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  CHAPTER ONE



 

 

            Homicide Detective Catherine Delaney’s hand froze half way to the shelf of bagged chips and snacks when she heard a deep voice behind her say: “Stop dragging your feet Pussy Cat, and grab a damn bag so I can get the hell out of here.”

            Pussy Cat? That voice. Suddenly, Catherine was twelve years old again. It can’t be. Her hand pulled back, then lowered to the gun that was holstered on her right hip. With her heart pounding and her teeth clenched tight, she slowly turned around to face the man who had climbed through her bedroom window—the man who had raped and tortured her while her parents slept in the next bedroom.

            Her rapist—the monster who twisted her guts in endless years of nightmares—was over six feet tall, barrel-chested, unshaven, and wearing soiled work clothes. A nine—or ten-year-old pale-faced girl with a headful of blonde ringlets stood at his side, biting on her quivering lower lip, trying not to cry.

            “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Catherine asked softly.

            The girl’s eyes peeked up and then lowered, but she said nothing.

            Catherine noticed her slim fingers gripping and crushing the sides of her light blue shorts, so she didn’t push her. Instead, she turned back to the man. “Can I see some identification, please?”

            “Why?” he asked, glancing from the police shield that was stitched on Catherine’s navy T-shirt, to her hand gripping the gun, then back up to her face.

            “Identification, please,” she repeated in a carefully controlled tone.

            “Lady, this is Florida, not Russia. Can’t a man talk to his kid without being interrogated in a damn supermarket?”

            Catherine looked at his smoldering, angry eyes, and the dark bristles that covered his cheeks. Her finger flipped the holster’s lock open; her sweating hand gripped the Glock tighter. Her mind urged her to pull the pistol out, to put a bullet between his eyes. She remembered those bristles, all right. As she stood before him, she could almost feel how thick and hard they’d felt when her young breasts were rubbed raw during his sadistic attack. Catherine struggled with the impulse to kill him for what he had done, but reason prevailed, and her grip on the gun eased.

            The kid’s eyes were fixed on the floor, when Catherine turned and looked down at her. “Sweetie, is this man your daddy? You can tell me. Don’t be afraid.”

            “Answer the cop, stupid,” he barked, smacking her shoulder hard.

            “Yes,” she whispered, taking a step to the side.

            Although Catherine desperately wanted to grab the terrified girl and take her to the police station to protect her, she knew she couldn’t do it. Legally, she didn’t have any proof of what this man had done to her, so she was forced to step aside and then watch them walk away. Instead of following them up and down the aisles, Catherine left her filled cart where it was, and quickly exited the store. It was raining heavily outside, and thunder boomed in the distance. Catherine waited in the street, letting the deluge of water pour over her face and drench her clothes.

            Ten minutes later, the man and child rushed into the street carrying filled plastic bags. Catherine followed a few feet behind, not caring if he knew she was following them. His car turned out to be a banged-up, burgundy-colored Buick Lucerne that looked ready for a junk yard. After dropping their bags in the trunk, the pair got into the car. A moment later, he switched on the engine and windshield wipers.

            Catherine remained where she was, her stomach churning, her chest rising and falling. Before the car backed out of the parking space, their eyes met in the car’s side view mirror. His were tight, menacing slits; hers said I haven’t forgotten you.

            When the loud, coughing wreck finally pulled away, Catherine jotted the license plate number on a small, soggy pad. “I’m going to get you, you filthy rotten bastard. Just you wait and see.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER TWO



 

 

            Catherine’s whole body was trembling when she climbed into her hot, steamy car. Her hands gripped the steering wheel, but she made no move to start the engine or turn on the air-conditioning even though it was a blistering-hot August evening. She stared out of the windshield, watching how the rain splattered against it, leaving everything on the outside looking gray and hazy.

            The son of a bitch. Who is he? Is he really that kid’s father?

            The cell phone in Catherine’s pocket vibrated. She didn’t answer it, because she knew it had to be Cody. He was probably wondering why she hadn’t shown up at his apartment to cook their dinner as she had promised.

