**

Paramedics and policemen inundated the accident scene all night. The boys’ bodies were carefully lifted from the scene and taken by the forensics team to run autopsies. Photographs of every inch of ground were taken and locals of the area were called in questioned. The case was assigned to Detective Simon Ortega, who found out about it at 8 in the morning the next day, as soon as he walked into his office. 
Ortega wasted no time in driving up to the scene of the crime, wanting to see with his own eyes what had happened and where. He pulled his car next to the yellow warning tape blocking off the accident area. His eyes immediately went to the red bicycle which had been left as it was found the previous night – a team of specialist was to come in that morning to take some more pictures of it, hoping that the bright light of the white-hot Texan sun would reveal any hidden clues. 
Simon Ortega was a fit, Hispanic man, in his mid-forties. He was a strong and serious, with short straight black hair combed slightly back. His face was very masculine, with a strong jaw where a salt and pepper shadow, and a large and square nose. He had a nice smile, but people seldom saw it – he was known throughout the force as an intense and somber man. He took his work seriously because his work was his life. Dressed in black pants and a light blue collar shirt with the sleeves rolled up, he leaned against his city-issued white Ford studying the scene of the crime silently. His eyes lingered on a dark brownish spot next to the bike, which had hours before been the warm, wine red, blood of a young man staining the dirt as he slowly bled to death.
A patrolman, Officer Mendez, was standing a few feet from Ortega, quietly waiting to answer any questions the Detective might have. Ortega pointed to the patch of dirt that was darkened by dried stains. “This is where you found the first boy?” he asked in a cold and matter-of-fact voice. 
“Yes sir. The bike was there and the other body over there,” answered the young Officer pointing a few feet away from the stains to a spot next to some small pebbles.
Ortega looked annoyed. He kneeled to get a closer look at the ground, “You know, so many people have walked around here, the tire tracks and footprints are destroyed.”

Officer Mendez shook his head quickly “No Detective. Since the ambulance driver took the bodies away last night, not a single soul has set foot here. Someone has been posted here every minute to make sure of that. I took the first shift from nine to midnight, and then now from seven to ten.”
“And the call… what time was it made?”

“8:15 at night, Sir.”

Ortega nodded and lifted the tape, carefully walking toward the wrecked bike. He concentrated his eyes on the ground with a fierce and piercing look. Without looking up he asked Mendez “Any of the ambulance drivers, women?”
“No, both male, late twenties. Why?”

Ortega pointed to the mark of a small, female shoe. “Let’s get an impression of this one.”

**

Ortega found several other clues at the scene that morning. He searched every inch with minute care, seeming unaware of the scorching sun which was relentlessly climbing the sky, becoming larger and fiercer by the minute. When he finally felt satisfied, he nodded to the Officer in duty and drove back in silence to his office. On his way there he carefully played out possible scenarios of what had happened the night before.

He arrived to his office 20 minutes later and headed to the lab to look at the results of the autopsies.  As he walked by the front desk, however, Officer Joan Metcalfe stopped him. “Excuse Detective, I just wanted to let you know that there is someone waiting for you in your office.”

Ortega did a 180 degree turn to head towards his office, politely and seriously thanking Metcalfe as he did so. He could see that several people were in his office as he approached it. Through the glass window several heads could be seen and the sound of loud male voices and women crying could be heard from several feet away. As Ortega opened the door a middle aged woman was yelling at the Captain who had been waiting for Detective Ortega with the family, “What do you mean you have nobody? What do you mean? My boy is dead! Don’t you understand? He is dead! He didn’t just fall off his bike! Why don’t you want to help us? Don’t you care? Hay, Dios mío!”

The captain had his hands raised and was trying to remain calm and to calm everyone around him. He was not doing a very good job on either count, however, as he looked frustrated and tired while several people around him were talking at the same time, crying, and posing questions to him in an offended tone. A family of eight was standing around Ortega’s desk. Several older males, a grandmother, several sisters and a mother – the woman who had been yelling as Ortega came in – had arrived to the station two hours ago and had refused to leave until they saw the Detective in charge of the investigation. Ortega broke through the noise with his strong, confident voice, which sounded full of authority.  His voice made it clear that he was not a person to be messed with or pushed around. Making eye contact with all those present he said “You’re not going to solve anything by camping out in my office. We have a definite lead – some hard evidence.”

