Johnny could not have known that just as Doug told him to calm down, real danger was descending upon him. As Johnny walked back into the house, Larry’s plane landed in Chicago O’Hare Airport. Larry quickly made his way out of business class, carelessly cutting in front of two Senior citizens on wheel chairs. He rushed to the baggage claim area and waited eagerly for the luggage to start flopping down the conveyor belt. He glanced around a couple of times nervously. He had both his hands inside the pockets of his light black windbreaker and he could not stop cracking the knuckles of his thumbs over and over, as he counted the passing seconds. What seemed like an eternity went by before he saw his navy blue duffel bag come out of the chute.  All his attention concentrated on the bag. As it approached him he quickly reached down to grab it and was surprised to feel someone grab his hand at the same time. Larry looked up to see the stern face of a tall, muscular and tanned Philippine man. In a swift move the Marshall reached behind himself, grabbed his handcuffs and slapped them on Larry who stood frozen in shock. Larry’s surprise was such that he was still holding on to his bag with all his strength. The Marshall was not fazed by Larry’s shock. In a serious voice that made it clear that his request was actually a command, he said “Would you come this way, please?”

Larry suddenly came to his senses and dropped the bag was holding. Trying to look innocently confused, he stammered “What, what for? That, that’s not even my bag…”

The Marshall’s face remained as expressionless as a stone. He ignored Larry’s feigned innocence and started automatically reciting: “You have the right to remain silent. Everything that you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you can’t afford one, the court will appoint one for you…” Larry sighted and capitulated. Almost passively he let himself be dragged behind the Marshall and his assistants as they pushed their way through the noisy and curious crowd. At the security checkpoint the Marshalls flashed their badges and were waved through. Larry kept his face down, blushing in shame and rage. 

**

Larry was taken to a holding cell in the airport were all his belongings were searched.  A plain clothed detective entered the cell and began interrogating him. After a few minutes, however, it was clear that the interrogation was not going anywhere. Larry refused to answer any question and kept saying he was innocent, even as all the evidence pointed to his guilt.  The frustrated Detective passed the room and said, “Now, I think we need to through all of this again. We have your bag which was checked in at Dallas, full of pot. About ten pounds, give or take a few ounces. That’s interstate transportation of an illegal drug. You could get seven to fifteen years. Joliet State Prison, you might have heard of it.”
Larry looked at the ceiling in exasperation.  Two hours of interrogation were about to break his resolve.  He sighted loudly and slowly replied “No, I don’t know the prison. But look, I might be willing to make a deal.” 
Cautious, not wanting to look too eager, the Detective did not move from where he was standing but slowly pulled out and lit a cigarette. “Yeah?” he asked taking his first puff, “What are we talking about?”
Larry was now looking intently at the Detective; he felt a cold knot in his stomach as he played his trump card and betrayed his friend. “I know something the police want to find out. About a murder.”
The Detective leisurely blew out the cigarette smoke and answered Larry’s intent stare with his own intense gaze. “Well,” he replied slowly, “just withholding information can make you an accessory…”
Larry jumped in before the Detective could finish. “Listen, if I withhold what I know, the people will walk off scotch-free. Are you willing to deal or not?”
“Well, we can’t…”

Larry slammed his hand on the table “Cut the crap. You can make any deal you want with the Federal Prosecutor and judge. I know how it works. One hand washes the other… I don’t want to do time, not here. I want one year max in a minimum security – Lompoc, Safford, one of the cushy places. I want…”

Now it was the Detective who interrupted Larry with fake laughter, which he used to make himself appear in control. “Before you get too choosy… How do we know what we’re getting?”

Larry knew he had him. “Call the Police Chief in San Angelo. Ask him if they’ve found the hit and run killer…”

**

It was a matter of hours before everything was arranged between the Illinois and Texas authorities. When Ortega and Metcalfe walked into the Station that evening, the Officer in turn at the front desk shouted to Ortega “Hey, Simon, Chief wants to see you right away.”
With his usual seriousness Ortega nodded to Metcalfe and walked directly to the Chief’s office. The door was open but Ortega stopped at the door and knocked. The Chief, a stocky man in his mid 60s, looked up and as he saw Ortega motioned him to a chair. The Chief always looked upset, and this was no exception.  With a furrowed brow he said to Ortega, “We’ve got a break. You know Larry Fishburne?”

“Road contractor?” Ortega replied quickly, he was familiar with all the big families in town.

“Yeah, that is the father. The Junior. He was busted in Chicago. Over ten pounds in dope. He wants to sing on the hit and run. Grab the first flight…We don’t want to miss a note. I told the Feds it was real important.”

Ortega was already on his feet. As he walked to the door, thinking about his next move, he asked “How’d they nail him?”

The Chief was already going back to other papers on his desk “The new dope smelling dogs at the airport. They nailed him picking up his bag.  He’s scared and wants to deal…do you need a ride?” 
Ortega shook his head “O.K. if I have Metcalfe drop me off?”

The Chief suddenly looked down at his desk remembering something. He grabbed an envelope and handed it to Ortega “Here, I’ve already got a ticket and here’s some petty cash. You’ll be booked at the Piedmont, downtown. Bring back some good news, will you? This racial thing on the hit and run isn’t sitting good with the Mayor…”

Ortega just nodded with a thoughtful look. There was no one who wanted to get whoever hit those two boys more than him. 
**

Away from the quickly developing drama, Mindy’s Spring Break was coming to an end. They had spent the last morning packing all their things up, and loading them into the Corvette.  Everyone except Mindy had said good bye to Delbert and they were all ready to go.  Doug and Nancy sat in the front seat of the Corvette smiling as Mindy gave Delbert one last hug.  Johnny, on the other hand, slouched in the back seat, like a little boy having a tantrum.
Delbert kissed Mindy’s forehead and then turned to the car “It was great to have you all. Don’t be strangers. Come back and visit.”

Johnny mockingly snorted as Delbert waved them off and sarcastically replied under his breath “Yeah, we love it in Hicksville.”

Nancy turned to look at Johnny with a look of disgust and annoyance on her face. Trying to keep her voice low so that Delbert wouldn’t hear, her she hissed at Johnny, “How can you be so ungrateful… really, Johnny…”

Doug tried to cover up for Johnny by turning and waving out the window with a large, warm smile “Adios, Delbert. Thanks for all the great barbeque!”

For almost an hour they drove in silence as the evening settled on the Texan highways.  The red Corvette sped along like a flame, almost gliding on the pavement. Doug felt in such control of the car that he swerved and passed other cars in the most dangerous ways, always trusting the machine to respond to his split-second reactions.  Right before coming to a blind-corner he sped past a monstrous semi-truck at twice the legal speed. Infuriated the semi honked its tremendous horn.  Johnny simply smiled and gave the driver the finger as he was left far behind. A few miles down the road they passed a different truck, this one full of farm workers. The tired men looked at the glistening red devil as it whizzed past them, leaving only a trail of hot air behind it. They soon came to a small hick town where the road was much smaller. For once Doug slowed down a bit. A sign on their right read ‘SAN ANTONIO – 35 MILES.’

Reading the sign Nancy turned to Doug with a dreamy look and asked, “What’s the first thing you’re gonna do when you get back, Doug?”

“Call my office and see if I still have a job.”

Nancy and Mindy laughed at Doug’s joke, and even Johnny smiled as he imagined his friend phoning the office in fear. Johnny’s thoughts soon turned to something else, which widened his smile far more. As if talking to himself he said, “I’m gonna unload the rest of my weed and buy a Porsche.”
**

Ortega did not waste any time getting to Chicago.  As soon as he landed he took a cab to the Police Department. His cowboy boots stood out slightly as he walked into the Department and asked the clerk at the reception desk for the Interrogation Room. Barely looking up to check Ortega’s badge, the Clerk pointed up the stairs. Thanking the man politely, Ortega headed up the stairs and then down a long hallway. At the end of it a glass door was marked ‘Interrogation Room’. He opened the door without knocking. Sitting in a plain oak chair was Larry Fishburne Jr., with two officers standing by.
Ortega immediately took control of the situation. He walked up to Larry and extended his hand. “Larry, pleased to meet you.”

One of the officers, Sargeant McCarthy, an Irish-American Officer who had been in the force for over twenty years, seemed a bit taken aback by Ortega’s forceful attitude. He nodded his greeting to Ortega while sizing him up.  The other officer, a thin and tall, and much younger, Polish-American man, quickly approached Ortega to greet him.  Ortega turned to him and shook his hand “Simon Ortega.”

“Michael Poilaski, Sir.”

The older officer gave in and walked toward Ortega as well. “Brian McCarthy. Nice to meet you Detective Ortega. Are you familiar with our suspect?”

Ortega turned to look at Larry intently. He quietly nodded and replied “I knew his older brother. They built half of the highways in Texas.”

Larry smiled, feeling the power of having someone in the room who knew how important and influential his family was. “Been a while, huh?” He asked Ortega. 

Ortega ignored Larry’s attempt at friendliness. In a cold, professional voice he told him “Look, before I came over, I talked with the Feds who made the collar. You barely had enough marijuana for them to bother with. So if we make a deal, the charges will be knocked down to a misdemeanor and we’ll transfer the jurisdiction to San Angelo. You can bond out while waiting for trial. In fact, you can fly back with me. Handcuffed, of course. You’d better have the goods. I’ve just flown five hours. It’s 3a.m., and I’d rather be in bed.”
Larry’s voice changed, he took on a cold, business demeanor and answered “Look, as far as I can gather, the hit and run was on Route 327, right by the old Phillips 66 station, wasn’t it?”

