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Editor’s Note
By Nigel Bird

Someone had scratched an ‘e’ from the sign on the door, so I ended up going into the care#rs office to find my vocation.
 “I love writing,” I said. “Music. Films. I want to be either Jack Kerouac or Charlie Parker. Sinatra or Presley of The Velvet Underground. Gary Cooper or James Dean. William Burroughs or Barry Levinson. Think you can swing it?”
She wrote it all down, scratched her pretty little head and went over to the files. Pulled out a few and dropped them on the table.
 “Pizzaland need a kitchen porter.”
I didn’t move. She went to the next one.
 “There’s a job at the cement works. Two meals a day and as much cement as you can use.”
Two meals a day? Had me interested, but I wasn’t going to let on.
 “There’s this crazy notion of an anthology. Take the soundtrack and snippets of dialogue from a crime movie that defined the 90s, send prompts out for inspiration to a host of writers that are right at the top of their game, get them to write stories about them. All you’d need to do is read them all, check out what works and what doesn’t, smooth out the bumps and put it all together. And you don’t do it alone. You get to work alongside the most talented and generous Chris Rhatigan. Pay’s lousy, long hours, you’ll have music and stories flooding your dreams and echoing round your head for months. You’ll get to read some of the best stories written, but they won’t all be nice. In fact, some pretty nasty things are going to happen to some pretty bad people. Good people, too. Imagine being at the helm of one of the most exciting and best quality projects around and you pretty much have it.”
 “Free meals?” I asked.
She shook her head.
I picked up the card for the cement works job. Nodded to the lady and left the room ready to make a call.



Requiem for Spider
By Reed Farrel Coleman

Her heart was lonelier than Sergeant Pepper’s and the whole fucking band. I could see that from across the bar, not that across the bar was like seeing across space and time. It was more like twenty feet and, at that time of night, the view was relatively unobstructed. She had last call girl written all over her. Don’t misunderstand, she wasn’t a call girl. She wasn’t even much of a girl anymore. Thirty, at least, she hadn’t fit that description for quite some time. What I mean to say is that she was the kind of woman who probably had more than her share of men, but only because she understood that desperation was her ally. She was that pair of shoes on the discount rack you bought because you needed shoes and you only had so much money and the store was closing. When the bartender screamed “Last call for alcohol,” it was her mating song. She was a last call girl.  
I watched her quarry approach, lean into her, buy her a drink; watched them leave, him on unsteady legs, her propping him up. I imagined the sting she would feel tomorrow morning when she saw that look in his eyes, when he was no longer too-full of drink and desperation, no longer in need of that last pair of shoes, when dashed hopes would again break her lonely heart. But as fascinating as she was, she wasn’t why I was here.  
I was here because I was bored. It was that simple. I couldn’t stand another minute as a shopkeeper, selling wines to nouveau riche assholes who understood even less about quality than I understood about the role of subatomic particles in the structure of the universe. What they thought they understood was the implication of price, which meant they understood very little about substance or value. Well, fuck, when your president is an ex-actor – and not a very good one – and the world of high finance turns on junk bonds and hostile takeovers, value and substance don’t count for much, do they? I was here because I’d taken the kind of gig I vowed never to take when I got my investigator’s license. I was here to watch Spider’s back and this particular spider lacked the evolutionary adaption of rear-facing eyes to do the job himself.
Having grown up around the corner from one another, Spider and I had been friends for as long as I could remember. Dick Thomas got the handle Spider because he was a gangly bastard as a kid, all arms and legs, each limb seemingly with a mind of its own. He wore thick glasses and dressed like an unmade bed, but he stuck out for all sorts of reasons in the old neighborhood. In a place where you were either Jewish or Italian, a place where Jews could recite the Hail
Mary and the Catholic kids ate bagels and lox, being a Wasp marked you as a freak. We had no clue what Protestants did or what they were about. Another thing about Spider was that he always had a book in his hand. Always. He once told me he had visited worlds the rest of us couldn’t even imagine. I suppose he told me because he thought I was smart enough to understand or maybe it was because I was the one kid in the neighborhood who, even then, had his back.
If our senior class at Lincoln had voted on the least likely among us to become a gangster, Spider Thomas would’ve won in a landslide. Yeah, but you can’t pay attention to that kind of shit. Spider sure as hell didn’t. He graduated from Baruch College with a degree in accounting and promptly set about building an empire. He ran underground gambling parlors all over the five boroughs of New York City, a few in Yonkers, and one or two on Long Island. He made sure not to step on anyone’s toes; gladly, even eagerly sharing as much as fifty percent of the profits with either the local Mob families that controlled the territories his clubs were in or with the gangs that ran the remaining territories. They were thrilled to get the cash without taking any of the risk. Because of Spider’s largesse, his de facto partners provided protection against robbery and police raids.  
 “Moe,” he once told me, “when you spend your whole childhood trying to not get the shit beat out of you, you get good at figuring out effective survival strategies. After the first time I got held up for my lunch money, I started keeping half the money hidden in my sock. It kept everybody satisfied. I’ve never forgotten that lesson.”  
Spider was happy to take his percentage of profits from the clubs and invest them in a wide range of legitimate businesses. Though the corporate structures were thickly layered to hide his interests, Spider Thomas now owned small pieces of two off-shore banks, car dealerships, fast food restaurants, a string of convenience stores, gas stations, and a chain of laundromats. Laundromats, I liked the irony in that. Spider had turned his legitimate businesses into a money laundering juggernaut. That’s what this meeting was about. The Russian mob was known for controlling its own money laundering, but a group of young up-and-comers from Brighton Beach were considering farming out a sizeable chunk of their laundering operations. They weren’t of the generation that had spent hard time in Soviet prisons and they weren’t particularly interested in American prisons either. They wanted to spread the risk around. That was always Spider’s foot in the door, his understanding of risk versus reward.
 “You ever play golf, Moe?” Spider asked me a couple of years ago.
 “Not much. Why?”
 “It’s my favorite sport.”
Spider was the most unathletic person I’d ever known and I couldn’t picture him driving a golf ball more than fifty yards using a Howitzer. “You play?” I asked, trying not to sound completely incredulous.
He laughed. “No, but I love it. Every decision a golfer makes is a calculation of risk versus reward.”  
I once had a client who compared golf to chess. In his opinion it was the ultimate thinking man’s game. I didn’t know what it was about golf, but people seemed to see all kinds of deeper truths in it that were lost on me. Maybe I’d take it up someday. Yeah, right after cliff diving and lion hunting with knives.
McGee’s Tavern on 7th Avenue in Park Slope had once been an old school Irish pub, but was now a bastion of Yuppie-ness. The bar menu featured things like grilled figs and goat cheese on focaccia crisps, and the bar itself offered twenty brands of single malt scotch at prices that would curl your nose hairs. Park Slope was where people who weren’t from Brooklyn lived in Brooklyn precisely so they might remain apart from the hordes of the great unwashed. Native Brooklynites like Spider and me and transplants like the Russians detested Park Slope. The Russians hated it because it wasn’t Brighton Beach and, in this neck of the woods, they stuck out like circus clowns at a funeral mass. Because both parties despised the neighborhood, McGee’s was deemed a perfect place for the meet – Brooklyn logic. In spite of McGee’s unfortunate turn to fusion cooking and pricey scotch, the owner was amenable to renting out his backroom after closing time. He didn’t give a shit about who was renting it or why. For him it was simply a matter of when the room was needed and how much you were willing to pay for the privilege of its use.
The idea was that there was to be no muscle at the powwow. Each party was allowed to bring an unarmed and unaffiliated second as sort of security blanket. That’s where I came in. I was definitely unaffiliated and, for the only time since I got on the job in the late ’60s, unarmed. I didn’t like it, but those were the rules. In a nod to paradox, the seconds were to arrive first and neither was to participate in the meeting itself. I suppose that made sense. When your goal is to discuss the process of turning huge sums of dirty money into piles of nice clean cash, you don’t want any witnesses to the proceedings. The meeting alone amounted to a criminal conspiracy under the RICO Act and could earn each party a long bid in a federal penitentiary.
Neither of the principals had yet arrived, but I’d spotted my opposite number the moment I walked into the joint. It would have been tough not to. He was ugly as a rotten peach and big in a very unflattering way. Fat? He wasn’t fat exactly. He was what my mom used to call husky or chubby, not terms you heard much anymore. Not very ego-affirming and definitely bad for self-esteem. Worse for his self-esteem was his outfit. In a crimson, double-knit leisure suit, he was about as inconspicuous as a steamed lobster at a white sale. He was fifty if a day and what little hair he had was gray and unkempt. Still, I knew better than to judge him as no threat. Just because he was supposed to be unarmed didn’t mean he was and I’d had the piss kicked out of me by some pretty rough motherfuckers who looked like they’d go down in a stiff breeze. I wasn’t sure he’d made me right away, but since we were the only two guys left at the bar and the stickman was busy restocking the beer cooler, my guess was he’d figured it out.
I raised my glass of Dewar’s to him as a gesture of kinship. He kind of snarled his lip and grunted. He was no threat to Billy Idol, believe me. I shrugged my shoulders, went back to sipping my drink and gnawing on bar mix until the Spider and his potential business partner arrived.
When Spider first approached me about the job, I asked him why he wanted me there.
 “You’re a Russian Jew. They’re Russian Jews,” he said as if that explained it all.
 “It’s not that simple, Spider. It’s not like the Masons. We don’t have a secret handshake. They’re not Russian Jews like I am. First off, I’m a Ukranian Jew. There’s a big difference. When my family lived over there, my zadeh’s two biggest worries were the foot pedal on his sewing machine breaking and the Cossacks raiding the shtetl. These guys… that’s not how they were raised. Their parents and grandparents were suckled on Stalin and the State. These guys are rough characters.”
But it was as if he hadn’t heard me. “Shtetl, I like that word.”
 “Spider, listen –”
 “I heard you, don’t worry. But they’re Jews,” he said. “I’ve grown up with you, surrounded by Jews my whole life.”
 “Oy, Spider,” I said. “These guys aren’t Jews the way you know Jews. They pretty much grew up godless, without religion like you know it. I may be as lapsed a Jew as there is, but I’m the chief rabbi of Jerusalem compared to them.”
 “Moe, the bottom line is I trust you to have my back. You always have, even when it cost you. That’s why I want you here.”
Argue that.
The Russian arrived first. I’d been told his name was Yuri, not that I believed it was his real name. Whatever his name, he was rather more elegant than his second. Then again, that wasn’t saying a whole lot. I’d seen dancing bears who were more elegant than my opposite number. This guy, Spider’s counterpart, was in a different league. His gray, chalk-striped suit was Italian with a thread count in the millions and his alligator shoes, also Italian, cost more than the bartender was going to make this week, next week, and the one after that. His shirt was custom made. His yellow power tie was Hermes all the way from Paris and his watch was handmade in the Alps. I wondered if it yodeled every hour on the half hour. He had piano fingers with manicured nails and slicked-back black hair like Pat Riley, but I wasn’t dumb enough to think America had softened him up. He had nice white teeth, but a hard mouth and a cold expression that nearly frosted my glass. 
 “I am Yuri,” he said to me. He gave his vicuna topcoat to Dancing Bear, ignoring the man completely. 
 “I’m Moe.” I nodded, not offering my hand. Yuri didn’t strike me as a handshaker. “You don’t mind if I take a look at your topcoat, do you?” 
Yuri smiled, though it didn’t exactly thaw my glass. “Very thorough. This reflects well on Spider,” he said. “Sergei, give the coat to Mr. Moe.”
Sergei. So, Dancing Bear had a name. He handed me the coat. It was lovely and I treated it with respect. It contained no weapon that I could find and I handed it back to Sergei. 
 “It’s clean,” I said.
 “So, Mr. Moe, to be equitable, would you mind if Sergei were to… what is the phrase?” Yuri pretended not to know. I believed that about as much as I believed his name was Yuri.
 “Frisk me. Pat me down.”
 “Yes, exactly that.”
I raised my arms up to shoulder height and spread my legs wide so that Dancing Bear might have full access to the goods. Sergei was even uglier close up and he didn’t smell much better than he looked. He didn’t seem like much, but, as I suspected, Sergei was a nasty piece of work. I could tell he’d done this a thousand times before. His hands were practiced and strong. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he’d been a cop somewhere along the way.  
 “Is not with weapon,” he said with a snort, turning to his boss. There was little doubt in my mind that Sergei was simply a flunky and on the regular payroll. I didn’t say it aloud, but I thought the choice of a stooge reflected badly on Yuri’s judgment. Having a guy’s back sometimes meant more than being a tough guy and if Yuri’s needs stretched much beyond patting people down, he was shit out of luck with Dancing Bear.  
When they were done with me, it was my turn to frisk both of the Russians. Christ, there hadn’t been this much feeling up in Brooklyn since Candy DiNardo’s parents went on a cruise and she invited everyone in the sophomore class at Lincoln to her house for a make-out party in her basement. That was the night I got my hand under Susan Maestro’s bra and touched a hardened nipple for the first time. Man, that was a feeling I would never forget.
 “Why you smile like idiot?” Sergei asked.
I was awfully tempted to say something about mirrors and Sergei’s familiarity with smiling idiots, but I kept it to myself. “Just thinking about a girl from a long time ago.”
 “Ah, a sad romantic,” said Yuri. “You are Russian?”
 “Ukranian Jew. My people were from outside Kiev.”
 “Me too, from the Ukraine. Odessa,” he said.  
 “The Black Sea, huh?”  
Yuri flashed that smile again, warmer still this time.  
 “How about Sergei?” I asked. “Odessa too?”
 “No. Is Russian born in Chechnya. Strong like bull. Dumb like ox. Loyal like dog.”
 “Ex-cop?”
 “Very good, Mr. Moe. Yes, Sergei was cop in Grozny, but he was greedy. He got caught selling weapons to the Muslims.” Yuri wagged his tapered index finger. “Very bad offense. The Muslims will rise up when Soviet Union crumbles. Lucky for him, he saved my brother’s life in gulag.”
 “Loyalty works both ways.”
 “To a point, yes.” Yuri looked at his Swiss watch. “Spider is not late, but…”
 “No,” I said, looking at my own. “He will be here exactly on time. It’s Spider’s way.”
As I said it, I realized I had once again underestimated Spider. That I was here as much to put Yuri at ease as I was to act as a second or to provide security. My guess was that Spider knew all along about Yuri being Ukrainian and that once we got talking, Yuri would find out about my heritage. I was meant to be a kind of calling card for Spider, a preview of how he did business. My being here would show his potential partner how thoughtful and rational Spider was, that he considered his choices and acted wisely and in everyone’s best interests. My being here would prove more about Spider’s worth than any sales pitch. When he finally walked in, Spider’s job would already have been half finished. He would just need to close the deal.
Then there was a sharp rap at the glass door of McGee’s and the four of us – the barman, Yuri, Sergei, and me – turned to look. And fuck me if it wasn’t the last call girl.
 “Let me in,” she said, her desperate voice muted by the glass. “Let me in, I forgot my bag. Let me in, please.” She kept rapping on the glass with the underside of a thick ring. “I’ve got my house keys in there. Let me in.”
The barman dipped under the service bar and moved to the door. The keys were in the lock, but he turned back to us for a thumbs up or thumbs down.
 “Tell the bitch, no.” Sergei said. “Go ’way!” He waved at her and shouted.
That did it. She started crying those lonely heart tears and the pounding on the door got louder and more frantic.
 “Let her come,” Yuri said. “Let her come.”
Even as the bartender turned the key, I got that sick feeling in my belly. I didn’t know what it was about, but I knew something was wrong. As he pulled the door back to let her in, I went over in my head everything that had happened since I walked into McGee’s. The barman dipped back under the service bar. He reached down and came up with a too-large black leather bag. Fuck! That was it, I thought. She didn’t have a bag.  
 “Run,” I screamed, as I dove behind a table. “Run!”
But it was way too late for that. The last call girl had already stuck her hand in the bag and come out with a .40 Beretta. Sergei went first, his white shirt dyed red with his own blood to match his crimson leisure suit. Her second shot caught him flush in the face and the back of the rotten peach exploded. Dancing Bear would dance no more. Then it was Yuri’s turn. He too had taken cover behind a table, but with the hollow point ammo she was using, he might as well have hidden behind a wall of papier mache. I didn’t so much see Yuri go down as I heard it. The last call girl calmly walked over to where he’d fallen, took aim and redecorated McGee’s plank flooring with Yuri’s viscera.  
I peeked over my useless cover to watch her turn the Beretta on her accomplice and blow the barman away. She wouldn’t need to waste a second bullet on him. I heard her heels clickety-clack on the floor as she strolled toward me. Funny, I didn’t think about my wife Katy or Sarah my daughter. I didn’t think about much of anything except Susan Maestro’s right nipple hardening to the clumsy touch of my fingers. Not sure if I was breathing, I closed my eyes and waited.  
 “Better get out of here, Moe, and take this,” said the last call girl, pushing an envelope into my right hand. “The cops will be on scene in less than two minutes and my employer won’t approve of them finding you still here.”
I didn’t have to be told twice. I was smart that way.
Ten blocks away, I could still hear the sirens. It sounded like half of the precincts in Brooklyn responded to the call. I pulled to the curb under a street lamp and opened the envelope. There were ten crisp thousand dollar bills folded into a sheet of lined paper. All the note said was this:
Just golf, Moe – risk versus reward. Hope the money is thanks enough. 

