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This novel is dedicated to the members of the LGBTQ community whose voices have been stilled by violence, and especially to Charlie Howard, a gay man beaten and thrown to his death from a bridge on July 7, 1984 in Bangor, Maine. The three teenagers arrested for Howard’s death bragged to friends that they “jumped a fag and beat the shit out of him.”

CHUCKAHOMO BRIDGE - BANGOR, MAINE
 
FLORIDA BIKER T-SHIRT, 1989

“…everything human has its origin in human weakness.”

FRANZ STANGL – COMMANDANT OF TREBLINKA
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ONE
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BOSTON - 1995

The tongue, crisp, pulls against the dry lips and powdery roof of the mouth. Jack’s skin is slick, spotted with sweat. The seat creaks when he shifts his legs. Uncomfortable, he moves farther down the row, closer to the aisle, where he can get a better look at the parade of potential victims. He will choose carefully, with one requirement in mind—he must be homosexual.

The video flickers, dims, and then brightens, hazy through a film of smoke. He places his right thumb on the pulse in his left wrist. Ninety-two beats per minute. Elevated, but not out of control. For a time, he ignores the sexual dance on the screen and the hover of men behind him, as time drifts like a boat on heated summer swells. He gorges on the sexual heat rising within him. His arms and legs tingle in anticipation of the deathly dance he has choreographed.

An acrid mix of smoke, disinfectant, and sex digs into his nostrils, and the smell awakens him to the screen where two men, naked and aroused, bend over a woman. The sexual abandonment goes on around him; grunts and moans of orgiastic pleasure.

A man, early twenties he guesses, eases into the seat next to him. He avoids any contact as the man eyes him, and a cold wall grows between them.

It’s no surprise that a man would cruise him. Jack’s been told he’s handsome—a bit rough trade—but with that label he attracts a certain crowd. He can charm sex from almost anyone, like coaxing a genie from a bottle. Women want him. He’s had his share. He desires them and responds to their bodies. But men want him too“—a feeling different from being wanted by a woman. An anxious rigidity tears at his body when he’s with a man. It is draining for him to have sex with men, but he goes through hell for the click in the head that brings him peace. He can smell the men in the theater. He longs to touch them as blue electric waves of sexual arousal over him.

The other man, dark and thin, freezes, unsure of his next move. He looks away for a moment, shifts in his chair as if he is about to leave, but changes his mind. The young man reaches for Jack and rests his fingers on Jack’s right leg. He rubs his hand up and down Jack’s thigh.

Jack must be cautious, certain that this prey is what he wants. “Not now,” Jack says. His gaze never leaves the screen as he pushes the man’s hand away. Bundles of nerve endings fire in unison.

The young man grunts, rises from the seat, and vanishes into the murk.

Men shuffle in the aisles. Some scurry around Jack. The seats squeak three rows in front of him. He watches the bobbing heads and hears the shallow moans of ecstasy.

Ten minutes later, the dark man passes near him ready to try again.

A good sign. This man is unfazed by rejection, willing to take a risk. Jack shifts, unbuckles his belt, and pushes his jeans down to his knees.

The man stares at the naked feast before him.

Sitting, legs apart, hands molded to his thighs, Jack is a giant, but the man who kneels before him is scum. Scum services him; scum knows its place on the dirty floor. The reel of hate rolls in Jack’s mind: the dirt and filth and guilt and shame. This forbidden attraction electrifies his senses—a craving so seductive he can only follow where he is led, puppet-like and numb. Long ago, he attempted to understand the prickly emotions that swamped him. But recently, like an addict, he succumbed to his cravings.

Jack offers no resistance as the man separates his legs with a gentle push from his palms. He shivers at his touch. The rough caress of his genitals shocks him into a vacant, dry world outside his body. A memory washes over him. He remembers the child he once was and despises him. He commands his mind to shut the fuck up.

Jack’s hands tighten over the man’s head and he pushes it with force into his crotch. In the flickering light, he memorizes the face, the eyes that somehow glitter when they look at him, the clothes of the man who kneels before him. Jack could kill him now—pull the knife from his jean’s pocket and slash it across the neck, the jugular blood spilling frothy and dark, but the risk is too great, the scream too loud, the death struggle too violent.

Instead, he will wait until the time is right, ease through the sex and coddle intimacy for the sake of the kill.