Ortega did not blink. “Yeah, why? Were you there?”

Larry’s nerves suddenly failed him. He knew he was betraying friends. Nervously he continued, “No, damn it. I wasn’t there. But I know who probably was. At least, I have a good suspicion.”

Ortega did not seem convinced. “How do you know if you weren’t there?”

Larry tried to act confident and calm again. He took a long puff of the cigarette he was holding, as though he might never have another, and then, slowly, blew a smoke ring. He looked at Ortega knowingly and confessed “It was my drop site, man…”
Ortega interrupted, “So you were there…”

Larry jumped back in, afraid to be blamed for all of it, “No, listen, the people who were supposed to drop my dope there after I paid for it called me before 9p.m. and said something had come up. That they couldn’t drop if off there…” he paused, watching Ortega’s reaction. 

Ortega’s face did not give away anything. After waiting a couple of seconds he calmly asked, “Yeah? Well, who are they?”

Larry became very nervous again. He stretched forward toward Ortega and almost begged with his eyes as he looked for a promise “Listen, man… we’re… I mean, this is for sure, that we’re going back? Next flight…”

Ortega reached into his coat pocket and quietly placed two plane tickets in front of Larry, “Good as gold.”

Larry took a deep breath. He looked at the floor for a second and then quickly looked at Ortega again. He rushed to get the words out of his mouth before he would loose his nerve. “You know Duke Jones? It was his daughter, Mindy. Her and one of her doper friends. That’s who I scored from.”

Ortega’s face remained motionless but his voice betrayed the anger he felt. “Shit. His company employs half the people in town. Did you see her friend’s car?”

Larry closed his eyes. “Yeah, a red Vette…”

Ortega quietly began to pace the room. He stopped and approached Larry. Looking straight into his eyes he asked, “You’d be willing to testify in court that they were going to make a drop there?”

Larry felt ill. He didn’t realize it but he was disgusted by his own weakness – he was betraying a friend to avoid trouble. He nodded, it was too late to go back. “Yes, no problem.”
Ortega stood up and addressed the officers. “You can tell your office we’re going back to San Angelo.
Larry felt a wave of relief wash over him. His sense of liberation was tainted, however, by the cold sweat of guilt he felt drench his soul.

**

Larry’s guilt lasted far less than the new feeling of freedom, however. As soon as the plane lifted from Chicago Ortega dozed off in his seat.  A few minutes later the stewardess made her first round, offering passengers some coffee.  A tall brunette with a smile that could have been part of a toothpaste commercial, she approached Larry kindly and started to ask “Would you like cream…” as she did this, however, Larry lifted up his handcuffed hands from under the blanked. The brunette’s smile faded in surprise. She quickly composed herself, however, and plastering her professional smile back on, continued her question “…in your coffee?”

Larry watched the stewardess’ large green eyes following his handcuffed hands. With a seedy smile he said “I know what you’re thinking. You wished you had a pair of these last night…”
The stewardess did not miss a beat. Pouring milk into Larry’s coffee she quickly and in a matter-of-fact tone answered, “Yeah, I would have left the jerk handcuffed to the bed.”

Ignoring Larry she turned to Ortega and asked “How about you, sir? Would you like some coffee?”

Ortega was still partially asleep. He had barely caught the end of the exchange between Larry and the stewardess. He yawned and replied, “No, no thanks. This guy giving you a hard time?”
The stewardess simply smiled. “No, not at all… Well you two, enjoy the rest of your trip.”

Ortega noticed that Larry’s eyes followed the stewardess as she walked away. He was completely shameless. Shacking his head he said “You think this whole thing is fun and games, don’t you… because you’re gonna walk.”
Larry turned back unconcerned. Shrugging his shoulders he said “No man, I lost about fifty thousand dollars. I’ve ratted on an old high school friend. Family friend. I don’t think it’s too much fun.” Larry’s face had changed. He suddenly looked much older. He took a sip of his coffee in silence, having to use both of his handcuffed hands. Putting down his cup again he turned to Ortega. “Let me ask you one thing. What’s gonna happen to her? I mean if you can prove it was her…”
Ortega did not seem troubled. He closed his eyes again as he answered Larry “She’ll stand trial, vehicular manslaughter. Hit and run. She’ll do some time in some state prison. Her dad will probably try to buy somebody off. Who knows, could be a million scenarios. All I know is that they wanted me to solve the case. It’s my butt that’s been in a sling.”

Ortega quickly drifted off to sleep. Larry tried, but every time he closed his eyes Mindy’s smiling face would appear before him. He spent the night trying to put everything behind him, to think of something else, to sleep for a few minutes…and he failed miserably at all of these…

**

Minutes after Larry’s plane landed in Texas, Johnny was getting out of bed. He also felt trapped by webs of guilt and worry, but he had found a quick solution to deal with all of this.  He got up slowly, trying not to wake up Mindy, who was rolled up in the bed’s white sheets. Wearing only his boxers, Johnny walked over to Mindy’s dresser and grabbed the bong. He prepared it and turned on Metallica as he took a deep hit. Mindy stirred in the bed. She opened one eye lazily and pushed some of her hair out of her face. Seeing her stir, Johnny walked over to the bed and offered Mindy the bong.
Mindy shook her head, still half-sleep, “You’re at it already?”

Johnny kissed Mindy’s arm and neck, “Yeah, I thought you might start your day out right…”

Mindy pushed away Johnny and the bong and tried to sit up in bed while covering herself up with the sheet. “Stoned…no thanks, Johnny. I’ll just start mine with some morning coffee. I heard the phone ring earlier… do you know who it was?”
Johnny put the bong down by the bed, “Yeah, it was your dad. I told him you were sleeping. It sounded like he was calling long distance.” He walked over to the desk and grabbed a piece of paper, “Here, I wrote down the number. He didn’t want to give me any sort of a message. I’m gonna hop in the shower. Call him.” He reached down and kissed Mindy’s mouth slowly, running his hands softly up and down the sides of her figure. With a smile he headed to the shower. 

Johnny took his time, letting the hot water slide down his body and enjoying the lather that built up on his hair.  He turned the tap off and heard Mindy still talking to her dad. Her voice sounded desperate and tearful. Johnny stood still and listened.

“How did they find out?... I wanted to stop and call…”

He quickly grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist. He walked out and found Mindy’s face covered in tears as she listened on the phone. He walked toward her and forcefully asked, “What’s up? Found out what…” Mindy did not answer; she seemed to be in shock again. Johnny reached down and yanked the phone from her hand. He heard Mindy’s father on the other side. Without waiting, he started speaking “Listen, Mr. Jones… it wasn’t our fault! The street was dark and the kids just about drove into the car…”

Mindy was on her feet and angrily grabbed the phone back from Johnny, “Sorry, Dad… what should we do? Turn ourselves in?”

Johnny looked completely disgusted. He shook his head at Mindy as though she was crazy. He rushed to the bed and threw his t-shirt on saying “I’m outta here…” He barely finished dressing before he walked out of the room. Several girls looked at Johnny and giggled as he walked down the hallway, drying his hair with one hand and holding his boots with the other. Without glancing back he walked out and headed to a Blue Chevy Nova parked by the house. 
He peeled out of the parking lot and drove as fast as he could. He only had one thing in his mind. He had to get to Doug and find out what to do. Twenty minutes later he rushed into the Law Office where Doug worked. His dripping wet hair and unkempt outfit made him look very out of place in the upscale law-firm. The receptionist’s eyes widened when he walked in but Johnny did not notice. He simply walked up to the desk and demanded “I’m here to see Doug Thomas.”

With her best professional voice the receptionist answered coldly “I’m sorry, but he’s in conference.”

Before she could finish her sentence, however, Johnny was already walking past her to the meeting section in the office. She stood up and hurried after him, “I’m sorry, you just can’t go…”

Johnny slammed the door behind him and walked to Doug’s office. Doug’s office was very classy, with dark wooden furniture and throw rugs in rich, warm colors. A series of wall lamps provided the room with clean light, and a lush green garden, which could be glimpsed through the window, gave everything a feeling of freshness. 
Doug’s secretary looked up in shock as Johnny rushed in. Not even aware that he was interrupting something Johnny started “Doug! I’m sorry to barge in on you like this…”

The pretty blonde sitting in front of Doug’s desk looked terribly surprised. She quickly stood up, closing the notepad she was holding, and politely said to Doug “Will that be all, Mr. Thomas?”

Doug was pale with anger. He tried to appear calm as he turned to the Secretary and very professionally said “Yes, Tanya.  We’ll get back to it in a few moments.” As soon as she had left the room, however, Doug banged his hand on his desk and furiously said “Are you out of your mind? Barging into my office like that?”

Johnny’s expression of panic and stress did not change. He was pacing the office frantically as he answered “I’m in deep shit and you might be to.”

Doug grabbed a cup of coffee sitting on his desk and took a large gulp, trying to calm his nerves “What? You got busted? Sold to a narc? What…?”

Johnny did not stop pacing. His hand were grabbing and pulling his hair to the back of his head. “Worse. Remember when you and Nancy went up in the balloon and we traded cars?”