Don’t worry, you’re safe. 

I drove to the nearest Catholic church I could find and put the cash, all of it, into the collection box. In spite of his talent for laundering money, Spider wouldn’t’ve been able to get the blood stains off those bills with all the chemicals in the world. He was right about me being safe, though for months afterwards I paid an awful lot of attention to people walking up behind me on the street. It was silly really. I’d been around long enough to know that if it was coming my way, I would never see it coming.
I never saw Spider again, not alive, anyway. About a year after the thing at McGee’s, they found pieces of him in plastic garbage bags in Sheepshead Bay, the Gowanus Canal, and the lake in Prospect Park. Some parts they didn’t find at all. Now Humpty Dumpty had someone to keep him company. I went to the funeral, but hung back. I wasn’t in a reunion-with-his-family type of mood. A man came and sat down in the same pew as me, a few feet to my left. He was very well dressed and appointed and there was something vaguely familiar about him. After a while, I couldn’t help but sneak glances at his profile. His face was like a word on the tip of my tongue. I knew it, but I couldn’t quite place him. Then he turned to me and spoke in a thick Russian accent.
 “You knew this Spider?”  
 “I did,” I said, placing the face. This man looked like an older, rougher version of Yuri. His brother, I thought: the one from the gulag. “Did you know him?” I asked, trying not to lose my breakfast there in church.
He smiled a frostier smile at me than his brother had managed. “Yes, we had business together.” He spit on the floor and twice brushed his palms across one another in disgust. “Now business is done.”  
He stood and left without looking back. I followed his lead and didn’t look back.

-
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Jack Rabbit Slim’s Cellar
The $5 Mil Hak
By Jodi MacArthur

Elvis sang. High heeled shoes and flats drummed in harmony across a high waxed floor. My head ached. My balls ached more. A bullet dug into my ass, making my sitting experience an uncomfortable one. I kept a special utensil in my sleeve for occasions like this. Lesson learned from ’89, the Red Iron Waffle. Unfortunately, Hank Rinks remembered the Red Iron, too. His goons checked my sleeves first thing.
She said, “You don’t appreciate the opportunities I’m offering.”  
It was dark. I could see her silhouette against the faint electric sign on the far wall providing the only light in the room. It said, $5 Milkshake!!! Only, most the bulbs had gone out. So it said, $5 Mil hak ! 

