hands and jacket.


  “I—I just got some of Phil’s blood on me,” she said in that same trance-like voice.


  She would never forget what she’d seen over the past twenty minutes. She’d been sitting next to Phil when the first bullets reached him, and bloody pieces of his head were ripped away.


  She could still hear herself screaming. “Wait a minute,” Shaw said.


  “What?” Jessica said, having no idea what he was talking about.


  “Let me look at your back.” Shaw walked up close to her, turned her gently around. “I hate to tell you this, Jessica, but you’ve been shot.” He touched a spot just above her hip. “It looks like a flesh wound. The bullet probably just went in and out without doing much damage. But I’m going to help you down to the ambulance right now.”


  So many crazed and fearful images: the rear doors of the courtroom being flung open. Two gunmen wearing black ski-masks and carrying AK-47s. Killing the bailiff and a deputy instantly. Grabbing the jury foreman as hostage. Taking double-murder defendant Roy Gerard from the custody of the other deputies. And then opening fire on the courtroom. For no good reason at all…


  They’d managed to circumvent security by landing on the roof in a helicopter. The courtroom was on the fourth floor. By killing one guard, the assassins were able to get into the courtroom…


  “Lean on me for support,” Michael Shaw was saying.


  “I’m fine,” Jessica said. “I know I am.”


  But after taking two more steps, she realized that she was starting to feel weak, faint…


  Then she did more than simply lean on Shaw. She collapsed into his arms.


  The shots from the police helicopter had missed their target entirely, giving the four men escaping—brothers Roy and David Gerard, another gunman and the pilot—the opportunity to put even more distance between themselves and the pursuing police.


  Below them, as they streaked down the sky, the river looked wide and dark and choppy. Dangerous. If they were shot down—


  “Give Reed a try,” came the radio command in the helicopter with the two SWAT team-members.


  The pilot said to the two sharpshooters behind him: “You hear that?”


  Both of them nodded.


  Mullins had tried four times. With no luck. Now the Commander wanted to give Reed a try. It so happened Reed was a woman.


  Reed took her position, leaning half-in and half-out of the helicopter. She was actually afraid of heights. She kept telling herself not to look down at those turbulent gray waters beneath her…


  She took very careful aim and said a prayer, the way basketball players do right before they shoot a very important free-throw.


  She squeezed off six shots.


  Not a single round did the slightest damage to the fleeing helicopter.


  “Where am I?”


  “An ambulance.”


  “You’re—”Michael Shaw.”


  He smiled. “I guess you don’t remember. You were coming out of the courtroom. I’d snuck up to interview you and—”


  “Oh God,” she said. Because it was all coming back to her. Everything that had happened in the courtroom. And Michael Shaw telling her that she’d been wounded. “Phil is—”


  “Don’t worry about that now.”


  But she could tell by the tone of his voice that Phil was dead.


  Only then did she realize that Michael Shaw was holding her hand as she lay on the stretcher in the back of the ambulance, gray city scenes running like a movie in the one window not covered with a curtain. She knew this, of course.


  His hand felt strong, good.


  He leaned forward, putting his face close to hers: “You need to close your eyes and rest. Don’t fight it anymore.”


  Then she realized something else. Michael Shaw’s breath.


  Whiskey.


  While she’d lost track of time, she knew that it could be no later than mid-morning.


  And he was drinking already.


  Bleak memories of her father came back to her, unbidden. Memories of a million domestic arguments—her father cursing, smashing things; her mother sobbing; Jessica and her sister hiding, terrified in the closet—shrilled in her mind now… shrill as the ambulance siren above her.


  She slowly eased her hand away from Michael Shaw’s.


  Took three different tries but Reed finally managed it.


  The first two passes, she did what the other sharpshooter had tried—hitting the escaping killers themselves. But that was difficult if not impossible when the machines were moving this fast and bucking up and down in headwinds this strong.


  So she decided to go for the tail-rotor and that was when she pulled it off.


  She asked the pilot to get as close to the other machine as possible and then to bank to the right.


  The pilot nodded and gave the machine as much power as he could.


  Reed got herself ready.