            I need to go to the station and check out that license plate. Where does that bastard live? What has he been up to in the last twenty years?

            The phone went off again, and Catherine dug it out of her pocket and flipped open the lid.

            “Cathy?”

            She didn’t answer. Her mouth was too dry.

            “Cathy! Are you all right? Have you been in an accident? Answer me.”

            “No accident,” she barely got out, still staring ahead.

            “For Christ’s sake, talk to me. What’s wrong?”

            “I found him.”

            “Him? Who?”

            “The man who raped me.”

            There was a moment of silence.

            “Where are you?”

            “In my car.”

            “Cathy, where are you?” Cody asked, frantic.

            “Parked outside the Publix supermarket. I can’t… I can’t seem to move.”

            “Stay there! I’ll be right over. I’ll find your car.” He clicked off.

            Catherine rested her head back against the seat. As soon as she shut her eyes, the nightmare unfolded in her mind like it had been doing for years.

            “If you make a sound, little Pussy Cat, I’ll kill you and then your parents,” he had said after climbing through her bedroom window and pressing his big hand against her mouth to silence her.

            Catherine’s eyes had opened wide, but the room was so dark, she couldn’t see his face. He was big, bigger than her father, and he smelled of garlic. The smell had sickened her and she wanted to vomit, but he’d stuffed a gym sock that she’d left on her nightstand into her mouth, and then quickly bound her wrists with a thick cord. Then the torture began—torture that was still giving her nightmares after almost twenty years. But now… now as the nightmare unfolded in the broiling-hot car, Catherine could see his face, and it made the horror even worse.

# # #

            It had just stopped raining when Catherine’s car door was suddenly flung open, and she was yanked out of the car and into Cody’s strong arms. “It’s all right, honey. It’s all right,” he crooned, kissing the top of her head and rubbing her back. “Take a deep breath, Delaney. I’m here for you. Just pull it together. Slow and easy, Baby. Slow and easy.”

            Catherine’s tears soaked through Cody’s shirt and down to his skin, but he hung onto her as she sobbed. “We’ll get him together, sweetheart. You have my solemn word on that.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER THREE



 

 

            Catherine wanted to return to the police station to check out the license plate number after she’d calmed down, but Cody wouldn’t hear of it.

            “He had a little girl with him, Cody. She could be…”

            He looked down at her.

            “She said she was his daughter when I asked her, but the kid looked absolutely terrified.”

            “Cathy, it’s late,” he said, gently brushing a lock of auburn hair off her face. “It can wait until tomorrow.”

            “But you don’t understand. She could be in danger.”

            “You told me the kid said she was his daughter. Right?”

            “Yes, but—”

            “Did you see any cuts or bruises on her?”

            “No, but that—”

            He opened the door of his car parked beside hers. “Get in. We’re both exhausted. We need to eat, and get a good night’s rest.”

            She didn’t budge.

            “Cathy, that creep’s not going anywhere tonight, and if nothing has happened to the girl by now, another night won’t matter. Tomorrow, I’ll help you find him, Babe. I promise.”

            “My car?”

            “You’ll pick it up tomorrow morning. You’re staying at my place tonight, so let’s go.”

            “Susan will be worried about me. I have to go home.”

            “Lousy excuse. Give her a call. Now get in the car, before I toss you in.”

            After parking in front of Cody’s two-storied, turquoise stucco building, they entered his cool air-conditioned apartment. “You should have let me pick up the pizza like I wanted,” he said, shutting the door behind them, “Now, we’re stuck with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”

            “I’m not hungry. I don’t want anything.”

            He released a deep breath. “Okay. Grab a shower if you want, while I scrounge up some sandwiches.”

            “Cody, please take me home. You don’t need to babysit me. I’ll just take a shower and get into bed. I promise.”

            “No way, Babe,” he said with a small, knowing smile. “You’d be borrowing your roommate’s car five minutes after I drive off. You’re stuck with me, so quit arguing.”

            “Fine,” she said, her shoulders drooping. “But don’t complain that I’m lousy company.”