The father of one of the boys jumped up from his seat with a strange look of joy, anger, and sadness all crossing his tanned face at once. He was a large and strong man, evidently used to physical labor, with strong and calloused hands and a face creased and browned by entire days of working under the strong Southwestern sun. “Do you know who killed my boy?” he said putting his hands down on Ortega’s desk. “Do you people even care? Maybe if my boy was white, then you would care…”

Ortega looked straight into the man’s eyes, to make sure he listened carefully and understood the whole meaning of what he was about to say. “It doesn’t matter what color your boy was. Whoever did it, we’re going to nail ‘em.”

After saying this Ortega walked to his office door, opened it and politely but firmly gestured for the family to leave “Now please leave. You are interfering with police business”. The sisters looked around confusedly until one of them decided to take the lead and step out. The father nodded and gestured for the rest of the family to do the same. He grabbed his wife by the arm to help her out. As she walked by Ortega, however, she paused and with deep pain and anger in her voice, tears streaming down her dark brown eyes, and shaking hands, she said in the deep voice of a mother in pain “You find the monster that ran over my boy…” Her husband pulled her away and her older son rushed to embrace her as she left of Ortega’s office. Ortega closed the door behind them and walked to his desk. Without a second’s pause he logged into his computer and opened the list of possible witnesses to call. 
**

As Ortega dialed his first possible informants, the police investigation continued at full speed. The bicycle had been removed from the crime scene and brought back to the police lab for tests. A technician, wearing a lab coat and wire framed glasses, bent carefully over the bicycle and scrapped several paint samples. He studied the metal inch by inch with a powerful magnifier glass. In the rear sprocket he noticed a minute portion of bright red paint, and carefully scrapped it off, placing it in a small, clear, cellophane envelope. 

**

Neither Johnny nor Mindy had spoken at all about the accident after she called Larry. The small group had spent the rest of the night and the following day casually resting, and lounging by the pool, but it was obvious to Nancy and Doug that something had happened. They both attributed it to some sort of love-fight between Mindy and Johnny, however, so they did not worry much about it.

At the end of the day, tired and a bit bored, everyone sat around watching television. Doug, who had taken control of the remote, was addicted to channel surfing and kept switching between stations. For a couple of minutes he stopped on the local news, just as the newscaster said: 

“No new developments on the hit and run that killed Pepe Santuro. His cousin, Jose Garcia, is still in critical condition and is expected to undergo spinal surgery later this week. The family is looking for donations to pay for this surgery. 
Silent witness has offered a reward of $5,000 for any information on the hit and run accident… Highway 323.

More on local developments:  The class action suit against the San Angelo city government…”

As Doug changed channels he shook his head saying “Pretty damn heartless running down two kids and leaving them there… what a low life.”

Mindy felt intensely uncomfortable, sensing that she was blushing brightly and that her whole body was suddenly covered in cold sweat. Trying to act casual she got up and asked “Hey, you guys want another beer?”

Nancy lifted her eyes up to Mindy and then curled up again next to Doug. “No, not me…I don’t want to be a drunk…”

Doug looked at Nancy like she was a little girl, “Would you two just put up a truce, please? You’ve been at each other’s throats since we’ve been here.”

“Yeah, lighten up, Nancy” Johnny joined in.

“O.K., O.K. Sorry Mindy… I guess I’m being a bit bitchy.” She reached out and grabbed a handful of pretzels from a large bowl on the center table.

Mindy didn’t respond. She was restless and wanted to get out, to think, and make everyone think about something else. “You guys want to go to Larry’s polo game?”

“Sure, I would love to…” Doug answered as the phone rang. Johnny, who was sitting closest to it, extended his arm and grabbed it. “Hello… oh, Mindy, yeah she’s right here, just a second…” he held the phone out to Mindy. 

Mindy grabbed the phone and blushed slightly as she heard the voice on the other side. She turned away from her friends and answered “Daddy… yeah, that’s a friend of mine from college… Yeah, we’re having a great time…I wish you were here, though…”

Mindy’s father sat by a large pool in the shape of a tear drop, made up of glimmering blue and white tiles, surrounded by large flowerpots brimming with white, yellow, and blue daisies. Behind him a turquoise ocean softly and rhythmically kissed the peach, silky sand, as each wave broke upon the beach. The sky was light blue, light enough to be almost white, giving the whole scene a sense of heavenly peace and lightness, which made one feel he had escaped gravity and time. It was a beautiful place, far from the daily life of Texas. Mindy’s dad enjoyed the balmy warm ocean breeze as he spoke to his daughter. “Sorry about the ski trip, honey. Did Georgia give you that envelope?”