  One more prayer wouldn’t hurt.


  The pilot started to bank to the right.


  She hit the tail-rotor with her second squeeze of the trigger.


  The other machine flew on for a time then started abruptly pitching left and right. And then simply fell from the sky.


  No other way to describe it.


  Simply dropped straight down into the choppy gray waters below. You could hear their screams.


  See the pilot’s frantic efforts to keep the machine under control. Watch the cockpit vanish into the waters.


  And the feathery fluttering of the tail-rotor vanish shortly thereafter.


  A little prayer sure didn’t hurt every once in a while, Reed thought.


  Then she saw the large, dark boat racing towards the sinking helicopter. The killers had apparently covered every contingency, right down to being shot down and falling into the river…


  Then Reed saw the two police boats, full throttle, approaching the dark craft that the killers were scrambling aboard—


  He came to her hospital room that night, Shaw. Hadn’t simply been a flesh wound after all. A bullet had tom into one of her ribs.


  He brought an explosion of long-stemmed red roses, which he put in a vase on the table next to her bed.


  Then sat in a chair and proceeded to fascinate her. Even though she didn’t want to be fascinated.


  And proceeded to even make her laugh a few times. Even though she didn’t want to laugh.


  And proceeded to make her like him very much indeed. Even though she didn’t want to like him at all.


  He let her cry, let her drift in and out of sleep, let her just lie there and stare, let her use him to go downstairs and buy her some magazines, let her cry some more about Phil Stafford and how much she’d loved him, and how he’d been her real spiritual father on this earth.


  And then he’d said, “You need some sleep. I’ll be back in the morning.”


  And then she looked up at his ugly beautiful face and thought of how vital and bright and sorrowful he looked all at the same time.


  And then he leaned down to give her a simple tender kiss. And she smelled it again.


  The way she used to smell it on her father.


  The way she’d smelled it on Shaw this morning. Whiskey.


  FIVE YEARS LATER


  Part One


  Chapter One


  l


  Cancer.


  When the old woman stood up from the Communion rail and turned around, tears shone in her sad ancient eyes, and on her pale drawn cheeks.


  Cancer, Jessica thought.


  She has cancer, or someone close to her does.


  On a rainy Tuesday, just after the early-morning Mass, St Matthew’s Church was empty except for the old woman now walking away from the Communion rail, and Jessica and her Aunt Ellen sitting in a pew in the center of the church.


  Jessica thought of all the times her own mother had come to this church, to this same Communion rail, to pray for a relative or friend with cancer.


  Old Monsignor Sullivan had once told Jessica that most people who lit the flickering red and green and yellow and blue votive candles were praying for God to cure someone of cancer.


  “Poor old thing,” Aunt Ellen said, as the elderly woman moved down the center aisle of the church, past the Stations of the Cross on the wall, toward the back, where the choir loft and baptism fountain lay.


  The woman was dressed in a faded winter coat and a faded and frayed blue headscarf. Her croupy cough echoed in the empty church.


  “I’d like to go light a candle, dear,” Aunt Ellen said. Jessica nodded. “Need any help?”


  “I’ll be fine, dear.”


  Seven months ago, seventy-three-year-old Ellen Brody had fallen down and broken her hip. Only when Jessica was able to pick her up and drive her around was Ellen able to leave the house.


  These days, her hip was better, and Ellen took every opportunity to demonstrate it.


  As her aunt walked up to the statue of the Virgin, in front of which were displayed the votive candles, Jessica was struck as always by how much Ellen and Amy, Jessica’s mother, resembled each other: small, pretty, delicate Irishwomen with sardonic brown eyes and smiles easy to ignite.


  Aunt Ellen wore her pride and joy, a navy-blue cashmere coat bought at the most expensive store in the city. A lesson that both the Brody girls had been taught by their immigrant mother—always buy the best, it’ll save you money in the long run. Jessica had learned the same lesson.


  Aunt Ellen lit a green candle and then knelt at the Communion rail and bowed her head before the splendid altar in front of her.