            Cody gave her a quick kiss, turned her in the direction of his bathroom and gave her shoulder a little shove. “Go!”

            Catherine walked a couple of feet, but turned into Cody’s living room instead of going down the hall to the bathroom. Unlike her sparsely furnished living room that her roommate had decorated in pastel colors, Cody’s room had a masculine look to it. Besides the wide, over-stuffed, dark brown leather sofa and matching loveseat, there were two big leather recliners. Added to the room’s cluttered decor, overflowing bookcases lined the entire rear wall. Catherine walked over to the bookcases and peered at some of the books’ titles. Most of Cody’s books were mystery or science fiction novels. How different we are. Mine are all on forensics, weapons, and crime solving. What a one-track mind I have. She ran her fingers across some of the book spines and thought about the book she prized more than any other. It was signed by her uncle. “To Cathy. Good luck on the force. I’ll be watching over you. Your loving uncle.” She was smiling when Cody entered the room.

            “Dinner’s ready,” he said, a plate piled with sandwiches in one hand, and two bottles of beer dangling from the other one.

            Catherine took the plate from him and placed it on the square coffee table. After sitting on the sofa, Cody handed her one of the dripping wet bottles and sat down beside her.

            “You must have used the whole loaf of bread,” she said, staring at the pile of sandwiches that were oozing with purple jelly.

            “Yup! And the entire bottle of jelly and most of the peanut butter.”

            She leaned close and gave him a quick kiss. “Mmmm. You licked the spoon.”

            That small kiss was all it took. The sandwiches were forgotten, the beer bottles were placed on the floor, and Cathy was pinned beneath him on the sofa.

            “How about you move in with me,” he whispered, moving her long ponytail to the side so he could kiss her neck below the ear.

            “Cody—”

            His lips nipped their way down her neck to her collar bone. “Try it out for a while, then if you’re happy living with me, we can look for a house. What do you say, Delaney? Something by the water: three or four bedrooms, two baths, and a man cave for me.”

            Catherine felt his arousal pressed against her, and her mind turned into a jumbled mess. They’d discussed moving in together a few times, but she didn’t know if she could handle having this man—or any man—being around her full time, especially on those nights when she had those screaming-out-loud nightmares.

            “Cathy?” He nipped her ear lobe, then stopped and looked down at her. “Are you listening to me?”

            “Hmmm?”

            “I asked if you were ready to move in with me.”

            Catherine gave him a half smile. “I don’t know, O’Dell. I’m thinking about it. Finding someone who’s willing to make delicious breakfasts at six every morning… well, that’s certainly something to consider.”

            Cody lowered his head and kissed her until she was grinding herself against his erection. “Minx!” he said in a raspy voice when the kiss ended. “I’m going to make you pay for that smart ass remark, Catherine Delaney. Just you wait and see.”

            “Really?” she said, toying with the zipper on his jeans. “Exactly how are you going to make me pay, Mr. Caveman?”

            “I’d start like this,” he said, slipping a hand beneath her navy T-shirt and cupping one of her rounded, firm breasts.

            Catherine gave a short gasp when his thumb circled her hardened nipple. From the very first time they’d made love, Catherine found she could never resist him. She needed Cody, his muscular, hot body, his ways of carefully arousing her until she was ready to ignite and explode. He made her horrible past and nightmares disappear with his endearing words, his soft caresses. He was a chauvinist and he was stubborn at times, but she’d learned to trust him. More important: she knew in her heart, she’d fallen in love with this six-foot-five gentle giant, but she wasn’t ready to tell him that.

            As their tongues darted in and around each other’s mouths and their kisses grew urgent, they pulled and tugged each other’s clothing off.

            “I need you now,” Catherine groaned, spreading her legs and pulling Cody on top of her. “I want you in me, O’Dell. Please. Now,”

            Cody lifted her hips and was about to plunge into her, when the phone rang.

            They ignored it.

            “Ready, Baby? Tell me again that you want me,” he growled, the tip of his penis waiting to enter.

            “I want you, O’Dell. Now.”