In the alley, Jack peers over the wooden fence. The city is still, mostly asleep, but this is the house he seeks. This is the address of the man who is a threat; the man who should keep his nose out of other people’s business.

Inside, two men move in front of the courtyard door. The light behind them throws soft shadows. What if they were stripped of this protection: the walls, the door, the curtains gone? What surprises Jack would have in store for him, the one he seeks. The other might have to be disposed of too—but he is insignificant collateral damage—a small glitch in his plan.

The lights go dark, the door swings open, and a face peers into the courtyard.

Jack ducks below the fence.

“Who’s there? I know you’re out there.”

The voice. Jack remembers it. He crouches and then scurries like a rat down the alley. When he stops under a streetlight two blocks away, he looks at his hands, spits into them, and rubs.

Blood is plentiful when you carve like a butcher.

He must wear stronger gloves next time.



CHAPTER

TWO
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STEPHEN CROSS RANG MY BUZZER AT 10 A.M. MONDAY morning, June 26th. I ignored the first two rings because I was sleeping with a young man I had picked up the night before at the Manhole. The third and fourth rings seemed urgent, and, on a persistent fifth ring, I pulled on a cream silk slip and leather boots and headed down from my third-floor apartment. I stopped behind the green, pockmarked metal door at the bottom of the stairs. My building was less than top-notch South End—this was no Union Park. The gay gentry, if they ever ventured this deep into the wasteland, would sneer at my wretched quarters. The building’s foyer was prison-like, small, cramped, dark, and with a cement floor that clicked loudly when traversed in heels. Any trace of the building’s former elegance had vanished—another Boston dwelling lost to neglect in a declining neighborhood.

I peered out the small rectangular window secured by chicken wire. I recognized Stephen Cross through the cross-hatching, looking tired and pale. At first, I couldn’t understand what he was saying. Then I figured out he was mouthing the word murder. We had last seen each other six weeks ago at Café Ole, our usual meeting spot. Stephen’s dark hair framed a milky face. He looked too serious, too ghostly for a beautiful June morning in Boston. I hadn’t invited him over.

A fire burned in my gut, ignited by a smoldering crush. Despite my romantic fantasies for the man outside my door, I wished Stephen would leave me the fuck alone with the man upstairs. At least I had a chance with my trick. My excursion to the Manhole had been my first night out in a month.

Stephen had never set foot in my apartment. Few had. But the word murder intrigued me, so I opened the door and waved him in. Dressed in khaki shorts and a white T-shirt, he looked as if he had just come from the beach. The slight heft in his face betrayed his age. He was over forty. He wasn’t what some girls would call handsome, but there was a gentle strength in the structure of his face, which was accented by waves of black hair and dark brows over blue eyes. Too Byronic for some. Just right for me.

I coughed.

“Smoking too much,” he said in a sotto voce delivery.

This from a fellow cigarette sucker.

“Please, don’t start. Social smoker, indeed.”

Thin lines leading back from the eyes, others, deeper around the mouth, traced his face. I had to pick at him, otherwise I might place him on the pedestal of perfection. I was tempted to shove him against the wall and get nasty in the foyer.

“Who’s dead?” I asked, my common sense getting the better of my fantasy.

“Like to invite me up, Des?” His voice echoed up the stairwell. “I’d prefer not to talk here, if that’s okay.”

As our friendship had developed, I allowed Stephen to use the shortened version of my female drag persona, Desdemona. Everyone else addressed me by my Christian name, Cody Harper. Considering our history—what had drawn us together in the first place—what was a name between friends?

I looked at him hard and caught him blinking. His eyes were adjusting from the brilliant ocean blue sky outside to the cave-like atmosphere of my building. The morning was cool and pleasant, the happy summer tourist kind that only a Bostonian could truly appreciate.

“Your makeup’s running,” he had the nerve to point out.

I looked like a bad night at the local drag bar. My hair was a mess. The ultra blue eye shadow and frosty red on my lips had turned my face into Ronald McDonald on Quaaludes. What did he expect? The trick in my apartment had smeared my drag with his kisses.

“The brand shall go unnamed, but you can get it at Walgreen’s.” I started up the stairs. “Did you come to talk or give me a makeover?”

“You look better without makeup,” Stephen said, offering an opinion that extinguished the embers in my gut.

“On some subjects, advice should be given with caution.”