I said, “You mean opportunities you keep shoving up my nose? I ain’t a pig. I can’t smell a fuckin’ thing.” I could hak this broad for $5 Mil or 5 bucks or a nickel for that. A roar of laughter surged upstairs. A loud round of applause followed, quieted. Elvis sang “Hard Headed Woman.”
 “Come on. Sniff again.” She leaned forward with the mysterious objects, smelling curiously liked the candy aisle at Quickie Mart.
 “I’m sick of doin’ this.”
She leaned back and put the objects back in her purse, her chair creaking just slightly. She was slim, that much I could make out. My imagination filled in the blanks and I’d already told her so.
 “What makes you think I’m wearing polka dots?” A cigarette lit up. She blew smoke in my face.  
 “Give me one of those and I’ll tell you.”  
 “No.”
Hell is being forced to sniff and resniff Bubblicious by a strawberry blonde with polka dot silk attire while strapped in a metal chair with a bullet in your ass under the twist contest delirium in Jack Rabbit Slim’s cellar. My name is Carl Moody. And I want a cigar.
I said, “Stop horsin’ around little girl and give me a God damn cigarette. Or a cigar if you got one.”
 “Ohhh, Moooody. Ain’t cha a big fella? Cigar. Does a girl like me look like I’d have a cigar?”
 “How would I know? It’s darker in here than the wad of gum stuck to the bottom of my boot.” I lifted my foot to show her, then groaned. The bullet had dug in deep, fast.  
 “Gum!” she said. “Now we’re talkin’, Moody. You know, Hank said to keep an eye on you. But I get awfully bored. And –”
As she chattered on, my mind set to gnawing at the same thing it’d been at all day. How did they find out about my jewel stash? I’d wondered what she knew. I heard rumors Hank Rinks had a kid sister. I’d also heard his little sis had a couple loose marbles. I glanced at her again. Wait a minute. Did she just say she was gonna let me go? I tuned back in.
 “And I told you, if you could guess what the mysterious objects are. I’ll let you go free.”  
 “Right. And I’m sure big brother would just love it if you let the biggest, baddest catch of the week go like that.” I tried to snap my fingers for emphasis. Unsuccessfully. My hands were tied tighter than a hog’s legs at a redneck rodeo. Where was the trust? They must have heard of my past escapes. I felt a bit better. Inflated.
She said, “More like catch of the day. No. Hour.”  
Deflated. “Whatever.”
 “Hank said he’s got business to attend to in Atlanta and that you ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed. He thinks I got marbles rollin’ around in here.” She pointed at her head. “But I’m pretty good at figurin’ things out. And I know you ain’t half as lame as he says you are.”
 “Thanks.” I nodded.  
 “Sure.” She nodded back, and flicked cigarette ash on the floor.
I glanced around. “Say, why is it just you and me down here, anyway? Where’s the other two fellas? The one that –”  
 “That shot you in the ass and kicked you in the berries? They’re upstairs. Their wives insisted on coming. The twist contest is tonight, you know.”
 “Let’s Twist Again” blared from the speakers upstairs as if on cue.
I rolled my eyes. “What’s your name, little girl?”
 “My name’s Shasta Star and I ain’t that little.”
I laughed. “Shasta Star. What the hell kind of name is that. You gonna run away with the circus?”
She leaned forward, took the cigarette out of her mouth and whispered, “Exactly. See? Coincidence and opportunity.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Does that earn me a drag?”
 “Oh yeah.”
She touched the cigarette to my lips. I took a long drag. It relaxed my shoulders and temporarily relieved the throb in my ass, although a different, familiar ache stirred in my groin. I said, “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
 “You guess what I’m holding up to your nose: A, B, C, and the especially mysterious object D. That will prove coincidence. Next will be opportunity. I will give instructions how that will play out.” She leaned close. I could smell the shampoo of her imagined strawberry blonde hair. Coconuts and lime.  
Let’s twist again like we did last year! played on upstairs. A round of applause rang out. Shasta Star cocked her head up to listen. I could see the perfect profile of her delicate nose and full pouty mouth in the soft glow of the $5 Mil hak ! neon light.
 “And if opportunity plays out?”
 “You go free and I join the circus. You’re on your own from there.”
In the light off to the right of her shoulder, I saw her reach into her purse and pull something out. I’d recognize that shape anywhere.
 “What the fuck?” I jolted back in the metal chair. It scraped against the floor.
 “Take it easy, Moody. This here’s your destiny.”
 “Destiny sounds like a sappy love song.”
I froze as she slipped around my chair, teased the instrument down my spine to the knot. My hands broke free. She laid the blade on my thigh.  
 “Why don’t ya dig that bullet out like they do in those bad boy pulp books while we conduct our séance of fate.”
 “Not sure about séance of fate, don’t that include dead people? But, I can do coincidence and opportunity. Gotta hand it to you Miss Shasta Star. Wham. Bam. And thank you, ma’am.” I laughed and rubbed my wrists, thought about jumping up to make a go of it. She was little. No match to what I’ve gone up against before.
I heard a gun cock. “I wouldn’t be so… self assured. Just yet.” She placed the gun where her dress dipped between her thighs.
Not out of the fire, but I had a chance. I’d played this game many times before. The rules were simple. We both wanted something. In this instance, I wanted my life. What did Miss Shasta Star want?  
 “Moody.” She grabbed her purse off the floor and sat it on top of the gun on her lap, pushing it deeper, closer to that sweet spot.  
 “Yeah?” Was it getting hotter? I had to set the knife down to wipe the sweat off my hands.  
 “Before, we begin with our séance of fate. I need one more thing from you.”
 “What’s that?” Here it was. The rules. The clincher. What was Shasta Star after?
 “A place to hide. You see it’s Tuesday. The Flying Unicorn Circus won’t be leaving town until Thursday night. I’ve arranged to go with them, but I can’t take the chance of hooking up with them until the night they leave. If I let you go tonight. I’ll need somewhere to hide, somewhere where my brother or his baboons won’t find me two whole days until –”
 “Until they leave town.”
 “Exactly.”
I clenched and unclenched the knife handle. Desperation was in her voice. It made sense. And yet something was up. But what did it matter? Nothing mattered if I didn’t have my life. Hank pried me outta the underground like a pearl from oyster. Only I ain’t purty as a pearl. I’ve been heisting jewels for years. I knew it was only a matter a time before either the mob or the cops caught up and bit me in the ass. I should have quit two years ago. But I craved the thrill of the grab and chase. No one could catch me, and if they did, I was like a shadow and slipped right out of their grasp. I was also a greedy bastard. Millions in diamonds, rubies, and dough sitting like a good dog in a place no one would ever think to look. If I’d learned anything, it was not to be a patsy like Uncle Jack.
 “So?” She tilted her head to the side. I imagined strawberry blonde curls floating. I could smell them.
 “There’s a small garage at the back of my property. It’s got a chair and some bottled water.” I’ve had many hiding places through the years. That was my first.
Shasta giggled. “Are you kidding me, Moody? You and I both get away from Hank’s boys, that’ll be the first place they look.”
I ran the blade of the knife along my arm. It was sharp. Deadly sharp. I had a feeling Shasta knew about the place already.  
 “Yeah? Check this out. My grandma. Old gal. Still alive. She lives on the other side of town, on Spring Meadow Street. Ya know where that is?”
 “Sara’s Café?”
I smiled. Good coffee. “Yeah. That’s the one. You been there before?”
She nodded. “Good coffee.”
Quiet. We both were thinking it. Coincidence.
 “Anyway. She lives right across from the elementary school where there’s still a patch of old growth trees. In the middle of the trees, is an old tree house. You’ll be safe there for a couple of days.”
I couldn’t see it, but I think Shasta smiled. She pulled something out of her purse and unwrapped it in the light. “Now we’re getting somewhere, Moody. I want you to close your eyes.”
The fuck I was going to close my eyes. She leaned forward and waved something under my nose. It was sorta spicy and shit. She took it away.
 “Now. Guess what it is.”
 “What the fuck?”
 “Guess what I waved under your nose just now. Go on, use your sense of smell.”
 “What the fuck is this?”
 “Do you want your life or not?”
 “Of course I do.”
 “Then start guessing.”
 “Ok. It smells spicy.”
Shasta’s shoulders tensed. “That the best you can do, Moody?”
I sighed. Women. “Let me whiff it again.” My ass hurt.
She waved it in front of my nose, letting it linger. It was more than just spicy. Cinnamony. Hot. My mouth watered. Jingle lyrics hit my mind.  
I said, “So kiss a little longer…”
 “Yes,” she said and clapped.
 “I know this!” I said. Intrigued. I hummed. Hummed. “Smile a little longer. Something a little longer…” Pictures of couples passionately kissing came to mind. Then the gum in a bright red package.
 “Big Red.”
 “Yes!” Shasta clapped. “Well done!” She shoved the stick into my mouth, gave me a big kiss on the lips and play slapped my cheek.  
 “I could get used to that.”
 “Good!” she laughed. “Because there is more!”
 “Oh, God,” I groaned. But the gum was good. “I haven’t had this in years.”
 “It isn’t as vastly distributed these days. It was first launched by Wrigley’s in 1976. It was advertised as passionate and fiery, making one want to get the groove on, but after limited success, the company repackaged it as a breath freshener. And sadly, no more kissing commercials.”
I stopped chewing and stared at her. “Where did you learn that?”
Shasta laughed out loud. In Jack Rabbit Slim’s cellar, it was like a damn sunshine of giggles. “Aunt Millie was my caregiver. My brother took very good care of her and she took good care of me. Well, she had a poodle named Mr. Darcy. He had the most dreadful nail fungus and we had to take him to a very special nail clipping expert every single week. The expert’s name was Parsley Adams, you know like the vegetable, and she –”  
 “Parsley is a herb.”
 “Oh no, Parsley was an Adams. Herb was her husband.”
 “No, the plant. It’s a herb.”
 “Herb was more a vegetable you mean?”
 “No, Parsley is a herb.”
 “But I plainly told you that Herb is Parsley’s husband, you silly man. Anyway, while Parsley and my aunt would take care of poor Mr. Darcy, Herb, that is, Mr. Adams and I would discuss the history of chewing gum, being that he worked in the field. Suffered a terrible accident. Caught his hand in a giant gumball machine. Whacked it clean off. Just awful. It’s a good thing Parsley had her special dog nail clipping business for them to fall back on, you know.”
What the fuck was she talking about? “You Sexy Thang” blared upstairs and a clash of heels and dancing hit the floor. The contest was moving along and we’d better be moving along if we wanted the opportunity to leave before Hank’s baboons had finished with their wives.
 “Now,” she waved her hands impatiently, “this tree house you speak of? It won’t work. My brother already knows about that place, too. You’ll have to do better than that.” I felt like I’d been struck by lightning. How would they have known about that spot? No one knew. How long had they been following me? They were good. Too good.
Shasta stood up and put the gun in her armpit. She walked over to me. I looked up at her. She said, “Open up.”
 “What?”
 “Open your mouth.”
I opened my mouth.  
 “Now spit it out.”  
 “What the…”
She smacked the back of my head, smartly. The gum flew out like a penny right into her hand. “That’s better.” She walked back to her chair and stuck the wad underneath, just like a rebel schoolgirl.
My mouth still hung open.
 “Now.” She dropped the gun back between her thighs and drew something else out of her purse. “Scoot in here.”
I leaned in.  
 “Smell this.”
I sniffed. My mouth began to water once more despite my maddening thoughts of what Shasta’s brother knew. It smelled refreshing. My nose knew the smell. It made me feel happy. Like a kid again.  
 “What is it?” I asked.
Shasta said, “You’re slobbering on my fingers.”
 “Sorry about that.”
 “I’ll let you think on it awhile. In the meantime, where’s another good place to hide? Think on it, Moody. Remember, my brother’s a real mean bastard. If he found out his own sister dissed and ditched him? He’d have his baboons rape, quarter, burn me and throw my ashes to the four corners of the earth. E-A-R-T-H.”
She spelled this out for emphasis. As if I didn’t know we were fuckin’ sitting on the big green and blue globe rotating around the big yellow hot thing. She was a weird one all right. I felt sorry for her.  
 “The thing is, I wanna have my own life now, Moody. I wanna be a circus girl. Come on now. Think real hard. I don’t wanna die. Do you want me to die?”
 “Course not.”
 “Do you want Hank’s baboons to hurt me?”
 “No.”
 “Are ya sure? Cause you haven’t been real honest with these hidin’ places up ‘til now. And I think you might want me as dead as he’s gonna want me.” I could hear the tears in her voice, even though it was too dark to see them on her face.
 “No, Shasta. I wouldn’t want him to lay one finger on you. In fact, I wouldn’t let him.” I leaned forward and touched her shoulder.
Shasta leaned in close. The fruity smell of what she held with the nearness of her form made me feel like doing jumping jacks. She said, “Then for God’s sake, Moody! Where’s your best hiding spot? Best place ever! Tell me or Hank’ll find and kill me!”
Without thinking I shouted, “The crypt under Saint Mary’s!”  
Damn!
Damn!
Damn!  
I shouldn’t have told her. I shouldn’t have told her. Juicy Fruit, the name of the gum popped into my mind.
 “Juicy Fruit,” I said.
 “Good boy,” she said calmly, and gently slid the gum between my lips.  
Heaven. I could get used to this.  
She said, “Juicy Fruit is one of the oldest chewing gums, dating back to 1893. During the Second World War, the word juicy was removed from the name and packaging due to lacking ingredients. After the war, the ingredients and the word juicy were reintroduced as well as the bright yellow packaging.”
 “Well, don’t that bring one to a happy place.” I grabbed my face. What had I just done?  
 “It did for Herb Adams.”
 “Good for him,” I said.
 “The crypt won’t work.”
 “Why not?” I glanced up.
 “He knows.”  
He did? This was worse than I thought. He already had the jewels. My ass throbbed like I’d been zapped by solar flare in the dead of a south Texas summer draught. I stiffened my back.  
 “What’s wrong?”
 “Infection, I think.”
 “The bullet?” Shasta asked.
 “Yeah,” I said.
 “Okay. This is gross. But I can do it.”
 “Do what?”
 “Stand up and drop your shorts.”
 “No way.” This was not happening.  
She stood and aimed the gun at my head. “Carl Moody, drop your shorts and bend over that chair. And… oh, hand me your knife.”
I handed her the knife. She handed me object C. “Just smell it while I do this. Bend over. Hold on, there’s some whiskey over here.”  
While Hank’s guys raided a decade and a half worth of my life’s savings, I bent over a metal chair, my bare ass in the air, so little sis could play Get That Bullet while I sniffed her flavor of the week. What a moron.
 “Okay. Got the good stuff.”
 “Can I have a swig?”  
 “Not yet. Did you smell object C?” She dug in with the knife.
 “Mother f –”  
 “Don’t swear about your mother. That isn’t polite. Smell what I gave you.”
I sniffed.
It was… plain. “OUCH!”
 “Moody!”
 “What?”
 “You’ve got a bullet in your ass!”
I bit my lip against a string of words I knew she’d disapprove of. What the fuck was this. Just who did this honey bunney think she was? Another wave of pain, and then – a pop!
 “It’s out.” She dumped the whiskey on my skin, the wound. Burning.
 “Jesus on a –”
 “That isn’t polite, either.”
I bit my tongue. “Give me a swig of that.”
 “First you guess. I gotta sew you up. I got a kit in my purse.”
 “What the hell else you carry in that thing?”
 “I can make this hurt a lot worse, you know.” She jabbed me.
 “Gah. Okay. Okay. Fine. The gum. It’s uh… plain. Reminds me of that stuff when we were kids. We’d blow those bubbles.”
 “Uh huh. You’re on to something. Bubbles.”
 “Like bubble gum,” I said.
She said, “Rhymes with gum.”
I guessed. “Yum?”
 “Yep!” She finished with the thread.  
I felt a sharp sting.  
 “Pull her up. You deserve the rest of this whiskey. Nice ass by the way.”  
I felt my face flush red and I popped the gum into my mouth. I chewed a couple times and blew a bubble while I drew my pants up and buttoned them. She glanced away. At the $5 Mil hak ! sign. She played with the knife like she wanted to do something with it.  
I gulped the whiskey. It burned down my throat about as much as it had on my ass. Terrible. I wanted more.
 “Bubble gum was invented in 1928 but the brand Bubble Yum came about in 1975 by Lifesavers.”
 “I remember those. I liked cherry.”
 “I liked pineapple. Anyway, it was the first bubble gum with soft chewy centers. Someone started the rumor the company had made it with spider eggs. The rumor spread like wild fire. America was in an uproar! Lifesavers combated it with full page ads rebutting the attack and even put it in the New York Times! Can you imagine a secret ingredient of spider eggs?” She laughed.
She was so excited, passionate about it. I laughed.
 “The thing is…” She played with the knife and smiled. “Mr. Adams, you know, Herb? He was responsible for the ingredients of Bubble Yum. And it was true. Spider eggs. They collected them from the South American spider called the Yumaca Spider. They loved the chicle evergreen tree, which the gum was originally made from. The hatchlings only hatch once every ten years, all at the same time. Lifesavers had figured they would skip collection on the year the spiders hatched, preventing any hassles with children finding baby spiders in their bubble gum. Turns out they miscalculated and got the year they hatched. Gross, right?”
I gagged on my bubble and spit out the Bubble Yum and remnants of whiskey. They didn’t go good together anyway.
The music up above turned to something newer, hipper. Rihanna sang “Disturbia.” This was getting weirder by the minute.
Shasta looked at the $5 Mil hak ! sign. A look took over her eyes. She aimed the knife and swung her arm like a baseball player. The knife spiraled through the air and hit the hak light bulb dead on. The hak part went out, leaving the $5 Mil on.
 “Where did you learn that?”
 “Parsley, Mrs. Adams… it’s the trick I’m going to do for the circus. They spin a clown dwarf around on a wheel and I throw knives at him. People bet that I won’t hit. But I will every time! You see the circus dwarf has a condition called Riley Day Syndrome. He can’t feel pain. Poor fella. Anyways. That crypt at Saint Mary’s won’t work remember. Where else?”
Her brother didn’t know anything about my dough. Something else was goin’ on here. I said, “I ain’t saying more ’til I got security.”
 “Security is sitting in the hak sign over yonder.” She pointed at the sign.  
 “You promised me I’d get out of here alive.”
 “No. I promised you I’d get you up top if you guess all four objects.”
 “And I did.”
 “You guessed three.”
Big Red. Juicy Fruit. Bubble Yum. Damn. She was right. Only three.
She said, “So tell me the hiding spot.”
I put my hands on my hips. “We need to get out of here before that contest is over. I’m not buying your séance of fate shit. Tell me what’s going on here, Shasta.”
She turned and faced me. Her face determined. Hurt. “Coincidence.”
 “You’ve got enough coincidence to cram up your as –”
 “Cut the vulgarities, Moody. I’ve had enough of that where I come from. Tonight my life changes forever.” Her voice cracked with emotion. She walked back to her chair and sat. “I don’t think you understand the implications. I could leave you high and dry at any moment. I hate to think what Hank’s men will do to you.”
It didn’t matter whether I believed her or not. She was feisty, hardheaded and stubborn. But so was I. “I ain’t telling you anything until you do your last little gum sniff thing.” I was acting tougher than I was feeling.  
 “But…” she argued, holding the gun in my general direction.  
 “We sniff first, Shasta Star.” I walked over and sat in the metal chair across from her. I placed my hands on my knees and stared her straight in the eye.  
She pointed the gun at my chest.
The music stopped upstairs, then thundered with more fervor than before.
I felt nervous. Breathless. Sweaty. The room spun. I was seein’ shadows. They were dancing to music that’d gone from an innocent bluesy twist to a chase me with a butterfly net wink wink dance club straightjacket. Shasta made me feel funny in the head. Real funny. Especially holding the gun point blank at my chest, blinking at me as if she were considering having coffee or tea with her key lime pie.
 “Oh, alright, you big bully. But then you tell me the best hiding place. Promise?”
I nodded, relieved.  
She lowered the gun, placed it in her lap and drew one more object out of her purse.
I rubbed my hands on my thighs. She seemed to have an obsession with Wrigley’s gum. I started thinking of all the brands, ready to start naming them before I even smelt the gum. Air stirred in front of me.  
 “Doublemint?”
 “Come on, Moody. Don’t be daft.”
 “Uh, Trident?”
 “Seriously!”
Okay. Okay. Maybe she was being sneaky. “Double Bubble?”
 “No.”
 “I know! I know. Bazooka Joe.”
She whipped it away. “You didn’t even smell it.”
Hmm… had a point.  
 “You’re just randomly spouting off brands without even smelling the flavor. Maybe my brother was right. Maybe you aren’t very bright.”
 “Chiclet?” I guessed.
 “Moody!”
 “Okay. I’m sorry, Shasta, baby. Let me sniff again, huh?”  
 “Baby? Now you’re reducing me to pet names? We don’t know each other. We aren’t even friends. I don’t believe this.” Shasta stood and paced the floor. Music roared above. Feet dashed the floorboards like teeth. Lady Gaga’s “Monster” played. The click clack of Shasta’s heels matched perfectly with the bass above. “I thought you were a bit brighter. Thought things through. Time is running out upstairs. Twist will be over soon. I need you to tell me now. Where can I hide?”
 “Let me smell again.”
She walked over and sat down. She reached her hand out, fingers quivering at my touch. I ducked my nose to them and sniffed her palm like there was coke on ’em. I closed my eyes. I smelled sarsaparilla, and something else… reminded me of Easter morning. Something I’d get in a basket with chocolate, peeps, jellybeans. That was it. Only this one tasted odd with jellybeans. Licorice. I looked up.  
 “Licorice.”
 “Yes.” I couldn’t see her smile, but by the sound of her voice, she was having a tiny explosion in her chest.  
I said, “I had it once. My Uncle Jack, had a farm high up in the blue mountains. We’d go stay with him on spring break. He told us stories about the goose that laid the golden egg. He was the one that got me thinkin’ about them pretty jewels. I wanted a goose that could lay golden eggs. But just like the story with that boy and the three magic beans, you gotta go steal ’em from the big rich folks that have them. Then chop down their beanstalks before they get out the door.” I stopped for a moment.
 “Are you talking about Jack and the Beanstalk? ’Cause that ain’t the story I heard. I heard that –”
 “Just a minute. I’m tellin’ you about gum.”
Shasta hushed, anticipating.
 “Normally, Easter never fell on spring break, and my folks weren’t religious, but Uncle Jack liked the Easter Bunny. Said he was the only rabbit that laid eggs like a chicken. And they were chocolate. I wished they were gold, but only chocolate. Anyhow, we spent one Easter with him,” I said it slowly, “and he gave me a basket full of jellybeans and this gum that tasted like licorice, and I think it’s called –”
 “Yes?”
 “Uncle Jack said it was called…”
She gripped my face. Her palms and the gum smooshed against my nose and mouth. Waiting for it. Waiting for me to say the name.
 “I just can’t quite seem to remember. It ain’t a popular gum is it?”
 “No. But you can remember, I know you can. And we can both move on to –”
 “Opportunity,” I said, face squished against her palms.
 “Exactly.”
 “May I? It might ring a bell,” I asked.
 “Sure. Why not.”  
I licked her hand long and hard, catching up the gum in my mouth. I heard her catch her breath.  
 “Still don’t recall. My poor Uncle Jack –”
She gasped waiting for me to say the name of the gum.
I said, “Rest his soul. Best stuff ever with this licorice and all. Maybe you can give me the history and then I’ll remember.”
 “Sure. In 1869, after losing the Alamo and thereby being exiled from Mexico, General Santa Anna brought a ton of the evergreen chicle –”
 “Hey that rhymes with tickle.”
 “Gee, ain’t you smart? Anyways, brought a ton of chicle to New Jersey to make enough money to buy his presidency back in Mexico. An inventor named Thomas Adams noticed that Santa Anna liked to chew the stuff. Which the ancient Mayans liked to do, also, I may add.”
 “Ahh, enlightening.”
 “It is! Adams boiled a small batch on his stove and created chewing gum. In 1871 he patented a Snapping and Stretching Machine using pure chicle with no flavor. Later, he added licorice and called it –”  
 “Black Jack!”
 “Yes, the very first chewing gum. Hey! You knew it all along.”
I laughed and slapped my knee. “Sure did, Shasta Star.”
 “You lied to me.”
 “I didn’t lie. I just wanted to lick your hand.”
Shasta slapped me hard across the face and started for the stairs.  
I chased after her. “Hey, wait a minute.”
 “We’re going up. Tell me now.”
 “But what’s the plan?”
 “There’s no plan unless you tell me where I can hide.”
I made a decision. “In the crypt under Saint Mary’s, there’s a second door.”
She stopped on the fifth step. My face planted in her tiny waist.  
 “A second door?” she asked.
 “The priest never goes in there because it squeaks so loud. He thinks it sounds like a demon.”
 “I didn’t know about that.”  
 “That’s because he keeps it well hidden.”
 “This is wonderful. This means you’re telling the truth.” She turned and hugged me. “Thank you, Moody.”
Something didn’t feel right here again. “Listen, honey, how does bro know about all my hidey spots, hmm? And how do you?”
 “What if I told you, bro don’t know and I just do?”
The hair on the back of my knuckles stood on end. “What do you mean?”
Laughter again up above. “Daddy Cool” by Boney M played. Seventies. Eerie.
 “You see, somebody told him you’ve been giving his wife foot rubs. She’s a real sucker for that sort of thing, you know. He’s seriously ticked. He doesn’t know about the jewel stash. Only I know about that. I needed to get away. I didn’t want to be under his thumb forever. I didn’t want his money. And you have saved me. I want to join the circus, Moody.”
I felt something hard and cold stick into my ear.  
 “You’re gonna blow my brains out?” I asked, incredulously.
 “I… I just don’t know. I mean. I wasn’t gonna. But. Opportunity hasn’t seemed to play out. Coincidence is there. And I really like you. But I can’t afford to be screwed over again.”
My mouth hung open. The gum almost fell out but I snapped it in before it did.
 “Hank hit me a couple of times. More and more recently. I don’t like it. I’m ready to leave that shit and be my own woman, earn my own honest living.”
 “Honest living. So you’re stealin’ from me?”
 “What does it matter to you? You got that big ol’ stash you’ve been stacking up. You were never going to use it. Just pile it up. You were too greedy to ever stop. You like the thrill of the hunt, of them cops and gangsters chasing you down. You liked out smartin’ everybody. At some point, someone was going to catch up to you.”
She had a point.  
 “Mmm…” I said. I felt sad all of a sudden. Stealin’ them jewels, gettin’ away with it, made me feel on top of the world. And now talking with Shasta, I suddenly felt like I had nothing. Was a nothing. I should have taken that money and gone to Mexico.
 “Shasta, why don’t you get a real job? You’re a smart girl. A lot smarter than the girls I’ve met.” I paused thinking about this, well aware that a big hunk of steel was loaded, cocked and ready to blow my brains out.
 “And what if the ringmaster decides to beat on me like Hank. Like I was a dog. Like I was his property. Anyways, there are worse things that can happen than just getting hit.” She drew closer, pausing.  
The song ended and Chuck Berry started up. Upstairs it quieted as if the crowd were intense on a dancing couple.
 “One of Hank’s guys, big fella named Gustav, he’s always had a liking for me. He forced himself on me a year or so back, when he was real drunk. All the fellas knew about it except Hank. They tease me. Gustav threatened to tell Hank about my extracurricular activities, like researching you, if I told. I hate that son of a bitch. If I had a stack of cash like yours, if something bad went down at The Flying Unicorn, I could just leave and find somewhere else to go.”
I wondered if he was the brute that kicked me in the balls? I’d like to find Gustav and put a pretty knife right through his berries. “Shasta, you can’t spend your whole life runnin’.”
She sighed. Shifted. Looked at me. Nodded. “I don’t want to be a patsy anymore, Moody.”  
I nodded back. Patsy. Uncle Jack was the only one I’d ever heard use that term. After he came home from being whipped at bingo every other night. Another coincidence. I whispered, “I don’t want to be greedy bastard.”  
Shasta dropped the gun from my ear. “I tell you what. I’m gonna let you go. And if you can manage to make it outta here alive and meet me at the second crypt of Saint Mary’s…” She dropped off. Then, “Coincidence –”
 “– and opportunity.” I finished.
She turned to go upstairs. I grabbed her arm. Turned her around. “And if not?”
 “Then so long, Carl Moody.”
We stood there for a minute, the $5 Mil sign burning just for us. I wanted to kiss her full on the lips. I couldn’t see the color of her hair, but I imagined it a strawberry blonde, smelling like coconuts and lime. I couldn’t see her dress but I knew it was silk with polka dots. She could have all my money. I had one purpose in life.
 “Miss Shasta Star, I’d like to escort you to The Flying Unicorn.”  
She smiled. Bubble Yum.
Shasta turned and ran up the steps. I followed. Like a trained spy woman, she peeked through the door. I looked in behind her, but was temporarily blinded by the light flooding the darkness. I covered my eyes, and took a few steps back. When I opened my eyes again, I had a good look at Shasta. She was everything I had imagined. A real golden egg. And I didn’t have to steal it. It had stolen me.
 “Moody, come here.” Shasta motioned to me. I stepped up behind her again and looked, trying not to get distracted by the smell of her hair. I chewed my Black Jack.
Everyone was on the dance floor and looking at the stage. “And these two are the winners of Jack Rabbit Slim’s Twist Contest!” said the announcer. “Twist and Shout” played. Couples cheered and clapped. Some dark haired, slicked back dude stood there, looking as if Scotty had beamed him up and back down again hours ago. He appeared to be having the time of his life with a foxy little girl. She kept glancin’ at him with coy eyes. Someone was scorin’ tonight. I jolted and looked at her hard. Hey, wasn’t that Mr. Wallace’s wife?
 “Can we have Earl up here to announce these two lovely young people’s names?”
 “Surrreee can! Just wait ’til I get these blue suede shoes on, Pearl!”
The crowd laughed. Between bobbed heads, I saw Hank’s guys with made up wives. They were looking at the stage and laughing.
Shasta looked back at me. We both thought it.
Coincidence and opportunity.
One hundred feet to that swinging door of freedom. We both walked casually. I chewed my gum. Faster. Faster.  
Earl’s voice. “Looks like our winners are Mia Wallace and a Vince Vega.”  
I glanced back at the stage. Earl tap-danced like a dorky Elvis. The couple on stage smiled at each other, wide half moons on their faces. Yeah, they were smashed all right. Coke? Heroin? Both? I felt a mild jealousy. They took their trophies and bowed. Everyone clapped.  
Shasta reached the door first, pulled it open, looked at me, slipped through. I grabbed the door, heard a “Where the fuck are they…?”
 “Get ’em!”
And then I felt it. A bullet. IN MY ASS. I ran out the door.  
Shasta Star was gone.  
I barreled towards the alley, knocking over trashcans, almost slipping, kept on.
 “Stop your mothafuckin’ ass, Moody!”  
Two gunshots belted over my head, whistled beside me. A sting hit my shoulder. I slowed but kept running, then hit the end of the alley. Motors roared behind me. Buildings all around. There was nowhere to go but west on Main Street toward Saint Mary’s. I sprinted left with a limp.
I pumped my legs like I hadn’t done in years. A slow tired ache pulsed through my bones. It wasn’t just the sting and throb of bullets. This wasn’t what I wanted to do anymore, who I wanted to be.
Empty a moment before, Main Street swarmed with traffic like bees to a hive.  
A car gunned up behind me. Voices.  
Stoplight ahead. Law abiding citizens braked. Hank’s guys hit the gas. Vehicles collided and crashed in the intersection. More gunshots rang out.  
I kept running right down the middle lane. I chewed gum.  
Another car sped up behind me. I heard it weave in and around traffic. Fast. Cars honked. I looked around. Tried to dash off to the side. Get off the road. A semi laid on the horn. Bad idea. I jumped back to the middle and kept on running. I could feel blood leaking down my shoulder, thigh. My entire body ached. I kept chewing gum like a locomotive chugging on coal.  
A red Thunderbird bolted ahead of me, twisted into a half moon turn and skidded to a stop. The passenger window rolled down.  
 “Moody!”
The prettiest site I ever saw.
 “How about a cigar?” Shasta held a Cuban in the same hand she was gonna use to toss knives at dwarves on spinning wheels for a living.  
Coincidence? Opportunity? Hell if I know. I dove through the open window.
Before I was upright in my seat, she’d left Hank’s goons in the dust. I lit my cigar as Shasta drove west toward Saint Mary’s, into the sunset. We had a demon door to open and a circus to catch.