  Jessica knew what Aunt Ellen would be praying for, of course. That her sister Amy was with the Lord, and had been since that terrible night eight years ago when Amy and Michael Dennis had been killed at a railroad crossing. The Coroner’s report had indicated that Michael Dennis, the driver, had been legally drunk.


  All the old resentments and furies awakened in Jessica as she sat in the pew, her fingers playing idly with the black beads of her rosary.


  How was it possible to both love and hate a man as much as she’d loved and hated her father, who had been a lost alcoholic all her life, and who finally took the life of her own beloved mother?


  Aunt Ellen, wiser in the ways of the old country, and therefore more forgiving, had never once raised her voice against Michael Dennis. “He wasn’t a bad man, dear. He meant well and, God love him, he did the best he could.” How many times had Aunt Ellen tried to soothe her with such words when the resentments and furies seized Jessica once again?


  Jessica leaned back in the pew and looked around the church.


  Easy to remember Christmas and Easter Mass in this venerable old building, how handsome her parents had always managed to look on such special occasions, even though her father was likely half-drunk… the church smelling of flowers and incense… the choir voices resonant and powerful to hear.


  How faithful and dutiful her mother had always been, even on those two occasions when she’d had to endure the humiliation of going down to the police station and bailing her husband out of the drunk tank, even when her friends had advised her to get a divorce and find somebody new.


  But her mother had loved him too much for that. She was an old-fashioned woman, one raised in the ways of County Cork, and her love was eternal.


  All Jessica could wonder was… did she feel the same kind of eternal love for Michael Shaw? Could she ever trust him again after what he’d done six months ago?


  “I think I’m ready now, dear.”


  Aunt Ellen was there, standing in the aisle outside the pew. She tired easily nowadays. She was tired now.
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  In Jessica’s new black Volvo, handsome but sensible, a combination Jessica loved, Aunt Ellen said, “How’s Michael these days?”


  “He’s fine,” she replied, then realized she’d said it too quickly. She was still cold from outside, and pulled her camelhair coat collar closer to her neck. She was careful about her looks but not obsessive about them. Too many women spent too much time trying to look perfect. There were far more important things in life than trying to impress people with your looks. She would rather impress them with her brains and her dedication to her job.


  “Then you’re seeing him again?”


  “Sometimes I am.” Jessica’s azure eyes winced with the pain of her situation with Michael. And Aunt Ellen saw it.


  “But the marriage plans are on hold?”


  Jessica couldn’t help but smile. “You’d make a great cross-examiner, Aunt Ellen.”


  The woman laughed her small, almost child-like laugh. She’d always had an impish sense of humor. “In other words, your old aunt is pushing her nose in where it doesn’t belong.” Jessica looked out at the city on this gray, rainy day, recalling another rainy day, five years ago, when the courtroom she was in had suddenly been invaded by two masked men with automatic weapons…


  “I’m just giving you my opinion, dear. That’s what God wants little old ladies like me to do.”


  Jessica laughed. “You’ve talked to Him about that?”


  “Oh yes, many times. He told me that He created little old ladies so they’ll irritate beautiful young ladies into using good common sense.”


  “And good common sense means marrying Michael?”


  “You love him, don’t you?”


  He’s an alcoholic, Jessica was about to say, just like my father was an alcoholic.


  But then the cellular phone rang and instead, Jessica said, “Excuse me… Hello?”


  “Morning, Jessica.”


  “Morning, Sam.” Samantha Davies was her lovely black assistant. When Jessica had won election to District Attorney two years ago, she’d taken Sam along with her.


  “The TV studio called. They wanted to know if you could get there by six o’clock tonight.”


  “I guess I don’t see why not.” She sighed. “I just wish I hadn’t agreed to do it, at least not tonight. It’s kind of ghoulish.”


  Six hours before Roy Gerard was to be executed at the state prison tonight, there would be a TV debate between herself and a priest named Father Josek about capital punishment. The debate was to be conducted by William Cornell, a corpulent, pompous TV commentator whose vicious style had won him favor with a wide viewing public. Blood sport, as one TV critic had dubbed Cornell’s show news beat. And as if that wasn’t pressure enough, CNN would be picking up the debate from the local station and broadcasting it nationally.