“I guess I don’t understand it. You make a damn good looking woman. Damn good. The first time I saw you in drag I couldn’t believe it. You were spectacular in a gold, shimmering evening gown. I can appreciate drag, but you look better as a man. You might want to cut the ponytail, too.”

I scowled. “The cosmetics and the ponytail stay.” I could tell Stephen’s eyes were following my ass, taking in the slip and the black lace-up military boots. I was as sexy as any man could be in a Donna Karan undergarment. “I have to shave my chest today,” I added just to get a rise. “Décolletage.”

“Must be rough on the Lady Gillette.”

We climbed three flights of stairs stained with coffee, soda, and God knows what else. When we got to the landing outside my apartment, I reached for a spare pack of Marlboros I always kept on the hall window sill. I pointed to a hole in the glass, chicken wired as well, and to the cobwebbed pattern of fractures.

“The times we live in,” I said. “A bullet, more than a month ago. I think the assassin miscalculated, thought this window was in my apartment. The gun was fired from an angle, below and outside. Such are the hazards of my profession.”

I didn’t know who had fired the shot. I had a few suspicions, but nothing I could prove, and I wasn’t about to go to the police. The bullet hole made for good effect, but I doubted it was fired to do me in, despite my off-and-on work as a bodyguard. It was more likely another random shooting in the city battleground. Stephen studied the powdery blotch on the ceiling.

I lit a cigarette with a flame-thrower of a Bic. “Fag? I asked.”

“Later. I’ve been smoking too much lately.”

I shrugged and opened my door. “Enter at your own risk. Just so you know, there’s a man in my bed. And watch the records.” To cross the room, Stephen had to walk around a few of my long-playing discs I’d tossed casually on the floor. Way too many books, Broadway cast albums, and theater posters crowded my studio apartment.

My homme du jour slept under the leather showcase tacked to the wall behind my bed: a collection of whips of various sorts, some ending in feather lashes, others stricter and less pliable; a cat-o-nine tails; chest harnesses with silver O-rings; leather collars with D-rings; Chaps; Jock straps; And an array of cock rings and dildos of various sizes.

Stephen gazed upon the slight young man with dark hair and smooth chest who slept in my bed. His thin wrists were secured by leather straps to the posts above his head. Danny was covered with a sheet from waist to feet, his legs splayed under the covering, his ankles tied to the bottom posts by straps as well. My trick showed an ample bulge that rose under the sheet at crotch level.

“Is he alive?” Stephen asked. “And legal?”

At times, I allowed my coarser incarnation to spring fullblown to the fray. People like Stephen brought that out in me. I got a perverse thrill not only from taking him down a notch now and then, but by pushing the boundaries of our relationship. I pursed my lips and hissed out a puff of smoke. I pulled down the sheet with a flourish and exposed the naked body under it. Danny’s penis, at first asleep, pulsed into an erection.

“Look’s alive to me,” I said. “Of course he’s legal. What kind of fool do you take me for? I picked him up last night at the Manhole. Have to show ID there. Great fuck, big dick. He snorted a little too much powder, but not enough to damage the plumbing.”

Stephen didn’t flinch. Or maybe he wasn’t paying attention. I’d given him enough of a show, along with free admission. I pulled up the sheet and sat in the overstuffed chair that took up the corner across from my bed.

“Throw me a fag,” Stephen said.

I tossed him the Marlboros.

“You doing coke again?” he asked.

I huffed in disgust. “I’m clean and you know it. Nothing’s changed since that deranged queen fired the .38 at my head.” Fortunately, the bullet had only traveled through the fleshy part of my left arm. Never trust a drag queen with a gun. “She’s still working the streets. We exchange cordial greetings now and then, like ‘Hello, motherfucker, been to target practice lately?’ Honestly, I don’t think she remembers shooting me.”

The memory made me itchy and irritable. Suddenly, I wasn’t in the mood for company. I wanted to be alone with my thoughts and my books, my silence restored. I looked at Stephen like a cat about to snag a mouse, intent and deadly. He caught my irritation.

“I came by to talk,” he said in a tone as timid as I could remember. “That okay?”

His question ended in a slight drawl. At times, I could hear Kansas all over Stephen. His years in New England had obliterated all but a trace of his dialect, usually his voice sounded as flat as a prime-time newscaster. But he would sprinkle his speech with “boys”, or “damn good”, or “put up”, instead of put away, his unconscious journey into regionalism. At times I’d think Ma and Pa Kettle were lurking around the corner about to crank up the jalopy.