-
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Padre
By AJ Hayes

It’s midnight when the cell phone rings. I scramble awake to answer. Only one person got that number. Hello Padre I say. How you doing? He talks a while. I say okay and hang up. Jimmy looks at me.  
Padre needs us I say. Jimmy’s already out the door.
***
We get to the docks and I almost miss him standing back in the shadows. Jimmy don’t. He makes a bee line and grabs the old priest in a bear hug. Padre hugs him back tight and waits for me to catch up.  
Hello Bobby he says. His creased, leather face wrinkles up in a smile and he pats Jimmy on the top of the head. Good boy James he says. It’s time to work now.  
The kid moves away a little bit and gives him full attention. Like nobody else in the world exists right now. For an autistic twelve-year-old like Jimmy I guess that’s true.
Only thing that tells you Padre’s a priest is the collar. Otherwise he looks like an old club fighter. Crew cut. Flat nose. Cobweb of scars around the eyes. Black turtleneck and washed-out jeans with scuffed knees. The eyes though. They tell you. That kind of blue like old Mexican tiles. Sometimes they look right inside and see everything there is. Everything that’s ever been. People don’t forget those eyes. Some see them in their dreams. Some see them in their nightmares.  
He tells us what he wants.
***
We round the corner of a warehouse and Demitri’s standing under a work light by a sea container at the end of the dock. Big fucker. Russian. Got those gulag tats tell what kind of a bad motherfucker he is. Looks by himself but I know better. Son of a bitch’es never alone. There’s a kind of swoosh by my side. Jimmy’s gone. We keep walkin’ Padre and me.  
What you want priest Demitri says. I’m watchin’ close. Ready to hit the ground.
Padre says I want to buy your merchandise.
The Russian laughs big like it’s the best joke he ever heard. Buy? he says. What you going to buy with Priest? Little Sisters of the Poor money? You steal from the nuns? Another big laugh.
Show me the merchandise Padre says. If it’s not damaged then we’ll talk payment.
Demitri scowls. You not trust me Priest? You think I’m cheat? But he turns and motions us to follow him to the container.  
He removes the padlock on a rusty door and pulls it open. He reaches inside and flips a switch. Harsh fluorescents light up and we see six young women all so pregnant they look like beach balls. They’re crammed together tight as far back into the container as they can get. The place reeks so high with the smell of piss and shit it burns my eyes. The youngest of them looks about fourteen. The Russian closes the door and steps away.  
There he says you see? All alive. Healthy. No problems. Everything good. You buy now?
Padre nods. Yes he says I’ll buy them. What’s your price?
Hm, he says. Let me see. He looks up. Like he’s making calculations in his head. Smiles.  
Okay he says. They all Afghani. Good Muslim girls. Clean. But. He holds up his index finger. They all got G.I. babies inside. Soldiers you know. All same when Glorious Soviet Invasion happening only then Russian babies.  
His grin shows off gold teeth in front. Good Muslim parents gonna kill these not so good Muslim daughters. But I buy. I save good Muslim girls for five hundred US dollars each. Family happy. Girls happy. I’m great man. Humanitarian you know?  
He shrugs. But I’m businessman too. So I sell girls for whores. But whores cheap. Whores everywhere in US. He winks at Padre and me. Whore only bring two three thousand each. Maybe more if young and pretty. So for six whores I get maybe thirty-five hundred each. Makes total of twenty-one thousand. He looks at Padre.  
But it gets better he says. Babies come before we sell the whores. I get babies right after they are born and take away. Take to doctor I know. He chop up babies and sell parts to a place. You know parts. Blood cells. Skin. Organs. Stem cells. Stem cells very popular. Save lots of American babies. Nobody care where come from. Newborn. Pure. No defects. Docs think this is feast of healing. Think this is some serious gourmet shit.
His grin gets wider. I’m great humanitarian again he says. See? Get easy fifty thousand for parts times six make three hundred thousand. He looks at Padre with dead black eyes. So. Priest. You got three hundred twenty one thousand US to buy merchandise?
Padre smiles his gentle smile. No my son he says. Something far more valuable.  
The Russian’s laughter doesn’t reach his shark-dead eyes. Make your offer Priest he says.
I can save your soul from the eternal fire that waits for you. Padre’s voice is soft and sad.
The gun’s in Demitri’s hand faster than a blink. Looks like a forty-five but fucking end of the world bigger.  
Soul he yells. My soul? You come down here and waste my time? Blabber religion? My time worth more than that. Much more. Maybe my time worth your lives you fucks.  
The gun swings my way. The hole in the end black and dark as a tunnel to hell.  
What you think altar boy? Think priest parts and altar boy parts bring good price huh?  
Not so much I think. But who knows.  
He clicks the hammer back.
Padre don’t move. Just shakes his head. I’m sorry he says.  
From behind him something arches up and over. Looks like a small flock of birds fluttering down on the asphalt. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. We all look down. Six severed hands. Three matched pairs leaking small pools of blood. So much for the hired help I think.
The Russian swings the gun and lets off a round into the darkness behind him then goes down hard with a scream of pain. The gun skitters away across the dock and I hear it splash into the dark water.  
Jimmy rises from the shadows behind him and walks toward us wiping his straight razor on his red hoodie. Bad man fall down he says.
Yeah I think. Bad men tend to do that when their Achilles tendons have been cut clear through.  
Padre walks quickly to Demitri. He kneels beside the big man and bends his head to hear what the Russian’s trying to say. The dead black eyes are showing something now. Maybe fear I think. Maybe something he sees coming.  
Priest he says so low I can hardly hear him. You keep promise. You got girls now. You save me. His eyes look past Padre staring at that something in the dark. You keep promise. You are priest. He clutches Padre’s forearm. Breathing hard. The black light is fading fast from his eyes.  
You keep promise he says. Padre gently lifts the big man’s head and stares deep into his eyes. He smiles his gentle smile.  
I lied he says and watches the light fade to nothing.
***
Back at Padre’s church I settle down and listen to the river outside. It’s warm and the old building whispers to itself. Small creaks and groans and every now and then a little sound like baby birds chirruping softly. Candles throw patterns of light and shadow across the walls. It’s a good place that church. A peaceful place. I’m dozing as dawn begins and Jimmy and Padre come out of the confessional. Jimmy’s smiling and Padre he looks like Padre always does. He walks us to the door and Jimmy darts off down the sidewalk.  
The girls will be all right I ask. Padre nods. My friends have a lot of experience at this kind of thing he says. Good I say and turn to go. A thought hits me and I turn back to the old priest as he’s shutting the door.
Padre I say what does Jimmy confess to? He laughs quietly. You have it wrong my son he says. I don’t hear Jimmy’s confession. He hears mine.  
The door closes behind me and I walk to the corner where my friend is waiting.  
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The Creation of Ice
By Sandra Seamans