“It’s O.K…Yeah daddy… thanks.”

“Well, you get yourself something special with it. I’ll be back next week and will come down to your college to take you to dinner, O.K.?”

“Sure daddy, thank you…Yeah, I understand you have to go. I love you…Bye.”

Mindy hung up the phone, swallowed hard, and turned to his waiting friend like nothing had happened. “So, are we going to Larry’s game?”

**

The Polo grounds were a spectacular sight. Extensive green lawns which stretched over light hills and flat fields, perfectly manicured and bordered by well kept shrub hedges. A small crowd of well dressed people were watching the match. They all seemed to have bleached-white perfect smiles and tanning-bed gorgeous tans. 
Larry was ferociously riding his horse when they arrived. He took this game, like all his games, almost too seriously. Dressed in a blue and white stripped polo shirt which made his hair look even more red and wild than it usually did, he pushed his horse to its limits. With his mallet in the air he defiantly ran towards another horse. For several seconds he viciously grappled with another rider for control of the ball, finally getting off a reverse shot. Looking up at the other rider with wild eyes Larry shouted “You were supposed to yield the right of way. Both of our horses could have been hurt”.

The other rider looked at Larry with a mixture of fear and annoyance. He backed his horse away murmuring “Yeah… sorry”.

Mindy pulled on Johnny’s sleeve as they witnessed Larry’s shouting episode “Larry’s pretty crazy. It looks like he wants to kill that guy on the other team.”

“Yeah, it does,” answered Johnny absentmindedly, “Look, since we’re here, let’s go over and see if everything was O.K. with the drop.” As they turned to walk towards Larry, however, they found their way blocked by a well-dressed, plump brunette who was smiling at Mindy like she was her long lost daughter whom she hadn’t seen her for years. She was wearing an obviously expensive cream silk blouse and a flowered skirt, neither of which hid her round figure. Her hair was tied into a sophisticated bun on top of her head. Her face, smiling and plump, was rather pretty, with a pointed little nose, and sparkling blue eyes. 

“Mindy, Mindy darling!” said Mrs. Hampton, reaching over to fake-kiss Mindy on both cheeks, “I heard you were coming back for Spring break. Simply dreadful what happened last night, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” asked Mindy innocently.

“Surely you know! The young boy that was killed… (What was his name…?) Yes, Pepe. Why, his father has been the foreman over at Texas United for the last twenty-five years. He was his youngest! The funeral is tomorrow. Maybe you should come since your dad won’t be able to make it. Don’t you remember Renaldo Santuro? He’s the one that put out that big oil fire about ten years back. Saved your dad’s company!”

Mindy had turned pale while Mrs. Hampton spoke. She was leaning heavily on Johnny’s arm and trying hard to look normal. Johnny noticed Mindy’s discomfort but he was not troubled at all. He looked and acted as though the story being told had nothing to do with him at all. Softly, Mindy replied to Mrs. Hampton “Sure, I guess I’ll go. Where’s is it going to be held?”

“At the Coventry Funeral Home dear”. Mrs. Hampton noticed Johnny for the first time then, as Mindy leaned in on him. Her eyes slowly took in his ripped jeans and uncombed hair.  As she asked Mindy with a fake smile on her lips “So, who is your young fellow, dear?” a look of disgust spread all over her face betrayed her true feelings. 

Mindy looked up at Johnny with a smile; “This is Johnny Dobbs, my boyfriend from San Antonio.”
In his most polite manner Johnny stood up straighter and extended his hand towards Mrs. Hampton, saying in a deep, mature voice “Nice to meet you, Ms…”

Mrs. Hampton stretched her hand out to Johnny like she was afraid of some terribly contagious disease. In a shrill voice she completed Johnny’s sentence “Priscilla Hampton,” with a silly girly laughter she added “But my friends just call me Cilla.”e, I guess I''ied to Mrs. Hampton " being told had nothing to do with him at all. d plump, was rathger nd figure. e pushed hi
“How about ‘silly’?” replied Johnny, laughing at his own joke. Mrs. Hampton’s face turned a dark shade of purple and it was obvious that she felt offended. Huffing she turned to walk away, saying over her shoulder “Well, you two… I’ve got to go check on my pony…”

Mindy waved good bye to her with a friendly smile. As soon as Mrs. Hampton was out of sight, however, she turned to look at Johnny with a frown “Why do you have to offend everyone?”

