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	Gropper entered the bar.

	He’d cased it the day before, knew the schedules of the workers, the locations of the entrances, and the delivery times. He was a man who left nothing to chance.

	It was close to midnight, and the place was as packed as it was going to be. Gropper took a seat at the bar, ordered a Jack and Coke, and laid the newspaper out next to him.

	The jukebox spat out Bob Seger while the scattered groups made idle conversation. The place was a beacon for blue-collar workers and degenerates.

	He killed his drink and ordered another. He hadn’t shaved for a few days and wore nondescript clothes. No one would be paying him any attention now and, if anyone asked later, they would get a watered-down description.

	Gropper checked the time. A patrol car would be in the neighborhood for the next half an hour. Good, it would give him time to go over the game plan. He had scoped the bartender the previous day, but up close he could get a good read. The guy wore a sleeveless black T-shirt that barely covered his frame. He had no muscle definition but was prison big. A shaved head glistened in the overhead light, and a two-tone beard hung down to his chest, streaked with gray. The bartender’s nose had been broken a few times, and the scar tissue around his eyes suggested he could take a beating and keep coming. Gropper made a note: If the bartender gets involved, give him the full business right away.

	In the back was the kitchen, which consisted of a grill manned by two ex-cons. They would stay out of it or run at the first sign of trouble.

	Gropper hazarded a guess that at least one of the patrons might join the fray, if it lasted long enough, another reason to keep things contained and expedited. No sermons, no acquiescing to pleas or apologies—just execute the job.

	He would act quickly and be in the wind.

	His target would be in the back office. A loaded .38 in the top desk drawer, ledger in the second, petty cash box in the third.

	Gropper ordered a final drink to bring him to an even keel. The adrenaline wouldn’t start coursing until right before the deed, but he felt it building, like a race car driver revving the engine. A group of people paid the bill and left. In total, there were now nine, including Gropper, in the entire place. He clocked them out of the corner of his eye. They were already drunk, busy arguing about which of them had a harder week. If things broke his way, he’d only have to deal with two of them. If not, possibly four or five. He’d dealt with worse.

	He began folding the newspaper.

	The bartender was engrossed in the news on the TV, but if he had noticed, Gropper would have looked like another drunk trying to escape the monotony. In reality, he was making a weapon. He’d read about how in the sixties, in Millwall, England, the police cracked down on soccer hooligans. Before fans could enter the stadium, they had to give up rolls of mints, pens, combs, boots, and shoelaces. But some enterprising fans brought newspapers with them. When rolled up and folded, they had created what became known as a Millwall brick. Gropper dug into his pocket for two rolls of pennies and laid them toward the top of the paper, so they would give the thing some heft. He finished folding it over.

	“Hey,” Gropper called out. He gripped the improvised weapon in his right hand.

	“Yeah?” the bartender said without taking his eyes from the screen.

	“Let me get one more.”

	The bartender didn’t move for a moment, then fixed the drink and set it in front of Gropper. When he turned, Gropper hit him on the side of the head with the brick. The bartender slouched and Gropper hit him a second time in the face, breaking his nose and sending him to the ground.

	“Hey, I think something’s wrong,” Gropper called out to the other patrons. The group at a table in the back stopped talking and looked over.

	“I’m going to call nine-one-one.”

	Gropper was up and off his stool, heading to the back before anyone could say anything.

	“Five-o! Five-o!” he yelled through the swinging doors into the kitchen. He didn’t think the ex-cons would interfere, but again, you never knew. He was through the hallway and outside of the office. He rapped loudly a few times on the door. Footsteps approached. As it opened, he heard, “Jesus Christ, what the—”

	Gropper hit the man in the chest with the Millwall brick. The man fell backward and scrambled for the desk and the .38 he had stored there.

	The guy was Joe, the manager. He had a thick mustache, sideburns, and white, powder-caked his nostrils. He crawled quickly and wheezed as his lungs fought to displace carbon dioxide. He wasn’t a pro, but he was savvy enough to go for the weapon. He pulled the drawer out, but Gropper was already there, kicking it shut. It crunched Joe’s hand. He yelled, then crumpled to the floor. Gropper flipped him onto his back and gripped him by the shirt.

	“My hand,” Joe said and stared at it. Multiple bones had been broken, and the webbing of his ring and middle fingers was severed. His face was ashen, and he was shaking. Shock would set in soon.

	“Listen,” Gropper said, “You fenced a ring and bracelet. Where’s the locket?”

	Joe looked at him, eyes blank, uncomprehending.

	Gropper took Joe’s injured hand and squeezed. Joe’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he was on the verge of passing out.

	“Cashbox.”

	Gropper tore the third drawer open, grabbed the box, and headed for the door. He could cut through the kitchen and out the back. One of the other customers blocked the entrance, a squat man with a scowl and a head the shape of a bullet. He didn’t make any threats, just started swinging. Gropper knew instantly this guy had no finesse—too much time on the heavy bag. Probably uttered profane things as he slugged it.

	The guy fired a decent combination, most of which Gropper took on his forearms. He landed a counter right hand, then kicked the guy in the shin with his steel-toed boot. The guy winced and slunk down. Gropper hit him with a one-two, and the guy fell to his side, a marionette with its strings cut.

	The rest of the crowd stayed in the bar, and Gropper could see them debating what to do. He didn’t wait to find out. He moved through the swinging doors, past the grill, and out into the parking lot through the service entrance.

	He continued through the bushes, onto the sidewalk, and down a side street. He got to the highway. At this time of night, a few cars drove by, but mostly there was an eerie silence. Gropper continued across the highway into the strip mall. The bail bonds office, pizzeria, nail salon, and Mexican restaurant were all closed. He found his car parked where he’d left it, in front of a dental office.

	Once inside, he calmed his breathing, listening for the telltale sound of a siren. Nothing yet. It would probably take them another few minutes, and by then, he would be long gone.

	 

	 

	“How’d it go?”

	McGill took a massive bite of his corned beef sandwich and chased it with the rest of his Mickey’s. He was on his second course of what would probably be three to four entrées. The diner was McGill’s favorite and the only place he’d meet. Rumor was he never left the place. Gropper took a sip of his coffee. He never ate during these meetings.

	“Fine,” Gropper said.

	McGill sneered—his way of smiling. He sat back in his seat, and the leather squealed. McGill was an enormous man whose appetites had ravaged what had been a formidable person. His once-imposing frame now looked overstuffed as he pushed three hundred pounds. He was a former cop turned unlicensed PI. His career as a legitimate law enforcement officer long gone, he turned to the other side. His Rolodex had enough contacts to keep him well informed about the local Charleston microcosm.

	McGill was a fixer now, a middleman. He would find two interested parties, and like a sell side broker, match them up. He would get a taste, of course. He had a legion of hitters, junkies, hookers, and dealers who all got greased for info. Regardless, the reality was McGill was a small timer who kicked back enough to those in power.

	McGill never sought the limelight. He wasn’t flashy, didn’t drive a car that screamed out for attention. He was a smart operator.

	Gropper didn’t say anything more. McGill’s sneer faded. He finished his sandwich in three bites.

	“I’ve always liked the way you do things: lead pipe cruelty, mercenary sensibility.”

	Gropper’s lip twitched; it was the closest he came to laughing. Gropper reached into his pocket and left the envelope containing the locket on the cushion next to him.

	McGill signaled the waiter, who brought over his next course and a fresh Mickey’s. The beer wasn’t on the menu, but it was a concession the owner made for McGill. Gropper sat in silence while McGill ate. Gropper finished his coffee.

	“Try some pecan pie. It’s the best.”

	“No, thanks.”

	“All right, I’ll let you know when I need you.”

	Gropper nodded and left. Later, he would check the dead drop where McGill had left his payment. Gropper went out the service entrance and got into the car.

	He’d take a different route home. Along the way, Gropper imagined how it would go down later. McGill would return the locket to his client, in this case, the grandson of the locket’s true owner.

	When Joe wasn’t operating the bar, or holding for a dealer, he did some B and E on the side, as part of a crew of three. He’d fenced most of the jewelry, but the pawn shop owner was on McGill’s payroll. Word had already circulated about the items, and the guy alerted McGill almost as soon as Joe had left.

	“The locket had sentimental value,” McGill said when he gave Gropper the information. Gropper wasn’t sentimental, nor did he want to be included in the post-activity festivities. He did not want to receive thanks or be the recipient of hugs and pats on the back for a job well done. Perhaps McGill was on to something with his mercenary comment.

	Gropper pulled the car into a spot off the side street near his house. He nodded to a group of men sitting on the stoop next door. They uttered terse acknowledgment of his presence and went back to tilting their brown bags.

	Across the street, John lounged in his chair on the second-floor balcony. His brown skin hung off him like putty and glistened from sweat. He was a full-blown alcoholic who rarely left the house. A fifth of vodka stayed between his feet, except when he was sucking at the neck. Gropper paid him fifty bucks a week to keep an eye on both Gropper’s car and the comings and goings of people to the house. Gropper sublet a room, which had direct access to the sidewalk.

	John saw Gropper and wiped at his nose—the signal to let him know everything was clear and that Gropper had no visitors that day. Gropper unlocked his police lock, felt the crossbar slide, and walked into the dimly lit room.

	It was sparse. Practically the same as when he first moved in six months ago: a bed against the far wall underneath a window with an armoire next to it. Otherwise, barren. Gropper had a go bag at the bottom foot of the bed, and another one in a bus station locker a few miles away. If it came down to it, he could be gone in under a minute as if he never existed. The thought gave him a sense of security. He owned nothing, had nothing. He locked the door behind him, replacing the police crossbar out of habit.

	Ms. Bradley, age seventy-eight, owned the house. She spent most of her time traveling back and forth to the hospital. Her afflictions were too long to list in one sitting, but she was tough. She and Gropper immediately took to each other. He helped around the house, when he could, and she gave him free reign of the place. Her daughter had worked with McGill, so she knew to keep Gropper’s business anonymous.

	The house was quiet except for a grandfather clock that ticked away the seconds. Gropper went into the living room, walked over to the bookcase, and selected a Bill Evans record. He fitted the album on the revolver turntable and placed the needle on track two. He sat down and shut his eyes.

	The music was the one pleasure he allowed himself.

	 

	 

	McGill took a bite of his pecan pie. They put it on the grill to warm it up first. It was how he always ended the day. Carmine sat back in the booth and opened his arms like flower petals blossoming. He had enough product in his hair for it to shine, Carmine was an emissary for Cleon James. Cleon and his crew had made some noise over the last few years, and he was looking to expand his enterprise. This was the second time Carmine had dropped by the diner. The first time, he told McGill about the group’s intentions, offered terms, and McGill listened politely. Then he told Carmine what he told people who’d been trying to shake him down since he set up shop.

	“Go fuck yourselves.”

	Carmine laughed and said to think about it. The terms were reasonable, but they weren’t going to remain that way forever.

	This evening, Carmine returned and his good nature about McGill’s earlier response was not there. This time, he went into specifics of things they had done in the recent past to people who didn’t see their way.

	“So?” Carmine said, as McGill finished eating.

	“My message hasn’t changed.”

	Carmine bit his lower lip, and then laughed like a hyena.

	“You know, you’re not untouchable,” he said. “Some shit could happen to you, same as it does anyone else.”

	“And what do you think will happen if something bad comes down on me?”

	“You think I’m scared of Gropper?” Carmine said, then turned to look to see if Gropper might actually be there. “But I don’t see—”

	McGill hit Carmine in the sternum. Carmine’s eyes bulged from their sockets as the air wheezed from his lungs. His mouth opened and shut a few times like a fish out of water.

	“First off, just worry about me. Be glad Gropper isn’t here, or you’d be dead.”

	“You can’t…” Carmine began.

	“I just did.”

	Carmine took in a deep breath and coughed.

	“Relax, it’ll pass.” McGill took a toothpick from the dispenser. Carmine’s face turned a shade of green, then his breathing returned.

	“You’re fucking—”

	McGill hit him in the same spot. Carmine was amazed at the speed McGill moved at for a man his size. His eyes widened to the size of half-dollars.

	McGill signaled the waiter, who came and took his plate and brought a coffee and water.

	“Here, drink this.” He nudged the water toward Carmine and took a sip of the coffee. Carmine stared at McGill, unable speak.

	“Swallow your pride and go. Next time, Lord help you if Gropper is here.”

	Carmine looked like he was going to say something but instead rubbed at his chest and headed toward the door.

	 

	 

	Maurice liked to take care of business himself. He was stubborn that way; his mother instilled it in him when he was young. Solve your own problems. Having three siblings, two who never saw twenty-one, the advice served him well. Problems not dealt with had a way of quickly growing exponentially worse. Like snuffing out a match versus snuffing out a raging inferno. He considered the calm to always be the signal before the storm. When—not if, but when—a problem occurred, he took care of it straight away.

	He had been diagnosed with cerebral palsy at a young age, and his mother also made certain he was capable of taking care of himself and never to accept pity.

	He hadn’t meant to get into the game. Maurice had promised to steer clear of drugs and drinking, which claimed both his two brothers and his father. He finished high school, then worked as the day shift manager of a motel, and took night classes toward a bachelor’s in management.

	They said it was the stress of all the years of taking care of her family that finally caused the heart attack. Suddenly, Maurice was responsible for taking care of himself and his younger sister. He attended fewer classes and logged more hours at work. Soon, it felt like he was there twenty-four-seven.

	Then his cousin Stacy came to him with a proposition.

	Maurice hadn’t seen her in almost a year.

	She showed up at the motel during the day, still high, but coherent. It looked like she hadn’t slept in months.

	“Jesus,” he said when she got close enough. She hadn’t bathed in a while, either.

	“It’s good to see you too, cuz.”

	“Hey, you can’t be here right now.” He checked the clock. “My shift ends in an hour. There’s a KFC across the highway, I’ll meet you there.”

	She smiled, revealing some busted teeth, and stumbled through the front door. She was in worse shape than he initially thought. Still, she was family, and he felt bad about what she’d been through.

	When his shift ended, he met her at the KFC and bought her a chicken tenders and side of fries. They caught up for about twenty minutes, and then she laid it on him.

	Maurice said no. He didn’t want to do anything illegal. The promise to his mother still weighed heavily on him. Stacy sighed.

	“I’m not asking you to get your hands dirty.”

	“I can’t do it. Besides, what do I know about prostitution?”

	“You know how to manage things, right?” Stacy said. She sat across from him, hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore just enough makeup to accentuate the beauty she had left. She was in her late twenties but looked like she was in her forties.

	“Yes, but there’s a difference.”

	“I know the ins and outs. I can handle the money, recruiting, the day to day.”

	“So why do you need me?”

	She sat forward. Under the direct light, he could see remnants of scars and her heavy use of concealer. “It’s medieval out there. I need someone watching my back.”

	He took two twenties from his wallet and laid them on the table.

	“What’s this supposed to be?”

	“Just something to help.”

	“Mo-Mo,” she began. It was what she’d called him when they were much younger. “Please, think about it.”

	That night, Maurice returned home. He would give her the benefit of thinking it over and coming up with ironclad reasons to avoid entering into a business arrangement with her. But the more he thought about it, the more difficult it became to shoot it down. Sitting at the kitchen table, he flipped through bills, loan payments, and overdue notices. He was still in the process of settling his mother’s estate, and though she had left him and his sister money, there were already liens against it.

	He heard feet on the hardwood floor.

	His sister Janice stood there in her pajamas, rubbing her eyes.

	“Hey, what are you doing up?”

	“I couldn’t sleep.”

	“Why don’t you find something good to watch, I’ll be in in a minute.”

	“Okay.”

	She was going to be nine in two months. Their mother had been pregnant with her when their father died from an overdose. Maurice flipped through the bills one more time. Felt the weight of them increasing in his hands. He considered Stacy’s proposition again. Money had a way of swallowing up principles.

	He met her the following day and told her he was willing to get involved.

	But, before they could begin, he wanted to do some research, avoid the pitfalls of territorial disputes and extortion. He knew there would be a way to maximize profits and limit their exposure. It would just take some time to figure out.

	Stacy moved in to cut down on expenses and share rent.

	He mapped out the plan within two weeks.

	“Just look,” he said when they were seated at the table one night. He had unfolded a map of Charleston across the table.

	“There’s an untapped resource, right off the highway.”

	He explained how the trucking industry comprised a majority percentage of the johns who frequented prostitutes in this part of the state. If they kept their operation closer to the interstate, they could capitalize. Not only would they be out on the fringe, away from most of the action, but they could base their enterprise out of his motel.

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Sounds like we’ve got to cut more people in, or take on another partner.”