Madelyn Cooper awoke to find herself duct taped to a straight back chair. An elderly woman, who looked like a bag of cotton balls had exploded on her head, stood with her arms crossed over her sagging breasts clutching a cast iron frying pan in her hand. Madelyn moaned, the frying pan certainly explained the pounding headache.
Coon Randall, the reason she was duct taped to the chair, was lying dead on the floor near Madelyn’s feet. If it hadn’t been for the housekeeper and that lethal frying pan, she would have been long gone. Damn it to hell, what was she thinking, coming back to Stillwater? For twenty-five years she’d managed to keep this place in her rearview mirror. Now here she was, trussed up like an UPS package. Bad luck was about the only thing that thrived in this shithole of a town.
The sound of heavy boots and the slap of a screen door on the doorframe caught her attention. She tried to turn but the tape held her fast.
 “She’s awake, Sheriff,” said the ferocious watchdog with the frying pan. “You want I should slap her upside the head again?”
Madelyn could hear the smile in his voice. “Thanks anyway, Sadie, from the looks of it, you took the fight right out her. We’ll take it from here.”
Sadie looked thoroughly disgusted. “Tain’t right, you know, the likes of her coming in here and shootin’ Coon like she done. Weren’t no cause for her to do that.” Sadie paused her rant long enough to spit in Madelyn’s direction. “Damn whore, you shoulda stayed gone.”
Madelyn couldn’t have agreed more.
Chuckles came from the sheriff and his deputy as Sadie shook the frying pan in Madelyn’s face then shuffled out of the room still sputtering about whores and Coon’s death.
 “Your turn, Kid, are you sure you’re up for this interrogation?”
 “I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life, Jackson.”
 “Yeah, but are you sure you can do what needs doing?”
 “Have you ever known me to fail when I put my mind to something?”
There was a moment of silence, then, “Not so’s you’d notice. You’ve got all the give of an ice berg. Just don’t let her get to you, Kid, she’s been manipulating people for a living and she’s damn good at it.”
Madelyn listened intently to their conversation, searching for clues among the words that she could use to her advantage. From the sound of it, she was probably going to be dealing with an inexperienced young man, something she was very adept at. She might have shot Coon, but a few tears, a little cleavage, and a sob story about attempted rape could get her free of this mess.
The screen door slammed again and a young deputy stepped in front of her, pulled a chair over and sat down facing her, arms folded over the back of the chair. Madelyn was hard put to figure out if the deputy was a young man with a decidedly feminine face, or a dyke. The ice white hair was short-cropped and spiked, strong muscular arms poked out of the short sleeved deputy’s shirt, in fact, the entire uniform hid any sign of curves on the slender body. She shook her head, it didn’t matter, she could make it work either way.  
 “You got a name, lady?”  
Madelyn sighed, even the husky voice didn’t give the deputy’s sexual preference away. She leaned forward, wiggling her shoulders just enough so the front of her blouse opened to display a bit of plump white breast.
 “Madelyn,” she purred. “Madelyn Cooper. And you? What’s your name?”  
 “Deputy.” A smirk crossed the androgynous face.
Games, the kid wanted to play games with her? Well, Madelyn thought, let the games begin. There was no doubt in her mind who’d win this particular contest. Dealing with amateurs was Madelyn’s forte.
 “You mind telling me what brought you to Stillwater, Madelyn, and Coon Randall’s place in particular?”
 “Not at all, Coon stole my child and I came to get her back.”
 “Well, I know for a fact that Coon hasn’t left Stillwater his entire life, so how could he have stolen your child?”
Young as the deputy was, he was more than familiar with Coon’s life. Madelyn decided it was best to go with the truth. “It’s been nearly twenty-five years since he took my daughter from me.”
 “And you’ve waited all these years to rescue her? Why now?”
The kid was good, Madelyn hadn’t anticipated that question. She waited until she felt a bit of blush color her cheeks before stumbling into a weak explanation. “I wasn’t able to care for her when she was younger.”
 “Wasn’t able to or just didn’t care enough to be bothered.”
Madelyn cleared her throat, and managed to squeeze one teardrop out of her eye. As it drifted down her cheek she said, “Well, if you must know, I could use her help. I’m getting older and I thought we might keep each other company, get to know one another.”
 “Sounds reasonable. But that doesn’t explain why you shot Coon. After twenty-five years, the kid ought to be old enough to make up her own mind whether she wanted to see you or not.”
 “Coon wouldn’t tell me where she was and… and…” Madelyn paused to let a few more tears fall. “He… he tried to rape me.”
The deputy laughed. “Coon’s all of seventy years old and arthritic besides. You look pretty sturdy to me, even if you are getting a little long in the tooth, you couldn’t fight the old man off?”
Madelyn wanted to rip at the deputy, let the kid know that she wasn’t old by any stretch of the imagination but she bit her tongue, saying instead, “He had a knife.”
The deputy stood up and walked around Coon’s body, lifting the hands and arms. “I don’t see any knife.”
 “Well, that old lady must have taken it. I know what I saw.” Madelyn didn’t like being on the defensive. She crossed her legs, allowing her skirt to ride seductively up the length of her shapely legs.
The kid moved in closer to Madelyn, soft lips nuzzled her neck. “Avon, right? To A Wild Rose. My mother used to wear that.”
Madelyn leaned her head back so the deputy could kiss her. Oh yes, her charms were still her best weapon. There was no kiss, but a hand slipped down the front of her blouse and experienced fingers played with her nipples until they were taut. A warm tongue fondled her ear and she could feel the passion building in her body.
 “Yes, yes,” she cooed. “To A Wild Rose. It’s always been my favorite perfume.”
The deputy walked around in front of her, pulling the chair closer until they were knee to knee. Madelyn spread her legs, letting the skirt slide further up.
 “Why did you leave your daughter with Coon?”  
A hard calloused hand was under her skirt, feeling its way along the skin of Madelyn’s thigh, making it hard to think of anything but the coming dampness in her crotch. Her voice when she answered was a gasping whisper. “Why should I drag a child around the country with me? Men can drop their sperm anywhere they want and just walk away, but not a woman. A woman is expected to sacrifice her life for a squalling brat, give up every dream to change diapers and wipe runny noses. Is that fair? Coon offered to take her, so I left her with him.”
 “Was it that easy?”
Madelyn looked at the deputy wondering where the questions were leading. But those hands… they were creating a trail of goose bumps on her hot skin. “Easy? Of course it was easy. I had a life to live and the kid was just dragging at my ass every minute of every day. I didn’t even hesitate. Thinking back on it, taking her with me might have paid off in the long run, there’s a lot of sickos out there willing to pay big money for a tight young piece of ass.”
The deputy’s free hand balled into a fist, but the anger was kept in check. “So why did you kill Coon? Seems to me like he was doing you a big favor.”
 “I needed her and he refused to tell me where she was.”
 “Needed her for what?”
Madelyn yearned for the promised release of that clever hand and each answer brought her closer. “She’s a full grown woman now, what do you think I need her for. If she has half my beauty, she can learn to work those eager dicks right out of their zippers and keep the money flowing into my purse.”
 “Did Coon know what you were planning?”
The hand was almost to her sweet spot, she’d never been this aroused by anyone. Her body arched toward those seeking fingers. “Well, of course he did, and he was going to tell her. I couldn’t have that. I wanted to get her away from this bad luck town before I told her my plans. Something like that you need to work up to. Make it seem like the perfect solution to everything.”
 “So you shot him?”
 “Of course I did. Wouldn’t you shoot the person who wanted to destroy your future?”
Madelyn gasped, but it wasn’t with pleasure. The deputy had played her, tricked her into confessing.
The deputy stood. “Madelyn Cooper, you’re under arrest for the murder of my grandfather, Coon Randall.”
Madelyn shook her head, disbelief written large on her face. “Your grandfather? No. No, you can’t be.”  
She stared hard at the deputy, finding nothing of the innocent five-year-old she’d left behind. “Please,” she begged. “I need to know. Who are you?”
 “Don’t you know, Mother?” The young woman gave a disgusted laugh. “Folks around here call me Ice because I’m a chip off the coldest piece of ass who ever walked the streets of Stillwater.”
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Zed’s Dead, Baby
By Eric Beetner

