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			CHAPTER 1 

			PATROLMAN RONALD FORBERT sits in cruiser four, starting and restarting the ten-­year-­old Crown Victoria to keep the cabin warm. It will run for five minutes before it stalls out. He’s just on the outskirts of Lydell, half a mile from the Citgo and two miles from the state line. It snowed early in the day, then melted, and now the melt is refreezing into black ice on the highway. He’s on duty partly to hang paper on the drivers speeding to or from the Indian casino twelve miles away, and partly to slow down drivers who aren’t aware of the icy conditions.

			He sees the one-­headlight car come over a hill a few hundred yards to the east, then disappear. He turns the cruiser back on and waits for the vehicle to come over the hill just east of him that hides him from view. When the car crests the hill, he lights it up with the radar gun, drops the cruiser into gear, and hits the light bar. As the car, a beater Jeep Cherokee, goes by, he recognizes it. “Shit.”

			He pulls out behind the Cherokee, his rear wheels spinning a bit as they slide over the ice and onto dry pavement, and begins to follow. When the Cherokee shows no signs of slowing down, he blips the siren a ­couple of times until it slows and moves to the right and off the pavement. He sees it fishtail just a bit before it straightens and comes to a stop.

			He checks the radar. Sixty-­eight in a forty-­five-­mile-­an-­hour zone. He calls it in to dispatch, gathers his book and Maglite, gets out and walks to the driver’s-­side door. He shines the light into the interior. There are four of them. Matt Laferiere is back to operating at full strength.

			HE TAPS THE driver’s window with the flashlight. “Roll down your window. Keep your hands where I can see them.” He shines the light into the car through the open window, causing Matt Laferiere, the driver, to shut and shield his eyes. Next to him is Paul Stablein, always riding shotgun, and in back Bobby Cabella and a kid he doesn’t know, the “virgie.”

			“Gentlemen,” he begins.

			“Forbert.”

			“Be nice to him,” Paul Stablein says mockingly. “He called you a ‘gentleman.’ When has that ever happened? Good evening, Officer Forbert.”

			“You have a right front headlight out.”

			“OK. I’ll fix it.”

			“And you were running sixty-­eight in a forty-­five-­mile zone. We have black ice tonight. That constitutes a pretty dangerous situation.”

			“Thank you for informing us of that, Officer.”

			“You been drinking, Matt?”

			“Of course not, Officer.” Laferiere keeps hitting the “Officer” hard, in case anyone misses the sarcasm.

			“Yeah, ‘of course not.’ I can smell it on you.” He steps back and shines his light into the back. A busted thirty-­can carton of Natty Lights is on the backseat. “You have an open container, and you’re driving in the Cherokee. Of course you’re drinking.”

			“Aw, Jesus. Come on, man. Leave us alone. We were on our way home. I’ll fix the headlight tomorrow.”

			“License and registration,” Forbert says.

			“Oh, come on, Forbert. Nobody does forty-­five on this road. That’s not for locals.”

			There is something to what Laferiere says. Locals don’t get papered for fifty, even sixty on this road. Warnings are the standard, and that is what Forbert is thinking now, even though sixty-­eight pushed the standard pretty hard.

			“Do you have any weapons in the car? Guns, knives, anything like that?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure? You tell me you don’t have any, but if I find one, you’re in a lot of trouble.”

			“Fuck you,” Laferiere says. He leans over and fishes in his pocket for his license, then reaches over to the glove box.

			“Let Stablein get it.”

			“You afraid there’s a gun in there?”

			“Wouldn’t be unusual.”

			“If there was a gun in there, you’d be dead,” Laferiere says. “You fucking loser.”

			“You threatening me, Matt?”

			Paul Stablein opens the glove box, rifles through it, extracts the registration, and hands it to Laferiere, who hands it to Forbert. “Stick it up your ass,” Laferiere says.

			“Watch your mouth. I’m a police officer.”

			“You’re a pussy loser with a badge, and we both know it.”

			Forbert lets that go and lights up the kid in the back. “What’s your name?”

			“Sammy.”

			“Sammy what?”

			“Colvington. Sammy Colvington.”

			“Sam Colvington Junior?” The kid nods. “How old are you, Sammy?”

			“Twenty-­two.”

			“Yeah, right.” Forbert puts the kid at sixteen, maybe eighteen, tops. “Where are you guys headed?”

			“Home,” Stablein says. “We’re going home.” Laferiere stares straight ahead, his jaw set.

			The license and registration are both current. “I guess you’d prefer I didn’t check for outstanding warrants?”

			“I don’t give a fuck what you do.”

			Stablein reaches over and pats Laferiere’s arm. “Let it go, man. Let’s just deal with Officer Forbert here, then go home.” Then, to Forbert, “It would be cool, man, if you’d just let us be on our way. I’m not shitting you. We’re on our way home.”

			“He been drinking?” Forbert nods toward Laferiere.

			Stablein raises his hand and wiggles it from side to side. “You know.”

			“Yeah. I know. How about you?”