	“I’ve already put in to switch to the midnight to eight shift.” Before she could voice more negative opinions, he continued. “It’s right off an exit, sandwiched between a burger joint and a rest stop. It’s the perfect location. Also, what are your biggest problems?”

	She didn’t answer. It was a rhetorical question.

	“Protection and the police,” he said. “This solves both of ’em.

	Stacy paused and took it all in, then slowly nodded. She looked much better now. She was still using, but she’d cut down on the amount and the showers, sleep, and clean clothes did wonders.

	She told him she was going to start recruiting talent.

	Stacy moved quickly. The following week, she introduced Maurice to Angel and Fantasia. They were tough and weathered, with crudely applied makeup, but they bought into Stacy’s pitch. Angel wore purple lipstick and matching eye shadow. Her skin was sallow from some vitamin deficiency. Maurice wondered if she ever saw sunlight.

	Fantasia had braces and wore pigtails. Multiple piercings were stuck through each ear. She reminded Maurice of a girl he’d went gone to high school with, which simultaneously aroused and repulsed him. He felt ashamed.

	Stacy put everything into motion. They set up in the last room of the motel. Maurice kept two sets of books and logs—one to show the owner, the other to keep track of expenses and income.

	Within the first week, they had established their presence. Maurice monitored the cleaning staff to see if they noticed anything out of the ordinary, like why the last room on the ground floor had so much traffic. No one said anything. He was certain they wouldn’t be a problem as most of them were in the country illegally.

	Everything was going smoothly and word spread. Maurice was stringent about keeping the operation small. He had to remind Stacy that they were making plenty of money already and didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention.

	“No,” he said for the third time. They sat around the kitchen table poking at leftovers. Janice was on the couch, and both of them could hear the television keeping her entertained.

	“If we keep it small, we don’t run unnecessary risks. We can make enough money.”

	“I’m just saying, maybe we work more shifts, or expand to more rooms.”

	“We can’t.”

	Although she hemmed and hawed, she ultimately agreed.

	After filling the seventh shoe box full of cash, Maurice realized they would need to somehow safe house or launder the money.

	 

	 

	Stacy lost count, again.

	She looked over at Mo-Mo, who was meticulously keeping the figures in a marbled composition book. She felt the next series of withdrawal symptoms come, and she tried her best not to grimace. Her stomach muscles tightened in on themselves.

	He’d only agreed to be her partner if she got clean.

	“A junkie won’t be able to make on-the-spot moves,” he had said. Not to mention, he wouldn’t stand for her being high when Janice was around. Stacy gave it a go. She really did. Working a shift kept her mind occupied, and each guy she was with allowed her to think she was one step closer to quitting the life altogether.

	They were making good money.

	She had a roof over her head and didn’t have to worry about a two-bit hustler with a blade threatening to beat her or, worse, disfiguring her for life.

	“You want me to take you to a clinic?” Mo-Mo had asked.

	“No, I’ll go straight on my own. I promise.”

	He made like he was going to try to convince her to go to a clinic, but he stopped. So, she’d put down the pills. The first two days were brutal. The withdrawals sent her into pain she didn’t think possible. She could have asked to seek treatment, and he would have driven her. He wouldn’t have rubbed it in, either—he was always good like that. Maybe, because of the leg braces he had to wear, he never pointed out the shortcomings of others.

	No. She wouldn’t go, damn it, because she could kick this thing.

	By the third day, she could barely get out of bed.

	She waited until he went to work. She had been feverish but pumped up the malaise more than was necessary. Quickly, she was out of bed and found the hiding place with her emergency stash. It was still there. Janice was at a neighbor’s. Stacy had maybe a forty-minute grace period, which is was all she needed. She dry swallowed three Percocet tablets. The first hit crossed the blood/brain barrier, and she was home.

	Instant relief.

	This is all I need to do. Just maintain. She could hide it. She had been good at that her whole life.

	Eventually, word got back from the girls that some of the truckers didn’t like using the motel. Too much exposure. They wanted to remain secure in the cab. The girls argued they could service more people this way. Maurice fought it at first. In the motel, they had the control. Johns would be less prone to start anything if they were in a public place. Stacy and the girls pushed for it, though, and Maurice finally relented.

	The first sign of trouble was minor.

	Angel came back one night missing a tooth, with a fractured wrist. Some johns liked to get physical, but this was a different animal. Maurice took Angel to the ER, but she would be out of commission for a little while.

	They chalked it up to a work-related hazard. Most of the girls were seasoned and although they were pissed, they knew it was part of the game. Still, it bothered Maurice.

	“For now, we’re under the radar, but, at some point, Vice is going to catch on. We have until then.”

	He rubbed the bridge of his nose. He felt like he was getting an ulcer. Maybe they should expand. Who knew how long their luck would hold out. Each day, more things had the potential to go wrong. The cops could be turned on to them, or worse, another pimp. This thing with Angel kept him up, though, since it was a problem that couldn’t be solved with a payoff.

	Another week went by, and things settled down.

	Then it happened again. This time, it was Fantasia.

	They found her unconscious. Maurice told the doctor he found her by the side of the road, concerned motorist, etc. She had bruised ribs and a concussion. He and Stacy agreed to suspend the business temporarily. When Fantasia was released, she and Angel sat down with Maurice. Didn’t take long to realize it was the same guy.

	“I don’t know, he had blonde hair and a beard.”

	“And?” Maurice was trying his best not to sound impatient, but this was the third time Angel repeated herself. She looked at him with dead eyes.

	“He like wore a hat, too,” Fantasia said. She was still somewhat loopy on whatever they’d prescribed, so she was going in and out during their conversation.

	“Do you remember what it said?”

	Fantasia continued to stare at the ceiling. Her shoulders sank.

	“No.”

	“I gotta get going. I gotta pick up my kid,” Angel said, and lit a Parliament.

	“Sure,” Maurice said.

	“Come on.” Angel helped Fantasia up. She winced from the bruises on her chest and sides. When he was alone again, Maurice realized he couldn’t handle this problem on his own.

	 

	 

	McGill sucked at his teeth. He loved ribs, loved them. But damn it if he didn’t always get something caught in his teeth. When it wouldn’t dislodge, he grabbed a toothpick from the dispenser.

	Across from him, Maurice looked distraught.

	“So, how can I help you?”

	“Well,” Maurice began, but McGill put his hand up. His stomach was rebelling, so he downed some antacid tablets, chased them with a Mickey’s, and grimaced until the sensation passed.

	“Please,” McGill said, making a hand gesture for Maurice to continue.

	“We’ve been having some problems with a john beating up some of the girls.”

	“I see.”

	Maurice first came to McGill a little while ago to clean some of his funds. McGill almost choked on his coleslaw when Maurice revealed his profession. The feathered hat and bling was just a movie stereotype, but even so McGill never would have guessed. Maurice was young, too—probably late twenties, early thirties—but there was a quiet, reserved energy about him. He was respectful and spoke with authority.

	McGill had driven by the motel once to check it out. Not because he wanted to sample the goods, but he wanted to confirm his suspicions before making arrangements for the kid’s funds.

	If the operation looked crudely managed, he’d refer the kid to someone else. But everything checked out.

	“What do you have in mind?” McGill asked.

	Maurice placed the tips of his fingers together to form a pyramid.

	“Do you know someone who could stake out this trucker? Maybe put the fear into him?”

	McGill sneered and put up his hand. The waiter went through the double doors for entrée number two.

	“I happen to know someone.”

	 

	 

	Gropper got out of the car and stretched his legs. He’d been there for five hours. Nothing so far. That was fine. He had the radio tuned to the jazz station, and they put out a nice mix.

	He met with McGill three days earlier to hear about the gig. Seemed straightforward enough. Case the place, wait for the action, then settle it. Gropper rolled by two days before and took everything into account.

	The process was simple.

	The john would approach the girl. She would send him to the front to get a room while she waited. A moment later, the two of them disappeared into the last room on the ground floor. Ten minutes later, the john left, got in his car, and drove away. The girl emerged two minutes after that and stood in the same spot as before, smoking a cigarette.

	Gropper made out two other working girls, although it would be difficult to tell if you weren’t looking for it. A smart business model. From far away, none of them looked like working girls. They didn’t stand around in a group or solicit, they waited to be approached. To anyone keeping surveillance, it looked like a couple getting a room for the evening. Only the one girl continued to use the hotel room. The others were further down, closer to the rest stop. Every so often, another of the girls would return to the room, probably to freshen up or reload for the evening.

	Now, on day three, Gropper was finally ready.

	He got back into the car and listened to Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue. McGill had told him that the two attacks happened a week apart, both within a two-hour window. It made sense that the guy had a route going this way each week, and his pit stop here was his way to relax.

	 

	 

	“We’re scanning the scene in the city tonight…” Larry sang, along with the words to “Seek and Destroy” by Metallica. He had trouble keeping himself contained. He’d been driving for almost twelve hours straight, doing enough crank to keep his teeth sharp, and feeling like if he didn’t get some release soon, it would be a problem.

	He wasn’t a violent person. At least, he didn’t consider what he did to be violent. He just lost control, and something else took over. He remembered the last time, still a clear vision in his mind. Her body crumbling before him as if he was were consuming her soul.

	Larry liked being on the road. He liked movement. When he was down, if he had any off time, he was just another cog in the wheel. The life suited him. He’d always been an outsider. Sure, he played sports like all the other kids and held his own when challenged, but he took to the solitude. He was king of the road. Most guys burned out. They couldn’t handle the stress of the long hours, the boredom, the paralysis. Those were the very things that drew Larry to the trucking life like a moth to a flame. The most rewarding thing, though, was how he had complete freedom.

	No house, no car, no kids. No payments due on any of those.

	He’d been married earlier in his life. A big mistake. Coming home every night to the same scene. She was a good woman, and they had a nice time for a while. They went to church regularly, had cookouts with the neighbors. She volunteered at the Veterans of Foreign Wars and hosted events for almost every volunteer group.

	Larry couldn’t put his finger on why, but he began to feel trapped. He withdrew and spent more time away from the house. It had become a prison. She tolerated his behavior at first. They were still newlyweds, and this was probably a natural reaction. But months went by, until it seemed like he was barely there.

	They had it out one night. He’d been drinking and came home to an ambush. Before he knew it, his hand flew, depositing her on the floor. She was more shocked than anything, and he was already through the door before she could react. He never went back. He met with her only once more after that, to sign the divorce papers. She could have everything, as far as he was concerned. He went west, as he’d heard most people did when looking for escape.

	The trucking company hired him immediately. He had a solid driving record, would work weekends and holidays, and carry any load they asked. Weather wasn’t an issue, and he proved he could come in on time. That’s all they needed.

	Soon, he was making cross-country trips. He learned the ways of the road, picked up the slang, made a vast network of friends who kept him plied with information. After two years on the road, he knew every major thoroughfare through the contiguous states. When asked, Larry could relay information about where to get the cheapest gas, the best sandwiches, or ice cream from a mom-and-pop store. He lived on a diet of coffee, fast food, and speed. Then, of course, there were other needs to be satiated.

	Larry had his first encounter two months into his journey.

	He’d never had problems before. Transactions went smoothly, he was satisfied, and there were girls aplenty. But this one claimed a different price before they had started. Afterward, she sat with her arms folded and wouldn’t leave.

	“You said twenty, end of story.” Larry held out the bill.

	“Thirty, motherfucker.” She wiped at her mouth with a long blue fingernail. Larry nodded. He wondered if this was a racket she threw down on all her clients. She’d stonewall them until they paid her extra. Most guys in his position didn’t want trouble, so they were susceptible to shakedowns.

	He reached for his wallet, then backhanded her. She fell back against the door in a daze. He leaned over, opened the door, and pushed her out. Her body fell the eight feet, and she landed with a satisfying smack. Larry made sure she’d cleared the tires, then put the truck into gear, and got back on the highway. The euphoria radiated off of him for a full ten minutes afterward. He ruled his kingdom with an iron fist.

	Since then, he’d tried so hard not to get violent, but it was difficult to keep the urge under wraps. He knew he’d be pushing his luck if he did it too often. Still, when he did enough crank, and had enough caffeine, it was almost impossible to maintain his composure.

	Tonight would be the night.

	He discovered the place by the motel almost by accident. He was making trips on I-95 down to Florida. This time, they had him towing cars, two of them piled one on top of the other. It was a small rig, so he could make good time. He pulled into the rest stop, and the girl was standing twenty feet away. Before he knew it, Larry had already rolled down the window and was asking if she wanted to come inside. She extinguished her cigarette, strode over, and took his hand. Inside, she rattled off the business in a somewhat monotone voice.

	“What’s your name?” Larry said.

	“Angel, ’cause baby, I’ll make you feel like Heaven.”

	“Let’s get to it,” Larry said, unzipping his fly. She took him in her mouth, and he stared straight out the window. He gripped the back of her head, and she tensed up but relented. He felt the familiar buildup, but something was wrong. He squeezed the back of her head and pushed it down. She stopped and pulled back.

	“Jesus, not so rough,” she said. The fear wasn’t in her voice, but the playfulness was gone.

	Larry was breathing heavily. He hit her with a closed fist, which caught her on the mouth. It cut his knuckle, and sent one of her teeth flying. Instead of cringing, she cursed and hit him upside the head. He wasn’t expecting it, and his ears rang. She tried to hit him again, but he caught her wrist and twisted. She screamed, and he felt her arm give, though the snap wasn’t audible. He lunged for her, but his equilibrium was off, and she was able to flee. He drove away quickly, chastising himself for letting things get out of hand. Afterward, he decided he needed to be more careful. He couldn’t simply let his urges take over. He’d have to find a new place now when he was in the neighborhood; these girls had guys looking out for them. If Larry or his rig were ever recognized, that would be the end.

	However, he found himself on the same stretch of road a week later. He rationalized that he was just being paranoid. The girl was probably an addict. Her encounters with violence were most likely many, and she wouldn’t be able to remember anything about him. He was just another john who got out of control. A pitfall of her profession. Not to mention, this was a great setup. He could hide in plain sight along with the other truckers. The highway was right there in case things got hairy.

	So, after making sure the same girl wasn’t working the corner, he pulled into the rest stop again. This one seemed like a space cadet, and Larry waited until she had begun servicing him, then locked the doors. This time, she couldn’t get away. He unloaded all of his pent-up frustration, his rage. When he was finished, he opened the door and let her fall out onto the ground like a jellyfish.

	He felt invincible again.

	He waited weeks, but now would be the time.

	Larry cruised by the rest stop. Neither girl was on the corner. He pulled in and killed the engine. He’d give it ten minutes. If no one came around, he would go into the burger joint, get some food, then call it a night. He’d make his delivery the following day, and he could swing back around on his return trip. Larry reached into the glove compartment and grabbed a pill bottle. He popped some Dexedrine.

	He had almost descended from the cab, ready to have his meal, when the girl approached his truck.

	 

	 

	For a while, Stacy tried to maintain her appearance. She had been beautiful once. But now, it was a fruitless endeavor. She was also past the point of caring. Maybe some guys out there went for the youthful and naive girl next door, daughter of their business partner, babysitter who needs a ride home. Not the men she worked. They wanted their rocks off. Some requested crazy shit. She had one guy a while back who wanted her to choke him. Others were tame by comparison like the ones who said “Call me ‘Big Boy.’” 

	She’d been out on the streets for almost three years, and she had seen it all. She’d been picked up more than fifty times for solicitation, fought for the opportunity to work a corner. Once, she even ate a meal out of the trash. She’d been humiliated and forced to endure things she’d only read about as cautionary tales.

	She dug around her purse.

	Stacy carried the essentials for the evening. A mini bottle of Scope and breath mints, her cell phone, and a pint of vodka. She unscrewed the cap and took a quick nip. It burned as always, and she felt a rush of warmth coat the insides of her body. She tugged at her form-fitting dress, pulling it around the curves of her ass.

	Her turn to work the rest stop.

	Angel was still skittish, so she wanted the room. She had agreed to work even with the cast on her wrist. Fantasia wouldn’t be coming back for a while. Stacy felt bad for the others but not too bad. This was life on the streets, what did they think it would be? When she was on her own, she used to carry a switchblade. Soon, she gave it up. It was one thing to get picked up for soliciting or loitering—homicide was another story. She’d been slapped around a few times, so she bought the weapon. She only had it for a month before another girl was charged with attempted murder for sticking a john.

	Even if she could plead self-defense, the court cost alone would bleed her dry. Not to mention every day she wasn’t on the street was money she wasn’t earning. Stacy ditched the blade. She figured the occasional beating would be the price of doing business. Although, it had rarely come to that. She had a decent sense about her for picking johns. Most were fine, just men with urges, and quick to be done with it. Sometimes, you dealt with some weirdos. Again, part of the gig.