“Yeah?”

Johnny finally turned and looked at Doug. His eyes were sunken in and surrounded by a dark ring. He looked almost mad. “Well, the thing is, we hit those Mexican kids on the news. It was with your car.”

Doug simply looked down at his desk for a second and let out a loud breath. Looking at Johnny with the cold face of a lawyer trying to figure out his next move he said “But there’s no damage to my car.”

Johnny started pacing again. He walked to the window and looked over the grass, the peaceful scene of sunlight playing among the different leaves, creating a pattern of shadows that changed every time the wind blew. He answered Doug without looking at him “We tore the bra. We fixed it before you could tell. Believe me, it’s only a small scratch but we did it.”

Doug started tapping his fingers on the rich dark wood of his desk, trying to make his heart stop racing, trying to feel in control of the situation.  “If it was just an accident Johnny, why didn’t you just phone it in…”

Johnny hit the wall with his fist before Doug could finish his sentence. He paced even more furiously and pulled his hair back with both hands, as though he wanted to rip it out in desperation. “The trunk was loaded with weed.  We were making a drop off. What if they would have looked through the trunk? We went right to the phone and called it in, but…”

Doug closed his eyes and started massaging his temples. He could finish the story for Johnny “Yeah, the kid died anyway.  Hit and run, vehicular manslaughter.  Who was driving, you or Mindy?”

“She was…”

Doug stood up and started treating the whole event with the cold mind of one who been through many trials and knows the best way to hide the guilty. “Wonder how they found out…”

“Her old man called. Someone must have called their house today for Mindy.”

Doug did not show any concern for Mindy or the boys’ family, he simply stated “Johnny, you are an accessory to murder. You’d better hit the road.”

Johnny nodded in silence. He stood before Doug’s desk, “But, what about you…”

Doug shook his head. “I’ve got my alibi. Up in the balloon.”

“Look, unless Mindy talks, nobody can do anything to me. That Latino kid, Hector, the friend of my dealer Dwight, he does paint body work. How about if I lay low of the South side and have the Vette repainted?”
Doug looked confused, “You want to repaint my car?”
Johnny quickly explained. “Yeah, then they’ll never be able to link it to the hit and run. Otherwise…”

Doug nodded. He almost sighted with relief. He understood everything. This was their best bet. “Yeah, otherwise they impound it. And it’ll disappear at some policy property auction.” He reached into his pocket and took out the keys to the Red Corvette. For just a second he looked at them as if saying goodbye to the car, and then quickly stretched his hand out to Johnny.  As Johnny grabbed the keys Doug said, “Look, if you call me don’t use your real name. Who knows? They could tap my phone.”

Johnny smiled. He was less nervous now. With the Corvette painted they would never be able to prove anything. And part of him liked to feel like a fugitive, to be above the law. “Don’t worry”, he replied to Doug, “I’ll be Cody.”

Doug sat back down, exhausted. “Yeah, you’re a really Wild Bill Cody and I’m Wyatt Earp. My advice to you is to sit on the rest of your weed. You start dealing now with this heat, you’re crazy…”

Johnny dropped his keys on Doug’s desk and started to walk out, as suddenly as he had come in.  As he walked out the door he said. “Take care of my car too. Look if it’s any consolation, sorry I got you into this.”
Doug just shook his head. Johnny walked out and closed the door. For a long time Doug just sat there, not really thinking. He had been friends with Johnny for a long time, but each time it was worse. He wondered what the future laid in store.

**

Before Mindy had finished talking to her dad there was a knock on the door.  Startled Mindy hung up without saying goodbye and went to open the door. She was speechless when she found the Head of the Campus Police, Officer Green, accompanied by a tall city policeman standing outside her door. For a second she just stood there, with her mouth gaping open, starting at them. Then she reacted and asked how she could help them.  Officer Green quietly asked Mindy to accompany them. “Mindy take five minutes, have a shower and we will be waiting here for you.” He closed the door in front of Mindy.  She tried to shake her head, to pretend it was not happening but there was no point. Like a zombie she took a quick shower and pulled on a pair of simple jeans, sandals, and a baby-blue t-shirt. She pulled her hair back and did not even think about make-up. Opening her door again she found the two men quietly waiting. Without saying a word she stepped outside of her room. The tall officer started walking and Officer Green gestured for Mindy to follow. He walked behind her. 

The three of them walked to the Office of the Campus Police. When they entered the building Officer Green stayed at the front desk and asked Mindy to continue to follow the other officer.  The policeman escorted her to a cold, grey examination room with a table and three chairs.  He opened the door for Mindy to walk through and then closed it behind her.  Mindy stood frozen.  Seconds later a pleasant female officer walked in. She was about Mindy’s height but much heavier, with dark hair tied into a low ponytail. She told Mindy she was Officer Suarez and that she would be with her until the Detective in charge of the case arrived. They both sat down in silence.  Mindy nervously played with the only silver ring she wore, a silver dolphin on the middle finger of her right hand.  In a timid voice she turned to Officer Suarez and asked, “Ma’am, would you mind if I phoned an attorney?”

Officer Suarez answered kindly but forcefully, leaving no room for doubt. “I’m sorry but my instructions were to have you wait until the officer from San Angelo gets here. You’re not under arrest. You’re just being held for questioning.”

Mindy nodded. She lowered her eyes to the ring. Just then the door opened and Simon Ortega walked in, serious and confident as always. Mindy looked up and her mouth instinctively opened in surprise. Before she could stop herself she said “I’ve met you…”
Ortega extended his hand towards Mindy who shook it automatically, without thinking, “Yes, I’m Detective Ortega, San Angelo Police Department. We met at the funeral for Pepe Santuro.”

Mindy tried her hardest to look surprised. Opening her eyes as if in shock she exclaimed, “Is that what this is about?”

Ortega ignored Mindy’s act and walked over to a chair. In a strong, professional voice he said “Ms. Jones, I know you are in college, but please don’t play childish games with me. We are talking about a child’s life that was snuffed out, before he even had a change to live. It’s hardly fair, is it?”

Mindy’s face flushed red against her will. She tried to look straight into Ortega’s eyes. “No, it’s not fair. But why are you asking me about it?”

Ortega continued to speak almost as though he had not heard Mindy’s complaints. “We have a witness that says you were driving a red Corvette and had reason to be in that area on the night Pepe Santuro and Manuel Garcia were knocked off their bicycle. We double checked with Delbert at the ranch and he said you came to the ranch in a red Corvette belonging to a friend.”
Mindy’s heart was beating faster and faster. She knew her face has bright red and she could not calm herself no matter how much she concentrated on taking deep breaths. She could feel a slight tremor in her hands but tried with all her will to sound calm as she said “Now look, Detective, I’m not saying anymore until I get the chance to meet with an attorney.”

Ortega stood up and started walking to the door. He suddenly turned around and said “You are not under arrest or being charged with any crime, Ms. Jones.”

Mindy nodded her head and in a far more timid voice asked, “Is hit and run a crime?”

Ortega nodded before answering, with a look of deep concern “Yes, it is a very serious crime.”

Mindy’s eyes filled with tears. “And…” she started but a knock on the door stopped her.  A female Officer stuck her head in and said “Excuse me. There is a Mr. Raphael to see Ms. Jones. He claims to be her attorney.”

Mindy blinked her tears back and put on a confident voice again. She quickly said “Mr. Ortega I would like a moment to confer with my attorney, whom obviously my father has hired for me. He will advise me which questions to answer.”
The female officer by the door gestured to someone outside and a tall, strapping man walked in. He had light brown hair combed back into a short ponytail and was wearing an obviously expensive white silk shirt with an elegant crimson tie. He laid his leather folder and Panama hat on the table and with a loud voice and exaggerated gesture extended his hand to Mindy and said “Ms. Jones, I’ve been retained by your father to help you with any questions the police might have…” He turned to Ortega and almost looking down at him asked, “Excuse me, Officer…?”
Ortega shook his hand but looked annoyed. “Detective Ortega, San Angelo Police Department.”

“Well, Mr. Ortega, would you mind if I had a few words with Ms. Jones?”

Ortega did not answer but simply left the room looking obviously angry.  Lonnie Raphael walked over to Mindy and placed his hands on the young woman’s shoulders.  Mindy’s shoulders shook more and more as she let the tears and fear she had been trying to hold back come out.  The fear and guilt overcame her. Lonnie waited for a few minutes in silence and then quietly asked “What questions did you answer? Have you confessed to anything?”

Mindy tried to wipe her face dry as she asked, sounding like a hurt little girl “When did my father call you?”

Lonnie pulled a chair next to Mindy and sat down “He called a while ago. He said you were in a hit and run. Now tell me. Everything you tell me is privileged information. Don’t be upset. Police always try to get a suspect to confess. It saves them the time of proving their case. I can’t say I blame them, except in this country you’re supposed to be innocent until proven guilty. You are protected by the Fifth Amendment from testifying against yourself.”
Mindy nodded. She thought back to the night of the accident, getting ready to tell her lawyer about it, but once again she was overcome by pain. She could not stop the tears as she blurted out “I didn’t even see the boys on the bicycle. It was really dark and they didn’t have reflective clothes or a light on. All of a sudden we hit something. We stopped the car… I could tell both of them were hurt…”

Lonnie nodded and looked at Mindy tenderly as he wrote all this down on his notes. He took out a handkerchief from his pocket and softly handed it to Mindy. “Here. Try to get a hold of yourself.  Were you by yourself? Who’s we?”