“In the two years I’ve known you, we’ve never been in each others’ apartments. You can see I’m busy. What’s the emergency?”

His face darkened. “There’s been a murder.”

I was quite certain that Stephen, the good boy political writer from Kansas, had not killed his lover, John Dresser, the handsome, wholesome pin-up boy from Vermont.

“So why come to me?” I asked. In fact, I knew the answer— our strange, symbiotic relationship with violence.

“You know who’s out on the street, Des.”

“Hustlers, dealers, bad boys, small-time cons, grifters, yes. Murderers, no. Who was snuffed?”

“A nice boy from Dorchester. Garbage men found him under trash bags on Providence Street—where the hustlers hang. I’ve been to District already to get more information. This kid wasn’t out for money. Strictly middle class. No history of hustling.” Stephen tilted his head back and puffed smoky O’s toward the ceiling.

“People get killed all the time. What makes this one so special?”

“This one is different. The kid’s throat was slashed. The murderer left a signature—a swastika carved into the thigh. And, just to make sure everyone got the point, genital mutilation.”

“Nasty.” I crossed my legs and my slip bristled against my thighs. “How do you know the killer’s a man?”

“I don’t. The cops suspect it from the crime, the strength required to make the wounds. There were signs of a struggle on Providence Street. A lot of blood spilled. A couple of not-so-reliable regulars saw the kid in the Combat Zone around midnight at the Déjà Vu Theater. The truth is he disappeared for five hours only to turn up in the trash. The family’s devastated and ashamed. They claim he wasn’t gay, just lonely. Straight movies at the Déjà Vu, you know. The mayor’s hell-bent, on a jag, clamoring to shut down the Zone. The usual political windfall.”

He took another drag on the cigarette and stared at me. “Have you been there?”

Stephen was fishing, but I wasn’t about to bite. “I haven’t been to the Zone since sobriety kicked in. When I go out, I drink mineral water with lime. If I have sex, it’s with someone I’ve known for more than three minutes—at least three hours. Very PC, you know.”

Stephen tilted his head toward Danny.

“Believe me,” I said, “we spent two hours in conversation. He’s from Ohio, lives in Back Bay, a grad student at Emerson. He likes club music, winter camping, Joyce Carol Oates and mild, kinky sex. He scored some coke—his mistake. Besides, I was at the Manhole, not an NA meeting. I like him. I’ll probably see him again. He won’t be doing drugs around me.”

Stephen looked away to the great altar of my room—a polished oak bookcase on the west wall. The case held my collection of American and English plays. The gold lettering on a few expensive leather bindings reflected the morning light that filtered through my windows. I knew what he was thinking: Who would believe he reads this stuff? It seemed there was always room for one more tragedy in my life. Some nights I fell asleep with Shakespeare and Arthur Miller on my stomach. God, what a threesome we made.

I caught the look in his eyes and said, “Everyone thinks hustlers and strippers are stupid—dealers, junkies, and pimps are morons. They may take the shaft in life, but they’re not all idiots.”

“I never said you were stupid, Des. If I felt that way I wouldn’t have come here in the first place.”

“So, I’m a little touchy. Degrees aren’t everything are they? Street learning means something.”

Stephen looked around the room with his reporter’s eye. He would inspect and file away in his analytical and conservative brain all he considered odd about my life. I valued what little I had: my collection of cast albums, my Broadway posters from the 1970s that hung on the walls, my leather. I had haunted Shubert Alley before I left New York City. I worked as a hustler and dancer in a club around the corner. Most of the stuff I found on the street or managed to get for a quarter. If Stephen didn’t like my taste, that was too bad. It was another reason for me to take him down a notch.

I returned to the bed and put my hand on Danny’s left leg. He shifted, still asleep, until the straps grew taut.

A cloud passed in front of the sun and the room darkened. Stephen looked blankly into the bookcase. Then he rubbed his palms together and bowed his head. I wanted to invite him into my arms because I sensed his sadness.

His voice came out in a thin whisper. “The night you saved me…I still have nightmares.”

While night’s black agents to their preys do rouse.

He had come a hairsbreadth himself of being killed. I had saved his life the night he was stabbed outside a bar on Tremont Street. I tore off his bloody shirt and made a compress to stop the blood gushing from the wound over his stomach. I pushed down with blood-soaked hands and screamed for help until someone called an ambulance. That was how we met.