	Stacy took another sip. She’d have to pace herself for the rest of the night. She walked to the trash can at the edge of the rest stop and saw the truck idling. It was the first one she’d seen in a while. Odds were it wasn’t going to pickup, so she figured she had better make her play before this one took off.

	She adjusted her dress one more time, popped a mint, and walked toward the truck.

	 

	 

	Gropper sipped his coffee.

	He watched the comings and goings of the rest stop, motel, and burger joint. There was only one girl on the corner tonight, so that’s where he kept focus. She was tough. Weathered. He figured she had seen her share of things she’d care to forget. Hiding in dumpsters to avoid the cops, and dealing with pimps.

	Gropper checked the time.

	He’d give it another two hours. The guy had struck between midnight and four, so he probably wasn’t going to show after that. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the girl move. He reached for the Maglite on the passenger seat and hefted it. He wore a black windbreaker and black work pants. To anyone who saw him, he would appear to be a security guard walking the perimeter.

	It wasn’t the first time the girl had solicited someone this evening, but Gropper wanted to be prepared to leave the car quickly if he had to earn his pay.

	The woman adjusted her dress and walk with a focused determination toward the truck. He couldn’t make out the driver. For the third time in that evening, Gropper got out of the car. He walked the sixty feet or so and took up his post against the side of the motel. The streetlamps on the corner blazed so brightly that Gropper was cloaked in shadow. It was tough to see into the cab. He debated getting closer, but he didn’t want to spook the guy. He’d have to wait and hope to catch something. Then he could act.

	 

	 

	“Hey, man, you got a light?”

	The girl was on a break from her shift at the burger joint. She still wore the outfit and held out an unlit cigarette. Larry smiled and pushed in the cigarette lighter.

	“Gimme one minute.”

	He dangled his arm out of the window and swung it back and forth like a pendulum.

	“How’s it going?” he added.

	“Oh, you know.”

	She was maybe in her late teens or early twenties. She still had acne and the straight teeth of someone who recently gave up their braces or a retainer. Larry imagined what she might be like if he got her into the cab with him, but he chased the thought from his head. Kids didn’t do it for him. He’d met all sorts of people on the road, at bars, whorehouses…shit, he even went to a dogfight out in the sticks one time. All types of people in the world, and all of them were into some sort of twisted thing or another. The cigarette lighter popped, and Larry held it for her while she lit her smoke.

	“Thanks.”

	She took a few more drags, extinguished the cigarette, put the half smoked butt in her shirt pocket, and turned to head back to the restaurant.

	“Hey, what’s the special tonight?” Larry asked.

	“I’d stick with the burger,” she called out over her shoulder.

	A burger did, indeed, sound good.

	 

	 

	Stacy liked to imagine she was with Carlos. He had been the captain of the football team, drove a Mustang. He could have had his choice of anyone, but he chose her. She had been someone then.

	He’d taken her virginity one night on the middle of the football field. It was cold, but he spread out some blankets. Afterward, they lay together, and he made all sorts of promises. How he would always be there for her, would take her away from this place. They would hop in his car and wouldn’t stop driving until they saw the ocean.

	He was killed in a drunk driving accident a week later.

	That had been almost ten years ago, yet each time she had sex, she imagined the time with Carlos.

	The man began praying to God.

	Afterward, she rinsed with Scope and spat out the window while he zipped himself up. He wouldn’t look at her afterward. Some of them fed off the interaction and condescended to Stacy afterward. Others shrank back from her gaze.

	“See you later,” Stacy said, opened the door, and slid down to the ground. As she walked to her spot, she thought she saw something move in the shadows. She waited a moment, but it was gone.

	 

	 

	Gropper watched the girl get into the cab. He gripped the Maglite in his left hand. Mentally, he went over a plan. If he had to use it, he’d open the driver’s side door with his left, and smash with his right. He watched for another minute, looking for any signs of a struggle, but he soon realized this wasn’t their guy.

	He would remain where he was, though, just in case.

	Gropper’s mind wandered. First, he examined the perimeter, then figured out the quickest escape routes. The beauty of the highway system was its unlimited potential to get you far away without being scrutinized. One could be anonymous on the road. He’d made sure to stay moving for a while, as a safety precaution, but at some point, he would need to settle down. The life was beginning to take its toll.

	The door to the cabin opened, and instantly Gropper was alert, Maglite ready to shatter bone if need be. It was just the girl. He disappeared further back into the shadows. He felt the wall with his fingertips and followed it around the motel toward his car. He got back inside, killed the rest of his coffee. Another hour went by. Gropper checked the time. Almost four—odds were, their guy wasn’t going to show. Gropper turned the key in the ignition, felt the car spring to life, and thought about how wonderful his bed would feel.

	 

	 

	Larry walked out of the restaurant and stretched his limbs. The girl was right. The burger was the way to go. He climbed into the cabin. It was only another eight hours or so to Miami. Then he’d get paid, and begin the whole adventure again. The king of the road. He felt his loins stir at the thought of ruling his kingdom. Suddenly, as if ordained as a sacrifice to the one true king, the woman was there. The pose was manufactured, but she was a pro, all right.

	He rolled down the window and beckoned her over. She adjusted her dress and walked over to the truck.

	“Scanning the scene in the city tonight,” Larry sang under his breath. He continued to hum as she strolled up. She was much older than he’d thought, but that didn’t matter. He was practically bursting at the seams at this point.

	“How’s it going, baby?” she said.

	“Fixing to be better,” Larry said. “What’ll that cost?”

	“Hands twenty, mouth forty. We can negotiate from there.”

	Larry produced two twenties and handed them out the window. He watched her take the money and put it on a roll, then tuck it into her purse. She signaled back to the motel, then walked around to the passenger side and climbed up. She placed her bag on the floor.

	“Let me see ’em,” Larry said.

	“Sure, baby,” she said and unzipped the front of her dress. She reached in and brought out two breasts losing the fight with gravity. The word Carlos had been tattooed crudely over her heart. She positioned herself and undid Larry’s belt buckle. He reclined in the seat as she worked. He didn’t register anything for a moment, blinded as he was by the change taking hold of him. He gripped the back of her head and guided her quicker.

	 

	 

	Stacy was on the ball field again. She could feel the cool night air prickle her skin. When she looked up, the night’s sky was a scattershot of stars. Carlos had placed his hand on the back of her head. The euphoria was suddenly cut short by Carlos squeezing the back of her neck. The memory broken, she tried to reel back, but the trucker’s hand remained firm. She gagged, and he let her go.

	Immediately, she sensed trouble and somehow knew this was the guy. He had a far-off look in his eyes. She had seen it before in men who became violent quickly. She did her best to maintain her composure.

	“Easy, baby,” she said. “If you want to get rough, it’s going to cost you more.”

	He glanced toward his wallet in an automatic response, and she swung for him. She was in an awkward position, but her punch connected on his cheek. His head snapped back, and she made a play for the door.

	Larry sat there more stunned than anything else. Rage overtook him.

	“You!” was all he managed to get out. She had gotten the door open when he grabbed the back of her dress and pulled her back. In close quarters it was hard to maneuver, but he pinned her down on her back with his left hand and closed the door with his right.

	“Oh, you fucked up,” Larry said.

	He threw an elbow once, which hit her in the forehead. She didn’t cry or scream like the others. This one seemed to understand. He almost admired her for that. The second elbow split her eyebrow, and blood flowed down her face. She moaned, and he took a breath. Why rush? He could take his time with this one as he felt she deserved it. Hadn’t she asked for it? Larry locked the doors and ran his fingers through his hair. He felt his cheek where she landed her shot. It would probably bruise, but if he iced it later, maybe it wouldn’t show.

	Larry spun in his seat and lifted his right leg to stomp her. He brought it down with a satisfying crunch. He was going for a second shot when the driver’s side window shattered.

	 

	 

	Gropper didn’t like to carry weapons. Some in his line of work preferred weighted gloves, a sap, or an expandable baton. They could be concealed and inflict a lot of damage if used properly, though still be nonlethal. But if you got picked up with one, it automatically placed you under suspicion. Besides, anything could become a weapon in the proper hands. Over time, he’d learned how to use everything at his disposal. Similarly, he’d picked up techniques that he could incorporate. Some martial arts were better than others, and he learned how to apply them to any given situation, be it close quarters or on the ground. He never liked to engage without a tactical advantage. This wasn’t a dojo. No rules or showing respect to your opponent.

	It was kill or be killed.

	Gropper shattered the window using a window punch—a small device mainly used by first responders for victims in car crashes. The tip had three small prongs placed against the window. When triggered, the bolt shot out with enough PSI to collapse the window. The whole thing was less then than three inches in length, retailed for less than ten bucks, and served as Gropper’s key ring. If anyone searched him, they would write it off as him just being a cautious person.

	The trucker inside flinched and protected his face as best he could.

	Gropper knocked the remnants of the tempered glass loose, gripped the guy’s collar, and pulled the guy through the now- open window. The guy fell to the ground with a solid thud and was stunned. Gropper picked him up. The guy was disoriented. He threw a haymaker, which Gropper blocked with the Maglite. Then, in the same motion, he hit the guy solidly in the liver with the flashlight. The trucker wheezed and fell backward on his butt.

	Gropper helped him up again and walked him to the side of the motel. They continued past the motel into the rear parking lot and arrived at Gropper’s car. Gropper hit the guy once in the kidney with the Maglite, and the man bellowed, then fell over. He retched once, dry heaving onto the ground. Gropper popped the trunk, hit the guy a final time on the head, and the man was out cold. He flipped him into the trunk, then duct taped his ankles and wrists and placed a hood on his head. He shut the trunk and waited. A few moments went by. He turned slowly and studied the parking lot. Nothing. At this time of night, everyone was asleep or on the road.

	Gropper went back to the truck. He saw the girl outside of the cab clutching at her head. She hadn’t seen him, so he stayed back. As long as she was up and moving, he wasn’t concerned. She’d live. She had enough seasoning to know how to handle a situation like this. Gropper watched her walk toward the burger joint. She’d call for a cab and head to the hospital, tell them some story of being attacked. She didn’t have any bullet or knife wounds, so they wouldn’t call the police. Whether they bought it was a different story, but again, it made no difference to Gropper.

	He returned to the car. He could hear the guy in the trunk shifting around. Must be on some sort of amphetamine or something. Gropper put the car in gear and pulled out.

	 

	 

	Larry’s stomach felt like it was on fire.

	He didn’t know how long he’d been in the trunk. He started flailing when he came to, but realized he needed to keep his strength. The guy was probably the girl’s pimp out for some revenge. The car finally came to a stop. Larry heard the guy get out of the car, and the trunk opened. A beat. Then the guy spoke.

	“You’re going to get a series of instructions, one at a time. Do you understand?”

	“Yes.” Larry’s voice croaked out from between cracked and dried lips.

	He felt pressure on his ankles, and the duct tape gave way.

	“Climb out.”

	Larry hesitated for a moment, then felt for the edge with his leg. He sat back on his butt and swung both legs out. He angled to the left and stood up. Early morning sounds drifted through the silence.

	“Forget about this place. Forget about these girls.”

	“I know, I will. I promise.”

	Larry was desperate. The man had kept the hood on him, which could only mean something truly awful. But the guy contradicted that thought with his warning. It was about the girls. Sure, he could stay away. There were plenty of them he could visit.

	“Whatever you want,” Larry added.

	Silence.

	“What?” Larry asked. He had trouble keeping his voice level.

	“They thought you should have a reminder.”

	 

	 

	Gropper saw the man shake. He hit the guy twice in the chest with the Maglite, breaking both of his collarbones. The guy grunted and buckled a few times, then Gropper pushed him to the ground. He took the Maglite to the guy’s hip bones. He wasn’t sure he’d broken them, but there was a hell of a crunch upon impact. The guy was hyperventilating. The hood was inflating and deflating rapidly. Gropper used the razor on his window punch to cut the rest of the duct tape around the guy’s wrists. He rolled the guy on his stomach, removed the hood, got in the car, and drove away.

	They were in the parking lot of a hospital. At some point, someone would find the trucker. Either that, or he’d drag himself to the emergency room. Gropper didn’t care what happened.

	His message had been received, loud and clear.

	 

	 

	Gropper pulled into his spot. The sun had just crept out, and rays covered the quiet neighborhood. He got out and surveyed the block. John wasn’t there, but he never worried about this time of day. Gropper crossed the street, got to his door, undid the police lock, and stepped inside.

	He was still jazzed with adrenaline, so he opened the inner door to head to the kitchen. Ms. Bradley kept a fifth of Evan Williams in the pantry. Gropper poured himself half a glass with ice. It was quiet. A stillness always on the verge of being shattered. Gropper heard a creaking noise that kept repeating. He walked toward the front door and found it open, but the screen door closed. Peering out the threshold, he found Ms. Bradley sitting in her rocking chair on the front porch.

	Slowly, she rocked back and forth, a peaceful look upon her face.

	Gropper opened the screen door, and she looked toward him. She smiled, and he moved to join her on a neighboring chair. They sat together in silence while Gropper sipped his drink.

	“I do love to see the sunrise,” Ms. Bradley said.

	She was cocooned in a blanket and spoke with the eloquence of a woman with a proper education. She glanced over at Gropper, her eyes glazed from sleep and whichever combination of prescription drugs she’d been taking. Gropper wondered how many sunrises she would have in the future. She’d buried her husband years ago, but unlike many who can’t cope with the loss of a spouse, she stayed active and part of the community. Now age had finally caught up.

	She shut her eyes.

	They sat together for a little while longer, until the humidity set in and sweat beaded on her forehead. She started to rise from her chair with difficulty. Gropper was already up and standing next to her.

	“Let me help you,” he said.

	He could sense that in years gone by, she would have turned down the courtesy, but now, in her condition, she welcomed the help. Gropper slid his arm under the bend of her knees and the other around her back. He lifted her as if she was nothing.

	“Oh, my,” she said.

	Gropper turned and walked to the screen door and opened it with his heel. He carried her up the stairs and placed her back in her bed. He returned downstairs, poured her a glass of milk, and left it on her end table.

	“Thank you,” she said.

	Gropper nodded and returned to the porch. He killed his drink, went back inside, and secured the front door. He got into his own bed and stared at the ceiling for a moment, trying to decipher if there were any patterns in the chipping paint.

	 

	 

	Maurice sat across from McGill and wondered if the man ever left the diner. Did they charge him rent? Did they give him everything on the house in exchange for his services? Did McGill actually own the joint? More importantly, how the hell had he not had a heart attack?

	He watched McGill shovel in a fistful of fries with gravy, and his own stomach turned.

	Maurice had looked over the laminated menu, but he didn’t have an appetite. McGill finished his food, wiped his hands on his napkin, and signaled the waiter for more coffee.

	“So,” McGill said, “problem solved.”

	Maurice felt the weight lift off his shoulders.

	“Thank God.”

	“This guy won’t be bothering anyone for a while. Shit, this guy’s not going to be doing much of anything for a while.” McGill laughed and dipped some more fries in a pool of ketchup and then mayonnaise.

	Maurice just nodded. He didn’t press McGill for the details. He sat back and opened the menu. Stacy’s wounds were mostly superficial, and she would recover quickly. If McGill’s guy hadn’t gotten there, the trucker might have killed her.

	Stacy called him after she’d been assaulted, and Maurice met her at the hospital. He pulled up, and she was already waiting for him outside. She had a butterfly bandage on her eyebrow, and one eye was closed from the swelling. Purple and yellow blotches decorated her cheek.

	“Are you okay?” he asked when she slid into the passenger seat.

	“I’m fine. Can we go?”

	Maurice stared at her for a moment, then put the car in gear. They didn’t speak for the rest of the ride home. Maurice started to say something a few times, but when he looked at her, he could tell she didn’t want to hear anything.

	The car came to a stop outside of their apartment, and she finally spoke.

	“This is what happens, okay? If you want me to release you of any guilt or blame, consider it done.”

	Maurice remained silent.

	When they went inside, he spent some time looking through his finances. He told her that as soon as he’d made enough money to cover his outstanding debts, he would dissolve their partnership.

	She had agreed.

	Now he sat in the booth more relieved than anything else. They would be out of business for a little while until the girls healed up, but soon enough, though, they would be operational, and he could wash his hands of this entire thing.

	His appetite returned.

	He ordered pancakes and a side of bacon.

	 

	 

	McGill watched Maurice leave. His schedule was clear for the rest of the day, but he wouldn’t leave the diner for another few hours. Business always had a way of finding him, and he made it easy to be found. McGill never liked to carry a phone on him. He was still old school. He used a beeper and the pay phone in back near the toilets.

