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BACK TO
school. It evokes memories of the tests we’ve passed, or the ones we’ve failed.



Monday. Milo’s call punctuated a hard, gray November day that had finally erupted into rain.



He said, ‘Turn on your TV.’



I glanced at my desk clock. Just after two-forty P.M. – talk show time. The cathode freak display. ‘What? Nuns who murder, or pets with ESP?’



‘Just turn it on, Alex.’ His voice was hard.



‘What channel?’



‘Take your pick.’



I flicked the remote. The sound came on before the picture. Sobs and whimpers. Then faces. Small faces, lots of them. Eyes wide with bafflement and terror. Fragile bodies blanketed and huddled together on the floor of a large room. Gleaming hardwood floors and chalk-white goal lines. A gym.



The camera moved in on a little black-haired girl in a puff-sleeved white dress as she accepted a plastic cup of something red. Her hands shook; the beverage sloshed; a false bloodstain spread on white cotton. The camera lingered, feasting on the image. The little girl burst into tears.



A chubby boy, five or six, cried. The boy next to him was older, maybe eight. Staring straight ahead and biting his lip, straining for macho.



More faces, a sea of faces.



I became aware of a mellow-voiced commentary – calculated sound bites alternating with strategic pauses. Sucked into the visuals, I let the words pass right through me.



Camera-shift to rain-slick asphalt, acres of it. Squat flesh-colored buildings spattered calomine-pink where the rain had penetrated the stucco. The voice-over droned on and the camera got manic – a flurry of visual slices, so brief they bordered on the subliminal: Flak-jacketed, baseball-hatted SWAT cops crouched on rooftops, poised in doorways, and muttering into hand-held radios. Yellow crime-scene tape. Assault rifles; the glint of telescopic scopes; bullhorns. A cluster of grim men in dark suits conferring behind a barrier of squad cars. Police vans. Pulling away. Policemen packing and leaving. Then a sudden wide pan to something in a black zip-bag being carted away through the rain.



The owner of the mellow voice came on screen. Sandy-haired, GQ type in a Burberry trenchcoat and electric-blue crunch-knotted tie. The coat was soaked but his hair spray was holding up. He said, ‘Information is still trickling in, but as far as we can tell, only one suspect was involved and that individual has been killed. Here we see the body being taken away, but no identity has been released . . .’



Zoom in on black bag, wet and glossy as sealskin. Stoic morgue techs who might have been taking out the garbage. The bag was hoisted up and into one of the vans. Slam of door. Close-up of the reporter squinting into the downpour, playing intrepid war correspondent.



‘. . . Recapping then, Nathan Hale Elementary School in the West Side community of Ocean Heights was the scene of a sniping that took place approximately forty minutes ago. No deaths or injuries are reported, except for that of the sniper, who is reported dead and remains unidentified. The exact circumstances of the death are still unknown. Previous rumors of a hostage situation have turned out to be false. However, the fact that State Assemblyman Samuel Massengil and City Councilman Gordon Latch were at the school at the time of the shooting has fueled reports that an assassination attempt may have been involved. Latch and Massengil have been on opposite sides of a controversy concerning the busing of inner-city children to underpopulated schools on the West Side and had planned a televised debate, though at present there is no indication if the shooting was related to—’



‘OK,’ said Milo. ‘You’ve got the picture.’



As he spoke I spotted him standing behind the open door of one of the squad cars, one hand over his ear, the radio speaker pressed to his mouth. A background figure, too far away to make out his features. But his bulky figure and the plaid sport-coat were giveaways.



‘Alex?’ he said, and I watched him scratch his head on screen. A weird juxtaposition – phone-a-vision. It faded as the camera swung back to the wet, empty schoolyard. A second of blank screen, station identification, a promise of resumption of ‘our regular programing’ followed by a commercial for weight-loss surgery.



I switched off the TV.



‘Alex? You still there?’



‘Still here.’



‘All these kids – it’s a real mess. We could use you. I’ll give you directions. Use my name with the uniform at the command post. Ocean Heights isn’t far from your neck of the woods. You should be able to make it in, what? fifteen, twenty minutes?’



‘Something like that.’



‘OK, then? All these kids – if anything’s got your name on it, this one does.’



‘OK.’



I hung up and went to get my umbrella.
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OCEAN
HEIGHTS
adheres to the west end of Pacific Palisades, awkward as a pimple on a cover girl’s chin.



Conceived by an aerospace corporation as a housing tract for the hordes of engineers and technicians imported to Southern California during the post-sputnik boom, the district was created by bulldozing lime groves, landfilling canyons, and performing radical surgery on a few mountaintops. What emerged was a slice of Disneyana – a ‘planned community’ of flat, wide, magnolia-lined streets, perfect square sod lawns, single-story ranch houses on quarter-acre lots, and small-print deed convenants prohibiting ‘architectural and landscaping deviance.’



The corporation is long gone, vanquished by poor management. Had it leased the houses instead of selling them, it might still be in business, because LA land-grab mania has pushed Ocean Heights prices into the high six-figure mark and the tract has emerged as an upper-middle-class refuge for those craving salt air seasoned with Norman Rockwell. Ocean Heights disapproves of the untrimmed, septic-tank-and-home-grown-dope ambience of neighboring Topanga, glares down like a dowager aunt upon the beach-blanket licentiousness of Malibu. But the view from the bluffs is often hazy. Fog, like complacency, seems to settle in and stay.



Milo’s directions were precise, and even in the rain the drive went quickly – a spurt down Sunset, a turn onto a sidestreet I’d never noticed before, three miles along a glassy canyon road that had a reputation for eating joyriders. A year of drought had ended with a week’s worth of unseasonal autumn downpour, and the Santa Monica mountains had greened as quickly as home-grown radishes. The roadside was a tangle of creeper and vine, wild flower and weed – a boastful profusion. Nature making up for lost time.



The entrance to Ocean Heights was marked by the death of that boast: A newly surfaced avenue bisected by a median of grass and shaded by magnolias so precisely matched in contour and size they could have been cloned from the same germ cell. The street sign said ESPERANZA DRIVE. Beneath it was another sign – white, blue-bordered, discreet, proclaiming Ocean Heights a guarded community.