 “Zed? Oh Zed’s dead, baby.”
 “Yeah, so I’ve heard.”
 “Well, then why are you asking me?”
 “I’ve heard a lotta guys called dead who walked through the door the very next day.”
 “I don’t know what to tell you. Zed’s dead.”
 “Yeah, you said that already.”
***
People were sticking to the story. This was too many now to mean a payoff. He’d started off broke. I mean, hell, that’s why I was looking for him. He owed my man a decent chunk of change and if he had any of it left even Zed wasn’t so shit-all stupid to use it as hush money while he got out of town. Not that it would take much more than a ten spot to shut up some of the citizens I’d been talking to. Here’s five dollars in pennies and a Big Mac, now tell anyone who comes looking for me I’m dead. Dead-eyed nods and broken-toothed smiles all around.
No, he faked it up good. Real good. Fake’s still a fake though. I can buy you a diamond ring with photocopied bills, that don’t make them legal tender.
I’d been driving around in Zed’s own car. It was easy to boost. Almost too easy, like he wanted it found with a full tank of gas and no sign of him anywhere. People who suddenly vanish rarely act like they’re planning for it. You know how they use dogs to hunt people? It’s because someone on the run gives off a stink. All I had to do was find Zed’s scent and he’d be mine. And yet, somehow in this scenario I became the old bitch dog. Not sure how that happened.
I’ll say this: At least he was making me work for it. There’s a certain amount of tedium to this job. You’d think these fuckers would be harder to find. I only get sent out on overdue bills north of ten grand so the people running have some skin in the game, as they say. Still, they squat in the same filthy motel rooms. They give all the same tired excuses. They whimper just the same when I start on the pinky finger.  
Even the bone snapping sound is the same. Each finger has its own note making up a beautiful ten-part symphony. Close me in a dark room with a blindfold on and I can hear ten fingers break and tell you which is which by the sound alone.
So Zed piqued my interest because he was different. The Zed’s dead story would have been easy to swallow except – where’s the body? And if I didn’t do it myself, who did?
The usual haunts turned up empty with a story on repeat about how Zed died last week. No one knew who did it or where he might have ended up, but everyone was so damn sure the boy was kaput. If one or two had said it I might believe it, but not this many. No way, no how. Someone gets offed it’s a mystery. When people talk like they read it in the morning paper, it’s a conspiracy.
So who else could have wanted him dead?  
Drug addict. Gambler. Deadbeat Dad. Car thief, if you ask his former employer who provided a car and then never got it back when Zed was fired for skipping three days of work in a row. Now that I’d been driving it for forty-eight hours I can tell you, it is not the kind of car anyone would go to any lengths to steal. Except me I guess. Damn. That does not speak well of me. I have no designs on the car, though. Just a means to an end and a matter of convenience.  
I’d love to say Zed was extraordinary from my usual targets, but I’d be lying. Other than his ability to play dead he was cut from the same cloth as the others. The same cheap-ass, shit-stained, moldy rag. Not to say nothing bad against my employer, but why anyone would loan a red cent to these degenerates is beyond me. Seems like a bad business model. Guess that’s why I have a job though.
***
Ex-girlfriend and baby mama – next stop.
She could want him dead. Her old man takes it on the heel and leaves her with Jr. screaming and crying and biting too hard on her nipples, then the new man comes along and as a testament to his love he solves the problem for her. It’s happened before. Not like Zed was gonna be paying any child support.
Three knocks. Solid. Fast. Like a cop.
 “Who’s there?” Already she’s pissed, and through a closed door. I haven’t even had a chance to work my charm.
 “I’m looking for Zed.”
The chain drops, deadbolts swing open. Her face is there in a six-inch slice of air between the door and frame. Christ, she’s a teenager. “Zed’s dead.”
 “Save it. I know that song already. When was the last time you saw him?”
 “Fuck if I know. Before the baby, that’s for damn sure.”
 “Can I come in and look around?”
 “Fuck no.”
The door eases closed a little, from six inches to four. Why don’t people know that when I ask it’s only a formality?
Looking at her eyes – sleep deprived, scared and so damn young – I can rule out a gun hiding behind the door, which is a consideration before entering by force. She’s the opposite of a threat so I keep my own gun cooling in my belt, happy to keep that dog on its leash.  
So I kick. Once. Hard. Like a cop.
Oh, she’ll have a shiner, that’s for sure. Her damn fault though. I hope like shit I haven’t woken the baby.
A few steps in and so far, so good. I walk right over her where she squirms flat on her back, holding the cheek bone below her eye which took the brunt of the door as it kicked inward. I know she’s in pain, but that baby’s got her so scared she’d rather hold in the scream over waking the kid up from what was most likely a hard fought bedtime.
 “How old’s the kid?” I ask, looking around the apartment. It smells like baby shit and puke and looks about the same.
 “Four months. Who the hell are you?”
I ignore her question. “So if you haven’t seen him in four or five months, how did you know he was dead?”
 “People talk. Someone heard it and thought I should know.”
 “You tell junior yet?” I crane my neck around into the hall. The master bedroom door is open and the room seems empty. The second bedroom is closed. Sleeping baby, perhaps? With his Daddy? Have to check it out.
 “Seriously, who the fuck are you?”
 “I told you, I’m looking for Zed.”
She sees me move toward the door. I don’t know if it was maternal instinct that jolted her off the floor like she’d stuck her tongue in a socket, or if she just really didn’t want the kid to wake up, but she’s blocking the door in a flash. A single drop of blood rises up from the cut on her cheek and runs down to her chin line and clings there.  
 “Zed’s not here. If he was I’d hand him over to you and be glad to have you do whatever it is you’re gonna do to him. But just ’cause that kid is half his don’t mean he’s got a damn thing to do with Zed so you leave that boy be.”
A touching speech. Exactly the kind a woman would give if she was hiding her ex in the nursery.
I reach under her arm and turn the doorknob. She slaps at my hand and I give her a look of apology followed by a “you-shouldn’t-have-done-that” shake of the head.
I grab her arm and spin it behind her, twisting her body from blocking me face to face to her back pinned to my front like a shield, in case Zed gets any bright ideas about shooting first and asking questions later.
I’m telling you what, this girl’s restraint is impressive. She chokes down a yelp of pain like a pro. Kid must be a light sleeper.  
The breeze from the door blows a mobile hanging over Junior’s crib that makes little tinkling bell sounds. Other than that, the room was quiet. Our feet sink into a fuzzy pink rug with patches of fur missing like an old cat right before it dies.  
Other than the crib, the room is empty of furniture. Baby clothes are stacked in a pile on the floor next to an open closet – saves me the trouble of kicking that one in – which has a half-empty cardboard box of diapers and one of those walking trainer things you strap a kid into, only this one is missing two of its six wheels.
Satisfied that Zed isn’t lurking anywhere I let the girl’s arm go. She runs to the edge of the crib and looks down, checking on the sleeping boy, naked except for the ill-fitting diaper.
She rubs her arm as tears form in her bloodshot eyes. I think for a second they might be tears of joy that the kid is still asleep.  
I back out of the room and leave her to the life of shit she has coming.  
***
Junkies are the worst kind of people to get money out of. First, because they never have any. Second, because they smell bad, shake a whole lot and can’t remember shit. Last, because they’re unreliable and unpredictable. And did I mention they smell bad?
Even as an addict, Zed was a fuck up. He never had enough scratch to put together a decent habit. He’d get flush and have enough to get high on the cheap stuff – ten dollar crack rocks usually – but he never had enough to make it much more than about two weeks. Hardly enough time for his body to start needing it. So by the time he had to go cold turkey, it was more like a mild inconvenience than withdrawals.  
He ended up walking through life as if he’d just gotten over the flu.
This much backstory I knew about the guy. The rest I was picking up slowly. Still, something in the intricacies of the chase was growing into a respect of sorts. Like I said, most of the guys don’t even make it interesting. Zed, on the other hand, was drawing me in. I would have knocked off for the night after the visit to the ex, but there I was going on midnight and just getting a second wind.
And that wind blows me to his drug buddies.  
If anyone knows where Zed’s gone to lay low, it’s his pals on the pipe. I’d been putting it off for the aforementioned unreliability and smell issues, but it was time. I drove Zed’s four-door shit-box to the place of a guy who turned up on the very short list of contacts we knew Zed had made. Hey, they loan you ten grand and you stop paying after one week, they’re gonna do a little digging on you.
***
Pete looks more prep school than skid row, but once the demon rock gets a hold of you, all bets are off. At least he still has enough of the trust fund left to scrape together a one-bedroom apartment with an address. I’m not one for searching every dumpster downtown for anyone, no matter how much they owe.
I only have a second or two to size him up before he bolts. When I came to the door I could hear his feet pounding across the room to get to me and the look on his face when he opened it was a mix of starving soccer player lost in the Andes and kid on Christmas morning who finds nothing but a pine tree with diddly-squat underneath it. I was not the dealer he was waiting for.
I don’t think my look screams “cop,” but Pete must because he’s running for the hills. Only gets as far as the fire escape, but still.
I catch him by the belt about halfway out of the window, legs still inside and skinny chest outside. Hauling him back in is no trouble at all but he bends at a funny angle and breaks the glass on the bottom two panes of the window with the back of his head. These windows must be original to the building because they are real glass, not safety glass or unbreakable anything. These things rain down.
Real quick Pete is gashed and slashed across the back of his neck, into his scalp and across his right cheek. He is already dripping blood by the time I get him standing. Head wounds usually bleed worse than they are. This is about as bad as it looks. Doesn’t change the fact that I have questions for young Pete.
 “You seen Zed lately?”
Pete keeps putting his hands to the various gushers he has spouting and checking his palms to see if the blood is real. I try not to touch him to avoid whatever strain of Hepatitis A, B, C or maybe Z this dude is carrying.
 “Zed’s dead, man. Haven’t you heard?”
 “Yeah, I heard.”
Pete isn’t crying, screaming or otherwise freaking out. The pain from the cuts has been rerouted somehow through his addiction and the need for more rock far outweighs the need for stitches or a hospital or antibiotics.
I watch the cotton of his long sleeve T absorb blood in a slow moving dye-job down his front. I can only imagine the back already soaked down to his tighty-whiteys.
 “When was the last time you saw him?”
 “Zed?”
 “Yeah, Zed. That’s who we’re talking about here.”
 “Zed’s dead, man.”
 “We’ve established that. Not the question I asked though. When did you see him last?”
 “About a week ago. Maybe two. He’d tapped out the cash reserves, y’know? That’s always when he closed up shop for a few weeks.” Pete touches his cheek and his palm is coated by a fresh layer of paint. When he brings his hand away the split in the flesh gapes and oozes a new flow of red. The floor around him starts gathering drops like the first signs of rain.
 “You didn’t hear from him on the phone or anything?”
 “No. Nothing, man.” The twitching from when he first opened the door is back. “I gotta sit down.”
The bed springs complain as he drops from standing to bounce three times on the bare mattress before coming to a stop. I see the crusted brown bulb of his pipe on the nightstand.  
Behind us is a knock at the door. The man Pete has been waiting for.
His dizzy spell miraculously passes and he moves quickly from the bed to the door. Sliding in like a roach through a crack in the wall comes another young-twenties dude decked out in the screaming obvious JUNKIE! ensemble.
I long for the days when addicts were classy like William Burroughs and wore suits to get high.
The new dude rushes into the room so fast he doesn’t notice the plane-wreck level blood spatter all over Pete. He clenches his fist tightly around something. I don’t need any drug sniffing dogs to know what.
 “Yo, yo, yo, I got the –” He sees me. He sees the blood. He sees me again. The gun comes out.
A spray-painted black Saturday Night Special from before Reagan got shot. If he’d blast Pete with that gun it might improve his chances.
I draw my piece – a well-oiled .40 cal semi-auto – with one hand while I slap his toy away with the other.
Something about the action makes it register to Pete that I might be a threat so he jumps into offense mode. I think it might be that now I’m making moves on the guy holding the dope.  
Pete jumps on my back and I feel the wet slime of half-coagulated blood start to soak through my shirt. New Dude backpedals away from the two-headed beast that stomps toward him. Pete’s screaming bloody face must be unrecognizable.
I spin my body in a quick twist that unhooks Pete from his tenuous grip. He flies forward and his blood-soaked body hits hard against the New Dude.
As New Dude falls backward his hand opens up and the tiny plastic-wrapped bundle of white rocks flips under the bed. The two bodies come down just short of those rusty springs, landing rough on the hardwood floor.  
I swipe a hand across the back of my neck like a cotton picker in summertime and grimace at the smear of red that greases my palm. I lean down and wipe it on New Dude’s shirt.
 “You, New Dude, you seen Zed lately?”
 “Zed?”
 “Yes, Zed.” Fucking junkies and their focus issues. “And if you tell me he’s dead, I shoot you.”
 “But, man, he – he is dead.”
I shoot his left foot. I’d made a promise. Can’t let them get away with it. Addicts are like toddlers – you give them an inch …
New Dude is much less calm about the wound than Pete was about his glass injuries. He hunches over and grabs his foot with both hands and wails like he’s been hit by a train or maybe won the lottery. It is high pitched and long. I almost shoot his other foot to try to shut him up.  
Pete, meanwhile, has begun a spelunking expedition under the bed looking for the crack rocks that vanished under there. I let him explore while I grab New Dude by his shirt front and haul him half off the floor, shoving my gun up his nose as I do.
 “You guys use the same dealer as Zed?”
New Dude nods.
 “You gonna tell me where to find him or do I need to shoot you again?”
New Dude nods.
 “Was that yes, you’re gonna tell me or yes I need to shoot you?”
He nods more frantically.
 “You’re not making yourself clear.” I thumb back the hammer.
 “I’ll –” He chokes on the words, swallows hard. “I’ll tell you.”
 “Good. After that you really ought to get him to a hospital,” I say, nodding my head down at the protruding legs of Pete who continues his search. I’d say ten minutes before blood loss makes him higher than any rock ever could.
***
Only creature on this planet lower to the ground than an addict is a dealer. No two ways about it. Visiting this guy named QT – stands for “on the Quiet Tip,” although I dug up his name pretty fuckin’ easy – was not getting me hard.
The chase, however, ah the chase. It’s why we fall in love with women, it’s why we travel the world, went to the moon, cheat on our wives: always striving for that thing that is just out of reach.  
Zed was reinvigorating my love of the job. When I met him I’d have to thank him. I was gonna feel bad as hell breaking his fingers. Funny to say, I know, but the longer he stayed ahead of me the more likely I was to start cutting him breaks. Maybe I could even use a guy like this in my work. A guy who can get lost this deep in the woods is a guy with a marketable skill. Not sure how I’d use it, but he was good at it, that’s for sure.
Then there was the pride issue. Not since my early twenties had anyone kept me out until two-thirty in the morning on the hunt. If they didn’t turn up by midnight I had them by noon the next day. I always took a little pride in the fact that whenever they did walk into my spider web I was the one who was well-rested and they were always bloodshot and weak-kneed. Worst cases of bed-head I’ve ever seen were on guys who never went to sleep.
Some guys in my business will tell you to never get emotionally involved. I say leave that for the hit men. I work in a people business. When I’m bent over a guy and snapping his fifth finger in a row or pulling out the last on his bottom row of teeth, I’m seeing a very personal side of that man not many people get to experience. We have a connection. Most times if I leave a thumb unbroken or a big toe unbludgeoned by a hammer, the sorry saps are thanking me. Never mind I just shattered your other four toes into twelve tiny pieces each, the motherfucker is thanking me for sparing him twenty percent toe function on his right foot. I let them hug me. I let them make promises they can’t keep. I understand them and I honestly enjoy that I have that core of empathy and generosity inside me.
Too bad it sits under a layer of me that hasn’t gotten nauseous in fifteen years when it goes as far as me snipping off a digit with garden shears. Even that time I got blood in my mouth. A good spit and I was back on the job.  
Zed was almost on his way to earning a free pass though. Sneaky bastard.  
But, if anyone has seen him in the last week, it’s the one guy he can’t live without. His Dr. Feelgood. Mr. QT.
***
I hear music through the door, but it’s not like I think two-thirty is too late for a guy in his business. It’s soft electronica, like beyond this door is a two-bedroom elevator in a hip office building. I expected cop-killer rap or maybe reggae.  
I knock loud, like a cop, and wait. A black woman answers. Her afro is big and natural, her hips wide and welcoming, her top is bare. The skirt she wears wouldn’t keep a kitten warm and I doubt it’s doing any good on her pussy. Her eyes are glazed and pot smoke is still oozing out of her mouth and nose as she smiles at me. The music makes sense – her playlist.
Right away I know QT is a fucking coward. Sending a woman to answer the door at two-thirty in the morning? She’s just a canary in the coal mine for our local dealer man.
 “QT in?”
 “Sure is, sugar. You got an appointment?”
 “No. I figured it was regular business hours though.”
Two other women appear from either side of the door, one white, one Puerto Rican. Both topless. They’re there to frisk me.  
Clever tactic. Most guys would let these ladies find whatever they were holding just for the chance to have one of them graze a paw over their dicks. For my meeting with QT I’d rather keep my gun though.
 “No thank you ladies. I like the look, but that’s not what I came here to buy.”
The Rican speaks up. “What makes you think we’re selling?”
I’ll admit even I’m momentarily distracted by those latte-colored tits.
 “You won’t find a badge if that’s what you’re looking for. Anything else is non-negotiable and stays with me.”
The Afro gal aims a finger at my chest with a sharp looking nail on the end painted a neon blue. “Then you ain’t seeing QT. And that’s not negotiable either.”
She pokes my chest when she says, “that’s.” Oh how I hate to do it to women.
My hand is up and her finger is broken before she knows what happened. The nail comes off in my hand. Cheap manicure.
The white girl strikes a karate pose and I nearly laugh. I reach out and grab the back of her head (she ought to be used to that) and I pull her toward me, then duck to my left and run her face into the Puerto Rican. Their two noses collide and I’ve just made some downtown plastic surgeon very happy and busy. I should get a commission on the business coming his way.
Three topless girls writhing at my feet ought to be a hell of a night out, but I feel shitty about it. If someone comes at me I don’t care if you’ve got hanging tits or a swinging dick, but beating up a woman is never good etiquette.  
I step over them and walk straight to the back bedroom where I find QT alone except for the gun on his lap.
 “Two more guys in the room next door, y’know?” he says.
 “Two crackheads in mid-smoke don’t scare me much. I’m only here for a few questions anyway. Come to think of it, one of those boys next door wouldn’t be Zed, would it?”
 “Nope. Ain’t seen him.” His gun plays dead like a good little doggie. That one eye stays on me though, no matter where I go in the room. I peek into the bathroom, the closet, all slow-like and without any hint that I might pounce.
 “When did you see him last?”
 “About a week ago I guess. He comes and goes. You his brother or something? You could be related.”
My bond with Zed grows deeper, it seems. Maybe we’re just like each other. Maybe we are each other. Like he’s just a figment of my imagination and I’m all dead and finding my way toward the light. That would be some Twilight Zone shit.
 “You know, I’m not so sure I’m inclined to believe you,” I say. “You are a drug dealer and I am trying to get a hold of one of your customers.”
 “Zed don’t keep me in gold chains and pussy. He barely pays for a pair of shoes. Too unreliable. You find him you can fuck him in the ass for all I care.”
 “Not on my agenda, but I appreciate the permission.” Another dead end. “You mind if I take a gander next door?”
 “Be my guest. Try not to chase away the patrons.”
 “Thanks. You got a couple of girls out there might need to see a doctor.”
 “Then they best get walking.”
Yeah. Real gentleman, this QT.
The room next door is hung thick with a fog of smoke. Two thin-as-rails black kids sit huddled together on the bed, shirts off, passing the pipe between them. They don’t notice me look in. I close the door before I get a contact high and wonder if I should call ahead and reserve a cold locker at the morgue for those boys.
Back by the front door White Girl has crawled her way to the couch and leaned her head back to slow down the bleeding from her nose. The Rican is still on the floor in a ball trying to wish it away. Afro girl has made it to the kitchen where she has her hand stuck in the ice maker inside the freezer. She seems much more sober than when she answered the door.
***
I kicked a tire on Zed’s car. I was what they call fresh out of leads. Time to start thinking of this as the one that got away. If he was smart he’d be in Florida by now, different name, new mustache, working on six days sober.
Before two nights ago when I got the call I’d have said he wasn’t near that smart. Now though…
I searched through the glove box. Nothing there to tell me where he might be. The address on the registration was the one I’d searched first thing. The one he shared with a Haitian night janitor. The Haitian night janitor with those broken thumbs. Guess the twenty-seventh floor will have to wait a few weeks to get their floors polished.
Nothing under the seats that I could see other than the crumbs of a hundred dead cheeseburgers. Nothing under the visors. I popped the hood and found an engine and that’s it. Around the back, in the trunk, I found the clue I’d been missing.
Zed.
His body anyway. Hands bound, face beaten, three ragged holes in his jacket over his heart.
I stood back, held my breath from the cloud of stink like a skunk spray. (Follow the scent, idiot. Follow the scent. Guess I’m not a very good bitch.) When I could breathe again I said low so only myself, and my new pal Zed, could hear, “Zed’s dead, baby.”
They were all right and I’d been all wrong.  
I felt no satisfaction. Looking at his face I saw the resemblance QT spoke of. He was curled on his side like a kid taking a nap. I could see the cheek resting on the carpet of the trunk and the red wine colored skin where the blood had all pooled.
I got genuinely pissed. We were supposed to be friends. Maybe partners. His genius moves to stay one step ahead of me had been bullshit. He wasn’t a genius. He was a fucking corpse.
I shot him three times for closure, but it didn’t work. His body just lay there and took the shots like a pillow.  
The new question arose. Who killed him? Fuck if I care. My job was done. Sneaky bastard had me fooled. Whether he’d gone to Florida or the trunk of his car, that little rat bastard got me good.
Before I closed the trunk I mimed tipping a hat to him. I know when I’ve been beat. At least I could get some sleep now. The whole thing was a bit of a dry hump, but damn if I didn’t feel charged up as hell to get to the next one. That sonofabitch I’m gonna find, whoever it might be.  
And when I get him, I’ll have one hell of a story to tell in between busted fingers. And when I get to that last one, when I have that moment of compassion that makes me pause and think I might let it go and get my tearful hug instead, I’m going to think of Zed and snap that fucking thumb as hard as I can.  
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Your Mother Should Know
By Allan Guthrie