	At one point, the owner had planned to get rid of it and put in a gumball machine or something, but McGill persuaded him to keep it. For his favorite customer, the owner acquiesced. The staff had been instructed to find McGill if that phone rang. No one ever questioned the owner about the man who rarely left the back booth.

	That morning, McGill’s pager had buzzed. The coded message from Gropper: Everything went off without a hitch. McGill could always count on Gropper to deliver. He was McGill’s best asset. Once, as a test, he put a few guys on Gropper to see what they’d come up with. All three of them were made within the first hour.

	McGill finished his coffee and began on the pecan pie.

	Another day, another dollar.

	 

	 

	Gropper was sitting in the living room listening to “Blue in Green.” He’d been able to escape to the far reaches of solace when a buzzing sound broke him from his trance. He couldn’t place it at first, but felt the familiar vibration of the pager.

	Gropper lifted the needle off the record.

	He drove to a strip mall nearby, went to the bank of pay phones, and dialed McGill. The man picked up on the first ring—not a good sign. In all the time they had done business together, even if things were important, McGill always had to be summoned from his booth.

	“Yeah,” Gropper said.

	“We have a problem,” McGill said. “See you soon.”

	McGill hung up.

	Gropper was in the booth within fifteen minutes. McGill hadn’t eaten anything.

	“The trucker you laid out.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Is there any way he can ID you or your car?”

	“Not possible.”

	“I didn’t think so.” McGill paused. “The guy’s on the mend right now at MUSC, but the cops will be headed there soon.”

	“What’s going on?”

	“It’ll hit the news tonight. I got it from one of my guys. They seized a hundred and fifty kilos of uncut cocaine from the trunk of one of the cars your guy was hauling.”

	McGill relayed the rest of what he knew.

	The truck had stayed there for an entire day. When no one claimed it the day after that, the owner of the burger jointed had it towed. The truck went to the police impound and was inspected. They found a legitimate bill of lading for the car, as well as registration for the company. The trunk of the car was the last thing they opened.

	It was the biggest single narcotics seizure in the last ten years. Eventually, it would become lore, the punchline of jokes. There was mass speculation about the true owners.

	“It’ll make the national in an hour.”

	Gropper nodded.

	The news report would be the least of their problems. The cops would find the trucker pretty quickly, but again, it would be a dead end. They would sniff around for a little while, but the bust would satisfy any pressure the department may have been facing. They would be happy enough to let it go.

	The true owners of the cocaine, however, would not.

	“What’s the play?” McGill took a huge bite of a burger with bacon, cheddar cheese, sour cream, and avocado.

	Gropper thought about it. If this thing came down, it might not ever get to them. He’d taken out the trucker clean. No one knew who he was. But McGill had more dealings in play.

	“How far are you willing to go?” Gropper said.

	He watched McGill decide, take another bite of his burger, slowly chew, and then swallow.

	“Let’s take it one step at a time.”

	“All right. The trucker.”

	 

	 

	Hector sat in a terry cloth robe now in a chair on the balcony of his high-rise apartment overlooking Miami Beach. The sun was still an hour or two from setting, painting the beach in alternating shades of orange and purple. He took a sip of his wine. The bottle cost more than most people made in six months.

	He didn’t immediately worry about his safety. He had made himself too important to the organization. Be value added, he had learned. No matter what, make people think you’re worth more with them than against.

	Hector was a logistics man.

	Others before him built the empire. Miami had been a hotbed of activity for drugs. A major importing hub, first marijuana, then cocaine. More than half of the infrastructure, roads, buildings, all built from the revenue of the drug trade. However, the desire to abuse drugs never went away.

	Soon, the empire was resurrected, albeit with different leaders, and business went on as usual.

	Hector got up and walked over to the balcony railing. The phone call had ruined what he hoped would be a great day. Now, of course, it had been soured, and he was tasked with repairing the situation.

	Hector closed his eyes and smelled the sea air.

	He grew up in Miami, went to school and college there. He studied accounting. He approached some connected men, through a college contact, and was brought in to handle some of the books. One of his innovative ideas: Pack the shipment in the trunk of a car, then have the car towed. The driver wouldn’t know anything about it, and if he got pulled over or busted, he would have plausible deniability.

	He had explained the risks, of course, as nothing was foolproof.

	The key was to limit their exposure as well as diversify their method of transportation. They would have an air-drop coming up from Colombia, mule things in by commercial flight and boat, with multiple cars towed coming from up north. No one would suspect anything from up north. Hector had listened to his predecessors mention these tactics, and he didn’t forget.

	He’d receive the car, and the product, and safe house them until one of the distributors showed up. It had been a good system.

	Hector had been called yesterday by the foreman at the garage. One of the deliveries was still outstanding. This in and of itself was nothing to be worried about. Many factors could delay the truck’s arrival. Hector learned over the years to keep his reactions measured and his anxiety under control. It all fell under his precept of being value added. Someone who acted out, couldn’t maintain his composure, this was someone who would not last long in a business where death was the answer to problems without hesitation.

	The most recent phone call, though—that was troublesome.

	The police in South Carolina had their product. Again, this did not worry Hector’s superiors. While they were upset at their misfortune, they understood this was the price of doing business. Dealers would lose counts, money would be siphoned, drugs would be consumed by people working for them. These were all agreed-upon aspects of the game. It would be suspect if these things didn’t happen. However, what concerned Hector’s bosses was whether this was the work of their enemies, or even worse, an inside job.

	The instructions had been brief but thorough.

	Since the seizure of their drugs had happened under Hector’s watch, he had to make it right. He needed to investigate and report back to them.

	He opened the sliding door and walked back into the air-conditioned living room. It was almost entirely see-through glass, giving a panoramic view of downtown Miami. He sat down at the table.

	Luz was on the couch in a bikini, watching a reality television program about fixing old houses.

	“Are you finally ready?” she asked.

	She had been pestering him to go to the beach for the last forty minutes. He told her he needed to clear his mind for a little.

	“That’s what the beach is for,” she told him.

	He smiled.

	“I just need to think some things through, alone.”

	She turned over on the couch allowing him to see her full figure.

	“Okay, half an hour,” he said.

	“Fine.” She fell back onto the couch and began channel surfing.

	He turned and looked at her. She lay on her side. She easily could have been a swimsuit model for any of the catalogs. He had picked her up a few weeks ago on South Beach, spotted her with a few friends. He told the man with the earpiece to round them all up and part the velvet ropes. That’s all it took. She never asked what he did for a living, as long as she had the trappings of luxury.

	“A few more minutes, I promise.” He tried to sound sincere.

	He turned on his computer and heard the shifting on the couch, then the soft footfalls as she approached him. Luz put her hands on his shoulders and began massaging them.

	“That’s nice,” he said.

	She slid her hands across his chest and down to his stomach.

	“Or, we could stay here for a while longer.”

	 

	 

	The best bistec de palomilla in Miami wasn’t found in a five-star restaurant. It was in a small, family-owned place in Little Havana. Ermano had discovered it by accident. He tore into the meat as an animal would after starving for a few days. He leaned back in his chair to take a breath and listened half-heartedly to the two men at a nearby table talk about politics. They were discussing everything from gun control to censorship.

	He laughed.

	They knew nothing of how things really worked. It was impossible to know unless you had been chewed up and spit out by the machine.

	Ermano grew up in Cuba. He’d gotten into trouble as soon as he could walk. He was already imprisoned by the time he was sixteen. Prison sharpened him like a knife. After his first year on the inside, he was already carrying out hits. People feared him, and he acquired the nickname La Espada, The Blade, since his weapon of choice was a machete. Eventually, he got a job in the prison infirmary and learned how to be a more effective and subtle killer. Ermano left a trail of bodies during his tenure in prison. Then, in 1980, Castro opened the prisons and sent most of the hardened criminals to the United States during the Mariel Harbor boatlift.

	It was easy for him to find work in the US.

	People needed labor. Syndicates needed assassins. Though his best years were behind him, it also gave him the perfect cover. No one suspected that a man of advanced age would be the one to take his life. Ermano kept himself in good shape. He could do five hundred push-ups without stopping, and he could crush an apple with his bare hand. During the day, he performed landscaping duties and kept a low profile.

	He disposed of people when needed. Thoughts of retirement crossed his mind from time to time, spending more time with his grandchildren. But he always pushed them aside. Taking the life of another, the feeling of being judge, jury, executioner—he couldn’t pass it up.

	His cell phone rang. Hector.

	“Hola.”

	“La mano que maneja el cuchillo,” Hector said. He spoke a coded message for about a minute. Ermano hung up and returned to his steak.

	The men had grown loud now from too much drinking. They were arguing about Guantanamo and due process. Ermano envisioned himself rising, getting his machete from the van, and going to work on the them. Maybe he’d start at the ankles on one and the wrists on the other. He’d explain to them how it was all an illusion. Once a little pressure was applied, rules and order went out the window. People tasted pain, and they would compromise their beliefs. He thought about hordes of men who pleaded with him to make the torture stop. He usually hadn’t even gotten started at that point. He enjoyed his work. A man who does not enjoy what he does lacks purpose in life.

	Suddenly, the men laughed, and Ermano gripped his cutlery until his knuckles turned white. He relaxed and forked another piece of steak into his mouth.

	He would channel his fury tomorrow.

	 

	 

	Larry stared at the nurse’s cleavage. He figured he was allowed after the hell he’d been put through. She spooned some more pudding and some of it fell down his chin.

	“Oops,” she said, and wiped it off, which meant she had to lean forward.

	It didn’t matter that she was a good forty pounds overweight and could use a few hours at a salon. That didn’t bother him at all. She finished giving him his dessert, made sure his water and straw combo was in reach, and left him for the night.

	Larry sat back in his hospital bed.

	He knew he should be happy to be alive. He was initially. Then he began crawling toward the hospital. The pain was so excruciating that he passed out. They had hooked him up to something called a PCA machine. He could dispense painkillers at the push of the green button. Just enough to take the edge off.

	Larry tried to shift. He had to be careful. Major movements still caused his teeth to chatter from pain.

	He was in a contraption that kept his shoulders pulled back. He had a cast like a chastity belt that went from his stomach down to his knees. Thank God he wouldn’t have to shit in a bag permanently. Slowly, he inched backward, with minor discomfort. He rested his head, then pressed the button to raise the bed.

	The police had stopped by to see if he wanted to fill out an incident report. He told them he didn’t remember anything. Said there might have been four or five opponents for all he knew, but it felt like baseball bats were hitting him.

	One of them left a card just in case Larry thought of anything.

	Shit, he wouldn’t have told them anything anyway. No need to get involved with a psychopath’s vendetta. Larry sensed that as long as he stayed out of this neck of the woods, he would be fine. There was plenty of open territory on the road. He could collect disability for the short term, plus some workers’ comp. A lesser man would want to sue anyone and everyone possible, but Larry just wanted to get back out on the road. He was beginning to feel cooped up in this room. He had a neighbor who’d been discharged earlier in the day, so it was nice to be alone. But, he knew that wouldn’t last.

	He pressed the button. Soon he’d get another dose.

	 

	 

	Ermano drove all night. He knew they were on a deadline. The cops would check the registration and track down their guy to the hospital. The trucker wouldn’t know anything, of course, and the company had just been filling an order. If anything, the police would find dead ends. Still, you never wanted to leave anything to chance. Plus, they needed some information before the police meddled too much.

	Ermano pulled into the hospital parking lot.

	The beauty of driving a landscaping truck meant you were above suspicion. Ermano got out and stretched his legs. Long rides wore on his body, and although he was in good shape, you can’t fight against age and time.

	Ermano took the phone from his pocket and pushed a button to dial a stored number.

	“Estoy aquí,” he said.

	The man on the other end of the phone was one of a dozen or so tech experts the syndicate had on payroll. He read off the trucker’s name, his room, his diagnosis, the layout of the floor, and when the nurses were most likely to do their rounds. Ermano listened patiently, then hung up. He grabbed the bag of supplies from the glove compartment.

	He shut his eyes and let everything settle into place before he walked to the hospital.

	He found the main entrance and waited. He wanted to make sure the nurses had finished their shifts checking on patients and administering meds.

	He could easily pass for a custodial worker, but he didn’t have to worry about cameras, since HIPAA would prevent them from being used. Hospitals were designed to be responsive to emergencies, not preventative.

	Ermano walked in through the front door.

	 

	 

	Larry felt a presence near his bed, and he opened his eyes. He was hoping maybe it was a nurse with a sponge bath. Instead, he saw a man in overalls. The guy was old, Latino, maybe the janitor. Larry tried to speak, but he felt like his tongue was covered in cement. His eyelids were weighted down and closed on him without his permission.

	“What happened to you?” the man said.

	Larry fought to regain consciousness and regaled the man with everything that happened to him, from pulling in to the burger joint, to being accosted by either a thief or pimp, and coming here. He even mentioned the police who interviewed him.

	“Nothing about the drugs?” the man said.

	“Drugs?”

	“Good. Thank you, my friend. Get some rest.”

	The man left the room, and Larry tried to keep his head afloat. Jesus Christ. He felt a surge of something more powerful take hold and render him mute. It burned like white fire. He stared up at the ceiling as it opened and light shone down upon him as if it was Judgement Day.

	 

	 

	Ermano departed as fast as possible from the room before the man’s coding vital signs were to alert the staff. He took the stairs down to the lobby and grabbed a Coke from the vending machine near the front. He learned over the years to hide in plain sight. A man moving quickly has eyes drawn to him. A man pausing to drink a soda, no one paid attention to. He walked through the sliding glass doors, surveyed the parking lot, and saw no one. Still too early in the morning. He took another sip of Coke, dumped the remnants of the liquid in the trash by the entrance, then slipped the used syringe inside the can.

	Odds were, the trucker’s heart would have stopped by now. He’d given the man barbiturates to loosen his tongue and keep him passive. Once he got the information he came for, he shot the man up with potassium.

	Ermano threw the can in the trash and went to his truck. Too early in the morning for any of the prostitutes to be out. He checked his watch. They probably wouldn’t start their stroll for another sixteen hours. Ermano figured he would check into the motel near where they worked and get a few hours of shut-eye.

	Always sleep when you can.

	 

	 

	The phone rang, and a waitress grabbed it.

	“McGill,” Gropper said. He waited. He could hear the phone bang against the wall as it dangled.

	“Shit,” he heard McGill say in the background, then some rustling.

	“Yeah.”

	“The trucker’s dead. Heart attack.”

	Gropper listened while McGill processed the information.

	“What do you think?”

	“They move fast. We’ve got to imagine they know what we know.”

	“Jesus.” McGill sighed. “You know, you try to help some people.”

	Gropper waited.

	“Think they’ll hit the motel?” McGill asked.

	“If they’re not already there.”

	“All right. See if you can take care of this without any collateral damage. But if it comes down to it, nothing comes back to me.”

	“You got it.”

	Gropper hung up the pay phone. He was at the bus station. Midday, the place was empty. He walked through the central terminal toward a bank of lockers. He found his, inserted the key, and opened it. Removing the gym bag, he shut the locker behind him and settled in a form-fitting blue seat near the corner. He checked the contents. He had about five grand in cash, a passport, a snub-nosed .22, a Karambit knife, and a travel toiletry kit. He carried the bag to the car, put it in the trunk, and got into the driver’s seat.

	He shut his eyes and sat in silence.

	Gropper remembered reading about the Stoics during his travels—philosophers who held that a virtuous person, who sticks to their beliefs, is unassailable by the outcomes of their actions.

	He drove to his house.

	Getting out of the car, he spotted John, who wiped his nose.

	Gropper raised his hand in acknowledgment and made his way to the side door. Inside, he found Ms. Bradley in the living room listening to her records.

	“Hello,” she said.

	“How are you feeling?”

	“Tired. I seem to get so tired these days.”

	“Get some rest.”

	Gropper sat down in one of the empty chairs, and they listened to Wes Montgomery. Together, they remained in silence until Gropper noticed she had fallen asleep. He picked her up and carried her upstairs to bed. The courtesy shuttle would be by in a little to help her to the hospital.

	Gropper placed his hand on her forehead.

	He held it there for a moment, then went downstairs, removed the record, and put it back on the shelf. He went through the efforts of wiping down his room for fingerprints. He removed the clothes from the armoire and his second bag from the foot of the bed and took everything out to the car.

	Gropper looked around for a moment, then got in and drove away.