            When Cody rammed himself into her, Catherine’s mind went blank. All she could do was feel the heat build within her body. She needed to release the pressure waiting to explode and send her over the edge. Her fingers dug into Cody’s shoulders, and she matched his thrusts as they grew stronger and quicker.

            Cody groaned and buried his face in her neck.

            Their bodies glistened with sweat, and their hearts pounded against each other as they climaxed together.

            The phone rang again, and again.

            Catherine moaned and ran her hand down his slick back.

            “Let’s keep this sofa when we move in together,” Cody said, trying to catch his breath while rolling onto his side. “We fit perfectly on it.”

            Catherine slipped her fingers through the dark curls on his chest. “I didn’t know you were so sentimental, O’Dell. You surprise me.”

            “There’s lots of things you don’t know about me, sweetheart,” he said, molding her shapely body against his. “But you’ll have years to find out.”

            The phone rang again.

            Cody finally reached over Catherine’s head to the phone that was lying on the end table. He switched on the answering machine, so he could listen to the caller as they were leaving their message.

            “Cathy! Cody!” Chief Delaney shouted. “Are you there? Pick up!”

            Cody grabbed the phone off the cradle. “Yes, Chief. What’s up?”

            “There’s been a drive-by shooting at the Burger King on Jog and Atlantic. A woman and her two kids were gunned down. Cody, I’m making you the lead on this case. The two of you get over there fast and report back to me as soon as you can.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER FOUR



 

 

            Jog Road was backed up with traffic when Cody and Catherine reached Lake Ida Road, because two police officers were directing vehicles to U-turn and take an alternate route. After setting the red bubble light on the top of their unmarked car and turning on its siren, one of the uniformed officers waved them around the wooden barrier that had been set up to block entry onto the street. Just as Cody was about to drive into the well-lit Burger King’s parking area, he quickly had to swerve onto a grass shoulder to let an ambulance with flashing lights and blaring siren speed past them.

            “Hopefully, someone has survived,” Cody said, shutting off the engine, and then climbing out of the car.

            Catherine pulled rubber gloves out of the glove compartment, tucked them into her pants pocket, then followed him over to the yellow tape that cordoned off the area where the crime had taken place. A screen was being set up to block any news vans and passersby from getting a glimpse of the victims. They walked around it and joined the homicide detectives who were starting to collect evidence. Some of them were placing orange numbered flags beside the spent bullet casings they found lying on the ground. Ricardo Alvarez, one of the CSI’s, was snapping photographs of the evidence. His partner, Dexter Betancourt, was scribbling notes down on a small pad. All of them looked hot and exhausted from putting in a long day. Cody and Catherine acknowledged them with nods.

            “Dex,” Cody said to gain his attention.

            Dexter stopped writing and walked over to him. “What do you need?”

            “Did anyone get the surveillance video from the Burger King?”

            “Yeah. One of our guys is on the way to the station with it.”

            “What about the nearby street cameras? Someone picking up their traffic recording films?”

            “Roger’s on that one. And Mendez is on his way to Delray Community hospital with the two diners who were cut by the shattering glass.”

            “Good,” Cody said. “Give him a call and tell him to bring those witnesses back to the station for questioning after they’ve been patched up.”

            “Anything else?”

            “Were there any other witnesses?”

            Dexter licked his lips and squared his shoulders. “Seems our shooter was hanging out of a white van’s window, and as the van raced ahead it sideswiped a Caddy that had two seniors in it.”

            “Are they all right?” Catherine asked.

            “The husband and his wife were furious that their precious old car had been damaged, but neither was hurt,” he said with a look of disgust on his face. “And would you believe they saw the bloody bodies on the ground, but that didn’t stop them from bitching about their car and how we were going to tow it to our garage for examination.”

            “Where are they now?” Catherine asked.

            “A couple of our guys are driving them home. They’ll question them there, because they refused to be taken to headquarters.”

            “They sound like charmers,” Cody said. “If something else comes up, call me.”

            “Will do,” Dexter said, and then left them.