Mindy took a couple of deep breaths and looked up at the ceiling trying to calm herself enough so that she could speak. Johnny’s terrifying face as he walked out of her room that morning came to her mind. “Johnny Robbins, my boyfriend. He was with me. He was dropping off some marijuana to Larry Fishburne. Larry named the drop off site. That’s why we didn’t stick around.”

Lonnie nodded, not showing any emotion. “What happened after you hit them? Did you administer first aid?”

Mindy shook her head. “I don’t think we could have even if we knew how. We were both stoned. Johnny took the car keys, drove to a pay phone and made the call.”

“So you were not the one that was driving when you left the accident?”

“No.”

Lonnie wrote something down in silence and then asked Mindy “Where is Johnny now?”

Mindy’s eyes filled with fresh tears. “He knew something was up when my father called. I’m sure he’s split. I know he wouldn’t stick around to get busted.”

Lonnie expressively opened his hands to coax Mindy into giving him more information. He was a bear of a man, terrible when aggressive but rather warm as he quietly tried to help Mindy. In a soft voice he asked, “Any ideas?”

Mindy sighted. She looked so small and hurt as she sat in the chair. Her face was red and blotchy from hours of crying and her eyes were getting swollen. She just wanted to close her eyes and die…to disappear, to sleep forever… How could she have ended up here? It was all so wrong. She was covered in tears and sweat, and yet felt so cold and alone. She took a deep breath and her gaze fell on Lonnie’s shoes. For a minute she just sat there looking at the leather, unable to think, to feel, to speak. She looked up and saw that Lonnie was still waiting for an answer. “No, I don’t know. But Doug Thomas owned the car. Maybe he knows.”  She suddenly became enraged at what had happened, at being there by herself, when all she had wanted to do was please Johnny. She started speaking to Lonnie in a desperate voice, her face turning dark purple, her heart beating faster and faster. “Look Mr. Raphael, I did it. I’ve felt horrible ever since. I can’t sleep. When I do I see the boy in his coffin. I can feel him looking at me. You don’t understand. I knew his dad. I… I belong in prison. I did it.”

Lonnie softly put his hand on Mindy’s shoulder. She sobbed like a broken doll under the weight of his warm hand. If she could only go back. Go back to the warm security of her father’s embrace. But her father was not there. He never was.
Lonnie let Mindy cry herself to silence before he replied. In a sad voice he answered, “Look, it’s a tragic thing. But don’t make the same tragic mistake by throwing your life away as well. There are some mitigating circumstances. You technically didn’t drive away from the scene. Someone else took the keys from you. I’ve been able to ascertain that this Larry Fishburne fellow is the one who dropped the dime on you. He was busted on a drug run and made himself a cozy little deal…”
Mindy’s eyes opened with horror as she realized who had betrayed her. Lonnie continued “But Mindy, if you go on confessing to this… think of your future, your family...I don’t want you to answer any more questions until I have had a chance to look at the case and talk with Johnny Robbins, OK? Can you hold this in just a little while longer? I’m the first person outside of your father you told, right?”
Mindy let out a soft cry.  “Yes. I… I almost told his folks at the funeral. I wanted so much to say I was sorry… I feel like such a hypocrite.”

Lonnie patted Mindy’s shoulder softly, like a father giving courage to his little girl. “Well, I don’t want you speaking about it to anyone. Understand?”

Mindy nodded and finished drying her face with the handkerchief, which had a soft manly smell. Lonnie picked up his things and quietly walked out of the room. Ortega was standing only a few feet from the door, looking out of a window that faced the center of campus.  His eyes looked glassy from lack of sleep and his vision seemed lost among the soft green and yellow bushes that surrounded the buildings. Lonnie walked up to him and forcefully stated “Detective, my client is not going to have anything further to say at this time. So unless you have enough to charge her with some type of crime, I’m going to inform the campus police that she should be released now.”
Ortega’s calm face suddenly changed.  His eyes narrowed and acquired a dark shine as he turned to confront Lonnie. Both men were about the same height and while Lonnie was bigger, Ortega was obviously fitter and stronger. They stood almost nose to nose as Ortega said in a deep, angry voice “You can pull your slick talking lawyer hype, but I know the girl did it. I’m going to find all the evidence and book her. Money ain’t going to hide her on this one. You think you can just kill, leave our bodies on the street and not pay anything? No amigo, it’s not how it works. She’s going down.”

Lonnie was not intimidated by Ortega. He started back at the man’s dark glimmering eyes and answered in an equally strong and passionate voice. “Save your speeches for the jury, Detective. She’s going home.” Without giving Ortega time to reply, Lonnie walked past him to find Officer Green and ask him to release Mindy.

**

Johnny did not loose a second after he spoke to Doug. As he drove the Corvette out of the law firm’s parking lot he phoned Dwight and simply said “There’s an issue. I need to see you now. Will be in your house in 10 minutes.” He hung up without letting Dwight answer.  Careful to avoid attracting any attention to himself, he drove to Dwight’s middle-class neighborhood. The red corvette glided past several cookie cutter houses, one after the next with a nice little garden in the front, a two car garage, and freshly painted white and terracotta walls. He stopped in front of one of these houses, distinctive only because it had a small orange tree planted in the middle of the yard, and honked twice. Almost instantaneously the door opened and Dwight bounded out. He ran to the car and hopped in. He slammed the door shut and looked around the car, nodding approvingly, as though he was observing a fine piece of art. He whistled softly and said “Impressed. Yes. Bad ride. Where’d you score this?”
Johnny had no time for niceties or friendly conversations. He simply nodded and answered matter-of-factly “My lawyer, Doug.” His eyes were intense and his muscles tense. His lips were slightly contracted, like a dog when he feels trapped and is ready to attack, to taste blood, in order to regain its freedom. He pulled the car out to the main road and in a lifeless voice which made it clear that this was all deathly serious he said “Look Dwight, you said your cousin was in the body shop business. I need a favor…”
For once Dwight actually looked awake. He could tell something was wrong by the way Johnny was clutching the stick shift as thought he was about to rip it off. He had a sense Johnny could be a dangerous guy if he was upset. Trying to calm him down he said “What? Name it, man. No problem.”

Johnny went on. “I need to get this car painted. I mean, like now.”

Dwight understood. “What happened?”

Johnny would not be pushed into saying anything. He kept his eyes straight on the road, like an animal feeling chased as he answered, “Just a few problems… can he do it or not?”

“Sure, why not? You got any more stash?”
Johnny suspiciously looked at Dwight out of the corner of his eye. “Yeah… why?”

“Well, just give him a few pounds and he’ll do you a righteous pain job. Come on, I know where he’s at.” 

Johnny nodded and pulled to a stop as they approached a red light. A few seconds later a cop car pulled up next to him. Johnny did not think, he simply reacted as soon as he saw the uniform. He slammed the accelerator down, making the tires spin madly, and fired out taking a sharp left turn, barely avoiding a green minivan. Dwight’s eyes almost popped out of his head. He instinctively reached up to his head to pull his baseball cap further down in a nervous gesture. As soon as they passed the minivan he turned to Johnny and yelled “You nuts?”
Johnny glanced through the rearview mirror and saw the police car turn on its lights to follow them. He cursed under his breath and hunched over to feel more in control of the car. His eyes narrowed and his muscles tensed. Sweat started to pour down his back and forehead and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. Almost talking to himself he said “We’re holding on and we’re hot. Hold on.”

Dwight pushed himself into the seat as Johnny changed gears. He took a sharp right corner like a pro. The sparkling red car followed his directions like a purring machine. Every inch was smooth and powerful. They sped down a gravel alleyway at over fifty miles an hour. 

The cop tried to follow while calling in for reinforcements. “This is Officer Sanders. We’ve got a two eleven on Coolaga by Second Avenue. Requesting assistance.”

The Corvette was gaining on the car. The white and black Ford could hardly be as responsive and precise to the will of its driver as the Corvette. The red devil whizzed past a row of garbage cans, only an inch away from them. The police car attempted to follow but just nicked the corner of one of the last cans, which pushed against the rest, forcing the last one to fly straight into the air. It landed right on the Ford’s windshield, shattering it into a million sparkling glass daggers. The car came to a sudden stop and people rushed out of the neighboring houses and stores to help the policeman. Officer Sanders climbed out of his car slowly, using only one hand. His face was completely covered in blood and he was holding on to his eyes with his left hand, screaming in desperate agony. 
By the time backups arrived, the red Corvette had disappeared. All it had left behind was a trail of broken glass and blood. 
**
The news was covered that evening. With a shot of the Officer’s blood stained driver’s seat in the background, the newscaster started, “An APB has been issued for a red Corvette responsible for an accident that injured Officer Ruben Sanders earlier today. We’ll go live from St. Teresa Hospital with Lucy Alvarez.

The camera switched to a young pretty woman dressed in a navy blue business suit, standing outside the ER entrance. Serious and concerned she took over. “Thanks, Dave. Police Officer Ruben Sanders is still in surgery. Earlier today he was injured while chasing a red Corvette down a back alley by Coolaga and Second Avenue. Doctors are hopeful of saving his eyesight. His eyes were badly lacerated when a garbage can crashed down on his windshield.”
The newscaster nodded as the camera went back to the studio. “State officials are also looking for a red Corvette that could have been involved in the hit and run of Pepe Santuro earlier this week in San Angelo…”

**
The red Corvette lay still that night in Hector’s body shop. Hector was carefully tapping and spot priming the car when the door to the shop opened and three men in their early twenties walked in. 