Johnny lifted his eyebrows pretending to be offended that someone would question his innocence “Me? Did you see how she looked at me? Like God died and appointed her to the position. The lady must eat starch! Look if these people can’t take a joke…” he shrugged his shoulders.

Mindy did not know how to reply to Johnny “Still…”

“Anyways, you are not really thinking of going to the funeral, are you?

“I’ve got to…”

Johnny shook his head annoyed. He stood in front of Mindy and grabbing her by the arms saying “Look, you don’t have to do anything. The farther away you stay, the better!”

Mindy looked away in silence, ignoring Johnny, refusing to agree. Several feet behind Johnny, she saw Larry handing his pony over to a stable hand. She loosened herself from Johnny’s grasp and walked towards Larry. She approached him without saying anything and he nodded for her to walk with him. He waited until they were out of people’s earshot to quietly say “I saw the news. Was that the complication? The hit and run at the drop site?”

Mindy kept walking with her eyes on the ground. “Yeah”, she replied.

Larry shook his head looking annoyed and then laughed, mocking Mindy, “What did you do? Get in a hurry and waste a kid? For crying…” 
Johnny caught with them and heard Larry’s comments. Without letting him finished he interrupted “Look, it’s not how they make it out. The bike came out of nowhere. We drove right over to a phone and called 911.”

Larry did not answer. He kept walking towards the club house and simply said in an emotionless, business tone “I got the stuff fine. I’m flying to Chicago. They’ll love it there. I’d like to get more. How much you got altogether?” 
Johnny responded in the same heartless business voice “I’ve got about fifty pounds more…”

Larry cut him off “Well, just sit on it. I’ll come up with the money.” He stopped and turned to Mindy “And you better cover your butt. In case you don’t know, hit and run homicide is playing way, way in left field.”
 A glimmer of thoughtfulness suddenly passed through Larry’s eyes. A very subtle smiled slipped through his lips but he almost immediately repressed it and looked at Johnny again with wild, powerful, and dangerous eyes. “Look”, he said with an arrogant air of superiority, “I’m probably the only one who could figure things out, so I’d like to get the next load for a special price of $800 a pound.” With a fake friendly smile he softly punched Johnny on the shoulder and asked, “No problem, right? We’ll just keep our little secret between us.”

He stepped back and looked at Johnny and Mindy with a smile. Confidently he turned and walked to the club whistling ‘I am too sexy…’ to himself. 

**

Ortega’s had not stopped working since he was assigned to the investigation. He had spent most of the night going through evidence and trying to locate all the people that usually lived, walked, or drove through the area of the accident. He only managed to keep up this hectic schedule by drinking gallons of coffee everyday. And everyday, regardless of how late he had stayed up the night before, he was in the boxing ring at 5 AM, hitting, punching, training to kill with his fists – trying to work through the pain and aggression he felt, the frustration of facing deaths and violence everyday. After at least an hour of high energy exercise he would shower, shave, and dress, always looking sharp and clean as he walked into the office with a large espresso in his hand.

Ortega had already been in his office for a couple of hours when Officer Metcalfe knocked on his door. Ortega didn’t look up from the computer print out he was reading but waved for Metcalfe to come in. Metcalfe was holding a FedEx envelope, “The carrier was just here for you” she said, handing the envelope over. 
“Oh, thanks” replied Ortega marking the spot on the papers where he was stopping and finally looking up at Metcalfe. He rubbed his eyes tiredly and said “I’m going to the kid’s funeral later on. You want to go?”

Metcalfe smiled sarcastically, “Our first date… to a funeral. Very creative.” Ortega was too busy opening the envelope to catch Metcalfe’s humor, and he had already stopped looking at her. Distractedly he answered “O.K., so afterwards we’ll catch a bite.”

