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Chapter One


303 Lexington Street


 


 


In
every major city, and every small town, there is a place that gains the
reputation of being haunted. A place no one dares to enter, much less remain,
throughout the night. A place that is the butt of all Halloween jokes. A place
where parents threaten to leave their unruly children unless they start
behaving. 


In
our town, that place is 303 Lexington Street.


In
every major city, and every small town, from village to ‘burbs, there is also a
stretch of land that gains notoriety as “Drug Avenue.” Usually located in the
section of town populated by the downtrodden, the homeless, the welfare
recipients, and the ne’er-do-wells, Drug Avenue is destined to become the home
of an additional sub-cult of pimps, pushers, addicts, and prostitutes.


Somewhere
along Drug Avenue, there is one locality with the added distinction of being
the adjunct “Crack House.”  There, any
number of crimes are admitted to, and unknown horrors are committed.  The neighborhood knows about Drug Avenue, as
well as which of the wood frame buildings is the Crack House. Every adult and
child within the city limits knows of it. So do the cops.


In
our town, that place is 303 Lexington Street.


But
what very few are aware of is what exactly has taken place in that dingy
two-bedroom house. Or why such an inconspicuous location is underlined or
circled whenever it’s written on a report by a person who has seen. Who has
seen...


The
history of Heritage Park is pretty innocuous. It was built back in the ‘50s—a
beautiful little subdivision filled with tract houses. Middle-class suburbia.
All the streets were named after famous places and people from American
history. Names like Madison, Jefferson, Washington, Boston, and, of course,
Lexington. 


But
in the succeeding years, the city built northward, away from downtown. Pretty
soon the lowlifes staked their claim, and the little wood frame homes quickly
fell into disrepair as families moved to “safer” parts of the city. Heritage
Park knew squalor with a capital S.


The
white house on the corner of Lexington was arsoned in’72. There’s nothing left
but a weed-choked concrete slab. The house next door, address 303, had its
near-wall charred by the fire. Over the years, the blackened wood has faded and
weathered, and the house now looks like a sad, scarred survivor. I think its
exterior used to be painted a pale blue. Today, it’s a dirty gray.


For
some reason we can’t figure, the little house at 303 became “Crack Central
Station.” When I came on the force, there had been five major busts at that
location, yet for some reason, bureaucratic red tape has prevented us from
closing that place down permanently and having it razed. 


We’ve
nailed closed the front door and windows so often, the wood has splintered in
the frames. But each time, we’ll start to notice signs of entry within the
month, and before too long we’ll get the call for a “go-down” by the Captain
again.


As
for personal experience, I’ve had my share of run-ins with the place. But it’s
been over three years, almost four, since I was last there. 


Since that last episode. The one which has haunted me for so long. 


I
was a rookie back then, less than three months out of the Academy. From the
moment I graduated from the academy, I knew I had stepped into something big
and ugly. Being a cop isn’t at all what you see on TV or in the movies. It’s
grittier, more nauseating, and it puts a lot more stress on you than you could
ever foresee.


My
partner was another female officer named Esther Montalvo. With her slender,
dark looks, and my Scotch-Irish build, we looked like the proverbial Odd
Couple. It wasn’t long, though, before the guys on the force started referring
to us as Cagney and Lacey, after some old television cop drama. (I
watched a couple of episodes. Personally, I think we were better.)


Our
duty ranged from Montgomery Avenue on the north, to the city limits west and
south. Midnight to eight a.m., the
busiest hours. The worst hours. 
If you were lucky, you could finish up your paperwork and be heading
home by ten the next morning.


Heritage
Park was our eastern boundary. We shared it with two other officers, Mark
O’Dell and his partner, David Rhames. That was to make sure our infamous Drug
Avenue got double coverage. At any time at least one patrol car was no more
than five minutes away, just in case.


We’d
gotten a call around 15:15. Esther and I always took a Pepsi break around then
to spin a little girl talk, dish the dirt about whatever was going on at the
precinct, and watch the kids drop by the market where we liked to take our
break and go 10-7, as they stopped for snacks after school.


Esther
knew about me and Mark…or the fact that me and Mark weren’t…“you know.” Shit,
how can you say you have a relationship with a guy you haven’t even held hands
with? 


We
had sort of gravitated toward each other the first time we’d met—during roll
call, no less. We’d since gone out on some dates. Well, not quite date
dates. They were more like grabbing a quick beer or whatever once shift was
over. Nothing more elaborate, and definitely nothing more intimate, damn it.