            “I see Burt over there,” Catherine said, looking over at the medical examiner as he zipped a black body bag closed. “Let’s talk to him.”

            “Burt, are you almost finished?” Catherine asked when she reached him.

            The ME stood up, arched his back, then turned around. “Why am I not surprised to see you two here,” he said, eyeing Catherine and Cody’s wrinkled clothes, and then giving them an I-know-what-you-two-were-doing kind of smile. “Don’t you ever stay home and rest?”

            “Glad you’re happy to see us, handsome,” Catherine said, teasing him back.

            Cody’s elbow jabbed her ribs.

            “What have you got so far?” she asked, ignoring Cody.

            “A black woman, forty-five years old. Two kids: a young girl, approximately ten to twelve years old, and a boy, fifteen to eighteen. All of them were shot multiple times as they walked toward the restaurant. The girl’s on the way to the hospital, but I wouldn’t hold out too much hope for her, because a bullet severed a main artery.”

            “Do we have an ID for the woman?” Cody asked.

            Burt turned to his assistant. “Paul, what did you dig out of her wallet?”

            The tall, gangly young man flipped a few pages on his pad. “Her license says she’s Teresa Williams. Her address is 5497 Briarwood Drive, in Lantana.”

            “That’s at least half an hour away from her home. There are no stores or mall in this area, so I wonder what she and the kids were doing around here.” Catherine scanned the parking lot where two officers were examining a light blue Honda. “Hers?”

            When Burt nodded, Cody and Catherine left him, and headed over to the car.

            “Find any drugs or weapons?” Cody asked Officer Meyers, who had just slammed the Honda’s rear door shut.

            “Not in the back as far as I can tell. There’s a mess of candy wrappers and crumbs on the rear seat and floor, and a Macy’s shopping bag filled with some new men’s clothes.”

            Stan Wilkins, who was leaning across the front seat, rifling through items that were stored in the glove compartment, pulled out of the car and turned toward them. “No drugs. No weapons up front,” he answered, yanking the rubber gloves off his hands, and then swiping beads of sweat off his forehead before they dripped into his eyes. “The glove compartment has some auto repair papers, a flashlight, and some other odds and ends in it. Nothing of any value, but we’ll know more once when we get this baby back to our garage and our team gives it their usual overhaul.”

            Catherine glanced through the back window as Wilkins was talking, then walked around to the back of the car and looked inside the open trunk. “That’s strange. The trunk’s completely empty.” She walked back to the group.

            “What’s so strange about that?” Wilkins asked.

            “Is your trunk totally empty?”

            “No. It’s a filthy mess that I never get around to cleaning.”

            She looked at Cody, and then at Officer Meyers. “You guys?” They shook their heads.

            “What are you getting at?” Cody asked.

            “The woman’s trunk is spotless, and the carpet looks and smells like it’s just been shampooed. I find that a little strange, considering all the crap on the back floor and rear seat.”

            “You’re right,” Cody agreed. “That does seem a little odd, but maybe something was recently spilled in there.”

            “Do either of you know if the victim’s husband or any family member has been notified,” Catherine asked the detectives.

            They shook their heads.

            “Guess you guys will have to do it,” Wilkins said.

            “Great.” Catherine eyed Cody. “This one is yours, O’Dell.”

            “Right. Let’s get this over with so I can get a couple of hours of shuteye.” He nodded to the men, then turned and headed toward their parked car.

            “You really want to get some sleep tonight,” Catherine asked, trying to keep up with him.

            Cody groaned, but didn’t slow down. “Delaney, you’re the most exhausting, exasperating woman, I’ve ever met.”

            She was practically running now to keep up with him. “Are you complaining, Mr. Caveman?”

            When Cody reached the car, he opened her door and waited. “Delaney, you drive me nuts,” he whispered, when she was swinging her backside into the car. “Someday I just might figure you out.”

            “I wouldn’t count on that, O’Dell, but let’s make this stop a quick stop, and get back to your place before I change my mind.”