Metcalfe looked at Ortega’s dark, troubled eyes going over the documents in the envelope “Sure, I’ll go. What time?” 

“Seven thirty. I’ll pick you up”. The document in Ortega’s hand was the lab report from the victims’ bicycle. He read it twice over:


FBI CRIME LAB FEE

SPECTRA ANALYSIS
$585


SPECIMEN



Red Lacquer



MANUFACTURER


Dunn Edwards


DATE OF MANUFACTURE
1985 – Present


VEHICLE USED ON


GM products.

Ortega threw the envelope on his desk, saying to himself, “Well, that narrows it down to about seven million cars.” Metcalfe smiled sympathetically and left his office. 

**

Miles away from Metcalfe and Ortega, Mindy’s mind was also on the funeral that would soon take place. She had laid out a long, black dress on her bed, with a moderately low cut front and long sleeves. Under the dress there was an envelope she had carefully thought about and prepared. 
As she sat in front of her mirror in her light pink, fluffy bathrobe, thoughtfully towel-drying her hair, she heard a soft knock on the door. Before she could answer Johnny stuck his head in and with his best handsome bad-boy smile asked “Want to get high?”

For the first time Mindy rolled her eyes at Johnny and turned away from him. She looked into her mirror and answered “No, I don’t think it would be appropriate.” Johnny walked into her room silently, and saw the dress on the bed. He walked towards it, and slowly ran his hand over the soft, silky material. In an angry and annoyed voice, almost like he was speaking to himself, without turning to Mindy but keeping his eyes on her dress, he said, “You’re going, aren’t you? You just can’t stay away.”

Mindy turned around blushing in anger. Her face was scarlet red, her brow was furrowed, and her chest was heaving up and down sharply as she breathed deeply, in anger. How could Johnny be so insensitive, so uncaring? And to be mad at her for trying to do the right thing…! In an angry, sharp voice that wanted no sympathy, she answered Johnny: “Yes, damn it! I killed, the kid and the least I can do is go to his funeral. Not everyone has as easy of a time burying his conscience as you seem to.”

Johnny turned towards her with an evil, sarcastic smile across his face. In a disgusted, mocking tone he spit into Mindy’s face, speaking to her like she was a complete naïve idiot “You killed a Mexican beaner! Do you think they’ll even miss him? How many kids do you think they had? Ten? Eight? F****** twelve? They have a lot so when a few of them die off, they still have plenty left.”

Mindy turned away in disgust. She quickly grabbed her dress and the envelope and walked into her dressing room. Johnny kept talking, loudly enough for her to hear through the door. “Isn’t that right? How many Mexican people do you seen with an only child? It’s a rare commodity. They just breed half of them for welfare.”

Mindy walked out of her dressing room fuming mad. The angry red of her face stood out even more against the black dress she was now wearing. She walked to her huge, floor to ceiling, vanity mirror and grabbed a hairbrush. Brushing her hair she responded, without looking at Johnny and with repugnance in her voice, “You’re really pathetic. What really disturbs me is that you probably believe the filth you are spewing out. It’s always the Mexicans this, the blacks that...Whatever. You think because you’re white you’re better than everybody. So your dad lost his research job to a Guatemalan. Poor baby! It doesn’t give you the right to hate everyone south of the border.  
“Anyways, I’m going and I don’t care what you think. I can’t undo what I’ve done. But at least, I’m going to be there when they have the service for the kid, and then afterwards, I’m going to the hospital and I’m going to use some of my trust money to pay the hospital bills of the other kid. You don’t have to come. You can stay right here. But don’t you dare tell me not to go, because I’m going.” She turned and started at Johnny. He stood dumbfounded, not knowing how to respond. She had never stood up to him like this. Before he could come out of his shock, Mindy pushed her way past him, and out of the room. 
She left the house flustered and upset. As she walked to her car she ran into Doug, polishing his beloved Corvette. Seeing Mindy’s somber and adult black dress, Doug did a double take. “Where are you going? A funeral or something?” Mindy didn’t even notice Doug’s attempt at humor. She looked up and with great seriousness answered “Yes, a young boy whose dad works for my father died. I’m going to his funeral.”

Doug stopped polishing his car and stood up, looking closely at Mindy. He could tell she had been crying. “You look pretty upset,” he said softly, “Want me to drive you?”