Anyway,
I remember she was going on about me putting out some feelers for other guys if
Mark and I weren’t going to at least shack up together, when dispatch warned us
of a possible major buy-down around 303. Big surprise—not. 


You
could almost predict the calls.


We
got there about the same time Mark and Rhames did. They took the rear, giving
us the front. Esther knew the house by heart, having run two busts previously.
“Two doors on opposite ends,” she whispered to me. “Open them both, and a good
wind could sweep straight through the place without disturbing a speck of
dust.” She took point and beat on the door with her fist. “Open up! Police!”


We
heard a commotion around back, then a single shot. Esther ordered me to go
assist as she kicked in the lock. The wood splintered, fragile as spit. I ran
across the short porch, vaulted over the railing, and headed around the side of
the house.


Mark
and Rhames were already inside. Training told me to wait and see if anything
came out that wasn’t wearing a dark blue uniform. 


Then,
it got very silent. Too silent.


I
knew something was wrong.


Seconds
later, Rhames stumbled out, his face pasty white and sweaty, like he was in the
middle of a case of diaphoresis. His eyes were hooded. He stopped a few feet
from the back door and leaned over, placing his hands on his knees, and he
began taking deep breaths. I went to him and held out a hand.


“It’s
okay, Hembree,” he managed, waving me away.


“Should
I call for backup?” I asked. My partner hadn’t come out yet. Neither had Mark.


“Yeah.
And a meat wagon.”


I
ran back to the squad car and radioed in for EMS and the coroner. As I placed
the call, Esther emerged from the front door. Slowly, she walked back to our
car and fell into the seat like a marionette that had just had its strings cut.
God, she looked awful.


“Esther,
you okay?”


She
nodded, managing a small smile for me.


“Is
Mark okay?”


Again
she nodded. 


A
sense of relief swept over me, but by now my curiosity had gotten the better of
me.  I told her I was going to check on
the other officers, and began heading toward the house when she called me back.
“Lexie, you don’t want to go in there. Trust me.”


Her
warning only piqued my interest. “If there are dead bodies in there, don’t you
think I need the experience? How am I going to learn the protocol? How am I
going to develop a thick skin?” I challenged.


“Don’t
need you in there,” she said in her business voice. “You might contaminate some
of the evidence.” 


There
was something else she wasn’t telling me. I knew it. I could feel it.


“It’s
bad, isn’t it?”


Esther
took a long time to reply. “Let’s just say I’m going to confession tomorrow,” she
finally answered.


When
the EMS guys and the coroner arrived, they carried out six body bags, and
judging from their actions and conversation, the scene inside was really ugly.
Later, when I saw Mark again, his face was as drained as Rhames’ had been.


Esther
didn’t talk to me any more about the bust. We filed our reports, yet she
wouldn’t let me read hers. 


Out
in the parking lot, as we were heading home, she gave me a hug and wished me
luck. “You got the instinct and a good head on your shoulders, Lexie,” she told
me. “Stay out of 303, and you’ll live a longer, healthier life.”


Beginning
the next day, Esther took a week’s vacation. Soon after, she transferred to
another precinct, and I was assigned a new partner, William Mulhare, called
“Buddy” by the guys on the force.


Then,
to my utter amazement, Mark caught me out in the parking lot and told me he had
requested a transfer to the Camden station, over in Charlesport. He said that
what he’d witnessed in 303 had messed something awful with his head, and he
needed some time to get over it. And that the captain had suggested that maybe
a year or so over at Camden working vice might be what he needed.


“Honest
to God, Lexie, if you’d seen what I saw…” He looked like he was about to puke.
I’d never seen him looking so awful, and it frightened me.


“A
year?” I repeated, trying not to cry, and not really being successful at
it.


Mark
nodded. I remember how the sunlight glinted off his sweaty forehead. “I agreed
to a fourteen-month transfer, with the option left open to come back.” He gazed
at me with those deep-water blue eyes. “Are you gonna be all right while I’m
gone?”


“Shit,
Mark! Charlesport is a good three hours from here! What happened to our
agreement to watch each other’s backs?” Yeah, I was quickly letting my pissy
side show, but his announcement had hit me like a bombshell. And, frankly, I
had no idea how to handle it. Our relationship, although old by some standards,
was just beginning to blossom. Now it appeared to be getting nipped in the bud.