Manny was the first to see the car and he whistled, moving his head back and forth, as thought he was appraising a fine female. “Nice car brother. What color are you going to paint it, man?”

Hector cut off the last piece of tape and proudly tapped the car. “Hey, hermanos, you are just in time to help me pick. It is a custom paint job. I can do what I like.”

Juan approached the car slowly. He was a very thin man, with short combed back hair and dark, somber eyes. He was wearing a basketball jersey that showed of his arms: they were covered by a web of thick veins, which jutted out of his skin green and blue. Over all these veins ran tattoos, covering every inch of skin. On his right shoulder he had a jack in the box with a skull coming out of the surprise box. On his left forearm he had the Virgin of Guadalupe. On one triceps he had an old style Cadillac, with a beautiful dark woman, covered only by her dark hair, laying beneath it. He touched the car softly, as if envisioning what it should look like, and said “Why don’t you do the base coat in black and let me do some airbrush work?”

Hector contemplated the suggestion for a second, imagining the car turned into a speeding ray of black light. A smile spread across his lips as he shrugged and nodded his head in agreement “Not bad. Yeah, O.K.”

**
Once he had a lead Ortega started to move with lightning speed in his desire to solve the case and revenge the murdered boy. As soon as he finished speaking with Mindy he tracked down Doug and rushed to the law firm where he worked. 
Doug tried his best to appear calm and collaborative when Ortega showed up. He repeatedly stated that he knew nothing of the accident, as he had been floating in the clouds on a hot-air balloon with three other people all afternoon on the day it happened. Ortega simply nodded and asked Doug to come with him to the police station, where everything could be sorted out. A bit pale, but still trying to appear confident and helpful, Doug agreed. 
Once in the Police Station, however, Doug’s apparently carefree and optimistic demeanor began to change. Ortega pounded him with one question after the next, relentlessly, waiting for a contradiction to nail him. Doug loosened his tie and started looking tired as he tried to keep up with Ortega’s techniques.  Walking around Doug as he sat at an old water-green metal table, Ortega repeated the same question for the fourth time: “We know the red Corvette was licensed to you. I just want to know where it is.”

Doug sighted loudly and answered, with an edge of anger to his voice. “Are you hard of hearing? I don’t know where it is.”

Ortega chuckled softly. He came up next to Doug and with a mocking smile looked down on him. “So, you are telling me that you don’t know where your thirty thousand dollar red Corvette is? When were you going to report it missing?”

Doug ran his hands through his hair in utter desperation. As he lifted his arms to do so, two fresh sweat stains in his armpits were displayed.  Ortega noted that Doug was stressed, sweating, and tired.  

With his hands still on his head Doug answered, “Look, when I went to use it for lunch, it wasn’t there. I was going to call Johnny and see if maybe he had borrowed it.”
Ortega was loosing his patience. He stood looking at Doug with clear hatred in his eyes. He bent down so that Doug could see the large, titillating vein on his forehead as he said, “I know you are an attorney, but if I find out you’re making up this story and I can prove it, I’m going to have you booked as an accessory to murder.” He stopped and pulled out a cigarette box from his shirt pocket. Snuffing a cigarette he started to walk out of the room saying “Get my drift, counselor? You’re a disgrace to your profession…”
**
A few minutes after Ortega walked out another officer popped his head in to tell Doug that for the moment he could leave. Doug cracked his fingers to relieve pent-up stress, quickly grabbed his jacket and walked out. He suddenly stopped, however, frozen in his tracks as though he had seen a vision of death. Walking toward him in the same hallway was Mindy, with swollen eyes and her hands behind her in handcuffs. “Mindy…” Doug whispered, with a look of surprise and shock in his face. 
Mindy looked up and immediately broke into tears again. “I had to tell them…” was all she could mumble.

Doug looked disappointed rather than angry “Why? They couldn’t prove anything…”

The officer leading Mindy stepped in between the two and held a strong hand in front of Doug, to stop him from approaching any closer. “Excuse me” she said with a strong street-attitude “You her attorney? We can’t have you just talking to the inmates in the hallway. What do you think, that this is some kind of party?”

Doug shook his head impatiently. He quickly reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a card. “Look, yes, I’m an attorney. Now would you mind if I have a minute with my client?”

The officer look at the card and then at Doug with a suspicious face. But she could not ignore the card. She moved her mouth in a gesture of unwilling agreement. She put the card in her pocket and nodded for Doug to approach Mindy, while she stepped a few feet away. With a suspicious demeanor she said “Fine, but just for a minute.”

Doug rushed to Mindy and pulled her to the side of the hallway. In a low, almost desperate voice, he asked, “Why?”

Mindy looked down and clear tears, like cleansing rain, fell from her eyes straight unto the tile floor. Neither she, nor Doug, noticed the tiny crystalline droplets hitting the bluish-grey tiles and reflecting the strip lighting of the hallway. She swallowed hard to find her voice and in a flurry of words answered “I couldn’t sleep after I knew that boy died. Maybe if we hadn’t just left them there lying in the dirt... I had to confess. My lawyer quit when I did. He said he couldn’t represent anybody who wouldn’t take his advice.”
Doug’s right hand went automatically to his forehead to try to rub away the tremendous tension he felt descending on him. In seconds he seemed to have aged ten years. He looked at Mindy with a pained expression. “Can’t you get out on bail?”

Mindy tried to wipe her face on her shoulder. She looked up at Doug with a pained expression, like she had just been asked to cut off her own hand. “Ten thousand dollars… My dad’s gonna be pissed…”
Doug ignored her response. He was speaking rapidly trying to think on his feet for a way to end all of this. He knew that he would probably not have another opportunity to speak to Mindy and that it was only a matter of hours before they tracked down Johnny. He ran his hand through his hair again, wiping back the sweat that covered his forehead. Looking intently into Mindy’s tear-covered eyes, with a powerful stare that seemed to convey fire and lighting, he said in a deep, urgent voice, “Listen, I know what happened. Johnny told me. He drove off. Only I can’t testify against him. He told me in confidence. It’s unethical and illegal to break the confidence.”

Before he could continue the female officer who had been leading Mindy seemed to loose her patience. She had been leaning against the wall a few feet away, glancing at her watch every couple of minutes. Now she cleared her throat loudly and with decisive steps approached Mindy and Doug. She did not give Doug a chance to complain or say anything. In a curt and bullish manner she grabbed Mindy by the cuffs as she approached her and, without looking at Doug, started pulling Mindy away as she said “Well, that’s enough time. You go through the channels if you need to talk to her again.”

Doug stood motionless, with the wrinkled tie he had taken off while speaking to Ortega dangling from his left hand, like a lost life line, like a life cut short. He watched the Officer lead Mindy down the hallway, stop, open a large iron gate, and walk through with Mindy, into a dark hallway, where they both disappeared. The iron door slammed heavily behind Mindy’s petite frame, which was quickly engulfed by the darkness that surrounded her. In less than a second the sound of the closing door died away and Doug was left completely alone under the artificial white light of the hallway, with the feeling that it was all a dream. He could not have just witnessed the same young, cheerful girl he met only a few weeks ago, walking through a door that forbids life…
**

While Mindy was walking down the closed hallway, Johnny was walking down the street from El Capri Motel, where he had paid for a room for a couple of days. He looked relaxed and tough as he walked down the dusty street with a beer can inside a brown paper bag.  A midnight blue lowrider car drove by him with four or five tough-looking men inside.  The driver and Johnny exchanged a cold stare and the driver raised the rear airshock up and down to impress Johnny. Johnny kept looking yet managed to appear completely cool and indifferent. The 1964 Chevy Impala peeled out, burning rubber behind it.
Johnny kept walking until he saw a newspaper box to the side. Casually he glanced at the headlines “Police Officer Injured in Chase.”  He put his paper bag on top of the box and reached into his pocket for change.  He dropped two quarters in the box and pulled out a paper. He glanced at the headline for another second and then folded the paper and started walking again. 

He dropped the paper on the bed of his hotel room and flipped on the TV. He popped the beer can and sat on the bed flipping through the channels mindlessly.  When the phone rang he seemed suddenly awaken from a daydream. He picked up the receiver “Hello?...Dwight, what’s up? No, I haven’t… What channel?... Yeah, I just saw it now in the evening paper. How are they coming with the car?”

Dwight was sitting in his room as he spoke to Johnny. He was throwing a ball into the wall and catching it with his right hand as he held the phone with his left. “Listen, I just got a call from Doug. He saw Mindy. She confessed, except Doug said it was you, man. You just going to let her take the fall?”
The blood from Johnny’s face suddenly drained and he looked almost grey with an animal-like expression of anger on his face. “What do you want me to do? Turn myself in? Look, come by, can you? I’m out here in deep water…”

Dwight did not throw the ball back against the wall. He held it and was silent for a second. “Yeah,” he finally answered, “I’ll be by.” He put the phone down and slammed the ball against the floor.