            He slammed her door shut, and smiled as he walked around to his side.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER FIVE



 

 

            “Nice garden,” Catherine mumbled as she and Cody headed up the long, tiled driveway toward Teresa William’s white stucco ranch-style house. Small, strategically placed garden lights illuminated the thick green lawn and large free-formed landscaped bed. Centered in the bed was a three-tier trickling fountain surrounded by an assortment of brilliantly colored flowers. Catherine stopped where she was for a few moments and stared straight ahead.

            At first Cody thought she’d stopped to admire the flowers, so he continued walking toward the house. When he turned back, Catherine was still staring straight ahead; her chest rising and falling like she was finding it difficult to breathe. He wanted to rush to her, wrap his arms around her again to protect her, but he waited and watched. He knew Catherine was still deeply upset about meeting that man in the supermarket. Her sassy, glib remarks didn’t fool him for a minute, so he just let her handle it her way. It had only been six months since her uncle had slipped up and told him about her childhood rape and years of therapy, and it was less than a month since Catherine decided to wear civilian clothes on the job, instead of shielding herself by wearing a full uniform.

            “Catherine, you all right?” he asked when she finally reached him.

            “Yeah, I’m peachy fine.”

            “You can wait in the car. I’ll handle this.”

            “You’re wasting time, O’Dell. Ring the bell.”

            No one answered the first time Cody pressed down on the button, so he did it again and held his finger down on it until they heard heavy footsteps walking toward the door. “I’m coming. Hold your horses.”

            “Did you forget your damn keys again?” a broad-shouldered man snapped as he pulled open the door. His expression froze when he spotted Cody holding up a silver badge.

            “Are you Mr. Williams?”

            “What’s he done now, the man asked, tugging on a thick gold neck chain.”

            “Are you Mr. Williams?” Cody repeated, lowering his hand.

            “It depends on what Jason’s gotten himself into this time.”

            “May we come in? We need to speak to you.”

            “Sure.” He stepped aside to let them enter, then shut the door. “Might as well make yourselves comfortable,” he said, leading them into a large family room. “Have a seat. Then you can tell me what my son’s done this time.”

            When Catherine and Cody remained standing, the man’s brow furrowed. “You are here about my son, aren’t you?”

            Cody placed his hand on the man’s bulging forearm. “I’m sorry, Sir. I’m afraid we have bad news.”

            Mr. Williams stared at them.

            “There was a shooting,” Cody said softly, removing his hand.

            Mr. Williams’s mouth dropped open. He slowly backed up to the sofa, and lowered himself onto it.

            “I’m afraid your wife, and son, and daughter have been killed,” Cody said, not mentioning his daughter had died on the way to the hospital.

            “No. That can’t be,” he said, staring at Cody and shaking his head. “You’ve come to the wrong house. It’s a different Williams family you’re looking for. No one would kill my kids… or my wife. No one,” he rambled on. “My family went shopping for my birthday present. Teresa… my wife, called me a little while ago. Said they were grabbing a quick bite at the burger place, and they’d be home in an hour. See, you’re wrong, Officer. Gotta be wrong,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s not them. I know it’s not them.”

            Catherine knelt before the father, and placed her hand over his clasped, shaking hands. “We’re so sorry, but you’re wife’s license positively identified her.”

            They heard the front door open.

            “Brick, where are ya?”

            “He’s in here,” Cody called out.

            A tall, muscular, black man who was dressed in a smart, but casual outfit and carrying a gift-wrapped box, entered the room. His eyes darted to each of them, and then to the badge Cody held before him. “Brick, what the hell’s happening? Did that damn kid of yours get into trouble again?”

            Mr. Williams didn’t answer. He stared down at Catherine’s hand as tears trickled down his face.

            “Are you a friend, or family?” Cody asked the newcomer.

            “I’m his brother-in-law. What’s happening? What did my sister’s kid do this time?”

            Catherine rose. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

            The man remained where he was. “I asked why you’re here.”

            “I’m sorry to have to tell you, but your sister and her children have been murdered.”

            The man dropped the box and backed up a few steps. His hand pressed against his heart, and his face turned ashen.