God took Pa when I was six. An automobile accident. Some folks’ religious fervor would have waned. Not my mom’s. Pa’s early ascent to heaven made Mom even more passionate about her faith. She prayed on her knees every night for hours at a time, skin like squashed spiders when she stood up.
 “I’m warning you, Masie. If you sin, God will strike you down.” Mom took the black-and-white photo of the old church spire off the wall. Looked at it with tears in her eyes. “Broken in two by a bolt of His glorious lightning.” She stared at me. “You want that to happen to you?”
I never did anything wrong till I was sixteen.
When I met Billy, he showed me there was more to life than saying Grace, attending Bible study and sitting on hard benches during evening prayer meetings at the church with the restored spire. Billy took me dancing. Billy took me for long drives in his pickup. Billy took me to see movies I wasn’t supposed to see. Billy said middle class white folks had invented God and that He didn’t exist.
 “Watch your tongue, Billy Rearden,” I told him.
One night Billy kissed me. We were standing under a lamppost. It felt real good even though it was raining fit to choke a toad. I loved the feel of his tongue on mine, the little dance, the wriggle, the rub. And the taste of him. Sweet, like grated carrot. After we’d kissed, Billy tilted his head back and opened his mouth and drank the rain that was pouring down. We were wetter than a pair of naked ducks. I held his hand and tilted my head back, too. The rain tasted clean.
It was about a week later that Billy took off his shirt to show me the snake tattooed on his back. When he bunched his muscles, the snake writhed. I squealed like a hog when I saw it. It looked so real. He asked me to get a tattoo. An itsy-bitsy butterfly? No?
I didn’t want a tattoo.
 “You gotta do something,” he said. “Prove you love me.”
 “Okay,” I said. “I will.”
 “What you got in mind?”
Well, I didn’t have anything in mind. I pretended I’d thought of something. I put on a smirk and told him to wait and see. A week of that and he was crazier than a dust devil in a bucket of sand. Soon, I told him, hoping an idea would flower in my empty head.
One hot afternoon, sticky with sweat, a sour smell drifting from the cheese shop as we passed, I saw a woman who wasn’t from around these parts. She was maybe three or four years older than me. Hair dyed black, wearing a black dress, black shoes. She had rings on every finger and each ear was pierced a dozen times. Mr. Dawson, the butcher, threw his door wide open, and the woman started speaking to him. I saw that her tongue had a silver stud in it.
I knew what I had to do.
Next day, I caught a bus to Franklin. Sixteen miles in the sweltering heat. No aircon. I was parched when I arrived, my dress clinging to me in all sorts of places as I walked down the steps. I bought a bottle of Pepsi, took a long drink. Then sipped, letting the bubbles dance on my tongue while I looked for Aldo’s.
Pain is unpredictable. That’s what Aldo said. Some it hurts, some it don’t.
 “Try me,” I said, and giggled. Unpredictable, I was thinking, minutes later, metal forceps clamping my tongue, my hands shaking. Like the new me.
 “Deep breath,” he said. “In through your mouth and gently out through your nose.”
I did as Aldo asked, balled my fists, squeezed, screwed my eyes shut. The pain lasted a lifetime.
Eventually he said, “Done.”
Feeling the stud in my mouth was kinda weird. It was out of place in there, like a hard, raw bean.
My tongue hurt all the way home, but I couldn’t stop grinning. I’d done it. Proved I loved Billy.
I hardly recognized him behind the counter at the shoe shop. His hair was combed and he wore smart clothes. He smiled, pretty as sin with those straight white teeth. I told him I had a surprise for him. I couldn’t pronounce “s” without slurring. I stuck out my tongue.
Billy’s smile turned into a sneer. “Why did you do that?” he said. “It’s gross.”
I wanted to rip my tongue out.
Instead, I turned and ran. Feet thumping the sidewalk, the bones in my toes scraping together. The heat was something terrible, air so humid I could hardly breathe. Dark clouds were gathering. A bad storm was coming. I kept running, my feet hurting, my lungs wet as drowned kittens.
Mom was in the kitchen, baking. The smell of apple pie was enough to make me cry. I threw my arms around her. She said, “Whatever’s the matter?”
 “Just hold me, Mom.”
Her arms circled my back. “What have you done?” she said, after the first flash of lightning lit up the room, making it brighter than the brightest day.
I let go of her and stepped back.
 “Look at me,” she said.
I tried to look at her.
 “Oh my stars.” She was angry now. “What have you done?”
I shook my head.
 “Speak to me.”
I tried to think of a word that didn’t have an “s” in it. “Nothing,” I said.
She pinched my chin between her finger and thumb and forced my head up. “What in God’s holy name is that in your mouth?” Her eyes blazed with the kind of fury I’d only seen once before, when I skipped Bible class. She’d beaten me so hard I had to spend a night in the hospital.
I brushed her hand away. Then I turned and dove into the bathroom. It had a lock. I was safe in there.
She banged on the door, yelling at me and telling me how much of God’s wrath I had invoked.
 “Leave me alone,” I whispered. She couldn’t hear me but God could.
Through the frosted glass window I saw another bolt of lightning. Seconds later, a crash of thunder. I hoped the rain would come soon. I loved the rain now, after Billy had shown me how to enjoy it.
I loved Billy. I’d proven it. He’d see that soon. He was fine. As fine as hair on a frog.
After a while, Mom stopped banging on the door. I could hear her praying for me.
I opened the window. Another flash of lightning. I stood on the toilet seat and poked my head outside. I felt a heavy raindrop land on my forehead. I craned my neck, twisting sideways to catch the rain as it fell. Subtle honey drops splashed in my mouth. I thought of Billy again and started to cry.  
My mouth opened wider, craving more rain to wash away the salt of my tears.
The pain was sudden and intense.
My tongue burst open. My cheeks exploded. Fire tore through my chest. All at the same time.
When I woke up, I was on the bathroom floor, Mom holding my hand. I forced words out through a choked tunnel of pain, gagging on the smell of scorched flesh. “Wha’ happen’?”
 “A bolt of glorious lightning,” Mom said. “I warned you, Masie.”
Billy came to see me in the hospital. I think I'd have killed him anyway but he didn't help himself by throwing up the minute he caught sight of me.
Seven weeks later, that's all it was. Soon as I was able, I walked out of there.
Billy first. He cried a lot.
Then Mom. She didn't even struggle. I did her a favor. She missed Pa.  
I don’t know why I killed Mr. Dawson, the butcher.  
I was wore out after that. I sat on the sidewalk in the rain, a real frog-strangler of a downpour. My bandages soaked through and my wounds stung. I thought maybe God had something more to say, but He seemed happy enough.
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You Never Can Tell
By Matthew C. Funk