  “May I tell them you’ll be there early?”


  “Sure. That’s fine.”


  “Michael called, too. Wanted to know about lunch.”


  “Tell him I’ll call him back.”


  “Oops, there’s the other line. See you in a while, Jessica.”


  “She sure seems like a nice woman,” Aunt Ellen said, after Jessica hung up.


  “She sure is. I’m very lucky.”


  They rode in silence for a time, passing through the northern edge of the downtown area with all its Federal from the previous century. In the seventies, the then-Mayor and his staff had been obsessed with tearing down the elegant old and replacing it with the hasty new. Fortunately, the next administration, and the one following that, had fought to keep as much of the ‘old’ city as possible.


  Just now, on her right, Jessica saw a small park with a mounted Union soldier statue on it, a Civil War memorial that only looked nobler in the mist and rain.


  “Can your old aunt put her nose into one more thing, now that I’ve convinced you to marry Michael?”


  Jessica grinned, her dark eyes sparkling, her somewhat large mouth twisting wryly. “So we’ve settled the Michael subject, eh?”


  “We certainly have, dear,” Aunt Ellen said.


  “So now what do you want to talk about?”


  “Now I want to talk about why you aren’t under an armed guard.” Jessica anxiously touched the dark brown scarf that complemented the lustrous color of her hair. The scarf went well with the tan-colored business suit. She knew what Aunt Ellen was referring to. She’d tried to banish the subject from her mind.


  “On the TV they said that they’d found his fingerprints in Los Angeles last week. During a murder investigation.”


  “Yes, I guess they did.”


  “Then two days ago, there was another killing in Chicago. His fingerprints again.”


  Jessica smiled anxiously. “If you mean to make me nervous, Aunt Ellen, you’re doing a good job.”


  “I just want to know why there aren’t two armed police officers in the back seat. You’re the District Attorney, dear. They owe you that protection.”


  Los Angeles, Chicago.


  On that day five years ago, when the police helicopters had given chase to the Gerard brothers, the crash had allowed David Gerard to escape, while his brother went back to prison, and the pilot and the other gunman eventually died of injuries suffered in the accident.


  Shortly after Jessica won the District Attorney’s seat, she’d received a letter postmarked Paris, France.


  The letter said:


  You’re dead, bitch.


  David Gerard.


  The FBI had checked the handwriting and found that it did indeed belong to David Gerard. His fingerprints were also found on the letter.


  In Los Angeles a few days ago, one of the criminals who’d turned state’s evidence against the Gerard brothers had been found with his throat cut. Then another man who’d testified had been found burned alive in his bed. He’d been soaked with gasoline then set afire.


  “You’re not afraid, dear?”


  “A little, I suppose. But it should all be over tonight. With the execution, I mean.”


  Aunt Ellen sighed. “I hope so.”


  Jessica pulled up in the parking lot of Aunt Ellen’s apartment house. It was a three-story clapboard affair with a front porch and gables that recalled a long-vanished era.


  “It was nice going to Mass with you,” Aunt Ellen said.


  “It’s a special day,” Jessica said. “You know, Mom’s birthday.”


  Aunt Ellen took Jessica’s hand and squeezed it tenderly. “Do you know that I still talk to her? Right out loud, too, as if she’s standing right next to me. I was doing the dishes last night and darned if we didn’t get into a conversation about Terry Bolger. He was a ninth-grade boy we both had crushes on at the time. I think we were six.”


  Jessica could no longer stop herself. She leaned over and hugged Aunt Ellen. She was hugging a whole history here, a history of a gentler and better time, when her mother and father had been young and healthy with their lives all ahead of them—a history of which Jessica was a part, too, the next generation.


  “Would you like me to walk you upstairs?”


  “Are you kidding? I want to show you how well I’m getting around.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  Aunt Ellen touched Jessica’s hand. “I know he fell off the wagon six months ago, Jessica, but I think you need to give him another chance. I really do.”


  “I want to, Aunt Ellen. It’s just that I’m—”


  “—afraid. And I don’t blame you. But at least think about it, will you?”