He grabbed his skateboard and bounded down the stairs, screaming “See you later” to his parents as the front door closed behind him. He rode down the road, to the canal and then followed the canal down the hill. In just a few minutes he stopped outside the large grayish door at the back of Hector’s garage.  He walked in through the side door and saw Hector’s serious face examining someone carefully airbrushing violent red, yellow, and white flames on the side of a black Corvette. Hector looked up as Dwight put his skateboard down and nodded in recognition. Waving him over he said “Dwight, how is it going? He’s almost done.”

Dwight walked up to the car slowly. With a serious voice he asked, “Did you pain everywhere?”

“Yes, even under the wheel wells. No one will ever know it was red…”

Manny, sitting on top of another car suddenly perked up “The police are looking for a red Corvette?”
Hector looked up with a frightening scowl on his face “Nobody’s looking for anything. Anyway, this is a black Corvette. Hey Juan, are you finished?”

Juan was just finishing the fangs of a large demon which was blowing flames out of his mouth down the side of the Corvette. The demon’s eyes were large and seemed to have many layers of darkness, with shadows of tortured, naked bodies dancing through them.

Juan looked up after carefully creating a drop of fiery blood on the demon’s tooth, and smiled. “Yeah… look, hermano”, he said, showing Hector. 

Manny walked over and slapped Tony a high five followed by a shoulder knock “Hell, homey, you outdid even yourself. It’s real bad.”

Dwight smiled “Johnny will love it.”

Juan pointed to the corner by the front right tire: “Check out the signature, man.”

Dwight looked over and read the carefully crafted gothic letters “El Destructor.”

“The destroyer. The baddest.”

Everyone laughed with a general sense of accomplishment. Dwight turned to Hector, “He paid you, right?”

“Yes, cousin, we’ve been paid in full. Look…” Hector noticed that Juan and Manny were talking about the artwork and not paying attention to him. He subtly pulled Dwight aside and whispered, “I know this is the car that ran over the homey in San Angelo. Everyone else will know it too. My homey Manny will make sure of that. Don’t stay in town with this car. Tell Johnny to get out as quick as he can. Si?”
Dwight grabbed the keys that Hector offered him “No problem, cuz.”

Thanking Juan with a pat on the back, Dwight did not waste a second. He jumped into the driver’s seat as Hector opened the garage door, and pulled the car out into the dark alley. The demon’s blood seemed to glow as the shiny black car sped away.
**

Johnny did not hear the roar of the Corvette as Dwight pulled into the hotel’s small parking lot, but the engine’s powerful purr was not missed by a group of gang members sitting outside Taco Loco, a Mexican drive-in food joint across the road from the hotel.  One of the gang members elbowed his neighbor as the glimmering figure of the bloody demon parked in front of them. All eyes followed the bloody flames as the car rolled into the parking lot. Dwight noticed several angry pairs of eyes following him as he got out of the car. Casually he waved to the gang and walked up the stairs to Johnny’s room. He knocked hard twice on the door, as they had agreed. When no one answered he put his face close to the door and said “It’s me, Johnny…”
He heard steps and the door opened but just a few inches. Johnny’s bloodshot eyes peered angrily from behind the door chain. In an angry whine he hissed, “What took you so long, man? I thought you were coming over hours ago.”
Dwight shrugged, looking unconcerned as usual. “I stopped by to check out the car. It’s done dude.”

Johnny closed the door, took the link chain off, and opened it again, looking a bit relieved but just as ill as he had a few second ago. “It’s not red anymore?”

Dwight pointed across the parking lot, to the shiny and slick body of the newly painted black car. “No. Why don’t we bring the car back to Doug and you can just leave town in yours? They can’t prove anything about it now.”

Johnny did not answer at first. He stood admiring the slick car and its violent art work. With a red glimmer crossing his eyes he let out a mocking cackle. He turned to Dwight and once again looked full of arrogance “What’s the problem? Nobody’s looking for a black Corvette. Relax. We’ll be fine.”

**

Dwight could not convince Johnny to get rid of the car. Johnny was too arrogant to imagine that anything could go wrong. After hearing Dwight out, he simply said. “Let’s go to Doug’s, I will get Mindy back.”  Without waiting for an answered he walked out and headed to the car. Dwight shook his head and followed along. 
Neither of them noticed a black Sedan parked across from Doug’s house as they pulled up to it. Two detectives sitting in the unmarked Sedan stooped down as the black Corvette pulled up.  They were expecting him. 
As Johnny pulled the car to a stop, Dwight jumped out saying “I’ll go get Doug…” 
Johnny turned off the engine and reached into the glove compartment. He pulled out a joint, lit it, and took a small drag before trying to make himself comfortable in the seat. He imagined his thoughts floating out the window along with the smoke of the pot. He reached down and turned on the radio. He needed more noise, more activity, to drown out that something, that pressure from within, that he felt come over him sometimes… something that was trying to wrap itself around him… the weight. Quickly he started changing stations, looking for something loud. A Tex-Mex station came on and Johnny finger’s drifted off the tuner. He started to drift off in the hazy high of the pot when suddenly he heard the passenger’s door slam shut. He turned to find Doug sitting next to him looking furious.
“Johnny, you crazy? Trying to wake everybody up?” Doug said, turning the radio off.

Johnny was in the midst of the sweet high of the marijuana. He simply smiled softly and said “Dougy, how do you like it?” He pointed to the sides of the car, “Beautiful, huh?”

Doug looked disgusted. “You’re out of control. Do you know Mindy’s confessed? She’s taking the rap for you.”
Johnny took another drag and blew out slowly. “How do you know?” He giggled. “And, maybe she should. She hit the kid…”

Doug shook his head in disbelief. “Well, if you came forward I doubt she would do any prison time. You drove the car away, not her.”
Johnny laughed silently. He turned to Doug and, with a look of cold contempt, said “Sorry, Doug. I’m not going to prison for anyone.”
Doug took a deep breath and opened the door. He got out of the car and then paused. Part of him wanted to help his friend but another part was disgusted by Johnny’s heartlessness. He did not know Johnny could be so cold.  Turning to him he said “O.K., look, I reported the red Corvette as missing. I’m just going to collect the insurance. If I were you, I’d change those plates. The cops can’t prove anything.”
A miniscule concern crossed over Johnny’s face. Looking at Doug he said “Can you bail her out?”
With a sarcastic tone Doug replied “You got ten thousand dollars?”

Johnny reached under the passenger’s seat and pulled out a small duffel bag. “Here’s twelve thousand dollars. Bail her out. I’ll pick her up and make sure she doesn’t show up for the trail.”

Doug took the money, looking a bit surprised. “Where are you going to take her?”

“Mexico. After a while it’ll blow over.”

Doug weighted the bag on his hands. He exhaled slowly, as if making a painful decision, and said, “I’ll do it. The hearing is at 9:00am. Don’t go there. I’ll tell her you’re meeting her around the corner.”

**

Mindy’s father, Duke Jones, had decided to fly back home as soon as he found out what had happened. Ignoring his wife’s complaints about their vacation being cut short, he rented a small plane and decided to fly it himself, to avoid waiting for a pilot. He was an experienced pilot and loved feeling in control of his time and destiny, miles over the clouds. 
Looking over his plane’s gear, Duke called in: “Ground, this is W457. Heading in for a landing.”

A female operator’s voice came over the speaker “Roger, this is Dallas tower. Flight position W457. What Is your ETA?”

Duke looked over the clouds, “We have visual now.” He turned over to his wife, who sat sulkily in the copilot’s seat. “We’re going down.”
The operator’s voice came over the speaker again, “Runway B all clear. Proceed to landing. We have an urgent message for you here at the tower…”
Deep concern crossed over Duke’s face as he listened to the operator. He looked over to his wife. She was looking out the side, unconcerned.
**
As soon as they landed Duke ran to the tower to receive his urgent message. Slowly and resentfully, his wife dragged behind. With trembling hands he read: Mindy Jones released on bond 8:30am, San Antonio. Present whereabouts unknown. Trembling with anger and concern, Duke stood motionless, as if turned into a salt statue. 
Duke showed the message to his wife as she walked up to him. “Who the hell would bail her out?”

Georgia read the message casually and turned to her purse. She pulled out a make up mirror and powdered her nose, annoyed at all the hurry and excitement. “She’s a big girl, Duke. You worry too much about her. She’ll be fine” she said as she closed the make up mirror.

Duke’s anger turned to his wife. His face was beet red as he replied in a furry of words and gestures “My daughter confessed to a hit and run, bailed herself out, and disappeared, and all you can say is ‘She’ll be alright’… If you’d quit looking at your own face for just a day, maybe you’d see what is happening around you…”
Georgia blushed, embarrassed at the scene Duke was making. She turned to look at her purse again, pretending everything was fine. Duke turned to the operations manager who had handed him the message and quickly asked “Do you have a phone?”

Aware of Duke’s concern, the manager tried to be as helpful as possible. Pointing to his office, he said “You can use the one in my office, Mr. Jones. Would you care for some coffee?”
With a look of innocence Georgia cut in, “Yes, I’d love some.”
The manager looked shocked at Georgia’s blind selfishness.  Duke was used to it. Without even looking at his wife he stormed off to the manager’s office and closed the door behind him.

**

In an expensively decorated room, with burgundy leather furniture, deep and rich walnut paneling and tables, and shelves filled with leather-bound books, the Governor of the state of Texas was pouring over new a state bill when he heard a soft knock on the door. Removing the reading glasses that perched on the tip of his nose, he looked up and saying “Yes?”