            “We need to ask you both some questions, Mr….” Catherine hesitated, waiting to hear his name.

            “Billy. My name’s Billy,” he finally muttered. He walked over to a barrel-shaped chair, and sat across from his brother-in-law. “It’s your fault they’re dead. You hear me? My sister and I begged you to let them put that boy in a boot camp the last time he got arrested, but you wouldn’t listen to us, you goddamned stubborn fool! I should have—”

            “Billy, are you talking about Jason?” Catherine asked, cutting him off.

            Billy sniffed a couple of times. “He was always getting into trouble. Jason might have looked like an innocent choir boy, but he ran around with the wrong bunch and was always the one stupid enough to get caught by you guys.”

            Cody took a small pad and pen out of his breast pocket. “Who did your nephew hang around with? Can you give us a few names?”

            “He didn’t need any money,” Mr. Williams said, swiping his face dry with the palm of his hand. “I gave my boy whatever he wanted. There was no need, I tell you. He just wanted to be friends with those bums, so he went along with whatever they got into.”

            Cody stepped closer. “Who were those kids, Mr. Williams? Give us some names so we can check them out.”

            “Jason belonged to a group called The Diamonds,” Billy said. “No one knows why the boys picked that name, but they all wore diamond studs in their ears, instead of getting tattoos on their arms or fancy jackets like the other gang members did.”

            “Were the Diamonds fighting with another gang?” Cody asked, jotting the word Diamonds down on the pad.

            Mr. Williams stared down at his feet and remained silent, so Billy answered again. “The Diamonds were always fighting. Even though this area isn’t one of those urban slum neighborhoods, a lot of black and Hispanic boys around here belong to one gang or another. If they aren’t splitting heads and cracking jaws over some stupid turf, they’re fighting over some big-tits, flashy girl who’ll give them a quick blow job. These kids are just plain stupid. They beat each other up as an initiation ritual to get into the gang, and the most important thing to them is bragging about gettin’ arrested.”

            Cody and Catherine stayed silent.

            “Those dumb ass kids would brag about their arrests for days,” Billy went on, his balled fists dangling between his spread legs. He rose and paced back and forth, then stopped and turned to Cody and Catherine. “They actually love having a police record. Makes them feel like big shots. Big shots… Huh. They should have grown up in the slums like I did, with an alcoholic father who beat the crap out of me, just for the fun of it. Maybe then they’d appreciate what they’ve got. I should have—”

            Cody cut him off. “Billy, I need names. Boys names, gang names. Help us catch the person who did this.”

            “You want names? Sure. Question the Dukes, the Ravens, Imperials, and the Blades. Oh, hell. Just look up your police records for the last six months, and you’ll have all the gang names you’re lookin’ for.” He drew in a deep breath and released it, then asked in a shaky voice, “How… how was my sister and kids killed?”

            “There were multiple shots fired from a moving vehicle,” Cody said.

            Billy stared down at his brother-in-law. “It’s got to be Slick. He accused Jason of snitching on him the last time they got pulled in.”

            Catherine watched Mr. Williams give Billy a decisive nod. He rose from the sofa, his dark eyes growing fierce, his hands balling into fists at his sides. “Mr. Williams, Billy, what’s Slick’s real name?”

            “Just Slick,” Williams answered, eyeing his brother-in-law. “He’s a Raven,” he said when he turned back to Catherine.“ Officer, when… when can I get my wife… my wife and children?”

            “Someone from the medical examiner’s office will call you. Again, we’re sorry for your terrible loss. Please call us if you think of anything else.”

            When Billy turned to escort them to the front door, Cody said, “Don’t bother. We’ll let ourselves out, and we’ll get back to you as soon as we know something.”

            “Catherine, you forgot to ask Williams about the clean trunk,” Cody said, when they were heading down the path toward their car.

            “Forget the trunk. Did you see the look those two gave each other? If they go after that boy by themselves, they’ll start a bloody gang war. Shit, Cody. We’ll have more kid’s bodies in the morgue than we have room for.”
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