Mindy shook her head slowly. “No, thanks… I’ll be back in a little while.” She walked to her car and got in. She pulled out of the driveway in one smooth turn, and waved good bye to Doug with a sad expression on her face. She drove the whole way to the church without music. Her mind was completely blank but she felt a dark heaviness oppressing her from head to toe. She was in so much pain she could not even cry. She was trying desperately to be strong and adult, to think about other ways to help the family. What else could she do to get rid of this terrible, suffocating guilt? Despite her best efforts, however, suddenly she could only think about what the boy’s mother and father must have felt when they found out the news. She pictured them looking at the body of their child as it lay lifeless on the road, covered in dust, bathed in sticky, shiny fresh blood. She felt a horrible wet coldness descend upon her, like the giant tongue of a deadly snake, wrapping itself all around her body.  Every inch of her skin, of her being, of her soul, felt exposed and dirty. She had committed the most heinous crime. 
Mindy arrived at Mortuary Chapel just as everyone was walking in. She parked, took several deep breaths, and walked out trying to blend in with the crowd. Her ghostly paleness and expressionless face, made her look more than a little out of place amongst the emotional, tearful, Mexican-American family that filled every corner. 
Detective Ortega was straightening his tie on the hallway mirror next to Officer Metcalfe as Mindy walked in. He saw her as she came in and walked over to the guest register. He remained still and followed her movements with his eyes. Mindy’s blond hair contrasted strikingly with the glossy black hair of the family and friends present. Metcalfe noticed Ortega’s eyes following something “What’s so strange?” she asked.

Ortega nodded towards Mindy “Just wondering why she is here…”

Mindy looked around and saw a small woman sitting by the casket. Her face was drenched in tears and crumpled in the most terrifying expression of agony. Her dark brown eyes, which must have been quite romantic at other times, were almost swollen shut from her unstoppable tears. Her heart-breaking cry was almost silent – she quietly whimpered against her husband’s chest, exhausted from hours of sobbing and screaming in pain. Her hair was matted against her damp forehead, and her long, elegant, brown hands nervously wringed a handkerchief over and over. She looked like a young girl, terribly hurt and unable to understand why such unbearable pain was cutting through her soul. Her husband’s eyes were also red, and tear-reamed.  He slumped forward, looking exhausted, as if the pain had devoured his energy and strength. He hadn’t been able to sleep since he found out about his son’s death, and he felt closer to death himself with every passing second of torment. Almost like a robot he stroked his wife’s back rhythmically. His hands and arms were covered with large reddish-brown burn scars, and as soon as she saw them Mindy’s mind recalled Mrs. Hampton’s words about the big fire in her dad’s company – how this courageous man had saved everything. 

Mindy stood frozen, looking at the tragic couple with the crumpled envelope in her hands. She grew more pale as she witnessed the bloody reality of their pain; her skin turned a shade of yellowish green and she felt her stomach drop into nothingness. She did not even notice Ortega’s eyes following her every move, noticing every expression of her face. She took a deep breath and, trying to muster up courage, slowly walked up to the boy’s parents. Looking at them with quiet anguish on her face she extended a trembling hand to them, holding the envelope she had so carefully prepared. She knew that if she did not act that second, she might loose her courage, loose her strength and break into tears, screaming to be forgiven or killed – her guilt and pain were so heavy she desperately wished she could just die, just suffer terribly, to pay for what she had done. Before her tears betrayed her she quickly launched into the speech she had mentally repeated to herself a thousand times as she prepared the envelope. Forcing herself to look at Pepe’s mom she said: “I’m so sorry about your boy. I’m Mindy Jones. Your husband works for my father. I’d like you to have this to help with the funeral expenses. I’m sure little Pepe will be missed”. Hot tears rushed to her eyes before she could finish the last sentence. They burned Mindy’s face as she turned to Pepe’s father “You’re Renaldo, aren’t you? You saved my dad’s company from a large oil fire. I’m very sorry about your son.”

Renaldo looked completely taken by surprise at Mindy’s gesture. Shocked he sat frozen for a second, looking at the light, blond girl’s face covered in tears. Reacting quickly out of his surprise he gratefully took the envelope and said held on to Mindy’s hand. Mindy could feel his large, warm, and calloused hand completely surrounded her own small, soft, and sweaty palm, which trembled with guilt. Renaldo swallowed hard, once, twice, but still his voice broke in mid-sentence as she said to Mindy: “Thank you so much for coming. I haven’t seen you since you were a little baby. I visited your house after the fire. Your father is a fine man, and I see that he has raised a fine daughter.”