  Michael had won Aunt Ellen over the first time they’d met. He’d played up his one-eighth Irishness to the maximum limit. As Jessica had said later, he’d done everything except dance a jig.


  “And think about getting police protection, too. That David Gerard is a real animal.”


  “Yes, he is,” Jessica said, trying not to think of all the people he’d butchered and slaughtered over the past eight years. “Yes, he is.”
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  Max’s restaurant, two blocks east of the courthouse, was a great place to argue while you had a little breakfast or lunch.


  And because the clientele mostly ran to journalists and lawyers, arguing was usually the chief endeavor. Max’s had fifteen small tables that seated four each and a counter that seated eight. There was a joke that he only painted the place every time there was a total eclipse of the sun. This decade, the walls were a mustard yellow, and the floor was faded red linoleum. Max had three waiters, all of whom mysteriously looked like each other though none were related, and two waitresses who had heard even the most inventive come-on at least four thousand times. He had two cooks, one black, one white, who could turn omelets and hamburgers into food that would rival the best cuisine anywhere. As for Max himself, he constantly committed the most unpardonable of sins and got away with it: he always gave you advice whether you wanted it or not, and somehow he did so without making you mad.


  Mornings like this, the place smelled wonderfully of fresh-brewed coffee and fresh-baked cinnamon rolls. Max insisted on baking his own.


  “Now tonight, Jessica,” Max was saying, “don’t back off just because this guy’s a priest. I mean, I’m a good Catholic myself—a name like Cardini, how could I miss, kiddo? But just because he’s got that Roman collar on, don’t mean he’s infallible. The Pope says he’s infallible, all right, I’ll take his word for it. But not just some priest. You got me?”


  “Got you, Max.”


  Jessica was trying to listen politely and finish her scrambled eggs at the same time. She’d decided on a fast stop at Max’s because she knew that today would be a long one, probably not ending until late tonight.


  But she had to hurry.


  “You got that, kiddo?” Max said again, wiping wide, peasant hands on his starkly white apron. That was another thing that recommended Max’s. Every inch of the place was spotless.


  “I got that, Max.”


  Jessica’s attention strayed to one of the waiters who’d picked up the wall-phone behind the cash-register.


  The waiter waggled the phone in Max’s direction. “For me?” Max said.


  The waiter shook his head. Angled the phone a little more towards Jessica. “Miss Dennis.”


  Trouble.


  That was Jessica’s first reaction.


  Nobody ever called her at Max’s unless there was trouble. Big trouble.


  She decided to pay her bill, so she swooped up purse, camelhair coat, and green ticket, and walked to the cash-register.


  She gave the waiter a crisp ten, told him to leave the remainder as a tip, and then she walked around the cash-register and picked up the receiver he’d set down for her. “Hello?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you, Jessica. I’m sure you want to relax a little before you get here this morning.”


  “It’s all right, Sam. What’s up?”


  “A homicide detective named Ribicoff just called and said that you, Ward and Culligan are all to have police protection today. You’ll each be assigned an officer.”


  Jessica laughed. “I wonder if my Aunt Ellen called him.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Private joke. Sorry.”


  “Anyway, look out the window.”


  “Out of Max’s window, you mean?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  There was steamy moisture on the window but Jessica got a good sense of the street anyway.


  “All right. I’m looking.”


  “See a tall black man in a dark topcoat? He’s got slightly graying hair.”


  She didn’t see him at first. Then she spotted him in the far-left corner of the window.


  “Oh, right. There he is.”


  “His name is Flynn. He’s a Police Inspector, works for Detective Ribicoff. He’s your protection. When you leave the restaurant, you’re supposed to go up to him and ask for some ID. Then he’ll be with you for the rest of the day.”


  “But I’ve got to park my car and everything yet.”


  “You’ll have a passenger, now.” Sam paused. “Detective Ribicoff told me that they think David Gerard will probably make some attempt on your life today.”


  All around her was the noise of a day just beginning. The waitresses and waiters were moving faster than ever; the ‘ready’ bell in the kitchen binged more frequently; and Max himself was so busy now, he didn’t have time to give anybody any advice.


  “You there?” Sam said.