“This murder brings it all up again,” he said. “The knife. The stabbing. I remember the heat, the emptiness. I knew I was going to die. I can’t shake that feeling.” He pulled at the leather strap which hung around his neck. At the end of the strap, concealed by his shirt, was the bullet the doctors had taken from my shoulder when Miss Deranged had tried to blow my head off. I had given the bullet to Stephen as a gift, a remembrance of our shared history with violence. He wore it every time we met, and I assumed he never took it off. I wondered what his boyfriend, John, thought when the cool metal brushed against him in bed.

“There’s something else.” Stephen’s brow furrowed.

I looked into his eyes and saw a spit of fear.

“John and I thought we heard something in the alley last night. I stepped out and thought I saw a figure behind the fence. I checked this morning. Someone scratched a swastika into the wood. The coincidence to the Déjà Vu killing is too close for comfort. Truth be told, I’m a little scared. I want to know what’s circulating on the street.”

“I’ll try, but I don’t get out much anymore,” I said. I didn’t know how to offer him more comfort.

Danny snorted and his eyes fluttered. Stephen made leaving motions.

Something was missing and it bothered me. “You’ve covered gay bashings and murders for years. Why is this queer from Dorchester any different? Is there some connection–”

He stopped me cold with his grin, like a Halloween skull, tortured and sardonic.

“Des, would you kill me for half-a-million dollars?” he asked flatly.

Danny’s eyes blinked open. He turned his head toward Stephen.

“Who the hell is he?” Danny asked in a sleepy drawl.

I clamped my hand over the kid’s mouth. “Who gave you permission to speak, slave?”



CHAPTER

THREE
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HE PARKS HIS VAN UNDER THE DARK BRANCHES OF a maple, staying away from the overhead lights, far from the rest stop’s white colonial façade. He must be cautious, away from prying eyes and security cameras. He looks for cars. Men parked alone. There are a few, but too near the entrance to be possibilities.

He sits for twenty minutes in the lot, drinking a beer and punching the radio dial, until a black Chevrolet sedan passes behind him. He rolls down his window halfway and makes eye contact with the driver, a white man in his early forties. The car pulls into a parking space three down from the van.

Time drags by for another ten minutes—the 25 feet between them is a chasm—a gap guarded by anonymity, mistrust, and silence. He stares at the Chevy’s driver. Their eyes meet and lock. A prickle creeps up his skin. The night air on the edge of a lush, warm softness, transforms into a crackling blue haze. He rolls up his window, locks the van, and strolls to the car.

He stops a few feet away from the window and looks into the man’s face. It is kind and giving, and he is glad because kindness —a weakness—will make the killing easier. A man who is angry is difficult because it fuels the hatred in him—an explosive situation.

The man’s features are ordinary: a bit of gray in a black mustache, short hair on the balding head, wire-framed glasses bridging a thin nose. He wears a gold wedding ring on his left hand.

Jack hitches his thumb into his jean pocket and nods.

“Hi,” the man says.

“Nice night.”

“Yes.” The man taps his fingers on the steering wheel.

“Looking for relief?”

The man looks away toward the rest stop and then back. “I know you won’t believe me, but I’ve never done this before.”

A short laugh. “Oh, a virgin to the tearoom.”

The man chuckles nervously. “Yeah, to this. I’ve stopped here enough. I know what goes on.”

A warm breeze curves around him and Jack relaxes for a moment. “Married?”

The man stares at his left hand.

“It’s okay. Pussy not enough for you?”

“Look, maybe this isn’t going to—”

“Come down to the van. It’s private. You’ll have a good time. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

The man sits, silent, staring through the windshield into the dark woods beyond.

“What’s your name?” Jack coaxes. He wants him now and would do almost anything to get him to the van.

“Ron.”

“Ron—I’m Jack,” he says almost sweetly. He avoids a handshake or any contact with the car.

Ron grips the steering wheel and says, “I wouldn’t think someone like you would be interested in someone like me.”

“But I am interested in you. You’re just my type. Guys who are married are stable. Not like your normal queer. I get off on guys who like a quiet evening at home. You know—the romantic type.”

Ron looks at him and Jack can see he has him hooked. He’s as good as dead.

“What the hell. That’s why I’m here.” He rolls up the Chevy’s windows, locks the doors, and walks back to the van with Jack. Ron opens the door and hops into the passenger seat.