The rain took on power and spattered against my windshield. A half mile later the police command post came into view: Sawhorse barriers blocking the street, a domino spread of black-and-white squad cars, a battalion of yellow-slickered policemen projecting the guilty-till-proven innocent demeanor of Iron Curtain border guards. Something else fed the checkpoint image – a group of about a dozen women, all Hispanic, all soaked and distraught, trying to cross the barriers, meeting stoic resistance from the cops. Other than that, the street was empty, shutters drawn on diamond-paned windows, color-coordinated panel doors dead-bolted, the sole movement the shudder of flowers and shrubs beneath the watery onslaught.



I parked and got out. The downpour hit me like a cold shower as I made my way toward the barricade.



I heard a woman cry out, ‘Mi nino!’ Her words were echoed by the others. A chorus of protests rose and mingled with the hiss of the rain.



‘Just a short while longer, ladies,’ said a baby-faced cop, struggling to appear unmoved.



One of the women called out something in Spanish. Her tone was abusive. The young cop flinched and looked over at the officer next to him – older, thickset, gray-mustached. Catatonic-still.



The young cop turned back to the women. ‘Just hold on now,’ he said, suddenly angry.



‘Mi nino!’



Gray Mustache still hadn’t moved but his eyes had settled on me as I approached. A third cop said, ‘Man coming up.’



When I was within spitting distance, Gray Mustache gave a straight-arm salute, showing me the lines on his palm. Up close, his face was wet and puffy, laced with veins, and chafed the color of rare steak.



‘No further, sir.’



‘I’m here to see Detective Sturgis.’



The mention of Milo’s name narrowed his eyes. He looked me up and down.



‘Name.’



‘Alex Delaware.’



He cocked his head at one of the other patrolmen, who came over and stood guard at the barrier. Then he went to one of the black-and-whites, got in, and talked into the radio. A few minutes later he came back, asked to see some ID, scrutinized my driver’s license, and stared at me a while longer before saying ‘Go ahead.’



I got back into the Seville and pulled forward. Two cops had cleared a car-sized space between the sawhorses. The Hispanic women surged toward it, automatically, like water down a drain, but were stopped by a shifting line of blue. Some of the women began to cry.



Gray Mustache was waving me through. I pulled up alongside of him, opened my window and said, ‘Any reason they can’t go see their children?’



‘Go ahead, sir.’



I drove on, braving a gauntlet of accusing eyes.





Nathan Hale Elementary School was eight more blocks up Esperanza – a blacktop and flesh-stucco flashback to the images I’d just seen on the tube. Three empty school buses were parked at the curb, along with paramedics’ vans and a few straggling press vehicles. The main building was sprawling and gray-roofed, skirted by a waist-high hedge of podocarpus. The front door was pumpkin-orange. Two cops guarded it from behind a cordon of yellow crime-scene tape. More palm-salutes, dirty looks, and radio checks before the chain-link gate to the school grounds was unlocked and I was directed around to the back.



As I made my way I noticed another tape cordon, wrapped around a small shedlike structure with wire-mesh windows, about seventy feet from the main building. Over the door was a sign: EQUIPMENT. Crime-scene techs kneeled and stooped, measuring, scraping, snapping pictures, getting drenched for their efforts. Beyond them the rain-blackened schoolyard stretched like scorched desert, vacant except for the distant galvanized geometry of a jungle gym. A single female reporter in a red raincoat shared her umbrella with a tall young officer. What was passing between them seemed more flirtation than information transfer. They paused as I walked by – just long enough to decide I was neither newsworthy nor dangerous.



The back doors were tinted double-glass above three concrete steps. They swung open and Milo stepped out, wearing a quilted, olive-drab car coat over the plaid sport jacket. All those layers – and the weight he’d put on substituting food for booze – made him look huge, bearish. He didn’t notice me, was staring at the ground, running his hands over his lumpy face as if washing without water. His head was bare, his black hair dripping and limp. His expression said wounded bear.



I said ‘Hello,’ and he looked up sharply, as if rudely awakened. Then his green eyes switched on like traffic lights and he came down the stairs. The car coat had large wooden barrel-shaped buttons dangling from loops. They bobbed as he moved. His tie was gray rayon, water-spotted black. It hung askew over his belly.



I offered him my umbrella. It didn’t cover much of him. ‘Any problems getting through?’



‘No,’ I said, ‘but a bunch of mothers are having a problem. Your guys could use some sensitivity training. Consider that my initial consultation.’



The anger in my voice surprised both of us. He frowned, his pale face deathly in the shade of the umbrella, pockmarks on his cheeks standing out like pinholes in paper.



He looked around, spotted the cop chatting up the reporter, and waved. When the cop didn’t respond, he cursed and lumbered away, shoulders hunched, like an offensive tackle moving in for the crush.



A moment later the patrolman was sprinting out of the yard, flushed and chastened.



Milo returned, panting. ‘Done. The mommies are on their way, police escort and all.’



‘The perquisites of power.’



‘Yeah. Call me Generalissimo.’



We began walking back toward the building.



‘How many kids are involved?’ I said.



‘Couple of hundred, kindergarten through sixth grade. We had them all in the gym, paramedics checking for shock or injuries – thank God, nothing. The teachers took them back to their classrooms, trying to do what they can until you give them a plan.’



‘I thought the school system had people to deal with crises.’



‘According to the principal, this particular school has trouble getting help from the school system. Naturally, I thought of you.’



We reached the steps, where we were sheltered by an overhang. Milo stopped and placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. ‘Thanks for coming down, Alex. It’s a goddam mess. I figured no one would do a better job than you. I don’t know what your schedule’s like or if they’ll be able to pay you, but if you can at least get them started on the right foot . . .’ He cleared his throat and rubbed his face again.



I said, ‘Tell me what happened.’



‘Looks like the suspect got onto the school grounds before school opened, either by scaling or walking through – couple of the gates were left unlocked – proceeded into the storage shed, which had a dinky lock on it, and stayed there.’



‘No one uses the shed?’



He shook his head. ‘Empty. Used to be for athletic equipment. They keep all that stuff in the main building now. Suspect was settled in there until a little after noon, when the kids came pouring out for recess. Latch and Massengil and their people showed up by twelve-thirty and that’s when the shooting started. Teachers began shoving the kids back in the building, but it was a real mob scene. Mass hysteria. Everyone falling over everyone else.’