To
my surprise, he reached up and caressed my cheek with his knuckles as he gave
me a weak smile. “I’ll always have your back, Lexie. Trust me. Let me get my
bearings back with this transfer.”


The
pathetic look on his face was enough to burst my balloon. “Promise me you’ll be
back,” I practically begged.


“Promise
me you won’t step foot into 303,” he countered.


I
agreed, but we didn’t shake on it. Or kiss. He just nodded, got into his car,
and drove off.


Since
then, I’ve taken Esther and Mark’s advice, never going into 303. I left that up
to my partner.  But I’ve also never seen
another officer emerge from that place looking the way Rhames, and Mark, and
Esther did that night. By the way, Rhames is still with the force, but he got
promoted and doesn’t work the streets any longer. And he won’t talk. Trust me,
I’ve tried.


That
was three years, and sixteen drug busts ago. You’d think by now, after so long,
that the place would be termite fodder. But, no, it still sits there, like a
thousand other abandoned, junky houses, in abandoned, junky neighborhoods. 


I
don’t know what it is about the place that makes the pushers go back. Lord
knows we’ve put so many of them away, our precinct got a special citation from
the mayor for it. It’s almost as if the house calls to these thugs, and they
swarm to it like moths to a bug zapper. They all walk in, but none of them walk
back out. Every single one of them has been escorted from 303 in his own
personal black plastic conveyance, compliments of the Simmons County morgue.


Days
turned into weeks, which turned into months, and then years. Buddy and I got
along great. A new pair, Forrest and Hines, took the other side of the street
after Rhames and Mark moved up and out. The ugly house at 303 drew in its
clientele, and we mopped up after the parties were over. And life was good…for
a little while. 


The
year Mark promised me became two. We kept in contact via phone. He sounded
happy; I was miserable. I felt like I’d lost a part of myself, and it was a
feeling that had me totally confounded. I mean, after all, Mark and I barely
knew each other. 


I
remember having dreams about the two of us. Naughty little erotic dreams, where
I tried to imagine what he looked like underneath those regulation blues. I
knew how well-muscled he was about the chest area. He had a physique that ran
circles around the other guys.


I
went on a couple of dates with other non-cops that quickly fizzled out. My
heart wasn’t in it. And those guys couldn’t hold a candle to Mark. I was so
royally fucked, and no way in the literal sense.


Then,
when I least expected it, I got a call in at the station.


“Hembree,
line three.”


I
grabbed the nearest phone and punched the flashing button. “Officer Hembree.
How may I—”


“Hey,
Lexie, how’s it going?”


Funny,
how his voice suddenly made a shitty day that much brighter. I actually smiled
in response. “I’ve had worse. What’s up, Mark?”


Something
had to be going on, or else Mark wouldn’t have tried to call me at the station.
I was running some scenarios through my mind when he said, “Since when did you
start wearing your hair like that? Jesus, Lexie, it makes you look like a
sixteen-year-old!”


My
mouth dropped open to retort back, when the import of what he’d said struck me.


“How
the hell do you know how I’m wearing my hair?”


Unless…


I
could hear Mark’s laughter coming from the captain’s office. I hurried into the
room, not knowing if I should hug him, or…


He
was there, along with the captain, Buddy, and another guy that I didn’t know.
Mark punched me in the shoulder, for old time’s sake. I backhanded him across
the biceps in return, despite the fact that what I really wanted to do was sit
down and just drink in the site of him.


It
had been two damn long years, but I had to admit, the time away had done him
good. Oh boy, had it! 


For
one thing, he seemed to have added a little width around his shoulders, if such
a thing was possible. Plus, he was dressed like some biker guy, right down to
the fancy-schmancy tattoo on his upper left arm, and the unkempt growth
covering his face.


“Damn,
O’Dell. Don’t they have showers up in Charlesport?” I wrinkled my nose up to
emphasize the rank smell permeating the office, which I knew wasn’t coming from
Buddy or the captain.


“Sit
down, Alexis,” my partner said, suddenly all serious.


When
Mark nodded at me, I knew something big was up, and that Mark’s being back at
the station had a purpose. Wordlessly, I found an empty seat.


Captain
got straight to the point. “Hembree, Mulhare, we’ve had a unique development
occur that directly impacts our dealings with the house over on Lexington.” He
gave a nod in Mark’s direction. “O’Dell, wanna fill them in, since this is your
baby?”


First,
Mark introduced the other man in the room as his partner, Rick Snow. “I’ll make
this brief. Possibly
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