			“Less, man. Less.”

			Forbert shakes his head. “Speeding, DUI.” He shines a light on the kid, Sammy. “Providing alcohol to a minor, and you’ve got a headlight out. I should put you all in jail.”

			“That is fucking it,” Laferiere says, throwing a big stress on the “it.” “Give me a beer.”

			Cabella looks at Stablein, who shakes his head no.

			“Now, goddamn it.”

			“Don’t do it,” Forbert says. “Don’t get in deeper than you are.”

			Laferiere turns and reaches to the backseat. “Did you fucking hear me? Give me a beer. Now.”

			Cabella pulls a beer from the cardboard case and hands it to Laferiere.

			“Don’t be stupid,” Forbert says.

			Laferiere pops the top of the can and takes a long swallow, gulping until he drains it, then throws the can out the window.

			“All right,” Forbert says. “I want everyone out of the vehicle. Now.” He hears a door open, and Stablein slides out the passenger’s side. Then Cabella opens his door, steps out, and Sammy Colvington follows him. “Everyone’s out, except you, Matt. Open the door and get out of the vehicle.”

			Laferiere slams his shoulder into the door and pops it open, making it hit Forbert on the right hip and knocking him to the ground. Forbert falls hard, drops his flashlight, the license, and the registration. As his hands slide across the ice at the side of the road, he can feel the small stones tearing at his hands.

			Laferiere starts to laugh. “Sorry, shithead. I didn’t mean to do that. I mean, really.”

			Forbert guesses that’s true. The door of the Jeep does stick sometimes. He reaches down and feels his leg. His pants are torn, and he can feel blood dripping from his leg, as he starts to rise.

			“You think this is funny, Matt? You think this is funny? You just assaulted a police officer.”

			“Hold it, hold it,” Paul Stablein says, coming around the front of the Jeep. “Let’s calm down. All of us.”

			“You get back there,” Forbert says. “And sit down. All of you. You,” he says to Laferiere. “You are going to jail.”

			“The fuck I am.”

			“You want to add resisting arrest to it? Are you fucking nuts? Get your hands on top of the vehicle.”

			Surprisingly, Laferiere does it, leaning into the Jeep with both hands on top of it. Forbert comes up behind him and takes Laferiere’s right arm, pulling it down and snapping a cuff on it. Laferiere takes his left hand down, spins, and tries to backhand Forbert, who gets his left foot between Laferiere’s feet and pulls Laferiere toward him as his body swings awkwardly, tripping him and sending him down, heavily, to the ground. Forbert lunges onto Laferiere’s back and grabs the cuffed right wrist and tries to pull it back. Laferiere is bucking and trying to get traction with his feet.

			Forbert hangs on to the right wrist and tries to get the left, but he has no leverage. Laferiere begins to crawl on his knees back down the road, away from the car, carrying Forbert with him. Finally, twisting in his heavy winter coat, Forbert slips off Laferiere’s back. Laferiere struggles to rise, and Forbert comes up with him. Forbert is hanging on to the cuff on Laferiere’s right wrist while Laferiere throws ineffective punches with his left hand. They are now playing a kind of tug-­of-­war with Laferiere’s right arm. Laferiere is able to start Forbert struggling to his right. Forbert starts to move faster to his right, pulling Laferiere’s arm hard across his chest.

			Then they are doing a weird dance, moving in a circle, both of them with Laferiere’s cuffed right wrist as the locus. They begin to move faster, each trying to wear the other down, until Forbert just lets go of Laferiere’s wrist and sends him spinning, then stumbling across Forbert’s outstretched leg and into the road where he slips and falls face-­first. Forbert is calculating his next move as Laferiere rises to his knees and is suddenly brightly lit.

			The car that has just come over the rise hits Matt Laferiere a glancing blow from the back and sends him airborne. It seems like seconds after the shatter of glass that Forbert hears the dull thud as Laferiere is sent pinwheeling into the back of his own Jeep.

			The white car spins and straightens, travels a hundred yards down the road before the brake lights come on. Then the brake lights are out and Forbert is standing there, trying to get a plate number. The car vanishes over another hill. He has a J 6. A New York plate, he’s pretty sure.

			Forbert walks over to where Matt Laferiere is semi-­kneeling at the back of the Jeep, his head canted upward and resting on the rear bumper, illuminated by the headlights of the cruiser. He reaches down to check Laferiere’s pulse at the carotid artery when he realizes that Laferiere’s head has been impaled on the Cherokee’s trailer hitch and is split open. There’s no need to check for a pulse. He’s dead.

			From behind him, he hears someone vomit, and then he’s choking back vomit himself. The three others from the car have come up behind him to see what has happened. “Goddamn,” one says. Then, “Goddamn, goddamn, goddamn” rising to a keening. There is nothing more to say.

			“Back,” he says, turning. “Get back.”

			“Dude,” Bobby Cabella says. “Is he dead?”

			Forbert pushes Cabella back and turns to Stablein and Colvington, who are six feet behind him. “What did you see?”