A valet walked in with a portable phone. “It’s for you, Governor. Duke Jones.”

The Governor reached for the phone and nodded for the valet to leave the room. “Yes, hello Duke…unfortunately it made the papers. Anything I can do to help…”
Duke had known the Governor for decades. They often played golf together and they both knew the other to be a straight and trustworthy businessman. Duke was now speaking more like a father than a businessman, however. “Just find her! Look, I put a private eye on the fellow, Doug Thomas. Put out an APB and get my daughter back wherever she is. I’m sure the guy she was with has her…”
The Governor, a father himself, could feel the anguish in Duke’s voice. “Don’t worry, Duke. I’ll personally call the head of the state police. What was the name of the private detective?”

“Armand Morales.”

**
The Governor was true to his word. As soon as he got off the phone with Duke he placed several other phone calls intended to track Mindy down.  

Armand Morales knew nothing of this as he headed to his office later that afternoon. He casually walked to the door only to find his way suddenly obstructed by two tall and muscular men. Armand looked up, thinking that even the gun on his side would be of no help against two, probably armed, and apparently angry men. Remaining calm he asked “Can I help you?” He pointed to the door. “This is my office.”
One of the men, the taller one with a crew cut, dark hair, and a tiny diamond stud, spoke up “Yes, you’re Armand Morales?” He reached into his pocket, his muscles flexing involuntarily with every movement, and pulled out a police badge. “Luis Dodge, State Police. We’re here to find out what you know about Doug Thomas. Word is you were following him.”

Armand nodded. “I’m sorry, that information is confidential. I work for Duke Jones. He’s the one paying for my time and the one I report to.”

Thomas Winchester, the other police officer stepped in. “Mr. Morales, it was Mr. Jones who called the Governor for help. He’s en route to San Angelo even as we speak. Please tell us what you know.”

Armand opened the door and gestured for the officers to follow him. “Very well, then. Step inside. I’ll give you what I’ve got so far…” The door closed behind the men, as Armand started to tell them what he knew. 

**

By the time Armand and the Officers met, Mindy and Johnny had already been together for a few hours. They had headed over to the small pond where they had their first date, in a romantic attempt to escape all that had happened since that carefree day.  Mindy laid on her back, trying to let the sun and warm water rinse off the pain, the guilt, the fear… Johnny swam up to her and softly kissed her stomach, “I never should have let you take the rap.”

Mindy opened her eyes and ran her fingers through Johnny’s long, dark hair. She was convinced of his kindness by the sweet way in which he looked at her now. Trying to make him feel better she said, “I did run them down. It was my fault for getting so high…What’ll we do now?”
Johnny’s eyes seemed lost in the distance as he answered, “Wait it out and head down to Mexico. I stole some plates for the car. And there’s enough money in the car to last ten years in Mexico.”

Mindy’s eyes opened wide “Ten years?”

Johnny’s face changed. His sweetness was replaced by anger and impatience at Mindy’s fears. “Look, maybe your dad will take care of everything.” He got out of the water and started walking toward their small campsite. 

Mindy sat up. She looked into the water as she asked “You still don’t feel sorry about what happened, do you?”

Johnny smirked. “Yeah, I fell sorry we got caught. Or rather you got caught. It cost me ten grand.”

Mindy sat in silence for a few minutes. She got up and started drying herself before saying, “That’s still all you think about – money – isn’t it?”

Johnny spit to the side and then looked up at Mindy. His eyes filled with resentment, with every word he spoke. “Look, you have so much of it around you, you’ve been swimming in it for your whole life. You breathe it. Don’t get on me for thinking about it.” He reached next to him and grabbed his gun, checking it for bullets.

“You planning on shooting somebody?” asked Mindy, with a nervous laugh.
Johnny didn’t look up but answered with a slightly threatening voice. “No, but  I’m not going to prison either. Not over some Mexican. He pointed to the cooler with his gun. “Grab me a beer, will you?”
Mindy’s face was pasty white. Her eyes were wide in terror as she realized the implications of Johnny’s words. She hastily tried to calm her agitated breathing and to answer in a normal voice, “Sure…why don’t you get some sleep? I’m gonna read my book.”
Johnny grabbed the beer can from Mindy’s hands, popped it open and took a large gulp. He laid back for a nap, covering his face from the scorching sun with his t-shirt.

**

Doug had managed to put his conversation with Johnny behind him as he came in to work the next day.  He threw himself, body and soul, into his work, reading one legal brief after the next, willing with ever cell in his body to forget everything else. Thus, a sudden knock on his door startled him completely. Apologizing for surprising him, his secretary said “Mr. Whitefield to see you, Sir, in the Conference Room.”

Doug put down the brief he was working on and automatically got up to head to the Conference Room. Mr. Whitefield, the Senior Partner of the Firm, often called impromptu meetings in the Conference Room, so Doug was not surprised to be called in at all. He walked briskly and opened the door confidently. Then he froze in shock. Sitting around the table with Mr. Whitefield were Duke Jones, Delbert, and Detective Simon Ortega.
Mr. Whitefield spoke up, as Doug remained static, holding the door open as if frozen in time. “Mr. Thomas, please have a seat. Before I ask you to clean out your desk, you need to answer some questions for these gentlemen.”

Doug silently let go of the door and reached for the closest chair. Delbert looked at him with a pained expression of betrayal. In an earnest voice, which could not wait a second for the truth, Delbert said, “We need to know where Mindy is, and who she’s with.”

Ortega, with his usual calculated coolness added, knowing that now he had the definite upper hand, “We know they are in your car and you bailed her out. We have reason to believe she may be in grave danger…”
While everyone else spoke, Mindy’s father had been looking at Doug with an unmistakable expression of hatred. Before Ortega could finish he jumped in “You slimy weasel…If anything happens to my daughter it’ll be your funeral, so help me God.” Duke tried to stand up as he said this, wanting to punch the information out of Doug, but Delbert held him back with a firm hand.

Ortega had not moved his eyes from Doug, who looked more and more overwhelmed. Hoping to push him to the edge he said “We did some research and ran a police check on Johnny Robbins.”
Doug’s jaw dropped open. They knew everything. 

Ortega continued, mercilessly: “It didn’t take much to find out his name. He was sentenced to Hapsburg School for Boys at age 11 for setting a church on fire. Three people died. At age fifteen he was with a gang that beat and raped a 15 year-old. Normally these records are sealed. The Governor was good enough to pull some string so we could see what type of man Mindy Jones was with.”
Doug opened and closed his mouth a couple of times before he could manage to make any sounds. “I…I…I had no, no idea. He never mentioned any of that.”

Mr. Whitefield slammed his fist into the table. “That doesn’t change the fact that you got her released on bail and then sent her off with him. You allowed him to take your car as well as alter the paint job after you knew it had been in a hit and run. And you filed a false police report for a stolen car. Hardly befitting for an officer of the court, a member of the Texas State Bar. Believe me, Mr. Thomas, I shall personally file charges against you with the State Bar. But in the meantime do you know where he was taking her?”

Doug nodded, tacitly acknowledging his guilt. “Probably to Mexico” he answered plainly. 

Ortega took out a small notebook and wrote something down. “Any places around here where they might hide out to make the drive at night?”

Doug thought for only a second. He knew where they would go: “The river wash. We went camping there on one of our first double dates. It’s off Highway 38, pretty secluded.”

Duke turned to Whitefield “How far?”

“About thirty minutes.”

“We could send in some copters” Ortega said.

Duke shook his head “Too risky. He’s liable to run. Let’s drive out… We’ve got a four-wheel drive. I imagine there are several ways in.”

Doug stood up, ready to help. “Yeah, there’s a four-wheel path off Mesquite. It’ll save you about ten minutes.”

**

Dehydrated from the beers and the sun, Johnny had dozed off into the sweetness of the afternoon warmth. He awoke suddenly with a fly buzzing around his ear. Sitting up and slapping the fly away, he yawned. He got up and dusted his jeans as he looked around. “Mindy?” There was no response. He looked around but could see no sign of Mindy. He checked in the car and noticed that Mindy’s purse was gone.  Quickly Johnny reached for his gun and called out again “Mindy…” His heart leaped and his breath became heavier as two branches cracked behind him – a squirrel darted around a tree. Suddenly terrified, he grabbed his gear and threw it into the rear of the Corvette. Already covered in nervous sweat he pulled out as quickly as he could.
**

Mindy had managed to make it to the main highway while Johnny slept. Rushing through the bush she had slightly sprained an ankle and gotten scratched all over.  She saw a beat up pickup truck heading towards her and rushed out into the road, trying to wave him down with her purse. The man did not even look at her, opening up just enough to avoid hitting her. Mindy looked after the lights of the disappearing truck and put her head in her hands, fighting hard to stop the tears and sobs of desperation that threatened to come out. 

**

Delbert and Duke headed the procession to the campsite with Doug giving directions from the back seat of the Range Rover. Behind them came Ortega. Delbert picked up the radio transmitter of the Range Rover when they arrived to the entrance of the campsite, “This is Cloud Nine. Smokey do you read?”
Ortega answered “Cloud Nine, this is Smokey. We read.”

“Wait here. We’ll go up to the top for a look-see.”  With that the Range Rover pulled to the side and began to climb a steep rock hill. Overcoming several sharp rock walls, they perched on a cliff that overlooked the camp site.