I glanced back at the storage shed. ‘TV said no one was hurt.’



‘Just the suspect. Permanently.’



‘SWAT?’



He shook his head. ‘It was over before SWAT got here. One of Latch’s guys did the job. Fellow named Ahlward. While everyone else was diving for cover, he rushed the shed, kicked the door in and played Rambo.’



‘Bodyguard?’



‘I’m not sure what he is, yet.’



‘But he was armed.’



‘Lots of people in politics are.’



We climbed the steps. I took another look back at the shed. One of the mesh windows offered a clear view of the main building.



‘It could have been a shooting gallery,’ I said. ‘Nearsighted sniper?’



He grunted and pushed the door open. The interior of the building was oven-warm, ripe with the mingled aromas of chalk dust and wet rubber.



‘This way,’ he said, turning left and guiding me down a brightly lit hallway hung with childrens’ artwork in finger-paint and crayon, and health and safety posters featuring grinning, anthropomorphic animals. The linoleum floor was clay-colored and mottled with muddy shoeprints. A couple of cops patrolled. They acknowledged Milo with stiff nods.



I said, ‘The newcast said Latch and Massengil were going to debate on camera.’



‘It wasn’t set up that way. Apparently Massengil had a solo press conference in mind. Planned to make some speech about government tampering with family life, use the school as a backdrop, the whole busing thing.’



‘School know of his plans?’



‘Nope. No one here had any idea he was coming down. But Latch’s people found out about it and Latch decided to come down himself and confront him. Impromptu debate.’



‘Cameras ended up getting a better show,’ I said.



The doors off the corridor were painted that same pumpkin-orange. All were shut and as we passed, sounds filtered through the wood: Muffled voices, the matter-of-fact sonata of a police radio, what could have been crying.



I said, ‘Think Latch or Massengil was the real target?’



‘Don’t know yet. The assassination angle brought the anti-terrorist boys zipping over from downtown. They’re interviewing both of the staffs right now. As long as the political angle is a possibility, they’re in charge – meaning I collect info and hand it over to them, so they can classify it, then refuse to let me look at it on grounds that it’s classified. Perquisites of power, hoo-ha.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Top of that, the FBI just called from Westwood, wanting to know everything about everything, threatening to assign one of their guys as a consultant.’



He hummed a few bars of ‘Send in the Clowns’ and lengthened his stride.



‘On the other hand,’ he said, ‘if it’s your everyday, run-of-the-mill SoCal psycho killer gunning for innocent babies, none of the muckamucks will give a shit, ’cause the psycho’s dead – no headline value – and yours truly will catch the paperwork. Good old perquisites of power.’



He stopped at a door marked PRINCIPAL, turned the knob, and shoved. We entered a front office – two straight-backed oak chairs and a secretary’s desk, untended. To the right of the desk was a door bearing a brown plastic slide-in sign stamped LINDA
OVERSTREET, ED.D in white. Milo knocked and pushed it open without waiting for a reply.



The desk in the rear office was pushed to the wall, creating an open space that accommodated a sand-colored L-shaped sofa, tile-topped coffee table, and two upholstered chairs. Plants in ceramic pots filled the corners. Next to the desk was a waist-high shelving unit well stocked with books, rag dolls, puzzles, and games. Framed watercolors of irises and lilies hung on the walls.



A woman got up from the sofa and said, ‘Detective Sturgis. Hello, again.’



For some reason I’d expected someone middle-aged. She was no older than thirty. Tall – five eight or nine – leggy, high-waisted and slim, but with strong shoulders and full hips that flared below a tight waist. Her face was long, lean, very pretty, with a clear, fair complexion, rosy cheeks, and fine features topped by a thick shag of shoulder-length blond hair. Her mouth was wide, the lips a trifle stingy. Her jawline was crisp and angled sharply, as if aiming for a point, but ending in a squared-off cleft chin that granted her a bit of determination. She wore a charcoal cowl-neck sweater tucked into a knee-length denim skirt. No makeup other than a touch of eye shadow. Her only jewelry was a pair of square black costume earrings.



‘As promised,’ Milo told her, ‘Dr Alex Delaware. Alex, Dr Overstreet, the boss around here.’



She gave him a fleeting smile and turned to me. Because of her height and her heels, we were almost eye to eye. Hers were round and large, fringed with long, almost-white lashes. The irises were an unremarkable shade of brown but radiated an intensity that caught my attention and held it.



‘Pleased to meet you, Dr Delaware.’ She had a soft voice mellowed further by some kind of Southern twang. She held out her hand and I took it. Long-fingered and narrow, exerting no pressure. I wondered how someone with hands that submissive, that beauty-contestant voice, would handle a position of authority.



I said hello. She freed her hand and brushed her bangs.



‘Thanks for coming down on such short notice,’ she said. ‘What a nightmare.’



She shook her head again.



Milo said, ‘S’cuse me, doctors,’ and moved toward the door.



‘See you later,’ I told him.



He saluted.



When he was gone, she said, ‘That man is kind and gentle,’ as if ready to argue the point.



I nodded. She said, ‘At first the kids were scared of him, scared to talk to him – his size. But he really handled them well. Like a good father.’



That made me smile.



Her color deepened. ‘Anyway, let’s get to work. Tell me everything I can do to help the kids.’



She took a pad and pencil from her desk. I sat on the short section of the L-shaped sofa and she settled perpendicular to me, crossing her legs.



I said, ‘Are any of them showing signs of overt panic?’



‘Such as?’



‘Hysteria, breathing troubles, hyperventilation, uncontrollable weeping?’



‘No. At first there were tears, but they appeared to have calmed down. At least the last time I looked they seemed settled – amazingly so. We’ve got them back in their classrooms and the teachers have been instructed to let me know if anything comes up. No calls for the last half hour, so I guess no news is good news.’



‘What about physical symptoms – vomiting, urinating, loss of bowel control?’



‘We had a couple of wet pants in the lower grades. The teachers handled it discreetly.’



I probed for symptoms of shock. She said, ‘No, the paramedics already went through that. Said they were OK. Remarkably OK, quote unquote – is that normal? For them to look that good?’



I said, ‘What do they understand about what’s happened?’



She looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean?’



‘Has anyone actually sat down and explained to them that there was a sniper?’