	 

	 

	The door opened, and the little bell rang. Maurice hated that bell more than anything. As a result, he had developed an automatic response anytime the door opened. People checking in weren’t bad. It was people coming to complain about noise in neighboring rooms, or the hot water pressure, or the fucking ice wasn’t cold enough in the ice dispensary. Not to mention, he was still having stomach trouble due to the stress of the recent events. Thank God, they were over, but they still weighed on him.

	He looked up and saw the elderly Latino man. Maurice slipped into his business persona.

	“How can I help you?”

	The man walked to the edge of the desk.

	“That place any good?” he asked, and tilted his head in the direction of the burger joint.

	“It’s not bad.”

	“Ah, the opposite.” The man smiled and plucked one of the wrapped mints from a bowl on the counter.

	“It’s probably better than you’ll find in the immediate area, unless you want to drive.”

	“No, thanks. Too much driving already. Just need to sit for a while.”

	“Well, here’s a coupon. We have a deal with them.”

	“Gracias,” the man said.

	Maurice nodded, hoping this would conclude their conversation.

	The man pocketed the coupon, opened the wrapper, and popped the mint into his mouth.

	“Listen, if someone wanted some action, where would they go?”

	“Action?” Maurice tried to keep the surprise out of his voice.

	“Yeah, you know? Music? Movies?”

	“Oh, well, there’s a multiplex nearby, and in the next strip mall there’s a bar that does live music.”

	“Thanks again.” The man cracked the mint in between his teeth and walked out.

	The bell rang at his departure and Maurice groaned at the sound.

	 

	 

	The man at the desk was in on it, that much was clear to Ermano. The eyes had given him away when he reacted to the word “action.” He couldn’t have been the one to take out the trucker, so there had to be a third player. The desk man was probably on some sort of a payoff.

	Ermano went to his truck. He pulled the phone from the glove compartment and dialed a number. Hector picked up.

	Ermano gave him a report of his activities over the last few hours, including the trucker’s interrogation and disposal, as well as the encounter with the desk man at the motel.

	“So, this isn’t sabotage?” Hector said.

	“No, no one is making a move against you.”

	“Well, in that case, take whatever measures you see fit to end this.”

	“Sí.”

	Ermano put the phone in his pocket for any trophy pictures later. He had arrived at the best part of any job, when his handlers cut him loose and allowed him to do what he did best. He would wait for the cover of nightfall, then descend on them like a plague.

	 

	 

	Maurice got to his car and laid his crutches against the back door. He fumbled for the keys in his pocket and dropped them. He saw the shadow coming toward him, then he was out cold. He awoke again, and he was in the driver’s seat.

	“Just listen,” the person said from the back.

	Maurice didn’t say anything. The guy who’d been in earlier, looking for action. He felt the man’s left hand on his shoulder. It squeezed just enough to demonstrate the man’s strength. Maurice flinched a little from the pressure.

	“Don’t do anything at all. We’re just going to sit here for a moment while I talk. You may speak.”

	“Okay,” Maurice said.

	“I’m looking for a person of considerable skill who beat up a trucker here recently.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	The man squeezed again, and this time Maurice felt pain.

	“I went through someone, alright? I don’t know the guy.”

	“Good, we’re getting somewhere.” The man relaxed his grip.

	“Now,” the man continued. “Drive around to the room you’ve been using. You’re going to contact this person.”

	 

	 

	The phone rang, and McGill didn’t wait for someone to get it. He had trouble wedging himself out of the booth at first, and vowed he would eat more greens, but he was at the phone by the fourth ring.

	“Yeah.”

	“Hey, it’s Maurice, there’s someone here.”

	The phone went dead.

	McGill hung up the phone. He walked back to his table. If they had gotten to Maurice, then they could get to him. Unless Gropper was as good as McGill thought. He returned to the table, spread butter on the pancakes and bacon, then poured the syrup.

	He took the first bite and chased it with Mickey’s.

	They could come for him. He was a survivor, after all. Or, he could go somewhere else and set up shop. Although, he doubted he’d be able to find a better diner than this.

	 

	 

	Ermano stood before them. Two girls were gagged, their hands and feet tied with sheets. They shook and cried, though it was muffled by the fabric. They kept trying to scream, but it was futile. The man from the front desk sat on the edge of the bed by the phone. He seemed haunted, as if he’d known this day was coming and was resigned to it.

	“What now?” he asked.

	“Well…”

	Ermano sat down on the bed. He put his arm around the young man. He could feel the kid’s heart beating through his back.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Maurice.”

	“What do you think will happen?”

	Maurice looked back at the girls on the ground, then he turned and stared at Ermano. Perhaps he wasn’t resigned, as there was fire there still. Ermano was impressed. He had put many people—perceived tough guys, capos, stone cold killers—in the same position, and those men could not maintain the same eye contact.

	“You needed us to serve a purpose, and now the purpose is over, so we’re expendable.” Maurice licked his lips like he was getting the up his nerve.

	“However, if you kill all of us, then it becomes a multiple homicide, which raises a bunch of questions. Plus, if you leave the state, you can forget police, we’re talking FBI. I don’t think you want to have to deal with that scenario. We’re all doing something illegal, so you can believe me when I tell you, we won’t say anything. After all, you want the guy who took out your associate.”

	Ermano started to laugh.

	Perhaps he’d underestimated this kid.

	“You’ve got some huevos, I’ll give you that,” Ermano said. He patted Maurice on the back a few times.

	Ermano reached to his belt buckle. It was an ornate silver thing with intricate etching in the shape of a bull’s head. Both ends concealed push knives. He gripped the kid by the back of his shirt. His right hand shot for one of the handles and hit the kid in the stomach three times. Maurice hunched over, and his eyes practically bulged from their sockets. Ermano flung him back onto the bedspread.

	“You’ve no business in this world.”

	Maurice gripped at his stomach while blood seeped around his hands and crimson soon engulfed flesh. The girls started to convulse and slide on the ground like slugs when their cover has been removed.

	Ermano cocked his head to the side. He felt the familiar rush in his chest, and he approached them with renewed force.

	“Shhhh,” Ermano said. “This is all going to be over soon.”

	 

	 

	Stacy needed to use the bathroom, and she hated using the bathroom at the truck stop. The burger place wouldn’t let her use theirs unless she was a paying customer, and she’d be damned if she was going to buy a drink just to use the toilet.

	She walked out farther into the parking lot, to get a better vantage point, and saw the light was on in the room. Who knew if they had someone in there—that was the last thing she needed, interrupting Angel during a session, she’d never hear the end of it.

	Stacy walked back to her spot.

	Fuck it, she thought and headed toward the motel.

	 

	 

	Ermano had trouble calming down. The lizard part of his brain had overtaken him, and the fury still coursed through him. He flung the second girl’s body to the ground. He wiped the sweat from his brow. His enemy would come soon, then Ermano would finish the job and head home. The desk kid was smart, but he didn’t know shit.

	Ermano wiped his forehead on his sleeve. The room smelled raw and feral, with the overpowering scent of copper. He calmed his breathing.

	The man would probably burst into the room shooting. Ermano would wait by the door, then he’d get him.

	Ermano wiped more blood from his face and walked toward the entrance.

	The knife shot out from under the bed and into his foot. Ermano didn’t even feel it at first, then toppled forward as an incredible pain flew up his leg.

	 

	 

	Nothing comes back to me, McGill had said.

	No loose ends.

	Gropper knew he’d see the faces of the girls in his sleep for a long time. Wide-eyed, they were pleading with him. Faces fixed in the extreme terror of those who know their end is coming soon. He looked away, so he wouldn’t have to see them. He heard the muted conversation taking place above him.

	The kid trying to buy time, to prolong his life for a few more moments. Gropper knew he was dead before he began speaking. Then, the Latino laughed, the sudden shift and creaking of bed springs. Gropper felt the tremors of the knife sticking the kid. He heard his labored breathing as the life bled out of him. Then the Latino moved from the bed and addressed the girls.

	He was a pro, but he was clearly a psychopath. So, Gropper would wait until he was in full transformation. Then the guy might be more prone to making a mistake. Gropper watched the first girl be plucked from the floor, then heard her get tenderized with the push knife. She thudded against the wall, and her feet tap-danced against the floor, while the man held her in the air. He was strong and full of adrenaline.

	Gropper took the folding Karambit knife, opened it, and waited. It was a curved blade, like a crescent, and Gropper had honed the edge.

	The man continued his assault on the second girl until well after she was dead. Gropper watched her feet shake and then go slack. The man threw her to the ground with more ardor than before. The man’s breathing was audible. He crossed by the bed, and Gropper sliced his foot. The man grunted and fell forward. Gropper rolled out from under the bed.

	He turned, and they faced each other. The man started laughing and reached down to remove a second push knife from his belt buckle. He came forward, putting weight on his bad foot, and stumbled. Gropper lunged with his own blade and swung twice, missing the first time, but slicing the man’s forearm on the second attempt. The man gritted his teeth, dropped a knife, and let fly an expletive before backing away to regroup.

	Gropper didn’t give him any quarter.

	He moved forward. Even at an advanced age, the man struck with complex balletic moves. The first one missed, the second cut Gropper on his forehead. He reset himself. They were both breathing heavily now, and he knew fights like these would deteriorate soon to less finesse and more blunt attacks.

	The man feinted with a shot and blocked Gropper’s attack. He stuck Gropper in the stomach. He ripped the knife up, expecting Gropper to wither and drop. Instead, the man’s look of victory faded as Gropper stuck him between the ribs. Gropper twisted the knife, and the man’s face imploded. He gurgled forth a breath. Gropper dropped the body on the ground and placed his Karambit in the hands of one of the prostitutes.

	Gropper turned just in time to see the flash go off.

	The man smiled and held the phone outstretched as his thumb maneuvered along the screen.

	“Buena suerte,” the man said, then the light left his eyes. Gropper took the phone from the man’s hand and pocketed it.

	He took off his shirt, removed the duct tape, and sliced phone book from his stomach. He took off his surgical gloves and placed everything in a garbage bag. Once outside, he threw the garbage bag in the trunk and got in the car. He caught his breath sitting behind the steering wheel.

	He took the phone out and scrolled through the photographs. The last two were of Gropper. Odds were they had just been sent. Gropper put the phone in the glove compartment.

	He started the car and drove away.

	 

	 

	Hector was at the beach when the call came. He didn’t say anything, just listened as the voice of the other man, his ranking superior, admonished him for screwing up what was supposed to be an easy job.

	Hector knew it would be pointless to make excuses or try to dissuade the man. His only source of comfort came from the fact he’d received the phone call in the first place, and not two shots in the back of the skull. The phone meant there was a way out for him. A chance to correct his mistake. It would cost him, certainly, and there would be no more second chances after this.

	He groveled a bit, as was expected of him, made the concessions they knew he’d make to appease them, then stated he’d finally take care of this problem.

	Hector hung up. He pushed the camera icon and stared at the photo of the man who had caused him so much grief.

	Luz dove into the pool and broke his concentration. He put the phone down and returned to the pool. He sat on the edge as she swam over.

	“Everything all right?” she asked.

	“Fine, just some minor work troubles.”

	Hector slid off the edge and into the cool water. He would make the arrangements in a moment. It might take a while for them to track down their mystery man, but Hector would put his full resources into it this time.

	He’d underestimated his foe, a mistake he would not make again.

	 

	 

	“Hi, my name is Stacy, and I’m an addict.”

	“Hi Stacy,” the group said.

	She played with the Styrofoam coffee cup in her hand. The church basement smelled of mildew and stale cigarettes even though they didn’t let anyone smoke inside. She had been clean for a few days now, but every hour was still a struggle. Janice was with a relative who’d agreed to watch her. Stacy wasn’t fit to be anyone’s mother, but she could be a cousin. That was fine.

	She still couldn’t bring herself to talk about what had happened, or even say Maurice’s name, but she vowed to stay clean for him.

	The nightmares still caused her to wake screaming, covered in fetid sweat. It would take a few moments to realize it was a dream, then the torrents would open, and she would wail. Maurice’s face would be an after image forever burned into her memory.

	She did her best to go to as many meetings as she could. She met with a grief counselor. She was humble now and that was a good start.

	Her sponsor had told her that in time all wounds heal, even the ones that aren’t physical. If you let them. Don’t linger in the past, and let the dead bury the dead. Her sponsor’s bedside manner left a lot to be desired, but she spoke the truth. Stacy would make it through this, as she had so many other things in her life.

	The nightmares would leave. It would just take some time.

	She listened to the group go from person to person, relating their stories and what wisdom they’d picked up over time. Eventually, they joined hands, said the inspirational message they always did to close out meetings, and dispersed quietly. Outside, Stacy lit a cigarette and sat down on the steps leading to the church. It was somewhat disorienting to feel like she had nowhere to be.

	“Mind if I join you?”

	Stacy hadn’t noticed the man until she heard him. It was a little disconcerting, his appearance out of thin air, but he didn’t seem threatening.

	“Not at all.”

	He sat down on the same step a few feet away. She took a drag and waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. A minute went by, and she felt herself relaxing to in his presence. She felt safe. It was a strange feeling.

	She had seen him at the meetings. He sat in the back and kept to himself.

	“My father was a big scotch drinker,” the man said. He stared straight ahead.

	“I never liked the stuff. It was always too bitter.” He continued, “My old man would laugh, and tell me eventually it turned sweet if you drank enough of it. I wonder if endurance works the same way.”

	The man faced her now.

	“My name is Gropper.”

	“Stacy,” she said.

	“If you need anything, I’ll be around.”

	The emotions came pretty quickly. She wasn’t expecting them. She closed her eyes and nodded. When she opened her eyes, he was already gone.

	 

	 

	McGill had just forked pecan pie into his mouth when Carmine arrived. He was escorted by a guy twice his size whose jerky movements suggested he dabbled in pharmaceuticals. He had full-sleeve tattoos and could barely fit through the door. Carmine spotted McGill, smiled, and rubbed his chest.

	Carmine sat down in the booth while his muscle lingered by the door.

	“So,” Carmine said.

	McGill sat back and wiped his mouth.

	“What? Nothing smart to say now?”

	“Let me tell you how this is going to work, so you don’t get your hopes up.” McGill sneered.

	“Oh, please,” Carmine said.

	“You’re assuming because you brought man-mountain there, I’m going to shit my pants.”

	“Something like that.”

	“I’m guessing you paid them pretty well.” McGill killed his Mickey’s.

	“Two for two so far. When does this get good?”

	“Patience.”

	Carmine put his hands up. He had all the time in the world.

	McGill took another bite of pecan pie. He savored this one and chewed until it was almost a paste.

	“Now, to disappoint you.” McGill wiped his mouth. “You ever hear the quotation, ‘I am the punishment of God. If you had not committed great sins, God would not have sent a punishment like me upon you’?”

	“No. The Bible?” Carmine said.

	“Genghis Khan.”

	“You really like to talk, don’t you?”

	“A few years ago, Gropper came to me with a problem. Seems he pissed off some important people, and they wanted him dead. These were people who would not be placated.” McGill forked the rest of his pie into his mouth and chewed. He chased it with coffee. Carmine tried to look in control, but he was skittish around the eyes, and he drummed his fingers on the table.

	“I gave him the means, and he vanished. He was gone for about a year. I told him he didn’t owe me anything, but he feels obligated.”

	McGill took another sip of coffee.

	Carmine began to look annoyed.

	“And your fucking point?”

	“My point?”

	McGill gestured back to where Carmine’s muscle had been. Gropper stood there instead. The legs of the man-mountain jutted out from behind a booth near the door.

	Carmine exhaled. He licked his lips and turned back to McGill.

	“Okay,” he offered as if he were admiring a decent golf drive. Carmine looked from Gropper to McGill.

	“You can come back with all the help you want. Pay them however much you want.” McGill pointed toward Gropper. “Just remember, I have the punishment of God.”

	Carmine’s hand went to reach inside his jacket, probably where he kept a piece, but he hesitated. His body sagged; a gesture which suggested he knew he had lost this one. He slid out of the booth. McGill watched him help lift his friend from the booth. The man’s size made it awkward. Gropper took the now-vacant seat across from McGill. The waiter brought over coffee for Gropper and another Mickey’s.

	 

	 

	Things had been quiet since the dust settled at the motel. Gropper flexed his hand once and took a sip of his coffee. The slaughter had been in the papers for two days, then the interest died down. It was still an open case, but the Cuban had been a pro, so Gropper was certain all leads would dead end. He kept tabs on the cousin, and she wasn’t going to look into anything, content to move on with her life. She wouldn’t be a loose end.

	“Have you heard back?” Gropper said.

	“I have.” McGill took the piece of paper from his pocket and slid it across the table.

	“Guy’s name is Hector Rodriguez.”