			“You killed him, man.”

			“No. No. He fell.”

			“That’s right,” Stablein says. “I mean, I didn’t really see it, but he fell. Out on the road. He’s dead? Oh, fuck, man. Oh, fuck.”

			Cabella says, “That’s right. He fell. I know that. You were trying to arrest him, and he fell on the ice.”

			Forbert switches on his shoulder mike. “Officer needs assistance. Route 417, mile eighty-­two. Hit and run with fatality. Repeat. Officer needs assistance. Fatal accident at Route 417, mile eighty-­two.” He turns to the three now gathered together behind him, lighting cigarettes. “I was trying to arrest him. He resisted.”

			“Yeah,” Stablein says. “You were trying to handcuff him.”

			Forbert looks back at the body. The right arm twisted behind Laferiere still has the cuff on it.

			“It just happened, man. That’s all. It happened.”

			“Did you see the car?” Forbert asks.

			“That hit him? Yeah. It was a Camry. A white Camry.”

			“Maybe an Accord,” Cabella says. “Going like a hundred miles an hour. Right over the hill. Never stopped. Didn’t even slow down.”

			“White,” Forbert says. “It was white.”

			“Yeah, man. White. For sure.”

			“Anyone catch the plate?”

			“We were back there, man. Didn’t see it. Couldn’t see it.”

			“New York,” Forbert says. “It was New York. A J and a 6.

			“OK. You guys are witnesses. That’s it. No charges. You’re just witnesses.”

			“That’s cool. Witnesses. We saw it happen. It was really fast.”

			Forbert hears the siren in the distance. It will be a ­couple of minutes before the car gets here. “Really fast,” he says. “Really fast.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 2 

			GORDY HAWKINS HEARS the marimbas of his phone first in his dream, then in his waking. “Chief,” Pete says. Gordy bolts up. No one, especially not Pete, calls him Chief unless it’s really bad.

			“Chief, there’s been an accident. You need to get up here. Route 417, quarter mile west of the Citgo.”

			“Bad?”

			“Fatal. Hit and run. Officer involved. Ronny Forbert.”

			“Forbert? Dead?”

			“No, no. He’s OK. He was making an arrest when it happened. He’s OK.”

			“A few minutes, Pete.”

			“Sorry to wake you, Gordy, but you need to be here.”

			“Right. Right. A ­couple of minutes.”

			Gordy turns on the edge of the bed to tell Bonita he has to go. He’s momentarily startled to see her side of the bed still made. It’s been more than six weeks since she’s been there. Again he feels the hollowness inside him. He can’t quite get used to it. He gets up, goes into the bathroom, and gets dressed.

			HE CAN SEE the glow of the lights from a long distance. The Citgo is still nearly half a mile ahead, and the accident’s a quarter mile beyond that. Every official vehicle in the town must be there. He’s seen hundreds, maybe thousands, of accident scenes in his life. There is still something surreal about them at night, especially after being awakened, the lights, the bursts of flashlight on the suddenly destroyed, the responders moving in and out in their fluorescent coats. It never ceases to be strange.

			He comes over the rise in the road and sees the flares with their ultra-­red glow. Someone, John, he guesses, is directing traffic around the flares. Gordy goes around him. It is John, who nods grimly and points to a spot behind another cruiser. “So what do we have?” he asks Pete Mancuso, who is keeping onlookers who have stopped at the scene from getting in the way or getting a good look at someone’s death.

			“Hit and run. Fatal.” Pete nods to where a ­couple of volunteer firefighters are holding up a blue tarp to shield the scene from passing traffic. “That was the point of impact.” Pete motions toward a spot in the road littered with bits of glass.

			“Skid marks?”

			“Not really. Mostly black ice through here. If we had skid marks, they wouldn’t tell us much.”

			“And Ronny?”

			“Over there.” Gordy turns and sees Ronny Forbert’s back as he leans on his cruiser. “Pretty shook up,” Pete says. “Otherwise, fine. Some scrapes and scratches.”

			“OK. What happened?”

			“Traffic stop. Speeding. Driver DUI, uncooperative. Ronny tried to arrest him. There was a struggle, driver fell into the road and got hit by a westbound, speed excessive.”

			“All right. Everything is under control?”

			“Roger that. The fatality is Matt Laferiere.”

			“Oh, shit.”

			“Yeah. Oh, shit. He was out with his homies. They’re over there. The stories pretty much match up. Nothing seems too weird.”

			“Except that it’s Matt Laferiere.”

			“Except that. We knew this day was coming. Here it is.”

			“What’s Ronny saying?”

			“Pretty much the same as the others. He tried to make an arrest. Laferiere got uncooperative. There was a struggle, and Laferiere wound up in the middle of the road. Hit and thrown into the back of his own vehicle.”

			“Ronny put him in the road?”

			“No one seems to know. Not even Ronny. You want to see the body?”

			“Do I need to?”

			“Probably a good idea. It seems calm now, but given the nature of shit and fans, I don’t think it’s going to stay that way. Ronny says that Laferiere assaulted him before the attempted arrest.”