‘The teachers are doing that now. But they have to know what happened. They heard the shots, saw the police swarm the campus.’ Her face tightened with anger.



I said, ‘What is it?’



She said, ‘That someone would do that to them. After all they’ve been through. But maybe that’s why they’re handling it OK. They’re used to being hated.’



‘The busing thing?’



‘The busing thing. And all the garbage that resulted from it. It was a match made in hell.’



‘Because of Massengil?’



More anger.



‘He hasn’t helped. But no doubt he speaks for his constituents. Ocean Heights considers itself the last bastion of Anglo-Saxon respectability. Till recently, the locals’ idea of educational controversy was chocolate chip or oatmeal cookies at the bake sale. Which is fine, but sometimes reality just has to rear its ugly head.’



She drummed her fingers and said, ‘When you came in, did you notice how big the yard was?’



I hadn’t, but I nodded.



She said, ‘It’s a huge campus for such a small neighborhood because thirty-five years ago, when the school was built, land was cheap, Ocean Heights was supposed to boom, and someone probably landed a juicy construction contract. But the boom never materialized and the school never came close to functioning at capacity. Until the budget crunches back in the seventies, no one paid much attention to that kind of thing. Who’d complain about small classes? But resources started to dry up, the Board began examining head count, efficient allocation of resources, all that good stuff. Most white schools were experiencing a dropping census but Hale was a real ghost town. The kids of the original homeowners were grown. Housing had gotten so expensive that few families with young children were able to move in. Those that could afford to live here could also afford to send their kids to private schools. The result was classroom capacity for nine hundred pupils and only eighty-six kids attending. Meanwhile, on the East Side, things were nuts – fifty, sixty per classroom, kids sitting on the floor. The logical thing seemed to be what the Board so quaintly terms “modulated redistributions.” The B word. But totally voluntary, and one-way. Inner-city kids brought in, no locals bused out.’



‘How long’s it been going on?’



‘This is our second year. Hundred kids the first semester, hundred more the second. Even with that, the place was still a ghost town. But the locals felt crowded. Sixty of the eighty-six stragglers were transferred immediately to private schools. All the rest left mid-semester. You would have thought we were importing the plague.’ She shook her head. ‘I can understand people wanting to be insulated, the whole idea of the neighborhood school. I know they must have felt invaded. But that doesn’t excuse how ugly it got. Alleged grown-ups standing outside the gates waving signs and taunting the kids. Calling them greasers, wetbacks. Vermin.’



I said, ‘I saw it on TV. It was ugly.’



She said, ‘During summer vacation we got vandalized – racist graffiti, broken windows. I tried to get the Board to send down some mental-health people, someone to mediate with the community before the new school year started, but all I got were memos and countermemos. Hale’s a stepchild that they’re obligated to feed but don’t want to acknowledge.’



‘How have the children reacted to all the hostility?’



‘Very well, actually. They’re so darned resilient, bless ’em, and we worked on it. Last year, I met regularly with each class, talking to them about tolerance, respecting differences between people, the right to free speech, even if it’s unpleasant. I had the teachers play games and do things to enhance self-esteem. We kept drumming into them how good they were. How brave. I’m no psychologist, but psych was my minor and I think I did at least a passable job.’



I said, ‘Sounds like the right approach. Maybe that’s why they’re handling things well right now.’



She waved off the compliment and her eyes moistened. ‘That’s not to say everything was perfect – not by a long shot. They felt it – the hatred. Had to. A few families pulled their kids out of the busing program immediately, but most stuck it out, and after a while, things seemed to be quieting down. I really thought this semester was going well. Hoped it had finally dawned on the good folks of Ocean Heights that a bunch of little kids weren’t going to rape their daughters and rustle their cattle. Or maybe they just got bored – this place is the capital of Apathy. Only other issues that get them going are offshore oil drilling within a fifty-mile radius and anything that relates to landscaping. So I made sure our shrubs were well-trimmed.’ Brief, bitter smile. ‘I was starting to think we could finally concentrate on educating. Then Massengil goes and dredges it all up – he’s always had a special thing for us. Probably ’cause he’s a local. Lives in Sacramento but keeps a house here for legal purposes. Obviously he views us as a personal burr in the butt.’



She punched her palm. Her eyes were flashing. I altered my assessment about her ability to handle authority.



‘The creep,’ she said. ‘If I’d known he was planning a dog and pony show today, I’d . . .’



She frowned, tapped her pencil on her wrist.



I said, ‘What?’



She hesitated, then gave another mirthless smile. ‘I was about to say I’d have met him at the gate with a loaded gun.’
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 SHE LOOKED
 down at her pad, realized she’d written nothing, and said, ‘Enough talk. What’s your plan?’
 

 
 ‘The first step will be to establish rapport with the kids. And the teachers. Your introducing me and explaining who I am will help that. Second, I’ll focus on getting them to express their feelings about what happened – talking, playing, drawing.
 

 
 ‘Individually or in groups?’
 

 
 ‘Groups. Class by class. It’s more efficient and more therapeutic – opening up will be easier if there’s peer support. I’ll also be looking for the high-risk kids – those who are especially high-strung, have had previous anxiety problems or experienced loss or an unusual amount of stress within the last year. Some of them may need one-on-one attention. The teachers can help by identifying them.’
 

 
 ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I know most of them myself.’
 

 
 ‘The other important thing – maybe the toughest – will be to convince parents not to keep their children out of school for extended periods.’
 

 
 ‘What’s extended?’
 

 
 ‘More than a day or two. The sooner they get back, the easier it will be for them to adjust.’
 

 
 She sighed. ‘All right, we’ll get on it. What do you need in the way of equipment?’
 

 
 ‘Nothing much – some toys – blocks, figurines. Paper and pencil, clay, scissors, glue.’
 

 
 ‘We’ve got all of that.’
 

 
 ‘Will I need a translator?’
 

 
 ‘No. Most of the kids – about ninety percent – are Latino but all of them understand English. We’ve worked hard at that. The rest are Asian, including some pretty recent immigrants, but we don’t have anyone on staff who speaks Cambodian or Vietnamese or Laotian or Tagalog or whatever, so they’ve come along pretty fast.’
 

 
 ‘Ye olde melting pot.’
 