Jack climbs into the driver’s seat, then leans across and locks the passenger door—he had already made sure the other doors were locked. He places his right hand on Ron’s leg and runs his fingers up and down the slick fabric of his dress pants. He can see the stiffening bulge in Ron’s crotch. Jack leans closer and in one move pulls the open cuff that’s attached to the seat and clamps it onto Ron’s left wrist. He moves for his gun just as fast.

“Don’t move and don’t say a word,” Jack says. “We’re going for a ride.” He starts the van and pulls out of the lot while holding the gun to Ron’s temple. As soon as he’s on the road, he lowers the gun. “Okay, let’s have some fun.”

Ron is silent, shivering in his seat, but finally manages to ask, “What do you want? You want money? You can have my wallet.”

Jack laughs and the power that fills him when he kills washes over him. “No, I want you. Just like I said. You want to get fucked don’t you? Well, that’s what’s going to happen.”

“Please…don’t do this. My wife and kids will be looking for me.”

“Ron. I don’t want to tell you this again. Shut the fuck up.” Jack slides his hand under the seat, takes out the slapjack and pops it against Ron’s left temple. Ron’s head lolls and then he slumps forward against the dashboard, the cuff cutting into his wrist.

***

Ron wakes from a hazy dream, his head throbbing—like he was underwater, but a dim light filters into his eyes. The air is humid in the back of the van, with a scent of pine, sweat, and the acidic bite of fear. He shakes his head and the fuzz clears a little. He tries to move; the maneuver is useless. His legs and wrists are bound to O rings secured to the van’s bed. He is naked, stomach down on the floor. He whispers a brief, hoarse call for help. No one answers and the silence stings him.

A few minutes later, the van’s rear doors open and Ron strains to look over his shoulder. Gloved hands slide over his buttocks. “Do you like it, Ron? That’s what you want, don’t you? You want to get fucked.”

“Stop. I’ll give you whatever you want—you can have it.”

“I don’t want anything.”

The gloves move up the cleft of his back, toward his shoulders and stop on his neck. They linger too long and Ron shakes them away, but the grip tightens.

“Why would you want to do that? Don’t you want your lover’s touch?”

The hands squeeze and Ron gasps for air, his lungs burning for breath. Then, as quickly as they closed around his windpipe, they open, and he gasps down the sticky air.

Jack’s voice is soft, mockingly erotic. “You want it, don’t you pervert? Faggot. If you want to get fucked—fuck this.” Jack leans over him. The gloved hands are replaced by something that feels like a cool metal rod. It doesn’t take long for Ron to realize that Jack is scraping a gun barrel across his back.

The barrel slides down to the cleft of his buttocks and the cold steel runs up and down like a metal finger between his testicles and rectum. He stifles a scream as the gun pushes against his perineum and then lifts to his anus.

Jack takes excited short breaths.

The barrel cuts into Ron’s rectum, the pistol sight rips the tissue as it jabs his insides.

Ron screams and Jack slams Ron’s head against the van floor. Again. And again.

When he comes to, he is face down on the damp earth, gasping for breath. A fiery pain travels from his head to his toes. His right jaw is shattered. His glasses are gone and one eye is covered by a bloody red film; through the other he sees the dark outline of legs to his right. A booted foot pushes down on the back of his head, crushing his face into the ground. The rocky earth muffles his screams. His bound hands struggle to catch the grip of the gun still inside him.

Strong hands part his legs.

The voice is soothing, gentle. “Thanks, Ron, for the one-night stand.”

The gloved hand pushes against his buttocks.

The gun fires. The bullet rips through him and his world plunges into darkness.

***

New Hampshire State Trooper William Anderson is the first officer to arrive at 9:32 p.m. on July 3rd off Route 119 near Fitzwilliam. He opens the patrol car door and tosses his nearly finished cigarette on the ground. He crushes the butt with his boot and pulls on his jacket. The day, warm and muggy this holiday weekend, has faded and the night brings relief from the heat. The temperature, about 72, is dropping and the wind sharpens off the peaks. Rain would be nice, he thinks. The ground is dry and cracked. So much can go wrong on the Fourth. Rain would keep people indoors, maybe fewer drunk drivers, boating accidents, drownings and hiking mishaps. Protect and serve, my ass. More like babysit and clean up the mess.

He radios headquarters he is on site and soon to be out of the car. He
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