			“Shit.”

			“Headed for the fan, Gordy. Headed for the fan.”

			“Jesus Christ,” Gordy says when they make their way around the tarp. The body is belly-­up next to a body bag on the ground by the left rear wheel of the Cherokee. His arms are at his sides, palms up. Laferiere’s head is split open.

			“I hate when the insides end up on the outside,” Pete says.

			“This the way he was found?”

			“No. He was belly-­down, head, or what was left of it, resting on the Jeep. Went headfirst onto the trailer hitch.” Pete indicates a large and dark pool of blood under the bumper of the Jeep. “EMTs moved him. We got pictures first. It seems like the more gore, the more questions that are going to get asked. Lots of questions here.”

			“Dead on impact, no doubt.”

			“No doubt. Though no one knows unless the M.E. can make some sense of what’s left. The early thinking is that the H and R vehicle clipped him on the right side and threw him up into the Jeep. The impact with the Jeep did the killing. I’d guess that’s pretty much right.”

			“What about the hit-­and-­run vehicle?”

			“White. Maybe a Camry, maybe an Accord. Not new. Ronny got only a ­couple of figures off the plate—­a J and a 6, New York.”

			“Not much to go on.”

			“Nope. I think this one’s one big, fat, ugly bitch. Like I said, fans and shit.”

			“Ronny’s clear on this?”

			“Probably.”

			“Not certainly?”

			“His story is OK. Laferiere wouldn’t get out of the vehicle, and when he did, he hit Forbert with the door of the Jeep, knocking him down. There was a struggle when Forbert tried to cuff him, and then Laferiere ended up in the road where he met the Camry.”

			“You’re not convinced.”

			“I’m never convinced.”

			“Understood.”

			“It all makes sense. I would be surprised only if Laferiere wasn’t drunk and uncooperative. Ronny’s probably clear on this. Should have called for backup, especially considering the circumstances.”

			“Obviously.”

			“How many times do you have to learn that lesson?”

			“How many times it take you?”

			“The usual. Too many. You need to take a look at the passengers over here.”

			“The usual posse?”

			“Almost. We got a new one. A joker in the deck.”

			Gordy gives Pete a questioning glance.

			“Sammy Colvington.”

			“Shit.”

			“Yeah. I would guess his father is going to be the fan.”

			GORDY TAKES ONE more look at the body. When it all comes down, the human body is a frail thing in a world of things that are strong, fast, and very unfrail. ­People can’t seem to grasp the concept until they actually see what a car does to a human body when it hits it. Gordy knows Matt Laferiere well. He was a big bull of a kid, stocky and muscular, not bad looking, either. Now he looks as fragile as a dropped and stepped-­on doll. He nods to the EMTs to lift the tarp back over the body. “Let’s go talk to Ronny,” he tells Pete. “The kids can wait.”

			Ronny is leaning up against his cruiser, talking to an EMT who peers at him like he’s about to spill some secret. Pale, Ronny stares straight ahead as if the EMT isn’t there. His uniform sleeve is ripped and hanging, and his trousers torn at the thigh. He’s smoking a cigarette.

			“How is he?” Gordy asks the EMT.

			“OK. He’s a little shocky. A ­couple of pretty good scrapes and scratches. Don’t see any signs of concussion, but he needs checking overnight.”

			Gordy looks at Ronny, questioning.

			“I messed up, Gordy. I really messed up.”

			“Never mind that right now. How are you feeling?”

			Ronny puts the cigarette to his lips. His hand is shaking. Gordy’s never seen him smoke before, and he has to suppress the urge to bum one from him.

			“I’m OK. Don’t need to go to the hospital.”

			“You need to get checked out. When did you start smoking?”

			“High school. Haven’t done it for a while.”

			“It’s a good idea to take it up again,” Pete says. “It’ll provide you with a whole bunch of entertainment in your later years.”

			“You need to get checked out,” Gordy says.

			“No. No. I’m fine. I messed up is all.”

			“You remember what happened?”

			Ronny looks at Gordy as if he asked the question in French. “I pulled them over for speeding. There was an open container and a strong smell of weed. They were all drinking. I got those three out of the car, but Matt wouldn’t come out. When he did, I tried to cuff him. He fought me. We ended up on the ground, then he was on the road. The car came over the rise and hit him. It didn’t stop. Didn’t even really slow. It just sped up and got out of here.”

			“You call for backup?”

			“No time. It just happened real fast. I wasn’t even intending to arrest him, but he started to fight me. I didn’t get the cuffs on him. Just one. I had to subdue him. There was no time.”

			“The car door. When did he hit you with the car door?”

			“The car door? Right. He hit me with the car door. Knocked me down. I tore my pants. Right before, I guess. I don’t really remember how it all happened. It was really fast. But right before.”

			Gordy nods. It’s always fast. Really fast. You learn procedures to make sure that nothing gets out of hand. Once it gets out of hand, you’re in it, and there isn’t going to be any help.