 
 ‘Uh, uh, forbidden phrase,’ she said. ‘The memo god commands us to use salad bowl.’ She raised a finger and recited: ‘Every ingredient maintains its integrity, no matter how much you toss it around.’
 

 
 We left her office and stepped out into the hall. Only one cop remained, patrolling idly.
 

 
 She said, ‘OK. Now what about your fee.’
 

 
 I said, ‘We can talk about that later.’
 

 
 ‘No, I want things straight from the beginning – for your sake. The school board has to approve private consultants. That takes time, going through channels. If I put in a voucher without prior approval, they can use that as an excuse not to pay you.’
 

 
 I said, ‘We can’t wait for approval. The key is to get to the kids as soon as possible.’
 

 
 ‘I realize that, but I just want you to know what you’re dealing with. Also, even if we go through channels, there’re bound to be hassles getting you compensated. The board will probably claim it has the resources to do the job itself, therefore there’s no justification for bringing in anyone from the outside.’
 

 
 I nodded. ‘Same song and dance they pull with the parents of handicapped kids.’
 

 
 ‘You’ve got it.’
 

 
 ‘Don’t worry about it.’
 

 
 ‘I worry about everything. It’s my job,’ she said. Most of the softness in her eyes had melted away.
 

 
 I said, ‘It’s OK. Really.’
 

 
 ‘You realize we’re talking potential freebie?’
 

 
 ‘I realize. That’s fine.’
 

 
 She looked at me. ‘Why are you doing this?’
 

 
 ‘It’s what I went to school to learn how to do.’
 

 
 There was a distrust in her eyes. But she shrugged and said, ‘Who am I to look a gift horse?’
 

 
 We walked toward the first classroom. A door at the end of the corridor swung open. A tight cluster of nine or ten people poured out and barreled in our direction.
 

 
 At the group’s nucleus was a tall white-haired man in his sixties wearing a gray sharkskin suit that could have been purchased for Eisenhower’s victory party. His face was stringy and hawkish above a long, wattled neck – beak nose, white toothbrush mustache, pursed mouth, eyes buried in an angry squint. He kept up a vigorous pace, leading with his head, pumping his elbows like a speed-walker. His minions were whispering at him, but he didn’t seem to be listening. The group ignored us and blew by.
 

 
 I said, ‘Looks like the esteemed Assemblyman’s run out of words.’
 

 
 She closed her eyes and exhaled. We continued walking.
 

 
 I said, ‘What do you know about the sniper?’
 

 
 ‘Just that he’s dead.’
 

 
 ‘It’s a start.’
 

 
 She turned sharply. ‘A start at what?’
 

 
 ‘Dealing with the kids’ fears. The fact that he’s dead will help.’
 

 
 ‘You’re going to get into gory details with them right away?’
 

 
 ‘I’m going to be truthful with them. When they’re ready for it.’
 

 
 She looked doubtful.
 

 
 I said, ‘The key is for them to make some kind of sense out of a crazy situation. In order to do that they’ll need as much accurate information as possible. Facts. About the bad guy – presented at their level, as soon as possible. The mind abhors a vacuum. Without facts, they’ll fill their heads with fantasies of him that could be much worse than reality.’
 

 
 ‘Just how much reality do you think they need to absorb?’
 

 
 ‘Nothing gory. Basics. The sniper’s name, age, what he looks . . . looked like. It’s crucial that they see him as human. Destructible. Gone forever. Even with facts, some of the youngest ones will be incapable of understanding the permanence of his death – they’re not mature enough, developmentally. And some of the older ones may regress because of the trauma – temporarily “forget” that dead people don’t come back to life. So they’re all vulnerable to fantasies of the bad guy returning. Of his coming back to get them again. Adult crime victims go through it – after the initial shock’s worn off. It can lead to nightmares, phobias, all kinds of post-traumatic reactions. In children the risk is higher because kids don’t draw a clear line between reality and fantasy. You can’t eliminate the risk of problems, but by dealing with misconceptions right away, you minimize it.’
 

 
 I stopped. She was staring at me, grimly, the brown eyes unwavering.
 

 
 ‘What I want,’ I said, ‘is for them to understand that the bastard’s truly destroyed. That he’s not some supernatural bogeyman that’s going to keep haunting them.’
 

 
 ‘Bastard’ made her smile. ‘OK. Just as long as it doesn’t end up scaring them more—’ She stopped herself. ‘Sorry. You obviously know a heck of a lot more about this than I do. It’s just that they’ve been through so much for so long, I’ve gotten protective.’
 

 
 ‘That’s OK,’ I said. ‘Good to see someone caring.’
 

 
 She ignored that. This one definitely didn’t like compliments.
 

 
 ‘I don’t know a thing about the bastard,’ she said. ‘No one saw him. We just heard the shots. Then there was a lot of panic – screaming and shoving. We were trying to stuff the kids back into the building, keeping their heads down. We ran as fast and as far away as we could, trying to make sure no one got trampled. No one even knew it was over until that guy Ahlward came out of the shed, waving his gun like a cowboy after the big draw. When I first saw him, it freaked me out – I thought he was the sniper. Then I recognized him – I’d seen him in Latch’s group. And he was smiling, telling us it was all over. We were safe.’
 

 
 She shuddered. ‘Bye-bye, bogeyman.’
 

 
 The lone patrolman had tilted his head toward our conversation.
 

 
 I walked up to him and said, ‘Officer, what can you tell me about the sniper?’ He was young, handsome, coal-black, permapressed.
 

 
 ‘I’m not free to give out any information, sir.’
 

 
 ‘I’m not a reporter,’ I said. ‘I’m a psychologist called in by Detective Sturgis to work with the children.’
 

 
 Unimpressed.
 

 
 ‘It would be useful,’ I said, ‘for me to have as many facts as possible. So I can help the kids.’
 

 
 ‘I’m not free to discuss anything, sir.’
 

 
 ‘Where’s Detective Sturgis?’
 

 
 ‘I don’t know, sir.’
 

 
 I returned to Linda Overstreet’s side.
 

 
 She’d heard the exchange. ‘Bureaucracy,’ she said. ‘I’ve come to believe it’s a biological urge.’
 