Ortega approached the small group as Renaldo was speaking. Renaldo and Mindy suddenly became aware of his presence as in a deep voice, close by Mindy’s side, he said “I can assure you, Mr. Santuro, we will find whoever is responsible for what happened to your son.” He turned his icy eyes on Mindy for a second before continuing. Mindy felt a desperate need to escape his terrible eyes but she could do nothing. She had to stand there feeling his look searing her from the inside out. “Excuse me”, Ortega continued, “I don’t believe we have ever met. I’m Detective Ortega.”

Mindy’s heart skipped a beat and she suddenly felt her legs become as soft as pudding beneath her. She involuntarily blushed but she tried to quickly compose herself and answered, as professionally as she could, “I…my name is Mindy Jones.” Ortega shook her hand, noticing that it was sweaty and trembling just lightly. Renaldo noticed Mindy’s nervous awkwardness and felt obliged to defend this young girl who had been so kind to his family. He though that Mindy might feel uncomfortable because she did not know anyone in the room and that the Detective could not possibly know why Mindy was there.  Trying to explain all of this he quickly said: “I’ve worked for Mindy’s father for the past twenty-five years. He will remember me…”

Mindy turned to Renaldo and with a kind smile interrupted him to say: “Well, my father’s out of town and couldn’t make it to the funeral. I’m sure he would have liked to have been here for you…”

Ortega seemed unmoved by Mindy’s words. He stood unfazed by Mindy’s tears or her trembling. His eyes were intent on her face and he seemed more interested in her than in anything that was happening around them. In a cold professional voice which, however, betrayed his intense interest, he casually asked “You live here in town? I haven’t seen you around.” 
Mindy turned to face him directly, and tried to look casual and friendly with a soft girly smile, but she could hear her heart nervously beating as she answered. She was annoyed at the aggressive way in which he asked questions that on the surface seemed so causal and unimportant. Wiping her tears with the back of her hand she answered: “Oh, I was away at prep schools for a while and now I’m in second year at San Antonio State… I’m just here with some friends over spring break.” As she said this she felt that she could no longer stand Ortega’s piercing stare. She felt increasingly uncomfortable and vulnerable. She suddenly noticed how out of place she was in the funeral, how she stood out against the grieving family and friends. Quickly she turned to Pepe’s parents and politely said, “Excuse me, I really must be going.”

Ortega, unable to find a reason to stop her, was forced to let her pass, but his body language and face showed that he was reluctant to do so. Metcalfe, who had seen the entire episode from a few feet away, walked over to Ortega and simply said “A little pushy, aren’t you?” 
Ortega did not respond to Metcalfe’s veiled criticism. His eyes followed Mindy carefully as she walked out of the funeral parlor. Only once she had disappeared from his line of sight did he turn to Metcalfe. He justified his strange and aggressive behavior saying: “I just find it odd that she’s here. You never know about someone’s conscience… I wonder if she has a red …” without finishing his sentence he rushed out to the parking lot. But Mindy had already driven away.

**

Doug continued to work on his car after Mindy left to go to the funeral. He was completely involved in every curve and glimmer of the Corvette, bending over to carefully wax every square inch, to polish every angle. Delbert walked up to the garage as Doug cleaned the Corvette’s headlights. He smiled seeing Doug’s youthful face concentrated so deeply on the state of his car. He saw Doug as a young man, full of energy and dreams-- young enough in his heart to still be able to fall in love so deeply with a car. 
Hearing Delbert’s footsteps Doug looked up. In a friendly and fatherly way Delbert smiled and said “You keep your car in nice shape” he pointed to the bra on the front of the car and asked “What do you call these things?”

Doug pushed his hair back to inspect his waxing job. He softly ran his hand over the car’s bra replying “Bras. They are to protect against flying rock, road hazards. It saves me repainting this car all the time… This thing cost me half of my first year’s salary right out of law school…” 

Delbert approached the car and patted the bra. His hand ran right over the rip caused by the accident but he didn’t notice. He had come out here to speak to Doug about Mindy and so he carefully asked “Hmm… Do you by any chance know what’s been eating Mindy? She’s like a different person all of a sudden. Is she having trouble with that Johnny fellow?”