			“I want to transport him to the hospital,” the EMT says.

			“In a while. He’s going, but you hang on for a bit.”

			“He could have a concussion. He needs observation. There’s road rash on his arm and leg.”

			“He’ll go. I promise. Just keep your shirt on.”

			Down the road to the east, Patrolman John North is waving cars on. Still, a few of them stop. Mostly they’re gawkers, wanting to see the gore. You only have to see this kind of gore once to never want to see it again. “Pete. Get these ­people out of here.”

			Pete Mancuso is a hulking man, well over six feet, three hundred pounds plus. He had been a defensive tackle at LSU, not a starter, but on the team, nonetheless. Gordy is six feet, going quickly to fat and completely gray, but Pete seems to dwarf him. Pete is the sergeant, but often does the dirty work by virtue of his size.

			“Ronny. Hang on,” Gordy says. “I want to talk to the others. Don’t go to the hospital yet.”

			“I’m not going to the hospital.”

			“Yes, you are. Only not right now. I’ll be back in a minute or so.”

			PAUL STABLEIN, BOBBY Cabella, and the Colvington kid are sitting on the ground some ten yards off the road behind the Jeep. They’re all smoking and staring into the distance, not looking at the body under the tarp. Gordy walks up and kneels in front of them. “You’re all right? All of you?”

			Stablein nods and Cabella mutters a weak “Yes.”

			“All of you?” Gordy looks at Sammy Colvington. The kid just nods in return.

			“Just because you’re not bleeding doesn’t mean you’re all right. Anyone need to see an EMT or a doctor?”

			“We’re OK,” Stablein says.

			“All right. Good. Let me know if at any time you think you may not be OK. You can get up if you want. Just don’t do anything stupid. There’s been enough stupidity tonight.”

			“What’s going to happen to us?” Colvington asks.

			“Haven’t really decided yet. Be on your best behavior. Maybe things will work out for you. Maybe we’ll take you back to the station. Or maybe we’ll turn you over to your parents. A lot depends on how you answer my questions. Have your parents all been called?”

			“We didn’t really do anything,” Cabella insists.

			“You weren’t drinking? You weren’t smoking some weed? Before you answer, the car is full of empties, and I can smell the weed. You were drinking. Don’t lie to me. It’s the worst thing you can do. You’ve made enough mistakes for one night.”

			“A few beers,” Stablein says. “We’re not drunk. He gave me a ­couple of tests after it happened.” He nods toward Ronny Forbert. “I passed.”

			“Laferiere drink all that beer?”

			“A lot of it.”

			“I’ll accept that for now. We’re going to put you all on the Breathalyzer. All three of you. Maybe draw a little blood. It’s what we do when there’s been an accident with alcohol related. A bad accident.”

			“GORDY,” JOHN NORTH, Patrolman, says. “There’s a parent.” John put his hand on Gordy’s shoulder as if consoling him.

			“Laferiere?”

			“No. Sam Colvington. You want to talk to him?”

			“Not especially. But I will.”

			Sam Colvington is standing back behind Ronny Forbert’s cruiser, inside the tape barrier. He’s rumpled, a big parka over jeans and work boots. Just out of bed, no doubt. “What the hell happened?” he asks Gordy.

			“Hit and run. One fatality. Your boy is fine. Unhurt. That’s about all we have right now.”

			“Sammy was involved?”

			“Indirectly, Sam. Indirectly. Nothing very serious. He was at the scene. That’s pretty much the limit of it.”

			“Who got killed?”

			“Can’t really say until the parents are notified, but Sammy’s all right. Not a scratch. He’s over there. You can talk to him.”

			The three boys are still sitting, passing a cigarette back and forth, looking miserable. Sammy Colvington starts to look more miserable when he sees his father coming toward him.

			“Are you all right?”

			Sammy nods.

			“You’re sure?” Sam reaches down, takes the cigarette from Sammy’s mouth, and tosses it away.

			“Matt Laferiere is dead.”

			“That’s not information to be shared,” Gordy says. “Sammy and I have talked, and we’re just about finished. I want to give him a Breathalyzer, then he’s done here. You can take him home.”

			“No Breathalyzer,” Sam Colvington says.

			“Have to,” Gordy says. “We need the whole picture of what happened. I doubt that the results are going beyond my desk. At this point, I don’t see any reason to charge Sammy with anything. And I think he needs to go home and get some sleep. As soon as John’s done with the test, you can take him.”

			“I said, ‘No Breathalyzer.’ ”

			“Sam, you don’t want to do this. If you refuse the Breathalyzer, he gets charged. We draw blood. He goes to court. I promise you I’ll do everything I can to keep the results under wraps. But if you refuse, I can’t do that. I’ll have to take him in, and it will be on the public record.”

			“Are you drunk?” Colvington asks Sammy. Sammy waves his hand back and forth. Maybe, maybe not.

			“That sounds right to me,” Gordy says.

			“If this gets out, it will be your job,” Colvington says. “I can make your life miserable.”