 
 A door further down the corridor opened, disgorging another group. This one revolved around a man in his early forties, mid-sized and chunky. He had a roundish, freckled face under an early-Beatles mop of gray-streaked dark hair which covered his brow. His clothes were formula junior-faculty: Oatmeal-colored tweed sport coat, rumpled khaki pants, black-and-green plaid shirt, red knit tie. He wore round tortoiseshell eyeglasses, the kind the British health service used to give out for free. They rested atop a nose that would have done a French bulldog proud. The rest of his features were too small for his face – pinched, almost effeminate. I thought of old pictures I’d seen of him. Long-haired and bearded. The facial hair had made him look more seasoned, twenty years ago.
 

 
 The academic image was enhanced by the people around him – young, bright-eyed, like students vying for the attention of a favorite professor. Each of them was final-exam solemn, but the group managed to radiate a boisterousness that was almost festive.
 

 
 The round-faced man noticed us and stopped.
 

 
 ‘Dr Overstreet. How’s everyone doing?’
 

 
 ‘As good as can be expected, Councilman Latch.’
 

 
 He came over to us. The staffers hung back. With the exception of one bulky, blunt-faced, red-haired man about Latch’s age, none was older than twenty-five. A clean-cut bunch, dressed for success.
 

 
 Latch said, ‘Is there anything I can do, Dr Overstreet? For the kids? Or your staff?’
 

 
 ‘How about calling out the National Guard for some protection?’
 

 
 He flashed a brief, campaign-poster smile, then turned serious. ‘Anything a little less . . . martial?’
 

 
 ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘We could use some information.’
 

 
 ‘What kind of information?’
 

 
 ‘About the sniper. Who he was, his motivation. Dr Delaware here will be working with the children. He needs to know as much as possible in order to answer their questions.’
 

 
 He seemed to notice me for the first time, held out his hand and gripped mine hard. ‘Gordon Latch.’
 

 
 ‘Alex Delaware.’
 

 
 ‘Good to meet you, Alex. You’re a psychologist? Psychiatrist?’
 

 
 ‘Psychologist.’
 

 
 ‘From the School Board?’
 

 
 Before I could answer, Linda said, ‘Dr Delaware’s a private practitioner recommended by the police. He’s a specialist in childhood stress.’
 

 
 Latch’s blue eyes focused behind his welfare specs. ‘Well, all power to you, and thanks for coming down on such short notice, Alex. It’s been a horror – unbelievable. Thank God it turned out the way it did.’ He glanced back at his staffers, got nods from some of them. ‘What’s your game plan – vis-à-vis the kids?’
 

 
 I gave him a brief rehash of what I’d told Linda.
 

 
 He took a moment to digest it. ‘Sounds right on target,’ he said. I was involved in your field once upon a time – majored in psych up at Berkeley. Crisis counseling, community mental health, primary and secondary prevention. We had a place in Oakland. Trying to integrate mental patients back into the community. Back in the good old days when humanism wasn’t a dirty word.’
 

 
 ‘So I’ve heard.’ As had anyone who read the papers.
 

 
 ‘Different times,’ he said, sighing. ‘Gentler and kinder. What happened today just underscores how far we’ve drifted. Damn, what a tragedy!’
 

 
 Linda said, ‘What can you tell us about the sniper, Councilman Latch?’
 

 
 ‘Not much, I’m afraid. We don’t know much ourselves. The police have been awfully close-mouthed, as is their wont.’
 

 
 She said, ‘Mr Ahlward would know something. If he feels up to it, perhaps he could educate us.’
 

 
 Latch looked over his shoulder again. ‘Bud? C’mere, please.’
 

 
 The red-haired man raised pinkish eyebrows and stepped forward. He wore a brown suit, white shirt, solid brown knit tie, had the kind of overdeveloped upper body that makes custom tailoring a necessity. This suit was off the rack and hung on him like a tarp. His hands dangled loosely at his sides, big, pale, fuzzed with copper. His hair was tightly curled and he wore it close to his head. He had a fleshy, jutting jaw and lazy amber eyes that remained fixed on his boss.
 

 
 ‘Councilman?’ Up close he smelled of cigarette smoke.
 

 
 ‘Bud, these good people want to know about the sniper. What can you tell them?’
 

 
 ‘Nothing yet,’ said Ahlward. He had a soft, boyish voice. ‘Sorry. Cops’ orders.’ He zipped a finger across his mouth.
 

 
 Latch said, ‘Nothing at all, Bud?’
 

 
 ‘ATD was real clear on that, Councilman.’
 

 
 Latch turned back to us. ‘Anti-Terrorist Division. You might recall them from a couple of years ago. The lovely fellows who were spending taxpayers’ money on surveilling innocent taxpayers? We’ve since gotten them to clean up their act, so I suppose we’ll have to let them do their thing, for the moment. And they were adamant about keeping things under wraps until they’re sure they’ve got the big picture. Bud’s on his way downtown right now to give a formal statement. If we’re all lucky, things’ll clear up soon after that.’ To Ahlward: ‘Bud, soon as you get the green light vis-à-vis informational flow, make sure these good folks get anything they want. Immediately. Understood?’
 

 
 ‘You bet,’ said Ahlward.
 

 
 Latch nodded. Ahlward returned to the group.
 

 
 ‘Thank God for Bud,’ said Latch, loud enough for the group to hear. Someone patted Ahlward on the back. The redheaded man appeared unmoved. Standing with the others but not one of them. A distant look had settled on his face – Zen placid, as if he’d projected himself to another place, another time. Not a hint that he’d spent his lunch hour shooting someone to death.
 

 
 ‘OK, my friends,’ said Latch, taking a step backward. ‘It’s been a long day that shows no sign of ending. Dr Overstreet, if you need anything, bypass the red tape and come straight to me. I mean it. Let’s get things on an even keel, once and for all. Dr Delaware, sounds like the kids are in good hands, but you, too, feel free to get in touch if there’s anything I can do.’
 

 
 He reached into his jacket, removed some business cards from a leather holder, and gave them to us. A two-handed grasp of Linda’s hand, then mine, and he was gone.
 

 
 Linda crumpled the card. Her face had tightened.
 

 
 I said, ‘What’s the matter?’
 