  “Still here,” Jessica said. “Just trying to sort it all out.”


  “It’s going to be a long day.”


  “It sure is.”


  “And remember it starts in fifteen minutes with Al DeWitt.”


  “Oh God,” Jessica groaned. “I forgot all about that little jerk.” Al DeWitt was the star prosecution witness in a case of which one of Jessica’s Assistant District Attorneys was in charge. The trouble was, the Assistant DA didn’t believe Al DeWitt’s story, and neither did Jessica.


  Some people told lies to get lighter sentences for themselves. Other witnesses told lies to enhance their own importance. Al DeWitt belonged to the latter category.


  “I guess I’d better go see Inspector Finn,” Jessica said. “See you in a little while.”


  Chapter Two


  l


  Michael Shaw got out of his car, shrugged deep into his Burberry raincoat, and started to look around the parking lot.


  The While Away Motel was one of those places that all the country and western songwriters loved to put their pens to—a whitewashed rundown one-story motel with twenty-four units you just drove right up to. Most of the numbers on the doors were askew and in need of screws and nails to set them right. Half the doorknobs hung loose. Many of the windows were cracked and covered with adhesive tape.


  The While Away was a place well familiar with adultery, fist-fights, buggery between strangers, drug deals, sad little kids whose mammas and daddies had gone off to party at the nearest honkytonk, fugitives, illegal aliens and wandering dangerous madmen of various and assorted types.


  Every night in the While Away, hearts and heads alike were broken.


  Shaw stuffed his hands deep into the pockets of his Burberry.


  In the left pocket was a voice-activated tape recorder half the size of a paperback book.


  In the right pocket was a .38 Policeman’s Special. He’d carried it constantly back in his reporting days.


  Shaw approached Room 24. A DO NOT DISTURB tag hung from the loose doorknob.


  A cleaning woman, plump, pale, fatigued, was leaving the room on the far side of it, setting a plastic bottle of Mr Clean and a rag on the top of her cart.


  There were no other rooms on this side of the motel. Shaw waited for her to go around the comer.


  Her bottom was too big for the yellow polyester slacks she wore. He sensed her whole life in the cheap, ill-fitting slacks, and felt sorry for her. She would live and die with little more to show for it than a succession of minimum-wage jobs. She’d know little joy.


  When she disappeared around the comer, Shaw hurried over to Room 24.


  The curtains were drawn. He put an ear to the door.


  No sounds from inside, just the swishing of heavy semi tires on the rainy highway nearby.


  He put his left hand on the doorknob.


  The knob felt as if it would come loose in his hand. He turned it to the right.


  The door was unlocked. He knew then: Something was wrong here.
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  Five hours ago, a little after 4:00 A.M., the phone next to Shaw’s bed had rung.


  Shaw’s first sleepy reaction was that he was caught up in some kind of time warp. In his reporting days, the phone had frequently rung at 4:00 A.M. But not anymore.


  Must be part of a dream. But the ringing persisted.


  He picked it up. “Michael Shaw.”


  Silence. But Shaw sensed somebody on the other end of the line. “Hello?” Shaw said.


  Silence. Then: “I need to see you.” Female. Young. Drunk.


  Shaw rolled over and punched on the tape recorder connected to the phone. Another left-over from his reporting days. He also turned on the table lamp.


  His bedroom was done in charcoal gray and white, with white drapes and charcoal-colored designer shutters. The carpeting was black and matched the varnished black five-drawer bureau. For him the room combined style with comfort. He wasn’t afraid to drag a TV set in here and watch a ballgame while decked out in his BVDs.


  He threw his legs over the side of the bed. He always slept in pajama bottoms. No tops. He had some major chest hair but not enough to qualify him as simian.


  “All right?” he said, coming awake. “What can I do for you?”


  “I know something you should know.”


  “You can’t tell me over the phone?”


  Sputtering anger. “This is serious shit.”


  “I didn’t say it wasn’t.”


  Drunk.


  “Ma’am, maybe we could talk in the morning.”


  “It is the morning.”


  He sighed. “Would you like to meet now?”


  “Not now.” A sense of fear in her voice. “At nine-fifteen.”