			“Like I said, I have no intention of bringing charges. I can’t promise that won’t happen as the investigation moves forward, but right now, I don’t see it. That’s all I can tell you.”

			Colvington turns away in obvious disgust. Gordy takes that as assent.

			“Pete, get John on the Breathalyzers.”

			“John’s gone to get the Laferieres. But Steve’s here. I’ll get him on it.”

			“Good. Then search the vehicle. You guys,” he says to the three waiting on the ground. “You’re going to have to blow into the Breathalyzer. Then we’ll release you to your parents or someone else who can take you home. We’re pretty much done with you.”

			IT’S ANOTHER HALF an hour before John pulls his cruiser back into the accident scene. He gets out and opens the back doors. Gordy watches Roger Laferiere get out, followed by his wife, Gayle. Roger is a tall rangy man, dressed in jeans and canvas coat, cap pulled down tight on his head. Gordy has never seen him without a cap on. He walks with a pronounced limp, the product of an industrial accident some years earlier. Gayle is also thin, nearly gaunt. She’s wearing jeans and a Giants sweatshirt. Gordy hopes she’s got plenty on underneath it. There’s still a chance of snow tonight.

			“Roger, Gayle. Sorry to be seeing you under these circumstances.”

			“Where’s my boy?” Gayle asks.

			“On his way to the hospital.”

			“He’s hurt?”

			Gordy looks over at John, who looks down and shrugs apologetically. Gordy is nonplussed. How did John not tell them? How did they not ask? “I’m afraid it’s worse than that.”

			“Dead?” Roger asks.

			“There was an accident. A hit and run. I’m afraid Matthew didn’t survive. It was instantaneous. I don’t think he suffered at all.” Gordy grimaces at the inadequacy. But what is there to say that’s not inadequate? He’s delivered hundreds of these messages, all inadequate. “I’m very, very sorry for your loss.” The Laferieres exchange looks of incomprehension.

			“You said he was at the hospital,” Gayle says.

			“He is, but I’m afraid he didn’t make it. He’ll be examined and pronounced dead, then sent to the morgue.”

			“The morgue?” Gayle repeats as though she has not heard that Matt is dead.

			“Yes. I’m afraid so. There will be an examination, and then they will turn the body over to you. I hope that won’t be very long.”

			“Can we see him?” Gayle asks. Her voice is the calm, steady voice of someone who is not going to accept this yet.

			“I wouldn’t advise it. It was a terrible accident.”

			“They’re not going to cut him up.”

			“There’ll be an autopsy. It’s the law.”

			“No. No. You can’t do that.”

			“I’m afraid we have no choice. This was a hit and run. It’s a criminal case. He was hit by a hit-­and-­run driver. There’s going to be a trial.”

			“You have the one that hit him?”

			“Not yet. We will. There will be a trial, and the person who hit him will go to jail. That’s pretty much certain. But an autopsy is part of that. The law.”

			“When can we see him?”

			“Again. I don’t advise you to see him. He was very badly hurt. I don’t think you want to see him that way.”

			“When can we see him?”

			Gordy nods sadly. “Tomorrow, maybe. But think about it.”

			Roger glares at Gordy, then turns and walks to the Jeep. There is still blood, hair, and tissue on the Jeep. Gordy isn’t sure what other matter has been left behind.

			“Chief,” Steve Holt says. “Can I see you for a minute?”

			Gordy excuses himself and walks over to Steve.

			“Thought you might want to see the Breathalyzer results.” He hands Gordy a sheet of paper—­Cabella .11, Colvington .14, Stablein .093. “What do you want to do with these guys?”

			“Let Colvington go home with his father. Keep the others. If no one shows up to take them home, take them back to the station. Don’t charge them yet.”

			And then Roger Laferiere is in front of Gordy, again. “He says that Ronny Forbert was in on this.”

			“Who says?”

			Laferiere points to John North, who has been shepherding the Laferieres around the scene.

			“Officer Forbert was making the arrest when the accident occurred.”

			“They was friends.”

			“Yes, I believe that’s true.”

			“Nothing worse than friends that go bad on each other.”

			Gordy starts to say something, then stops. That’s pretty much the truth. Affection often stirs violence into the stew of disagreement. Gordy nods. “John, take the Laferieres home, please.”

			“We’ll stay.”

			“No. There’s no reason. We’re just going to collect some evidence and get this cleaned up. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing you can do here. John, take the Laferieres home.”

			“I’ll drive the Jeep,” Roger says.

			“No. Can’t let you do that. It’s evidence. When we’re done with it, I’ll have it delivered to you. You go on with John.” He watches them go to John’s cruiser, Gayle in the lead, striding hard, fast, angry, and straight ahead. Roger follows, limping slowly behind, shoulders down. Farther to the east he can see the amber lights of the wrecker coming for the Jeep.

			“Chief,” Pete says. He’s carrying a bundle wrapped in cloth. “You need to see this.” He unwraps the bundle. There are two handguns—­a Colt 1911, .45 automatic, and a .357 Magnum. There’s ammo, too. “Under the seat, driver’s side.”