	Gropper opened the paper, memorized the information, and slid it back to McGill.

	“You sure you want to do this?” McGill asked.

	Gropper didn’t say anything.

	“Just thought I’d ask,” McGill said.

	“If things go south…” Gropper said.

	“I’ll take care of it.”

	Gropper had arranged for McGill to spread his assets among John and Ms. Bradley. He would also wipe his identity clean to avoid any blowback.

	“I should be back in a few days,” Gropper said. McGill sneered.

	“Have a piece of pie before you go.”

	Gropper paused for a second and then said, “Sure.”

	McGill signaled the waiter and McGill ordered another two slices of pecan pie.

	The two men ate in silence.

	 

	 

	Gropper sat on the stool watching the dance floor in the reflection of the mirror above the bar. The place was packed. South Beach on a Saturday night. The neon and strobe kept the shadows dancing on the floor, and the smell of the fog machine permeated the air. He stayed focused on the VIP enclave on the second floor and watched Hector pouring drinks.

	Off to the sides stood some large men in suits. Probably a mix of those who worked at the club, as well as Hector’s personal guard.

	“Another?” the bartender asked. One of three working, they made sure to keep the customers occupied. She was a bronzed blonde with zero fat on her body.

	“Yeah,” Gropper said.

	She went away and returned with his whiskey. He drank it back, then shut his eyes and blocked out the sound of the music, the conversations, everything happening around him, until time slowed to a crawl.

	At some point, Hector would leave to use the bathroom.

	One bodyguard would go with him, the others would remain by the velvet rope. Gropper decided to head to the bathroom and take out the bodyguard. Hector would probably have a piece, but he was not a killer. He was soft, used to having other people do the dirty work, and it would be his undoing. Gropper would make it fast and effective. He rolled the newspaper in his hands. They might still come for him and McGill, but this would slow them down.

	Gropper ordered one more drink.

	He watched Hector rise and head for the bathroom. Gropper stood up and gripped the Millwall brick in his hand.

	He reached into his pocket and pressed the button on the device. He’d rigged a smoke bomb near the entrance. It would only take a minute to set off the sprinklers and fire alarm. The staff would be forced to evacuate the patrons.

	Gropper hugged the edge of the dance floor, keeping close to the bar. He navigated through people until he made his way toward the stairs. Eyeing Hector as he and his subordinate disappeared around the corner, Gropper climbed the stairs toward the bathroom.

	Around the corner, the carpeting muffled some of the sound from the dance floor, but it was still loud enough. The bodyguard stood outside of the bathroom door. He was instantly alert to Gropper’s presence. The man saw the brick, sensed something amiss, and went for his own weapon. The element of surprise gone, Gropper charged. The bodyguard was fast but underestimated Gropper’s speed. His expandable baton snapped open, but Gropper hit the man’s wrist with the brick, and it flew to the ground. The bodyguard unloaded a punch and kick combination which he probably worked time and time again in the gym.

	But this wasn’t the gym.

	Gropper blocked the man’s left hook, then hit the man with the brick. The guy staggered back, and Gropper hit him twice more. The guy careened into the wall and passed out on the floor. The brick had begun to lose some of its effectiveness, so Gropper traded it for the baton.

	Pushing the bathroom door open, Gropper spotted Hector at the sink, checking himself in the mirror. He did a double take when he saw Gropper.

	“Chinga,” Hector said.

	His tone was one more of awe than fear.

	Hector reached for his piece. Gropper threw the baton. Hector blocked it with his forearm, but Gropper was already on him.

	Gropper assumed a wrist lock on the gun hand and flipped Hector onto the ground. Hector wheezed as the air was knocked out of him. Gropper snapped the wrist, took the piece, removed the clip. Hector’s scream reverberated around the walls. Gropper threw the gun into one of the toilets and the clip into another. Hector had gotten to his knees and was holding his wrist.

	He was tougher than Gropper originally pegged him for.

	“You can’t kill me,” Hector said through gritted teeth.

	“No?”

	“It’d be suicide.”

	Gropper stood in front of him.

	“I’ve had worse trouble.”

	The fire alarm went off. Hector made a move for the door. Gropper was already in front of him. The bravado now gone, Hector tried to escape farther into the bathroom. He made it to the wall, near the urinals, and yelled.

	Gropper punched him twice, then smashed his head into the porcelain rim of the urinal. The vibrations passed through Hector’s body as it shook, then went flaccid. Gropper landed a shot to the base of the skull and checked for a pulse. He couldn’t fine one. Gropper walked to the entrance and opened the door. The barrel of a gun emerged through the entrance as another bodyguard tried to gain tactical advantage. Gropper put his shoulder into it, and knocked the man backward. The weapon fired twice and bullets pinged off the tiles. Gropper made it out of the bathroom as the bodyguard tried to reset the weapon.

	Gropper hit the man and swept his legs out. The man fell with a thud and was stunned.

	Gropper moved quickly, past the still unconscious first bodyguard. The crowd had swelled and funneled through the exits. Gropper was sped down the stairs, merging effortlessly with the crowd, and walked out into the humid air.

	His car was where he had parked it, a few blocks away.

	He steadied his breathing and waited for his heart to slow. He turned the key in the ignition, and the motor came alive. Gropper eased out into the street toward the highway.

	If he made good time, he might make it back before sunrise.
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	Here is a preview from Countdown by Matt Phillips, published by All Due Respect, an imprint of Down & Out Books.

	 

	Click here for a complete catalog of titles available from Down & Out Books and its divisions and imprints.

	 

	 

	“…Marijuana is still illegal on the federal level. It’s listed by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration as a ‘Schedule I’ drug—the same classification as LSD, ecstasy and heroin. While the federal government allows banks to work with cannabis businesses in states that have passed laws approving recreational marijuana, banks still have to file suspicious activities reports in addition to following standard banking guidelines. That means extra costs. And since the federal prohibition against marijuana is still in effect, banks fear they could be held criminally liable should a marijuana business run afoul of the law. As a result, many cannabis businesses become all-cash enterprises, with stories abounding of business people hauling duffel bags filled with cash, making them targets for robberies…”

	—The San Diego Union-Tribune, July 5, 2017

	 

	 

	“We’re making money, okay? Making the money isn’t a problem. It’s more like—”

	“Where to put it all.”

	“That’s right. Where to put it all. Because the banks, they got federal insurance. And they don’t touch this marijuana money. Puts them in an awkward position, if they do.”

	“Like, maybe the feds decide to go and do something about this marijuana thing. And if they do, shit, you get all your assets frozen. Banks get got, and so do you.”

	“But it’s a lot of money. Like, bags of the stuff. I can’t spend it too fast—I do, and the next thing I know, I got the tax man up my ass about how I’m living.”

	“All this money…You need to hide it.”

	“But where? And how?”

	—Overheard in a bar

	 

	 

	THE FOUR

	 

	ONE

	 

	Donnie Zeus Echo ordered a double cheeseburger and a lemonade, sat on the boardwalk looking at the waist-high surf and girls walking by in bikini tops and cutoff jean shorts. The way the girls wore shorts now, with the bottoms of their asses hanging out and jiggling, not too classy a look. But Echo liked to watch those asses hang and bounce down the boardwalk. Makes a decent show when you’re chewing a burger and sipping something sweet, feeling that sea breeze on your face.

	He wanted a cold beer but he didn’t know a hamburger stand where they sold any. He’d have to go next door to the Surf Shack Tap House for that. No problem. He’d finish the burger and head over there, get a little drunk before he met with Glanson, his old battle buddy.

	Glanson? Shit. Still the same fuck up who shot himself in the foot with a Russian pistol.

	Echo used to be a grunt. Did a couple extended vacations in Eye-Rack. Learned to embrace the suck. Also learned to pull teeth and rip off fingernails. Arabic didn’t come easy to him so Echo had to find other ways. That’s another thing he learned: There’s lots of ways to get a thing done.

	A man has to be creative. Six years in the service and Echo got himself an honorable discharge and not a damn thing besides. Also of note: A panther tattoo on his chest and an M16 on each wrist. Talk about a gun show. Echo drove a ’99 Honda Civic with a leaky head gasket. He lived in a studio apartment off Garnet—fell asleep to the sound of coeds vomiting in the gutters. Close to the beach though. That was something he liked. And those asses hanging out. He liked those.

	He chewed faster and watched a brunette waddle past him. Man, he’d like a piece of that. Something juicy besides a cheeseburger. She ignored Echo’s big probing eyes, one of them a bit off point—his somewhat lazy eye. He was used to women ignoring him. Best way to get a girl’s attention was to wave some money in her face. Didn’t have to be much either. Enough for a decent meal and a cab ride. Simple pleasures, you know?

	That’s what he and Glanson should do, run down to Tijuana and get themselves a couple whores. Make the girls wear towels over their heads so the two grunts could pretend they were back in Eye-Rack. Good times, baby. The bad thing about Middle Eastern girls is they hold still while you fuck them. Far as he knew, Mexican girls bucked like wild horses.

	Yes, sir—he craved some señoritas with some decent ta-tas.

	Echo finished his burger, sucked down lemonade until the straw whistled. He watched a skinny blonde roll past on some roller blades. Not bad. But it’d be better with a few beers in him.

	He stood to go next door, careful to cover the bulge of the .45 tucked into his waistband. He touched the gun tenderly through the fabric of his Hawaiian shirt—oh, you wanna wanna lay her?—and smiled. Echo knew Glanson. Sure he did. But that didn’t mean he trusted Glanson.

	No fucking way. Not in this life. And not in the next one.

	 

	 

	TWO

	 

	Abbicus Glanson had a small dick and he knew it. Sure, it bothered him. The way to make up for that—in Glanson’s mind—was to act crazy as shit, draw as much attention as you can. That worked in a war zone. It worked damn well. Not so much back home—in Murica, as Glanson liked to call it. Not when he needed a job, money, a place of residence.

	When he left the service, Glanson had a neon green Honda CBR crotch rocket, three shotguns, and a respectable collection of pocket knives.

	He rode the bike cross-country, decided to rent an apartment in San Diego. He liked the weather and, growing up in the Midwest, he dreamed about living near the Pacific Ocean. Didn’t use it much, but he liked to know all his childhood buddies back home were talking shit about him living in California. Let those suckers freeze their asses off in April. Glanson wore flip-flops and board shorts every fucking day, walked around in December with his shirt off.

	Fuck Glanson? No—fuck the small-town Midwest.

	Fuck you, motherfuckers.

	Still, Glanson had a bitch of a time finding steady work. He could always go back to the war zone with a private firm, but you can’t wear flip-flops and fuck surfer girls in Eye-Rack. About the best you can do is smoke a joint and drink a forty oz. But you had to avoid being killed.

	That was the big thing, the hard part.

	So, no private security gig in Eye-Rack. No steady job. Nothing. Nada.

	But then he met a guy at Ray’s in Ocean Beach, a favorite locals spot for live music. Glanson liked Ray’s for the drink specials and the scent of marijuana hanging in the air.

	This short bald guy, burly as hell in a blue tank, nods at Glanson and says, “Where you do yours, amigo?”

	“My what?”

	The guy points at a tattoo on Glanson’s wrist: An M16 wrapped by a hissing serpent. “Your tat, man. Where’d you get it?”

	“Eye-Rack,” Glanson says. “What’s it to you?”

	The guy turns around and lifts his tank over his head. His back is covered with a detailed soldier in full body armor. The soldier’s eyes squint at Glanson and the gun in his hand is pointed right at Glanson’s heart.

	Glanson says, “Holy shit.”

	The guy lowers his shirt and turns around, says, “Fucking A. Grunt through and through, baby.”

	Glanson got lucky. Turns out this other grunt—Abel Sendich—hit on an innovative business idea. With the legalization of marijuana in California, and the federal illegality of the drug, there’s a teeny weeny money problem. You can grow weed. You can sell it. You can smoke it and you can eat it. You can do just about whatever you want with it. But the money you make off it—there’s the motherfucking rub. You can’t put it in a bank because the IRS will start asking important questions. You can’t keep it at the dispensary—that’s asking for an ass whipping.

	So, what do you do with it?

	“Fuck if I know,” Glanson says. “You gotta launder it some way, clean it.”

	“Whatever you do,” Abel says deep into his fifth beer, “You got to move it, and you got to store it. No two ways about that—move the money, store the money.”

	Okay, then. Glanson thought about that for about half a beer. Next thing he knows, Abel’s asking Glanson if he needs a job. Bada-fucking-bing. 

	Yes. He. Does.

	Two weeks later, Glanson found himself wearing a 9mm and a collared black Dickies shirt, watching the parking lot outside Acee’s Apothecary on Thirty-Second and Adams. “Might as well do it now,” he said. “Light traffic and it’s the end of business.”

	Next to him, in the driver’s seat of the white Econoline van, Abel nodded. “I’ll pull in along the door. Make sure you unclip the nine. Be ready, Glanson. We haven’t got pinged yet, but a couple guys got shitcanned up in North County just last week.”

	“I read about that,” Glanson said. Two private security guys shot down by ’bangers knocking over a dispensary in Del Mar, of all fucking places. The ’bangers escaped. The security guys were still sleeping. Taking permanent naps. “Came at them with automatics.”

	Abel chuckled. “We need to gear up, baby. I’m looking to get us some more shotties.”

	“Need a fucking grenade one of these days,” Glanson said.

	Abel didn’t say shit to that. He fired up the van, let it roll away from the curb, drift left across the street, and bounce into the parking lot. He stopped. “Your chariot awaits.”

	Glanson unclipped the holster for his nine, rested his right hand on the gun.

	He opened the passenger door and walked briskly toward the steel-reinforced door, pushed it open and disappeared into Acee’s Apothecary.

	This new job Glanson had—it paid the bills and it came with a perk: Mary Jane in spades.

	 

	 

	THREE

	 

	Jessie Jessup didn’t come from money. She came from three generations of cattle ranchers in east Texas. She was a woman, but for all her beauty—petite at five-three and a hundred seven pounds—Jessie came from men. She was of men—hard fucking men. At thirty-seven years old, she still carried a hint of her Texas drawl, but a decade living in SoCal had drained most of that lilt from her speech.

	Jessie’s daddy taught her to invest in herself, in her own operation. He used to say you don’t got a damn thing until you can’t help but give yourself all the money you make. That didn’t make much sense to Jessie when she waited tables, or when she sold used cars, or when she worked at a place called Gino’s Nursery.

	It made sense now, after an ex-lover named Amos French taught Jessie a growing technique called aquaponics. That is to say, French taught Jessie how to grow weed using fish—that’s right, fucking fish. And you could do it inside, away from the prying eyes of neighbors and cops.

	Turned out, Jessie had herself a green thumb. Two green thumbs.

	She grew that dank motherfucking weed.

	But Jessie didn’t have any street smarts. Hell, she knew how to tell a horny cowpoke to fuck off, and she knew how to save a horse and ride a cowboy when she needed to, but she didn’t know how to negotiate the gangs and woe-be-gones of the gritty SoCal underbelly.

	That’s what LaDon was for. LaDon was big, he was black, and he was mean as shit when it came down to it. He also knew where they could open a dispensary operation and keep it under wraps. No way Jessie could get a legit dispensary license. That shit was too complicated. She took one look at the paperwork after reading through Proposition 64 and decided she’d do this shit on the sly.

	Enter LaDon, another regular at The Zip Zap Bar in City Heights. He used to tease her about drinking cosmos in a dive bar, but they got along. Sure, LaDon wanted a piece of her, but he also had an ex-wife and daughter.

	Jessie liked to fuck and run. She was a one-night stand kind of girl. That made LaDon off-limits.

	So, here the two of them were, waiting around after seven o’clock—quitting time, dammit—for the war vets to show up and get the cash. She watched LaDon sip a Diet Coke and pick at his fingernails. He had a Taser in his top drawer and fists big enough to crush a pumpkin. Their operation was bare bones, but at any one time, they were sitting on twenty K or more in straight cash. That’s decent bait for a stick-up boy, especially in the neighborhood LaDon chose for their place of business. The dispensary was off University Avenue, a small office next to a tire shop and below two studio apartments. All day, Jessie cringed at the little kids stomping on the ceiling. Since they opened this spot two months ago and started working social media and Weed Maps, they’d cleared nearly sixty K in sales.

	And shit was ramping up.

	Jessie shut off her computer, leaned back in her office chair, and said, “LaDon, you ever think about going on a diet?”

	He twirled the Diet Coke can so she could read the label: “The fuck you think this is, woman?”

	“That’s diabetes waiting to happen is what that is.”

	“I already have the diabetes, sister. It runs in the family.”

	“Only thing that runs in your family is a sweet tooth.”