Doug had looked unconcerned and returned to carefully polishing his car. Bent over the hood he said “I think she’s mad at her dad for leaving with her step mom and forgetting her this spring… I wouldn’t worry. She’ll get over it.” 
Delbert nodded and looked at Doug for a moment. Doug’s calmness did not comfort him. He felt that Mindy was in some sort of trouble but he could not figure out what kind of trouble it was. He patted the car’s bra one more time and started to walk away saying “I’m going to the kitchen. Can I bring you out a brew?”

Doug looked up with a smile “Yeah, thanks, I’d love one…”

**

Mindy pulled into the driveway just a second after Delbert had entered the house. She parked the Range Rover and waved at Doug as she opened her door. Doug waved back with the waxing cloth he was using in his hand. “Where’s Johnny?” Mindy asked. 
“He’s out on your three-wheeler. He said he would be back before dark.” Mindy nodded and walked towards the house. As she opened the door she ran into Nancy, who was coming down the stairs in her bathing suit, ready to enjoy the warm afternoon water. As soon as she saw Mindy, however, Nancy stopped dry in her tracks. Mindy was white as a spirit and looked almost sick. Nancy looked at her friend’s face and saw that her eyes her red and looked old and tired. Stepping close to Mindy, Nancy asked in a gentle but worried tone, “What’s wrong Mindy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Mindy shook her head and sighted, trying to rid herself of all the fear, stress, and remorse she felt. She felt physically ill from all the nerves she had felt, her body wanted to go to sleep and never wake up. In a low voice that sounded exhausted and defeated Mindy replied “Nothing! Funerals are hard. They remind me of my mom dying. Every time I go to one, I expect to look in the casket and see my mother’s face. It’s hard.”

Nancy looked serious and uncomfortable. She did not know how to reply to Mindy’s pain so she said the first thing that came to her head, “Well…why not get high and forget about it?”

Mindy didn’t answer. She just walked past Nancy with her head down. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and sighted again. “Some things you can’t forget, even when you’re high. I’m going to get out of these clothes. I’ll meet you by the pool and tonight we’ll all go into town for Mexican food.”

**

A few miles away from Mindy, Johnny was enjoying the rugged Texan landscape on the three-wheeler. He rode it fast; enjoying the jolt it took as it went over small hills and rocks, and took sharp turns to feel the thrill of almost loosing control. He was not aware of the interesting plants around him, or of the beauty of a sky so clear and light that it was almost white. Johnny was just interested in the emotion of riding the three-wheeler faster and faster, coming closer to falling, to hurting himself, only to get back on balance at the last possible second. All of a sudden, however, he slammed on the breaks of the three-wheeler and stopped as if the world was coming to an end before him. Several feet away from where he sat, he could see an unmarked Ford and a plain-clothed man leaning against it. The man had been looking the other way as Johnny drove up but he turned towards Johnny when he heard the screeching brakes. He looked at Johnny for only a second and then turned away again, as if he was not interested in the least. He had a cigarette in his hand and took a long, peaceful drag, as he looked over the horizon. As if hell was chasing him, Johnny turned the three-wheeler around and sped toward the house. A few seconds later the man walked to an irrigation pipe and turned it on. 
Johnny, however, did not know what the man was doing there. But he wanted to be ready for the worst. He parked the three-wheeler in the garage and approached Doug, who was finishing his long waxing process. Doug was concentrating on making the rims of his car sparkle, and he did not look up as Johnny approached. Johnny pretended to be calm as he leaned against Doug’s car and said, “Doug, this house is under surveillance.” 

Doug looked up quickly, “For what? You don’t have any left, do you?”

Johnny shook his head “No, just personal stash.”

Satisfied with Johnny’s answer, Doug turned his attention back to the car’s rims without another thought. “Look, don’t sweat it Johnny. They can’t come in here without a warrant. And what probable cause do they have to get a warrant? You tell me. Screw them. They’re not going to find anything here. Maybe that dude you sold it to was hot. Anyway, all you got is the money, so don’t sweat it.”
 Johnny didn’t answer. He softly kicked the Corvette’s wheel as if to check it and then silently walked to the house. 
**
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