			“God,” Gordy says. “When you think it can’t get any worse, you find out it could have been. Bag those.”

			“YOU’RE SURE YOU’RE all right?” Sam Colvington asks him.

			“Yeah, I’m OK,” Sammy says.

			“That Forbert lay hands on you?”

			“No. He told me what to do and I did it.”

			Sam, sometimes “Big Sam,” considers this as he drives them back into Lydell city limits. Then he shoots out his right hand fast enough that his son has no chance to duck or block the blow that catches him on the cheek and nose, making him see sparks in the darkness. “You dumb shit,” his father says.

			Sammy puts his hand up to gingerly touch his face, the burn of the blow just starting to spread across it. He turns his head toward the car window so that his face will be protected if his father sends another shot his way. He can just make out the outlines of bare trees flashing past the car window.

			“You’re riding around in the middle of the night with that bunch of punks, drinking beer and smoking grass. You’re lucky you’re not dead. You’re lucky I don’t kill you.”

			Punks. For a second Sammy sees an image of Matt, Paul, and Bobby, in leather and torn denim. Bright Mohawks and lots of piercings. “Matt’s dead.”

			“Yeah. Good riddance. That guy is a piece of shit. Always was. What the hell are you doing riding around with a bunch of guys who are older than you?”

			Being cool, Sammy thinks. Being not your son. Being anyone but Sam Colvington Jr. “Just hanging out,” he says.

			“Hanging out. Shit. I ought to stop this car and beat the crap out of you. Then you can hang out. See how you like it. You know what you’ve done to me tonight? You’ve damned near ruined me. You’ve lowered me in the eyes of the community. I’m a community leader. I’m on the town council. When Martin runs for state office, I’ll be the next president. At least, I was going to be. But all anyone thinks now is that I can’t even control my own kid.”

			“Sorry,” Sammy says. Then he thinks, You can’t control your own kid. You’ll never be able to control your kid, because I’m not a kid anymore.

			“You know what those guys are? You know?”

			“Punks,” Sammy says.

			“Bums. They’re fucking bums. They don’t have real jobs. They just ‘hang out,’ drinking beer and smoking grass and riding around town being bums. Is that what you want? You want to be a bum?”

			Yeah, Sammy thinks. I want to be a bum. I want to hang out with guys who get me, who aren’t saps to the system. Guys who don’t walk around with their noses up Martin Glendenning’s ass. You’re goddamned, fucking right I want to be a bum. He says, “I don’t know. Matt’s dead.”

			“Get over it,” his father says. “It’s no loss.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER 3 

			(DAY ONE)

			RONNY FORBERT SITS in the waiting room of Warrentown Hospital, drinking a Coke and picking at the leg of his trousers, working at the flap of fabric where they tore. A nurse has given him a ­couple of safety pins to keep the torn fabric from flopping around, but his fingers keep going to it, maybe after the scabbed, scraped skin under the bandage. On his arm, he has more safety pins, more bandages, and more scraped skin. He has a headache, and he feels like he had exactly the fight he was in last night.

			He finishes the Coke and goes back to the small snack bar, buys another and a banana that has a little too much brown on it. He keeps looking at the entrance door to the emergency wing, the way everyone else does, waiting for someone to take them out of here.

			He slept in the emergency ward last night. Or, rather, he didn’t sleep in the ward last night. Either someone kept coming in to ask the same questions over and over, or he was listening to the screaming of an obese man who kept demanding dinner because he knew his rights and he had been there for more than four hours. When someone brought him a sandwich, he became enraged and threatened to sue the hospital because he was entitled to a hot meal.

			Just shut the fuck up, he thought, listening to the ranting, his jaw clenching and teeth grinding as he lay behind the curtained enclosure, then caught himself. He had watched someone die just a few hours ago. That’s where anger led, to violence and destruction. He wanted no more of it.

			EVERY TIME THE door to the outside opens, every head turns to it. Then all but one turn back to what they had been doing, or not doing. Finally, it is Ronny’s turn to rise as Pete Mancuso makes his way through the door. Ronny sets down his Coke can and rises to meet Pete.

			“How you all doing this morning?” Pete asks.

			“Good. A little sore and tired, but OK.”

			“Good. Let’s get out of here. I hate hospitals. I was worried I was going to have to wait until you got checked out.”

			“No. That happened about an hour ago. They try to push them through the door as fast as they can.”

			“That’s fine by me. You eat yet?”

			“I had a Coke and some sweet rolls and a banana.”

			“What? Are you on the Gordy Hawkins diet?”

			“I could use a ­couple more pounds.”

			“Too bad Gordy can’t give you some of his.”

			“You’re not skinny, Sarge.”

			“That’s Pete, not ‘Sarge.’ And I was a defensive lineman at a major college. This is what I’m supposed to look like. It’s my natural state.”

			“LSU Tigers.”