Doug pointed to an abandoned cooler with some food around it. “Down there. It looks like they were here and split.”

Duke’s face turned dark purple. “You’d better pray that we find her and she’s alive and well” he whispered.

Delbert picked up the transmitter again “Radio the main highway. There is no one at the campsite. It looks like a recent departure.”
Duke grabbed the transmitter from Delbert and pointed straight down “They’ve got to be heading for the main road. You can still see the dust. Head down there.”

Delbert turned to see if Duke had lost his mind “Are you crazy? That’s a forty degree drop.”

Duke would not be persuaded. “I’ll do it. We don’t have time to double back. Mindy needs us. Now, are you going to do it or do I have to?”
Delbert turned to look ahead of him again. He forced himself to trust the car and edged over the cliff. Terrified Doug fastened his seat belt and tried to press himself into his seat. The Range Rover dived down what looked like a sheer wall of stone. The right door smashed against a boulder with the loud sound of crunching metal filling the air. Delbert was sweating but determined. Duke seemed only concerned by every second they were loosing. Delbert winded the gears in reverse and backed in between the boulder and the mountainside. A loud scrapping enveloped them from both sides of the car. In a few more seconds they were out, but the car had lost both mirrors and was deeply scratched. As they drove into the campsite Duke opened his door before they had stopped and jumped out. Doug and Delbert follow a second later. Grabbing a light blue jacket, Doug shouted “Over here, Mindy’s jacket.”

Delbert picked up a half empty can of beer. “Boss, this beer’s still cold.” He looked at the ground, trying to make out the tracks. “Looks like they’re headed this way”, he said, pointing. All three men ran back to the car and Delbert pulled off to the East, following the tracks of the Corvette.

**

Mindy kept walking down the road, miserably trying waving down every car that drove by. People seemed scared by her teary face and scratched body, however, and preferred to drive away quickly rather than to help her.  She heard another car coming toward her. Looking up she spotted a black dot. She started to wave. Suddenly, as the spot grew in size, Mindy recognized that it was the Corvette. Screaming she tried to ran into the field next to the road. 
Seeing Mindy ahead Johnny cursed under his breath and slammed his foot on the accelerator. 
Mindy was running for her life, but it was difficult to keep her balance on the uneven ground.  She stumbled and got up several times. She ran to a fence demarcating private property and tried to cross between two rows of barbed wired. The end of her pants got caught on the wire, however, and as Mindy desperately tried to pull the cloth and disentangle it at the same time, Johnny’s car came closer and closer. He stopped the car just about fifteen yards away from her. Just as he got out she managed to pull herself free and turned to run. Johnny pulled out his thirty-eight and aimed at her. He barely missed and managed to nick the post next to Mindy’s face so that several nail-sharp slivers of wood flew into her face, like tiny knives. She did not feel any pain or notice the blood that started to pour out of her face. Looking back at Johnny for just a second she saw his face completely transformed: filled with a cold hatred, with a strong vein pulsating in his forehead like a large horn. His bloodshot eyes looked at her with no feelings as he aimed his gun again. 
“Help… No!” Mindy screamed, and turned to run, desperately, like an animal trying to save its life.
Before Johnny could shoot again, however, another shot rang out. A bullet grazed Johnny’s leg forcing him to turn around. Simon Ortega was just a few feet away, shooting from behind the door of his car. Johnny retaliated, aiming at Ortega’s head. He missed once and then felt a hard thump on his shoulder which knocked him back against the Corvette. Looking down he saw his white shirt quickly soaking up with blood. He could not lift his arm. The bullet seemed to have severed all the muscles and nerves that connected his shoulder to his chest. He slumped to the ground and tried to pick up the gun with his other hand but everything was quickly becoming dark. The metallic taste of blood invaded his throat. 
As Johnny fell to the ground the Range Rover pulled up from the other direction. Doug jumped out and rushed to Johnny. Mindy looked over and screamed “Dad… here.”

Duke’s eyes filled with tears “Stay right there, Mindy. I’ll come and get you.”

Doug knelled by Johnny, ripped off his shirt, and pressed it against Johnny’s wound. In less than a second Doug’s hands and the shirt were soaked in blood. Johnny looked into Doug’s face “Doug…”

Doug shook his head “Don’t say anything, Johnny. They’re going to get an ambulance.”

Johnny coughed up some blood. His eyes were loosing focus “It doesn’t matter. I can feel something lifting out of me. I feel so cold.”
Doug looked like he was in physical pain, watching Johnny die. In a soft voice he said “You’d better make peace with God, man.”

Johnny’s face was almost stone still. His skin had become a watery green, his dark hair sticking with sweat to his forehead. A sudden look of fright came over his eyes. He took a sharp gasp of air and said “No, I’m not ready…not yet…”

**

Duke and Mindy walked up slowly. Johnny’s lifeless body still leaned against the car and his lost eyes seemed to be looking toward the demon on the side, El Destructor.
Duke held Mindy as she started to scream and shake her head in confusion. He hugged her to his chest and whispered into her hair “It’s alright, darling. He was a very, very sick boy.”

Mindy sobbed. She looked up at her dad with a strange mix of sorrow and anger in her eyes. “But dad, he said she loved me and then… he was going to kill me…”

Duke brushed the hair back from Mindy’s face “He was just sick. That’s all…”

Simon Ortega’s eyes were fixed on Johnny. He turned to Mindy and said “I wasn’t trying to kill him, Miss Jones, just to stop him from killing you.”

Mindy nodded. “Well, Detective, I wasn’t trying to kill those boys either. I hope you believe me on that.”

**

The trial went on for several days after Johnny’s body had already been buried.  In the last day the courtroom was packed. Mindy sat at the defense table wearing a simple black suit and looking older and calmer.  An older man, her lawyer, sat next to her. Duke, Georgia, and Delbert were on the bench behind her. Pepe Santuro’s family sat in the next row, with the boy who had survived, still bandaged up, with them.  The Judge pounded the gavel to read his sentence.

In a clear and serious voice Judge Anderson read out: “The sentencing for this case has been one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to deliberate. On one hand, we have a ten-year-old boy whose life was snuffed out. On the other hand, we have a nineteen-year-old girl who has admitted responsibility. I have a handful of letters form the Governor on down requesting leniency. In my decision I have taken into account the fact that this was the first time this young girl has ever been in any trouble. I have taken into account that she made restitution to the young boy that was injured. I have taken into account that the family of the boy who was killed has asked me to go easy on her. Mindy Jones, I believe, has paid for what she did that night a hundred times more than this court could ever ask her to pay. I am going to impose on her 600 hours of local community service and leave her to the custody of the San Angelo Police Department from 5:00pm Friday afternoon to 8:00am Monday morning for a nine month period. If she is found to be using drugs during this time, I will stipulate that the community service be dropped and she do two years in the State Penitentiary for Women in Galveston. Will the defendant please rise.”

Mindy took a deep breath and stood up. “Yes, Your Honor.”

The Judge pulled off his reading glasses and looked down at Mindy with all seriousness. “Do you understand this sentence, young lady? We are taking away your freedom fro the next nine months of weekends. I want you to understand, young lady, that drugs kill. And people who use drugs frequently kill others. All the money in the world is not going to bring back the life of Pepe Santuro. But I am hoping this incident and this sentence will stop you from throwing away your life as well.”

A single tear, a mixture of gratitude, pain, and determination, fell from Mindy’s eye. Softly she replied “Thank you, Your Honor.” 

Judge Anderson pounded the gavel again. “Bailiff, please notify the Police Department to let me know her progress.”

The Bailiff nodded. In a loud and resounding voice he said “All rise. Sentencing having been passed, the State of Texas versus Mindy Jones is concluded.”

The Judge left his seat and walked back to his chambers. As soon as he left the courtroom Mindy’s family approached her. Her dad enveloped her in a secure and warm embrace. Georgia’s eyes were red and stained with tears. “I guess I’ve been really dreadful”, she sobbed to Mindy, “Stealing your dad away from you so much. I feel partly to blame for what happened. Will you give me another chance? I’m not so good at being a mother, but I’ll try.” She quickly pulled out a delicate silk handkerchief to wipe the tears that threatened to make her mascara run.
Mindy bit her lip and took a deep breath. With all the kindness she could summon she answered, “Yeah, I will.”  She looked over Georgia’s shoulder and saw the Santuros. Mindy looked at her dad and he nodded. The two of them walked up to them. 

Mindy’s throat filled up again with pain. With sincere sorrow she said to Pepe’s parents “I’m really sorry about your boy.”

Mrs. Santuro, her eyes still swollen from crying, reached out for Mindy’s hand. She stroked it tenderly, saying “We know you didn’t mean to do it. Maybe God, Diosito, wanted Pepe in heaven. Maybe He loved him even more than we loved him.”

Pepe’s dad saw Mindy’s pained expression and the torrent of tears that began to flow from her eyes. Quickly and kindly he said “Don’t hate yourself for what happened. It’s in the past. Make a new life for yourself.”

Duke reached out to hug Mr. Santuro. “Thank you. Thank you for being understanding.” The men patted each other on the back with deep emotion.
Duke put his arm over Mindy’s shoulder to lead her out.  Georgia and Delbert were already waiting outside the courtroom. As Mindy walked out Delbert reached out and enfolded her into a warm bear hug. Like he used to do when she was a little girl. 
** The End **