 
 ‘Suddenly he’s Mr Helpful,’ she said, ‘but last spring, when the kids were being put through hell, I tried to get his help. Ocean Heights is part of his district, even though I’m sure he didn’t get too many votes here. I thought because of his reputation, all the civil rights stuff he used to be into, he’d come down, talk to the kids, show them someone with power was on their side. If for no other reason than to use it for public relations. I must have called his office half a dozen times. Not even a return call.’
 

 
 ‘He came down today. To square off against Massengil.’
 

 
 ‘Some kind of ulterior motive, no doubt. They’re all the same.’ She blushed. ‘Listen to me. You must think I’m a foursquare ballbuster.’
 

 
 ‘You might very well be,’ I said, ‘but I’d have to study you under more optimal circumstances in order to be able to come to a conclusion vis-à-vis that issue.’
 

 
 She opened her mouth, then broke into laughter. The cop down the hall pretended not to hear.
 

 

 
 The classroom was large and bright and filled with an unaccustomed silence. Only the rain broke the quiet, sloshing against the windows in an insistent car-wash rhythm. Twenty pairs of eyes stared back at me.
 

 
 I said, ‘I’m the kind of doctor who doesn’t give shots. I don’t look in kids’ eyes or ears, either.’ Pause. ‘What I do is talk with kids and play with them. You guys like to play, don’t you?’
 

 
 A few blinks.
 

 
 ‘What kinds of games do you like to play?’
 

 
 Silence.
 

 
 ‘How about ball? Any of you like to play ball?’
 

 
 Nods.
 

 
 ‘Handball?’
 

 
 An Asian boy with a soup-bowl haircut said, ‘Baseball.’
 

 
 ‘Baseball,’ I said. ‘What position do you play?’
 

 
 ‘Pitch. Soccer and football and basketball, too.’
 

 
 ‘Jumpin’ rope,’ said a girl.
 

 
 ‘Pizza Party,’ said the Asian boy.
 

 
 ‘That’s a board game,’ explained the teacher. A stylish black woman in her forties, she’d relinquished her desk to me with eagerness, pulled a chair into a corner, and sat, hands folded, like a punished student. ‘We have that here in class. We have lots of board games, don’t we, class?’
 

 
 ‘I like to be mushrooms,’ said the Asian boy.
 

 
 ‘Peppers,’ said another boy, small-boned, with long, wavy hair. ‘Hot peppers. Muy caliente!’
 

 
 Giggles.
 

 
 I said, ‘OK. What other board games do you like to play?’
 

 
 ‘Checkers.’ 

 
 ‘Chutes and Ladders!’
 

 
 ‘Checkers!’
 

 
 ‘I already said that!’
 

 
 ‘Chinese checkers!’
 

 
 ‘You Chinese?’
 

 
 ‘No way. I’m Vietnamese!’
 

 
 ‘Memory!’
 

 
 ‘I like to play, too,’ I said. ‘Sometimes for fun and sometimes to help kids when they’re scared or worried.’
 

 
 Return of silence. The teacher fidgeted.
 

 
 ‘Something very scary happened today,’ I said. ‘Right here in school.’
 

 
 ‘Someone got killed,’ said a dimpled girl with coffee-colored skin.
 

 
 ‘Anna, we don’t know that,’ said the teacher.
 

 
 ‘Yes,’ insisted the girl. ‘There was shooting. That means killing.’
 

 
 I said, ‘You’ve heard shooting before.’
 

 
 She nodded with vehemence. ‘Uh-huh. On my street. The gangbangers drive by and shoot into the houses. That means killing. My papa said so. One time we had a bullet hole in our garage. Like this.’ She measured a space between thumb and forefinger.
 

 
 ‘My street, too,’ said a crew-cut boy with an elfin face and bat ears. ‘A dude got killed. Dead. Boom boom boom. Inna face.’
 

 
 The teacher looked ill.
 

 
 A few of the boys began to pantomime shooting, using their fingers for guns and half-rising out of their seats.
 

 
 ‘Sounds scary,’ I said.
 

 
 A boy laughed and shot at a girl. She said, ‘Stop it! You’re stupid!’
 

 
 The boy swore at her in Spanish.
 

 
 ‘Ramon!’ said the teacher. ‘Now you just settle down. Let’s all of us settle down, class.’ Her glance at me said Where’d you get your degree? 

 
 I said, ‘It’s fun to play shooting, because it makes us feel strong. In charge – the boss over our lives. But when it really happens – when someone’s really shooting at us, it isn’t too funny, is it?’
 

 
 Headshakes. The boys who’d laughed hardest suddenly looked the most frightened.
 

 
 I said, ‘What do you guys understand about what happened today?’
 

 
 ‘Some dude was shootin’ at us,’ said the Asian boy.
 

 
 ‘Tranh,’ said the teacher. ‘We don’t know that.’
 

 
 ‘Yeah, he was shootin’ at us, Miz Williams!’
 

 
 ‘Yes, Tranh. He was shooting,’ she said. ‘But we don’t know who he was shooting at. He could have been shooting into the air.’ A look to me for confirmation.
 

 
 ‘He was shooting at us,’ insisted Tranh.
 

 
 I said, ‘Do any of you know what happened to him?’
 

 
 ‘He got shot?’ said the girl named Anna.
 

 
 ‘That’s right. He got shot and he’s dead. So he can’t hurt you. Can’t do anything to you.’
 

 
 Silence as they appraised that.
 

 
 The boy named Ramon said, ‘What about his friends, man?’
 

 
 ‘What friends?’
 

 
 ‘Like if he’s a homeboy and the other homeboys are gonna come back and shoot us again?’
 

 
 ‘No reason to think he’s a homeboy,’ I said.
 

 
 ‘But what if he’s a stoner, man?’ said Ramon. ‘Or a cholo.’
 

 
 ‘Who is he?’ asked another girl, chubby, with black Shirley Temple ringlets and a quiver in her voice.
 

 
 Twenty faces, waiting.
 

 
 I said, ‘I don’t know yet. No one does. But he’s gone. Forever. You’re safe from him.’
 

 
 ‘We should kill him again!’ said Ramon.
 

 
 ‘Yeah! Kill him! Shoot him with a twenty-two.’
 

 
 ‘With a Uzi!’
 

 
 ‘Push his face inna pizza so he don’t breathe no more!’
 

 
 ‘Push his face in ca-ca!’
 

 
 The teacher started to say something. I stilled her with a glance. ‘How else could you hurt him?’
 