  “This morning?” he said.


  “Right.”


  “Where?”


  “You know the While Away Motel?”


  “Out by the Reeves Industrial Park?”


  “Yes. Room 24.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  “You better not let me down.”


  “I won’t let you down.”


  “You promise?” She sounded like a child. “I promise,” he said.


  “You be here,” she said, angry again. Then she slammed down the phone.


  Shaw turned off the light, the tape recorder, and then put himself back into bed and beneath the sleep-warm covers. He’d try and get another hour’s sleep before the alarm went off.


  But it didn’t work.


  He kept thinking about the woman who’d called, her voice a perfect amalgam of misery and terror.


  Something you should know.


  He took her seriously. No doubt about it.


  Then he lay there in the darkness and allowed himself a brief smile.


  It was fun to be a real reporter again, even if it did mean losing a good night’s sleep.
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  The room was a small box.


  The carpet smelled of mildew. The air was abrasive with lingering cigarette smoke. Shaw had once been a smoker. Now the least exposure to cigarette smoke played hell with his sinuses.


  The motel owners had made the mistake of putting a brown bedspread on the sagging double bed. The spread showed spills, cigarette bums, and a few stains that Shaw did not care to make any guesses about. Above the headboard was a bad painting of a Norman Rockwellian skating pond. All the heads were disproportionate to the bodies.


  He got down on his knees and looked under the bed.


  Dust, a few crumpled cigarette packs, a Trojan wrapper. No doubt about it. This place was a palace.


  There was a writing desk of dark pressed wood. Both the desk and the TV set that sat next to it were chained to the floor.


  He opened the accordion doors to the closet. Dead air, crypt-stale, rushed at him.


  Three faded blouses hung on steel hangers. A skirt with its hem hanging down was hooked over a nail. The black flat-heeled shoes on the floor hadn’t been polished recently. He slapped empty hangers together. They made tinny, bell-like music.


  He came back to the foot of the bed and looked down the short walk to the bathroom, which was on his right with the door closed.


  In there.


  If she was here, she was in the bathroom.


  He had to remind himself that in the old days there had been virtually nothing that had scared him, probably the result of having been a Special Services combat soldier in Viet Nam, a tour that segued nicely into the rough times he saw as an investigative reporter.


  But he was older now. Sober.


  In love, and wanting a family very badly.


  He was no longer the angry alcoholic who’d face any demons but his own.


  He was a forty-seven-year-old anchorman who’d gotten accustomed to at least a slice of the good life.


  Thinking about the hallowed days of being a tough journalist was far different from confronting a dead body.


  He took a deep breath and stalked to the bathroom door. He pushed it open.


  He couldn’t really see much. Too dark. He flipped on the light.


  A small overhead exhaust fan roared into life.


  Blood was splashed all over the white bathtub and the off-white tiles.


  But there was no body.


  He opened the narrow towel closet to his left and looked inside. It contained five shelves.


  No way you could hide a body in there. Then where the hell was she?


  Shaw went back to the front room and started all over again, wondering if he’d possibly missed some place where a body could be hidden.


  He even checked under the bed again, though he knew of course there was no body there.


  Just to be safe. Certain.


  A little anal-retentive, Shaw supposed, but he had it coming. After all, he hadn’t gotten a whole hell of a lot of sleep last night.


  He was just starting to double-check the closet again when he heard the woman’s scream.


  It was a masterpiece of a scream, one any self-respecting director of honor movies would pay to have on his soundtrack.


  Out came the .38 from the right pocket of Shaw’s Burberry.


  He walked quickly to the door, opened it, then looked carefully to the left and right.


  And saw nothing.


  All the same cars seemed to be in the same place.


  There was no sign of anybody moving across the parking lot. Just the steady drizzle.


  And then the scream came again. This time, Shaw was able to track it.


  Around the comer. Where the cleaning woman had gone with her cart.


  Shaw took off running.


  When he reached the other side, he saw three rusting dumpsters out in the back, sitting on the edge of the asphalt. Beyond this was the faded grass of an unused lot.


  The cleaning woman stood in front of
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