	LaDon stared at her with menace eyes. “You going to cook me dinner this week?”

	“Wednesday, baby,” Jessie said. “I got some vegan pasta and a couple of—”

	“What’s that now?” LaDon shifted in his seat. The floor creaked with his weight. He planted his elbows on the steel desk, closed one eye in confusion.

	“Vegan pasta.” Jessie watched him, a smile barely visible at the corners of her mouth.

	“Uh-uh, Jess. I want some motherfucking ribs. Or that thing you made last time…” He snapped his fingers searching for the name.

	“Marsala,” she said. “Chicken marsala.”

	“That was some good white people food. I’ll eat that whenever. But vegan pasta? Oh, hell no.”

	Jessie laughed, blew a lock of brown hair from her eyes. “You might like it, big boy.”

	LaDon shook his head, checked his cell for the time. “Where these motherfuckers at?”

	“Making the Friday rounds,” Jessie said.

	“Let me get this straight,” LaDon said, “These dudes are keeping our money with a lot of other drug dealers’ money? And you’re good with that?”

	“They’re a security start up. They’re solving an important problem.”

	“Sixty K ain’t never gonna be a problem for me, Jess.”

	Jessie shrugged. They couldn’t keep the money in the office—in fact, it was LaDon who told her that. But he didn’t like the guy who came to see her about holding their money. Bald guy named Abel. He was a fast talker and sarcastic as hell. But it wasn’t him who sold Jessie on the service. 

	It was Abel’s partner, a tall eucalyptus-looking guy—white-ish skin and thin, wispy hair—named Glanson. Another war vet. She guessed they served together. 

	Jessie liked Glanson. He was good looking and had honest eyes. She hoped he was coming to get their pick up this evening.

	It’d be nice to see Glanson.

	LaDon said, “I think it’s because you like the tall one.”

	Jessie rolled her eyes. She turned around in the office chair and began to unlock the safe. “You know I’m the kind of girl who does it one night at a time—I’m not looking for a ball and chain.”

	“Whatever you say.” LaDon leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes.

	Jessie finished punching in the combination and the safe door creaked open to reveal six stacks of money bound by thick rubber bands. She reached inside and began to pull the money out, tossing stack after stack into a gray duffel bag.

	LaDon took a toothpick from a tray on his desk, began to run it along his hairline. “We gonna do six figures this month?”

	“Not this month,” Jessie said. “But business is fucking booming. We’re looking at twenty K.”

	“And you need any help with the grow?”

	“I could use someone to do my laundry, clean up the apartment for me.”

	“Fuck that,” LaDon said. “I’m busy.”

	Jessie finished with the money, zipped the bag closed, and secured it with a small combination lock. She turned and looked at LaDon. “I’ve been wondering…you got a nickname, LaDon?”

	LaDon smiled that nice big smile of his. “They call me Captain Groove,” he said. “You wanna know why?” He shimmied in his seat.

	Jessie laughed, she couldn’t help it. “You smart ass…”
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	Here is a preview from How Kirsty Gets Her Kicks by Jennifer Lee Thomson, published by Shotgun Honey, an imprint of Down & Out Books.
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	Chapter 1

	 

	As the rancid stench of the pug ugly bastard, who’d groped her for the last time snaked up Kirsty’s nostrils, making them twitch like a thoroughbred at Ayr racecourse, she threw back her fiery red hair.

	“Fuck this,” she said, aiming a knee-high kick a Can-can dancer would have been proud of squarely in his groin.

	The resounding squelch as her stiletto clad foot connected with his balls, gave her as much satisfaction as the whimper that erupted from his throat as he fell, gasping for breath, cradling himself.

	As she stood over him, a wicked smile playing on her lips, he hissed through clenched teeth. “You fucking bitch.”

	“Too bloody right I am.”

	She spoke in the same singsong voice she used to extract cash from punters who wouldn’t pay and kicked him again, this time full force in the head. Blood oozed out of his forehead where her stiletto went in and silenced his ugly mouth. With a sense of triumph, she noticed there was a hole in his head like he’d been gored by a bull. Better watch his brains don’t dribble out.

	She heard a suction noise as she pulled the heel clear. The sound reminded her of the noise a vacuum cleaner makes when a sock becomes trapped in the air stream and you pull it free without switching it off first.

	“Kirsty, what did you do?”

	Her 100 watt smile dimmed when she heard the frightened wee voice of barman, Jamie, the one guy in this hellhole who didn’t try to cop a feel. She thought he’d gone home.

	Flicking away a stray strand of hair that dared to land on her face, she lowered her green eyes; they shone like headlights ruining her attempt to appear demure. In these situations being dressed in a figure hugging PVC skirt and blouse that showcased her curves didn’t help, not when you were going for the vulnerability card.

	“I think he tripped,” she said, wiping her stiletto on the floor. It left a trail of blood and gunge that might have been brain matter—if the bastard had actually had a brain. Glancing down, she was happy to see that most of the blood was off her shoe and the thing wasn’t ruined; those shoes were expensive.

	Jamie shook his blonde head and his brow furrowed, making him appear much older than the kid he was. He leaned in so close he could have been about to kiss her, and said in a hushed voice, “You don’t know who that is, do you?”

	She met his concern with a heavy stare and he shrunk back. “Nah and I don’t bloody care either.”

	“It’s one of Jimmy McPhee’s enforcers.” He spoke with a reverence the knuckle draggers didn’t deserve. But then everyone in Glasgow spoke that way about those who scared them shitless.

	Kirsty had hung round here long enough to know that In gangland speak, enforcer was the title of a thug who went around cracking skulls and kneecaps with hammers and baseball bats, once they’d stubbed out their lit cigarettes on your eyes and thrown boiling water in your face; and that was for a warm up if they liked you. Once you’d got acquainted, then they turned real nasty. Kirsty knew what kind of man owned the club, but beggars couldn’t be choosers; she needed this job.

	Kirsty batted her long eyelashes, giving her the wide Bambi eyes men were such suckers for, then said loud enough for her victim to hear, “I don’t fucking care. He was touching me up. Next guy does that gets it bitten off.”

	Jamie didn’t need to ask what it meant. He covered his groin area with his hands and stepped further back. He could have been a footballer facing the might of a Brazilian free kick.

	A twisted grin spread across Kirsty’s face. Men thought women were weak, but a well-aimed kick between the legs sure leveled the playing field.

	“Nah, you’re okay,” she said with a saucy wink, but he wasn’t reassured. Maybe because he’d just witnessed her kicking the crap out of a growler more used to dishing it out than being on the receiving end.

	Jamie pulled a stool out and slunk down in it, the color washed out of his face as if he was a painting that’d been left out in the rain. Meanwhile, the groping bastard lay howling on the floor, curled up, a wee boy wanting his mammy; the last woman, Kirsty reckoned had willingly let him anywhere near her business end.

	“What the hell are we going to do now?” Jamie asked, making eye contact and then breaking it off because he was scared of what he saw in her eyes.

	“Well, I could hit him again.”

	She didn’t mean it. Messing up one shoe was bad enough without ruining another. They were too expensive. Besides, if she kicked him with her other leg it was liable to fly off. Prosthetic limbs tended to do that, unless you were Heather Mills and could afford the best.

	“Okay, okay, Jamie, don’t get your knickers in a twist. I’m only joking.”

	What the hell was she going to do? Concentration lined her forehead and she didn’t like that because it gave her frown lines.

	The way she saw it there were two options. She could hang around and be tortured by some sicko with a blowtorch and a small cock who’d enjoy passing her round his pals before they cut off her tits and fed them to their steroid boosted pit bulls, or she could get the fuck out of here with some spending money.

	She moistened her lips with her tongue. “Well, I was planning on running off with the takings.”

	Jamie shivered and slowly lowered his head into his hands and started muttering “fuck, fuck, fuck,” as he rocked about in the stool. He said something about “crazy bitch,” and she grinned. Now he got her.

	After a few minutes of mumbling to himself, he lifted his head and took in the view before his eyes finally rested on her collarbone in a barely concealed attempt to hide the fact he’d been staring at her boobs. Most men did that; kids wanting to put their paws in the sweetie jar. From now on, if any man tried getting handy a slap was the least of their worries, now the precedent had been set.

	“The boss will kill me if you nick the cash,” he said.

	The boss he was referring to was Jimmy McPhee who owned the joint; a mean bastard with an eye for pretty girls—ones not old enough to leave school. Jimmy was into all sorts: drug dealing, extortion, money lending and laundering and prostitution. He was an expert in creative persuasion, or as most people would call it, torture.

	Kirsty knew this, but she made sure that whilst working in his club it was a case of see no evil, hear no evil. Sure, she hated this seedy little shit-hole, but the tips were good and who else would employ her when she was the wrong side of thirty with a temper to match her hair and one leg? The punters enjoyed their wee jousts. A few even wanted to marry her.

	Kirsty shrugged. “I could always give you a doing as well. That would solve the problem.” She paused, and then added with a devilish grin, “No enough to kill you mind.”

	“Ha fucking ha,” said Jamie. Kirsty gave him a sideways glance. He moved back in his stool, held up his hand in a placatory fashion and said, “Sorry.”

	She giggled; a child’s giggle. It sounded strange coming from her lips. “Nothing to be sorry for, mister. I’m the one who’s screwed up your night. I thought it was just me and shit for brains over there.” She cocked a finger at the limp, dirty bastard bleeding onto the floor. Bar manager Angie would be pleased.

	Kirsty’s left leg was starting to itch and she took it off so she could give the stump a scratch. As she did, she could feel Jamie’s gaze upon her. He’d stopped fixating on her boobs she knew resembled two bobbling apples in the gypsy blouse she wore to get more tips. Some dumb fucks assumed they were part of the complimentary buffet and tried to touch them, but she always put them in their place—usually running to the bog every two minutes because of the laxatives she put in their drinks.

	Jamie was gaping at the leg, mesmerized by the thing. “It’s fake.” He eyed the leg as if she’d just whipped off her top and started sucking her own nipples.

	“No shit, Sherlock. What gave the game away?”

	If he heard the sarcasm in her voice, he ignored it as he wittered on about what her leg as if he was telling his pals about a new video game release. “Wow. You took out one of McPhee’s boys with one bloody leg. Awesome. You’re like that bird in the Robert Rodriguez zombie movie. Rose McGowan played her.”

	In all the excitement, his fear dissolved, an Alka-Seltzer in water. She could handle the wide-eyed admiration. But then he went and ruined it all by asking her the question she hated more than Glaswegian drunks at chucking out time.

	“How did you lose your leg?”

	His admiration evaporated, replaced by something that made her want to hit him repeatedly about the skull with her prosthetic. Pity. Shit, as if things weren’t bad enough. Now John Boy Walton felt sorry for her.

	Her lips went as tight as the zip on a bulging purse. She wasn’t going to tell him. Let him bloody guess.

	One glimpse at his disappointed wee face and she relented. What the hell? Might as well get the pity pish out the way, so they could deal with the more pressing stuff, like how the hell to get out of here without having her false leg rammed up her backside by one of McPhee’s cronies. And that was the least they would do to her. She was cursed with a vivid imagination and could picture all manner of sick things those psychos would inflict on her.

	Through the tiny slit in her mouth she spoke. “Okay, I’ll tell you what happened, but afterwards you’d better stop eyeballing me as if I’m a poor little cripple girl. I fuckin’ hate that. Okay?”

	Jamie’s gaze fell on his shoes, moved along the floor, resting anywhere but on her. “You don’t have to tell me.”

	He was trying to act as if he didn’t care. But, there was a spark in his eyes and he’d become a kid on Christmas Eve, poking and prodding away at the biggest, brightest, shiniest present.

	She raised her eyebrows. “You really want to know, huh?”

	He met her gaze and nodded.

	Her voice was a dull monotone when she spoke. Instead of talking about her own life she could have been one of those directory enquiries call center drones. That’s what happened when you told a story so often it was like you were talking about someone else, or a movie you’d seen. “I was in a car crash when I was eight. Both my parents died, along with my wee brother Joe. They were forced to cut off my leg to free me. End of story.”

	Jamie’s face darkened. “That’s terrible.” He went back to examining his shoes, the bar, looking anywhere to avoid her gaze. There was something unmistakable in his expression too.

	“Is that fucking sadness I see in your eyes?” The glare she gave him could have scorched the earth, but he didn’t wilt under it which made him unique. Men had been reduced to stuttering eejits by that glare.

	She threw back her head and gave a throaty laugh. The static electricity caused by the movement caused sparks to fly from the bonfire that was her hair. Poor sod Jamie jumped ten feet in the air.

	She winked at him and he relaxed. “Only messing with you.”

	His mouth relaxed. He was acting as if he’d known all along. He blinked. “Right.”

	“What happened was I spotted my boyfriend with his hand up the skirt of another girl as I went by on the train. I stuck my leg out to kick him up the arse. The train started moving at the time and splat. My leg came off at the knee.”

	She made a severing motion with her hand and suppressed a giggle when his face turned the color of putty.

	Jamie made a funny gagging noise and put his hand over his mouth as if about to puke, but he didn’t.

	‘So, what’s the truth?” His gaze was clear and direct.

	“Whatever you want to believe,” she told him. Behind all her lies was a slither of truth. The truth was whatever folk wanted it to be, or whatever suited her at the time. “Now for the cash,” she said.

	“I thought you were kidding.” His life was no doubt flashing before him as he envisioned life on the run from those who carried other folk’s knuckle bones as knuckle dusters. “If we take the cash they’ll come after us.”

	“You can cut out this “we,” she snorted. “I’m the one who’s taking the money. You happened to be here. Why are you here anyway? It’s closing time. Don’t you have a home to go to student boy, where a nice lassie’s waiting for you with a pot noodle and some microchips?”

	He shrugged. “I stayed back to tidy up. Nobody’s waiting at home for me.” Then he gave her a weary eyeball and said, “Maybe I should go home.”

	Kirsty frowned. The guy could not be serious. “Nah, you can’t. How do you think McPhee will see it when he finds Zombieland over there, dead…” she nodded towards the octopus, “and his cash and us gone?”

	Jamie stood there, glaikit as ever. Christ, she was going to have to spell it out for the sap. He was so innocent he was Bambi. “He’ll think you were in on it.”

	He winced. “He’s not dead. He can’t be.”

	Kirsty pursed her lips. She hated to rain on his parade, but… “Of course he is, or if he isn’t he soon will be. He’s got a great bloody hole in his head. It’s not like he’s had keyhole surgery. No one can survive a stiletto heel to the brain. Trust me.”

	Jamie got off his stool and peered at the prone figure on the carpet. There was no more moaning, no movement at all. Jamie put his head in his hands in an all too familiar pose. “Shit. He is dead.”

	He sank back into his bar stool and repeatedly thumped his head off the bar.

	She left him to it for a moment and marched over. “Jamie,” she said sharply, “stop it. It aint helping mister.”

	He didn’t stop, so she grabbed him by the hair and pulled him towards her until his goggle eyes were level with her boobs. Now she’d got his attention, it was time to shake him out of his stupor. “Jamie, we have to get going.”

	“Eh?” He hadn’t taken his eyes off her breasts and she couldn’t blame him. They were mighty fine specimens.

	“We have to get the cash.”

	“Aw right,” he said, not shifting his gaze.

	That’s when she lifted his head up with her two hands and smacked it hard against the counter. It made a resounding thump that pleased her.

	He yelped in surprise. “What did you do that for?”

	He stood with fists clenched as if he was gonna hit her. But if she knew one thing in life it was if a man was going to hit you he’d just do it, not telegraph it.

	Standing close to his ear she said, “Now you’ve done being sorry for yourself, it’s time to shift your backside. Not unless you want to be swimming with the fishes, chopped up in wee bits.”

	Her wee pep talk worked and he was on his feet and following her to the back of the club where the office was. The pervy bastard she’d lamped was in her way and she kicked him so hard his body bounced along the carpet. No sign of life. He was as chatty as anyone would be who’d had a stiletto embedded in their skull.

	Peering down at her victim, she fought the temptation to see how many fingers she could get inside the hole. When would she ever get the chance to do that again? Not wanting to ruin her expensive manicure, she quickly dismissed the idea.

	When they got to the office, she gave the door a shove. It wouldn’t budge.

	“Bugger,” she scowled. “The lock’s so gammy that even when Jimmy thinks it’s locked you can usually open it with a shove.”

	Jamie sounded relieved. “Well that’s it. You can’t get in so you can’t get the cash.” He turned to walk away. Way too fast for her liking.

	She shot him a scornful look and he shrunk back. “Jamie, don’t be so defeatist.” Licking her lips, she held out her hand. “Credit card.”