 
 ‘Kill him!’
 

 
 ‘Cut him up and feed him to Pancho – that’s my dog!’
 

 
 ‘Shoot him, boom, inna balls!’
 

 
 ‘Ay, los cojones!’ 

 
 Laughter.
 

 
 ‘Boom!’
 

 
 ‘Cut him up and grind him up and feed him to my dog!’
 

 
 ‘You don’t got no dog, Martha!’
 

 
 ‘Do so! Got a real mean pit bull and he’ll eat you!’
 

 
 I said, ‘Shoot him, stab him, push his face down. Sounds like you guys are really mad.’
 

 
 ‘Yeah, man,’ said Ramon. ‘What you think, man? He try to kill us, we gonna kill him back!’
 

 
 ‘We can’t kill him,’ said the chubby girl.
 

 
 ‘Why’s that?’ I said.
 

 
 ‘Because he’s big. We’re just kids, we got no guns.’
 

 
 ‘That’s dumb,’ said Tranh. ‘We can’t kill him ’cause he’s already dead!’
 

 
 ‘Kill him again!’ shouted someone.
 

 
 ‘Find out where he lives,’ said Ramon, ‘and kill his fuckin’ house!’
 

 
 The teacher said, ‘Language!’
 

 
 The chubby girl didn’t look reassured. I said, ‘What’s the matter?’
 

 
 ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘we can’t do nothing. We’re kids. If people wanna be mean to us all the time, they can.’
 

 
 ‘Honey, no one wants to be mean to you,’ said the teacher.
 

 
 The chubby girl looked at her.
 

 
 ‘Everyone likes you, Cecelia,’ said the teacher. ‘Everyone likes all of you.’
 

 
 The chubby girl shook her head and began to cry.
 

 

 
 By the time I finished, the rain had abated. I made a stop at Linda Overstreet’s office, but it was locked and no one answered my knock. As I left the building I saw Milo in the yard, near the cordoned storage shed. He was talking to a slim, dark-haired man in a well-cut blue suit. He noticed me and waved me over.
 

 
 ‘Alex, this is Lieutenant Frisk, Anti-Terrorist Division. Lieutenant, Dr Alex Delaware, the clinical psychologist who’ll be working with the kids.’
 

 
 Frisk checked me over and said, ‘How’s it going, Doctor?’ in a tone that let me know he didn’t care much.
 

 
 ‘Fine.’
 

 
 ‘Good to hear it.’ He flashed a barrel cuff and consulted his Rolex. He was young and tan, the dark hair permed in a neat cap, and wore a mustache that had taken a long time to trim. The blue suit was expensive, the shirt Turnbull & Asser or a knockoff. The tie that bisected it was heavy silk, patterned with dancing blue parallelograms on a background of deep burgundy. His eyes matched the parallelograms; they never stopped moving.
 

 
 He turned to Milo and said, ‘I’ll let you know. Afternoon, Doctor.’ He walked away.
 

 
 ‘Spiffy dresser,’ I said. ‘Looks like a TV cop.’
 

 
 ‘Young man on the way up,’ said Milo. ‘Masters in Public Administration from SC, good connections, D-Three by the age of thirty, promoted to loot three years later.’
 

 
 ‘Is he taking over the case?’
 

 
 ‘You just heard – he’ll let me know.’
 

 
 We walked across the schoolyard.
 

 
 ‘So,’ he said, ‘how’d it really go?’
 

 
 ‘Not bad, really. I managed to meet briefly with all the classes. Most of the kids seem to be reacting normally.’
 

 
 ‘Meaning?’
 

 
 ‘Meaning lots of anxiety, some anger. It’s the anger I tried to harness – get them to feel more in control. I told the teachers to contact the parents and prepare them for possible appetite loss, sleep problems, psychosomatic stuff, clinginess, some school phobia. Some of the kids may need individual treatment, but a group approach should work for most of them. The important thing was getting to them quickly. You done good.’
 

 
 He said, ‘What’d you think of Ms Principal?’
 

 
 ‘Feisty lady.’
 

 
 ‘Texas lady,’ he said. ‘Cop’s kid – daddy was a Ranger, brought his work home. She knows this scene by heart.’
 

 
 ‘She didn’t mention any of that to me.’
 

 
 ‘Why would she? With you she probably talked feelings.’
 

 
 I said, ‘Her main feeling right now is anger. Plenty of it simmering beneath the surface. It’s been building since she got here – she’s been dealing with lots of crap and getting very little support. She tell you about the vandalism?’
 

 
 He frowned. ‘Yeah, first I’d heard of it. The School Board reported it directly to downtown – it never went any further.’
 

 
 ‘Bad PR?’ I said.
 

 
 ‘Perish the thought.’
 

 
 ‘Sounds like the school’s been embroiled in politics since they brought the kids in. Think the sniping was political?’
 

 
 ‘At this point, who knows?’
 

 
 ‘Latch or Massengil have any theories? About being targets themselves?’
 

 
 ‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said. ‘Kenny Frisk and the ATD boys did all the interrogation. Hush-hush behind closed doors. Afterwards Kenny comes out and informs the rest of us peons that official policy is tight lips. All press releases to emanate from ATD. Informational infractions will be severely dealt with.’
 

 
 I searched his face for signs of anger. All I saw was a big, white mask.
 

 
 A few steps later he said, ‘Though with politicos, good luck keeping their lips from flapping.’
 

 
 ‘So far Latch seems to be complying,’ I said. ‘I ran into him in the hall as he was leaving. Tried to get some information from him and received zip.’
 

 
 He turned his head and looked at me. ‘What kind of information?’
 

 
 ‘Some sort of basic description of the sniper. Who he was. Anything tangible. The kids need to form an image of their enemy.’ I repeated the rationale I’d given Linda and Gordon Latch. ‘They’re already asking questions, Milo. It would increase my effectiveness to be able to answer some of them.’
 

 
 He said, ‘Just basics, huh? Who he was.’
 

 
 I nodded. ‘Of course, any details you can tell me would be useful. Short of an “informational infraction.”’
 

 
 He didn’t smile. ‘Details. Well, first thing I can tell you is that you’re operating on a false premise.’
 

 
 ‘What’s that?’
 

 
 ‘It wasn’t a he. It was a she.’
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