			“You been studyin’. Let’s get something to eat, then head back to the office. I think you’ve got kind of a busy day. You up for that?”

			“Yeah. I’m fine. Just some road rash.”

			“That’s not the ‘fine’ I’m worried about. You watched someone die last night.”

			“Yeah. I’m good.”

			RONNY WAITS UNTIL the waitress has filled their coffees and taken their orders. “Can we stop at Dunkin’ Donuts for some good coffee?”

			“Dunkin’ Donuts don’t have good coffee. We have to go to Starbucks for that. Besides, I’ve lived my life not conforming to clichés. No Dunkin’ Donuts.”

			“Pete, how did you come to be named Mancuso?” It was not the question he had wanted to ask. He couldn’t make himself ask the real question yet.

			“The usual way. The way you got to be named Forbert. It was my daddy’s name. What you want to know is how did a black man come to be a Mancuso. My daddy, a good Eastern Italian, went to Louisiana in the seventies to find work on the oil rigs. His name was Pete Mancuso, too. While he was down there, he met a genuine Creole queen who weaved a spell he would never be able to break. When the jobs ran out there, he brought the whole family back up here. And that’s how you got a fine ebony Mancuso in Lydell.”

			“Did your grandparents object? I mean, interracial marriage and all?”

			“Hell, yes. But probably not the way you’re thinking. My mother was Creole, and Creole is special. Creole’s got long bloodlines and regal history. My grandfather, my momma’s daddy, was furious that she took up with some white Eyetalian Yankee polluting our fine gene pool. He turned his back on her and wouldn’t even talk to her when she announced she was getting married to Pete Mancuso.”

			“Did he ever talk to her?”

			“One night, she and Daddy was sleeping. I was there then, too, but I don’t remember it, only the hearing of it. The doorbell rang and my daddy went downstairs, and then he came back up to bed holding a yellow envelope. A Western Union telegram for my momma. You can bet she opened that envelope with trembling hands.”

			“Why?”

			“Back then, a telegram in the night could only mean bad news. Now it means that someone’s gone your bail. Anyway, my momma opened the telegram and read it. It said, ‘So, Lavinia [stop] Just how cold IS a well digger’s ass? [stop] Love Dad.’ ”

			“You ever meet your grandfather?”

			“A ­couple times. He died before I turned ten.”

			“Am I going to get fired?”

			“Probably not. Gordy and I haven’t discussed it, but I would guess you won’t. The only thing we can figure that you did wrong was failing to call for backup, and I know that I take some of the blame for that. The one time you did, I went two feet up your ass, which was my mistake. I think you’ll be getting some time off.”

			“A suspension?”

			“Likely. A week, maybe. But maybe not. I don’t know. That’s entirely up to Gordy. He’ll discuss it with me, but he will do what he thinks is right. I would probably go to the long end of that, just to keep it in your memory, but Gordy won’t ask me. He’ll tell me.”

			“I really fucked up.”

			“You fucked up. That’s enough.”

			“When someone gets killed, you really fucked up. I really fucked up.”

			“Let me go back and clarify myself here,” Pete says. “You made a mistake. Matt Laferiere and the driver of the hit-­and-­run car, they fucked up. Not you.”

			Ronny lets out a long exhalation. “I killed Matt Laferiere.”

			“No. The hit-­and-­run driver killed Matt Laferiere. You were an agent in a complicated accident. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. That’s probably the worst thing you can do right now. Take your medicine when Gordy gives it to you and pull yourself back together and be ready to come back to work when Gordy says you can.

			“And more. Call your father and that fine girlfriend of yours. Set their minds at ease. Lydell is a small town. About now, everyone in town is aware of what happened last night. Don’t let your loved ones spend more time than they need to worrying about you.”

			EVERYONE JUST LOOKS up when Ronny and Pete enter the door. Expressionless, no one says a thing until Pete says, “The prodigal has returned. Bandaged.” Then there are smiles and “how are you feelings” enough that for several seconds he is just repeating, “Fine, fine, fine.” Sue, the day dispatcher, comes out of her closet-­sized cubicle and gives him a hug, then the men shake his hand and pat his shoulder. He is welcomed back into the world.

			Gordy stays at his desk in his office, watching the scene from his open door, smiling, and when the other expressions of welcome are finished, he motions Ronny to come in. “Close the door,” he says when Ronny is inside.

			“I’m OK,” Ronny says.

			“Good. That’s good. I’m glad to hear it. Sit down.”

			“I fucked up. I know it.”

			“It was a serious breach of procedure. Make no mistake about that. But don’t take too much responsibility for what happened. It was an accident. There were lots of factors involved—­alcohol, drugs, bad weather, a speeding driver on a road with terrible sight lines. But as soon as you saw you had four potentially unruly drunks on your hands, you should have called for backup. Immediately. But your mistake was a part, not the whole. And frankly, there’s no guarantee that calling for backup would have made any difference. Probably not. Things happen, and they happen fast. Nevertheless, you made a mistake. There are consequences from that.”

			“I know. Pete told me.”
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