	That puzzled him. “What?”

	“I need your credit card to get this door open.”

	“Don’t have one.”

	But she wasn’t going to be fooled. “You’re a student having to work in a shitty little place. Of course you’ve got a credit card. You’ll be living off the thing.”

	He put his hand in his front pocket and produced a MasterCard in the name Jamie Stewart. Grudgingly, he extended his hand. She snatched the card and grabbed him by his collar and kissed him hard on the lips. His face turned the color of strawberries.

	“Ta.”

	Nimbly she slid the card into the vertical crack between the doorframe and the doorjamb, then tilted it. With a bit of maneuvering the door was open in less than a minute.

	Jamie sighed. All along, he’d been hoping she’d fail. He was no fun that one.

	“Step away from the door.”

	The voice that came when the door opened made them both jump. It was Jimmy McPhee’s.
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	 “Beyond myself, somewhere, I wait for my arrival.”

	—Octavio Paz
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	’TIL DEATH

	(Galveston, Texas, 1908)

	 

	Hector Lassiter awakens to screams.

	He recognizes Father’s voice, then Mother’s. 

	Hers is shrill, harder to place.

	A third voice, Hector mistakes for a stranger’s.

	For sweat-soaked seconds, eight-year-old Hector lays and listens, telling himself it’s no nightmare.

	It had been Friday night when he crawled into bed. Hector had turned in early because his parents promised him a Saturday afternoon trip into town, to the seawall and new Chutes Park, the “The Coney Island of the South.”

	Grafton, the boy’s father, was expected back at the family ranch no sooner than late Saturday morning. The plan was to visit the waterfront carnival in the cool early evening, then push on to Electric Park.

	Hector couldn’t wait to brave the “Mystic Rill” water coaster, open at last, and wildly praised by lucky schoolmates who’ve survived her.

	But the screams down the hall, getting meaner, getting louder? They confound, then soon, terrify the boy.

	Breaking glass; more threats.

	His father, a typically fearsome figure inspiring little affection from Hector, snarls, “Goddamn backstabbers! Fuckin’ Judas!”

	Then comes the gunfire: three or four rapid-fire shots, deafening indoors.

	Setting his jaw, Hector flings the covers from his narrow bed.

	Still in long johns, he dons his grandpa’s hand-me-down black Stetson slouch hat with a wide, downturned brim. The cowhide interior is stuffed with folded-up newspaper pages for his grandson’s still-growing head.

	The hat also sports a recently added rattlesnake skin band, the souvenir of the first kill Hector made bushwhacking with Pike Knox, his father’s trusted hired hand.

	If his father scares Hector—even inspires secret loathing—the boy quietly idolizes Pike, who’s tall, present in any room, and has a big Colt riding his hip. Pike rolls his own cigarettes and carries a flask of bourbon in his boot cuff. He hunts, fishes and sits a horse well.

	Thinking about what Pike might do now, Hector snatches up a toy pistol, but as he enters the common hallway, he remembers the mudroom between the bedrooms and the gun rack. Heart pounding, he detours there for a real weapon, flying on bare feet. 

	The boy selects his favorite long gun—a Parker Brothers 1900-model twelve-gauge. 

	Hector’s only been permitted to shoot her twice, as each time her wicked kick left him with a bruised shoulder. Both times she also planted the boy on his bony rump. But Hector is determined to conquer the big gun. He also knows all of the shotguns and rifles in the mudroom rack are stored loaded.

	Struggling to keep her long, heavy barrel up, running again on tip-toe over squeaky pine floorboards growing slippery under feet damp with nervous sweat, Hector at last reaches his parents’ bedroom.

	Rounding the corner, he’s seized by terrible images, jockeying for attention: Crazy visions trip over each other in a rush to be the first on which the boy’s palest of blue eyes fix.

	A broken bedroom window: Blood stains sill and sash. It’s still drip, drip, dripping. 

	More blood runs down a short expanse of wall under the window to pool on the floor.

	His mother Olivia, eyes open but not seeing, sprawls alone on the bloodstained, king-size bed. Her body is farthest from the broken and bloodied window. Olivia’s naked from the waist up, the rest of her bare body covered by bloodstained sheets and soaked-through comforter.

	Hector’s eyes are torn between trying to comprehend the novelty of his first sight of bare female breasts, and the terrible, seeping wound between them.

	And there is Grafton, back to Hector, raising his rifle for another shot, now pointing at Olivia’s head as he growls, “Cheating fucking whore! I goddamn knew it!”

	Hector yells, “No!”

	Father spins, instinctively taking fresh aim.

	Already leaning forward in anticipation of her kick, skinny legs braced, Hector doesn’t so much aim the shotgun at any particular part of his father, but points the barrel in Grafton’s direction, fixed somewhere between the slayer’s face and heart. 

	Hector fires first.

	Grafton, frowning as he realizes he’s drawing down on his boy, is slung backward in a haze of blood. His long gun is flung from a nearly severed arm, discharging on impact and blasting a hole in the ceiling above his son’s head.

	Hector’s also knocked over—once again undone by the big shotgun’s backward kick. The boy sprawls, his grandpa’s too-big hat rolling on the floor behind him as ceiling plaster settles over him like snow.

	His pale blue eyes still don’t know where to fix, torn between Mother’s bloodied breasts and the terrible new vision of Father, twitching and bleeding out on the floor, arm clinging to shoulder by threads and splintered bone. 

	And there’s that blood trail leading out the bedroom window.

	 

	 

	A spell passes as the sheriff and others survey the carnage, awaiting Hector’s maternal grandfather’s arrival to take custody of the kid. 

	The old man is believed the boy’s “only other livin’ kin,” Hector hears the big-bellied sheriff confide in too-loud whispers to a minion, just before spitting more foul tobacco into one of Olivia’s cherished crystal goblets. 

	A badly-shaken Hector barricades himself in his bedroom with a notebook and pocketknife to sharpen the dozen pencils he’s frantically gathered.

	Hector sits up in his bed, frenziedly composing repeated drafts of letters, all addressed to God. 

	Each letter begs His forgiveness for shooting his father.

	Eventually—unconsciously—with each subsequent draft, Hector’s letters become less a plea for forgiveness and more a description or account of what he’s done. As if God is not omniscient, and so already surely familiar with the bloody circumstances of this terrible night. 

	An avid reader, Hector’s thought about being a storyteller, himself.

	Tonight he writes as if God needs to be told the story of the crime that will haunt Hector the rest of his life. 

	 

	 

	In Texas, the wheels of justice grind fast and mean.

	Not long after doctors succeed in miraculously saving Grafton Lassiter’s mauled arm, the convicted wife-killer hangs for the murder of Olivia Destry Lassiter.

	Lassiter ranch hand Pike Knox, Olivia’s longtime clandestine lover, is figured to have bled out somewhere in the dense scrub after being twice back-shot by Grafton as Pike hurled himself through that bloodstained bedroom window.

	Grafton testifies he thinks he struck Knox in the upper and lower spine.

	Yet Olivia’s lover’s body remains missing. 

	The sheriff declares Pike staggered off and his corpse was ravaged, remains scattered by coyotes and other indigenous “meat-eatin’, bone-chawin’ critters.” 

	The coroner shares the same theory with the local newspaper, choosing scavengers in lieu of critters.

	Hector, freshly orphaned, sole heir to the Lassiter family cattle ranch, is, at last, put into legal custody of his dashing old granddad, self-described “businessman” Beauregard Stryder.

	At first, the official, and the reeling, Gulf Coast community’s assumption, is Hector stands to inherit the small fortune, one a stern-faced judge quickly places in trust, increasingly concerned by the stubborn lack of specificity regarding grandfather “Beau Stryder’s precise means of self-support in the so-called “business” world.

	It emerges the Lassiter ranch is deeply mortgaged for loans. Grafton had mounting gambling urges but no gift for games of chance.

	Increasingly unflattering portraits of the boy’s parents cohere: They’re exposed as profligate spenders, mutually sexually promiscuous, and both severely alcoholic. 

	Grafton, some say, also had a budding weakness for Heroin-brand cough syrup. He was downing the stuff by the bottle in the nights leading up to the fatal shooting.

	At the very least, the Lassiters were calamitous investors.

	As the presiding, dithering judge publicly loses taste for the increasingly tawdry affair, postponing pivotal ruling after ruling, Beau quickly and quietly liquidates the Lassiters’ remaining assets before they’re seized by energetic creditors or laggardly court officers. Beau sets up a trust fund for his grandson to become the boy’s upon turning eighteen.

	Then Hector’s grandfather hustles reedy, blue-eyed, brown-haired Hector off by train to New York City, pledging to introduce the dumbstruck lad to the real Coney Island.

	 

	 

	“The traveler sees what he sees. The tourist sees what he has come to see.”

	—G.K. Chesterson

	 

	2

	TRAVELS WITH BEAU

	(1908-1913)

	 

	New York’s every bit the distracting jumble to Hector’s hungry, haunted mind Beau had hoped. The buildings are taller, more densely packed than the kid can comprehend. 

	The boy’s first glimpse of the soaring woman extending her torch out over the choppy bay leaves Hector breathless, grasping for words he can’t lay tongue to.

	The city’s rich ragout of exotic accents, strange clothes and stranger people—people everywhere, of every color and packed in so tight, just like all the towering buildings—similarly swamps Hector’s senses.

	Soon after their arrival, standing in the window of their hotel room overlooking Herald Square in the gloaming, the kid gazes wide-eyed out the window at the dazzle of lights coming on across the impossible city; at the elevated trains rattling by, showering sparks on the streets below.

	To his grandfather’s obvious delight, Hector takes it all in ravenously and gratefully: his boy’s palpably mesmerized.

	As they move through the bustle and sprawl of the city, Hector keeps detailed diaries in a swiftly growing stack of notebooks, frantically scribbling about everywhere they go, everything Hector sees and, most interestingly to Beau, how it all makes his grandson feel.

	Just as Beau wagered, the scale and incomparable majesty of New York City benignly overwhelms Hector’s senses to the old man’s relief, at least for a time pushing thoughts of guilt and damnation for shooting his father from Hector’s mind.

	 

	 

	But Hector’s also a lightning study. 

	Almost immediately, Hector grasps New York’s a metropolis composed of smaller, isolated exotic cities.

	Beau first takes him to Little Italy. They light a candle there for Olivia in Our Lady of Help on Mott Street. 

	That same day, over a lingering lunch, Hector savors his first taste of Italian food—chicken scarpariello—in a place called Belmonte’s in the borough of Brooklyn. 

	All of it, the names, the scents and tastes, go straight into his newest notebook, frenzied but highly-detailed notes taken down in bold, block letters.

	A little fuzzy on the geography, Beau tries to answer his grandson’s questions about Italy—where it is, what it is. But he comes up short and so, in his way, old Beau invents a story for Hector.

	For dinner that night, they make a second sally back to Mott Street, this time to Chinatown. 

	Hector samples his first Asian food as he intently devours a copy of Argosy Magazine, caught up in a tale titled, “On the Brink of the Precipice.”

	The title page promises the story will give a sense of, “What it is like to be accused of an awful crime and find oneself helpless in the meshes of the law.”

	To Hector’s terrible frustration, the story’s a cliffhanger, part one of a multi-part tail to spool out across subsequent editions of Argosy.

	Feeling guilty that Hector’s left hanging, Beau springs for a hardcover novel, a thriller in full by G.K. Chesterson titled The Man Who Was Thursday.

	He has no way of knowing it, but even as he succeeds in staunching Hector’s guilt and pain for shooting his father, Beau’s stoking in his grandson a yen for adventure and exploration. He’s shaping the young century’s last true maverick. He’s also fostering an intoxicating appreciation for pulp literature, gulped down in the midst of his own globe-trotting adventures that will eventually define and drive Hector through all his remaining days.

	As Hector reads the Chesterson novel, his grandfather scans the daily papers, mostly looking for items on Mexico, his grandson’s growing preoccupation. Living close to the border, and occasionally crossing over with his folks, or with that ranch-hand Pike, has invested Hector with a love of all things Mexican, so Beau feels it worth some minimal effort to stay current with volatile affairs there.

	He reads that increasingly detested Mexican President Porfirio Díaz’s recent pledge not to seek re-election looks about to be reneged upon. 

	That would be, pundits warn, another and possibly final step toward certain revolution south of the border.

	 

	 

	Even as he expands Hector’s horizons and cultivates his palate, Beau gradually reveals to the boy exactly how Paw-Paw butters his bread and pays for their succession of swanky four-star hotel rooms.

	To Hector’s initial confusion—and eventual half-apathy—he learns that for Paw-Paw Beau, “business” has always been synonymous with “bunco.”

	He learns Beau is an acknowledged maestro of the “Big Store Con,” a brand of confidence game bordering, in its larcenous way, on a kind of crooked high theater.

	The complex and grand-scale big-money games Beau conjures and launches against various rich marks require acres of rigged back-story, acquired and even set-designed false offices, homes and gambling parlors.

	Storytelling: A cast of characters who might have wandered out of a tale from Argosy in Hector’s dazed eyes is required to stock these false fronts and stages for the scalping of knowingly selected “marks.”

	Over a series of successive, other big cities—mostly state capitols but none a match in scale and variety to New York City, of course—young Hector makes the acquaintance of a who’s who of storied grifters and twilight characters.

	For a time, Beau takes baby steps, trying to ease Hector into his world as an apprentice.

	To the old man’s view, writing seems at best “a cussed and shaky way to eke out a livin’.” His grandson, Beau assures himself, needs a dependable career. 

	The suave, smooth-talking old charlatan reckons the boy’s burgeoning imagination and gift for patter—his grandson’s love of storytelling and inventing tales—make Hector a natural for the Big Store Con.

	But the kid repeatedly muffs dry runs playing troubled waifs, duplicitous bellboys and roper newspaper hawks.

	Each time at bat, that yen for imaginative invention Beau sees as promising actually proves Hector’s undoing.

	Invariably, the kid, to use an actor’s term, buries himself in each role. He goes on too long with the set-up or tears off on imaginative tangents that test marks’ patience and attention spans at critical junctures.

	 

	 

	Beau, having always hated the name Hector, and far more abhorring Lassiter, has always adopted a pet version of his grandson’s middle name of Mason in addressing Hector.

	Beau also grudgingly decides it’s better to let “Mase” chase his dream of writing ’til reality inevitably sets the boy’s fool head straight.

	But Hector, an instinctive autodidact, stubbornly gropes his way through schooling himself in the art of fiction writing while Beau and company fleece new marks across a succession of cities.

	As Beau runs his elaborate games, Hector’s increasingly off attending author readings and signings, or, more often, ferreting out local poets and novelists, large and small, in the towns and cities where Beau plies his dark trade.

	Hector cold knocks on sundry front doors, begging half-an-hour’s talk about craft, work habits and storytelling strategies.

	He’s never turned down by the disparate authors he ambushes.

	Over time, quietly and strategically, Hector manages to meet and exchange words, sometimes just a greeting, other times a shared meal and deep talk—charla profunda, as one Mexican scribe puts it to him—with a pantheon of popular authors and poets. They include Jacques Futrelle, Damon Runyon, Zane Gray, Owen Wister and Edgar Rice Burroughs, W.C. Morrow, Blanche Partington, George Sterling and a slew of others.

	 

	 

	At the tail end of 1914, Beau at last determines enough years have been spent away from Texas for his own safe return after countless scams run in the state. 

	Beau reckons enough time has maybe passed to have also cooled any guilt or bad feelings about the place Hector might still nurse.

	Those theories driving his decision-making, Beau turns fresh sights to Texas, partly due to Hector’s enduring fascination with Mexico and increasingly the bandit-turned revolutionary General Francisco “Pancho” Villa, whom Hector frequently fantasizes to Beau about seeking out…Boasting of one day riding behind Villa in combat to overthrow the despised President Victoriano Huerta.

	Over breakfast, spotting the latest headline on Mexico, Hector, who usually shows little interest in newspapers, asks, “Can I read that when you’re through with it?”

	With Thanksgiving looming—and much of Europe at war with itself—Hector and Beau at last return to their mutual place of birth, squirreling right up against the long, uneasy border with Mexico.

	Hector’s resulting zeal to be at the border and in possible proximity to his Robin Hood-like hero Pancho Villa freshly unnerves Beau.

	 

	Click here to learn more about Once a World by Craig McDonald.

	 

	Back to TOC

	 


cover.jpg
) N LA L \ &
2 &

aell =
__ A

A CRIE NOVE!

ANDREW DAVIE





images/image3.jpeg





images/image2.jpeg
. &S»»»»»

BOOKS





images/image1.jpeg