Junior was studying Atticus’ hands to figure if they were the right ones and Nina wondered how he might tell they were the ones that killed his father.  
Would it be something in the crease of the knuckles? In the notches? In their weight? She just knew they weren’t the hands Junior had been seeking for these past nine months.
Junior and Nina simmered on folding chairs down a stretch of lakeshore from Atticus and watched. Sweat crawled on them like cake frosting. Nina drank Old Mill and fed Bug from her breast. Junior stared at Atticus, shoulders sloped and belly bulging from his open Cabana shirt, apelike with delayed attack.
Atticus smoked and drank from a paper bag. He checked his fishing lines and his balls. His eyes were for the lake and for the women in it. His thoughts were for Junior to guess.
The sun was melting deep orange over the haze of Mississippi pines when Junior pulled out the photograph like Nina knew he would. He smoothed open the wad of it. He studied it and studied Atticus.
 “He’s the one,” Junior said like he had three times before. A breath something like the kind she held at the top of the county fair rollercoaster’s crest unfurled from Nina.
 “You sure?” It took an effort to keep her voice smooth. Nina was a mess of strings inside.
 “Sure as I’m going to be.”
 “How can you tell?”
 “I just get a feeling.” Junior’s hands got restless – all motion; no direction. Nina got a chill, even though summer still had its tongue all over her. She thought on the temperature of metal in a morgue.
 “You’ve had such feelings before,” Nina scolded, only to be knocked slack-faced by Junior’s glare. He wadded the photograph like he could crush it out of the world.  
 “It doesn’t change what I’ve got to do.” Junior spoke with fists on his knees, fists in his eyes. Nina felt desolate. It was a kind of bravery – enough to find a voice.
 “Explain to me again why you’ve got to do it. Explain what your Pa dying has to do with us giving up our life in New Orleans to find who done it?”
Junior’s answer was to turn away. It so often was. His anger slipped, leaving only the tonnage of despair to stretch down his features. He looked just like a hound dog, Nina thought. Just like a hound dog that got beat and didn’t know why.
She reached out, hoping her fingers would smooth some of those lines from his face – hide the tenderness raked up in her man. Then Junior hissed and stood.
 “Goddamn it,” Junior pulled off his round Cuban hat and stripped the wet from his brow with a shaking hand. Nina glanced around. Atticus was gone.
 “Pack the shit,” Junior said even though Nina had already begun to roll the blankets. Motion stirred the beer in her blood, a welcome feeling. Her veins felt half-asleep and she would take all the sleep she could get.  
In their yellow pickup, Nina hung her head back against the seat and let her eyes pretend they could shut. Her neck wouldn’t set; kept rolling her head toward Junior’s shoulder. She had set it there all during their dances at their wedding, as rice crackled under their soft-floored shoes and Dixieland played. She had kissed that shoulder with crawfish and butter on her lips during their dinners at the Pelican in Pass-Christian. Junior had smiled like his face would never have cause to stop.  
Now he was unsmiling and the only times her head found his shoulder was in the beds of a succession of motels. He gripped the steering wheel, knuckles bloodless, a man about to make a sharp turn. They waited for Atticus to get back to his Forerunner as baby Bug babbled in the back.
Nina spoke up after a while rather than go on listening to the mosquitoes beat the glass, tired of hearing the anxious hunger for blood and nothing else.
 “Bug’s going to have his first word soon, at the rate he’s going through sounds.”
 “Reckon so. He got the brains from his Mama.”
Nina looked at Junior for the grin that should’ve gone with those words. There was none. She didn’t frown. She was all out of those too.
 “And his mouth,” Nina said.
 “Yes indeed.”
 “What do you think his first will be, Junior?”
Junior reached across Nina to open the glove box. His bicep brushed her nipple. She tingled. He tensed.  
He saw the Ruger .44 inside there and only then settled. His hands flew back to the wheel.
 “No,” Nina said.
 “No?”
 “No. Baby’s first word is usually ‘no’.”
 “Not my boy.”
 “How do you figure?”
 “It’s in the blood.” Junior’s eyes had been hollow, watching Atticus’ Forerunner. Now they cluttered with ghosts. “I never said ‘no’ to my Pa.”
Nina rubbed her arms as if the bruises were in her and not Junior. She wanted another beer worse than she wanted to hear Bug prove Junior wrong. When the pickup ignition barked to life, she startled.
The Forerunner was pulling out. Junior put the truck in gear to follow Atticus to where he’d been hiding – hiding out since Junior started seeking those faces in the wadded photograph.
 “Daddy,” Junior drove glancing from road to glove box to smoking black road.
 “What?”
 “His first word will be ‘Daddy’.”
Nina feared that Junior, for the first time since this all began, would be right.
***
Nina tidied the motel room, making space for the ghosts. Junior cleaned the Ruger and watched the space between Nina’s legs as she floated through the swelter of the room. Insects tapped lust on the shaded window.
Nina wore only her underwear because this was the only time Junior would stare at her – truly look at her; not just glare or sulk or glance to check she was there, as if she were slight enough to misplace. He cleaned the gun every night and he made Nina feel clean with his attention.
Attention gave her a sense of purpose. It made them have a purpose. It meant what they were doing had a purpose.
Otherwise, there were only ghosts to make space for. Nina straightened the space on the dresser where a bottle of Wild Turkey should have sat for them to sip from while they listened to music like they had every night in New Orleans. Its ghost was vivid in the sullenness of the room. The ghost of their CD player was vivid in the silence. Nina dusted the place where it should have set.
In the closet, Nina hung Junior’s shirt next to where her dancing gown, with its flare of crimson taffeta, should have hung. Right beside it would hang Junior’s suede suit, impregnated with his scent. Memories of musk and cologne and cigar smoke suffocated there under the antiseptic fact of mothballs.  
Nina moved on, back into the bedroom, a dance cadence stirring up from her ankles – a two-step, a waltz, a tango – and then it dried up, unborn. She walked to the table where Junior had the pieces of the gun spread out. There, she would make a space where their dinner should have gone – the kind of dinner they had every weekday night in their two-room Treme apartment, with candles and plastic dishes and too few napkins.
The photograph set there. Nina stared at it. She would not touch it. The nine faces in it stared back.
Three of the faces had black crosses carved in them by ballpoint: Kip. Natty. Elijah. Six remained. All were smiling. None were entirely recognizable, even though one was hers, one Junior’s and one his father’s, Burl Senior’s.  
All were smiling as if they could not even imagine what the photograph would become.
Now Nina smiled, and bitterly.
 “I’m getting a drink from the machine,” she said, because she needed a taste of outside air if she would be able to breathe again. “Want one?”
 “Yeah,” Junior stopped staring at her. He went sullen as a child sent to early bedtime. She would no longer be nearly nude and so Nina could feel his shoulders sag from the end of their game.
She could not care, not nearly so much as she cared to be away from the photograph. She slid into her dress, its fabric sticky with what the wilderness had sucked from her pores during the day hunting Atticus. The feeling brought back the day of the photograph.
It had been Hunting Day. Her first and last hunt with Burl Senior. She had drunk with the disgusted enthusiasm of the sixteen-year-old she was. The eyes of the men – Burl Senior’s “associates”; his go-to good old boys – had their hands all over her, but only Junior touched her.
She gathered Bug to her, wanting to remove him from that spoiled space too.
Nina stepped out of the motel room and shivered despite the heat. The deer hunt that had followed the taking of the photo was visible, crisp against the blue haze of the night. The men had gone out in their trucks, into the nature reserve. They had no rifles. They only needed the darkness.  
They hunted by floodlight – shining a 120-watt hand lamp fixed to the driver’s side doors into the woods. A deer had been caught in it. Nina, frozen, and the deer, frozen.
As the deer stared, fixed by the light, the men had left their trucks with baseball bats and beat it to death. The deer went down fast and took a long time to die.
Nina’s gorge rose at the memory and she stepped unsteadily toward the drink machine. The concrete sidewalk before the rooms tilted under her bare feet. She clutched Bug as memory clutched her.
She recalled a feeling of transformation that day. Burl Senior, a man she had danced with and talked the Bible with and shared a table with was, suddenly, shown to
have a brutality in him: Something animal and fierce that Nina could not have conjured before and could not dispel since.
Junior had not beaten the deer. He had shared the tense space of the truck with Nina. But his eyes had inhabited the vision of his father and his father’s friends, beating, laughing, kicking.
Nina balanced her head against the machine. She exhaled. The Hunting Day still stained her, impossible to exhale.
She shut her eyes. Bug cooed. Nina answered by trying to pull deeper into herself, even if it meant away from her baby.
She wanted away from Burl Senior’s world. Away from what had been frozen in her by that floodlight. And away from what had begun nine months ago, when Burl Senior had been found in eight pieces, each stuffed in a Hefty bag, crammed in a tree trunk.
Junior and she had fled that world, after all – after Hunting Day, after they got married, they had escaped Burl Senior’s shadow. They had left Junior’s father’s backwoods business and made for the bright and bustling business of New Orleans. And, for a time, they had escaped the kind of world where it could be so dark, to a place where night was brighter than day.
Nina tried to taste that kind of place: Its sweet food, its light beer, its music. She ended up open mouthed, only the putrefaction of Mississippi forest filling it.
Nina lowered her head and made to close her lips around the taste of decay and asphalt.  
A hard, chill feeling at the back of her neck froze them open.
A gun’s steel mouth pressed to her spine. Now Nina could taste only the saccharine of adrenaline.
 “Well, well,” Atticus said. “Miss Nina Teena Teeny-Bopper. Back at last.”
***
Fixed to the metal chair with electrical tape, Nina felt freer than she had in nine months. The tape held her wrists and ankles to the chair, which teetered on the curled plastic tiling of Atticus’ den. But it secured her flesh in the definite possibility that soon, this would all be over. Soon, she might be dead.
Only Bug’s wails bound Nina to familiar misery. Atticus had set Bug in the tub and closed him into the bathroom. He’d made Nina watch. She knew her baby’s prison was a place that swarmed with rust and mold and fat-bulked flies. Its dry disease smell stuffed Nina’s nostrils. Her stare was fixed to the bathroom’s peeling door as if by a hook.
Atticus was never one for conversation and paced instead of talking. But he could only glance out the curtained front window so many times, could only pace the lightless room, could only stare at the gun hanging heavier with disuse in his hand.
When he broke the silence, it was with the high-tone of a trip-wire. “Can you shut him up?”
Nina remembered Atticus as the coolest head of Burl Senior’s boys. The one who stared at his boss like a trained falcon. The one who, Nina later heard from Junior, would be sent to do “bone work” on reluctant debtors. Atticus had been cool as a cartridge in a chamber. Now he twitched right to the hairs on his neck.
 “Talk baby talk to him or something?” Atticus waved the gun to give it something to do. Nina sighed and stared at him with contempt.
 “Baby talk?”
 “Say his name all hushed or some shit. What is his name anyhow?”
 “Bug.”
 “Bug? Why the fuck you name your boy ‘Bug’?”
 “He’s Burl Slater the Third. Little Burl. Little Bug. Bug.”
Atticus twitched, every bit of new knowledge adding to the hive nervous inside him.
Nina had nothing but contempt for nervous men. Even though Atticus had every right to be nervous, Nina despised her captor all the more for being out of control. He had surely heard what Junior had done to Kip, Natty and Elijah but, instead of going about vengeance mechanically like her husband, Atticus was acting like his head was already cut off like the three of them.
 “Bring him in here,” Nina was not surprised to find her voice calm, “and I can settle him down.”
She expected calm because power, she knew, was a zero-sum equation: You were either the one in power or the powerless. Burl Senior told her that. Junior, fastening her to him with love and then leading her down a path of hate, had proved it. And in this equation, Atticus was clearly not the one in power.
 “Nuh uh.” Atticus spat. Another brown stain joined a nebula of them on the floor.  
 “Why not?”
 “To confuse him.”
 “Confuse him?”
 “Confuse your fucking mad dog husband, Neener.” Atticus glanced everywhere at once, saw nothing he liked, moved the gun more. “So when he gets here, he don’t find y’all in one place. He’ll get to questioning. He’ll wonder where his retard boy is and won’t know what to do. I’ll take advantage of that.”
 “You’re wrong.”
 “Huh?”
 “You’re wrong and you should know better,” Nina said. “Junior’s not like you. He doesn’t wonder.”
 “He’ll wonder all right.”
 “He doesn’t question, Atticus.” Nina smiled. Affection for Junior flowered from her heart into her face. It felt good, that old blush, stirred up from memories of how Junior moved their bodies together on the Bourbon Blues Company dance floor. Junior had known all the places to touch when the lights were down. Junior had been – was always – Nina’s voyage to the woman she had to become.
 “You’re thinking of Burl. Burl Senior.” Atticus dropped his voice. “He was the man with the plan. That dude could turn blood into money like no other. Not his dickweed son.”
 “You don’t think Junior learned from him?”
 “Junior learned one thing.” Atticus lifted a soiled finger. “To ask nicely for seconds of whatever his Daddy gave him, whether it was on a plate or from his belt. He learned to be Burl’s dog.”
 “Burl’s dead now, Atty.”
 “I know!” Atticus swept his arms wide like a man caught in a sudden flood. “And I didn’t kill him!”
 “I reckon you couldn’t even think of how.”
 “I didn’t and neither did any of them men your husband killed! So why’s he doing this?”
 “Because somebody did.” Nina went back to looking at the door welling over with Bug’s cries. “And if Junior learned one thing from his Pa, it was what he’s doing now.”
A bang hit the back door. Nina could hear the splinters born. Only Atticus startled. Bug went quiet.
 “That would be Junior.” Nina did not sag with disappointment until Atticus tore his aim away from her head. For a moment, he looked like he was going to use the gun. Something had sung as clear and pure as sunshine inside her. Now there was just tar, like she had swallowed many roads.
Atticus went to the back door.  
 “Fuck,” he said. Nina heard him trying to bang it shut time and again. She heard a click of a light switch and yellow light from the back cast her shadow before her.
Nina watched it and saw Atticus’ shoes stalk into the room. They circled. They stopped. They paced.
 “Fuck all.”
 “Confused?”  
 “Fuck you, Nina.” He was whining and excitement flooded her – bad and liquid and electric all the way to her teeth. Atticus’ eyes caught hers.
Nina felt all this excitement trying to unlock her jaw and press words from her mouth – words that had been wrapped tight since she’d fled to New Orleans. Atticus snapped on the light. His silhouette cast on the front window curtain.
Shots rang. Glass shattered from the front window. The curtain flapped with three new holes.
Atticus fell, crushed like a used can.
Nina watched him flop with his hand on his spurting throat, knowing she didn’t have much time left to confess to a living soul. Soon, his eyes would go out and close the confessional to her forever. Soon, Junior would be beside her and what she had to say could never be told.
 “I killed Burl,” Nina whispered. “After he raped me. After he told me he didn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”
Atticus snorted blood like a cartoon bull. His eyes bulged. Nina understood that was the only answer she could expect for expiation.
Junior reached through the window frame and unlocked the front door. Atticus tilted his sprawl and opened his mouth. Only red came out.
 “I tried to bury him good but he just wouldn’t stay in the woods.” Nina whispered and there was so much more to tell: About how it felt to saw up so much of a man. About how she used to dream of a New Orleans dead and dull and inhabited only by Mississippi pine. About how she knew her son was her husband’s brother.
There was no telling now though because Atticus was dead. Junior entered like he owned the house. Only his eyes were alive.
Nina looked in them, into that same light she had fallen into on many a New Orleans dance floor, and saw something else teeming there.
Junior looked Nina over as if inspecting damage on his car.
 “Where’s Bug?”
 “Bathroom.”
Nina watched him go – saw the wide set of shoulders that could beat an animal to death and steal a family. Junior was filling out, growing up. The hand that opened the bathroom door had a hardness to it that Nina knew would not suffer refusal.
 “Daddy!” Bug cried from the bathroom.
 “You’re goddamn right,” Junior said, unsmiling.
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A Whole Lotta Rosie
By Nigel Bird

Fifty years to the day Rose has been walking on the planet. Not that she’s walked on much of it. Sheep farms in the summer. Back home the rest of the time.  
Hasn’t been far.
Not that she’s needed to.  
A huge fish in a small pond, you might say. Six foot four and eighteen inches round the biceps. The blokes on the station all kid on she’d crush any man who lay between her thighs, but they’ve all taken their turn at one time or another and all gone back for more.
She goes over to the pen. Tucks her golden locks into her polka-dot bandana. Hikes up her jeans and takes out the only sheep on the entire ranch that still has wool on its back. Turns it over like she’s tossing pancakes, grabs onto the fore-legs and drags it backward through the swing-door.
The rest of the crew stand round in their wide-brimmed hats and their sleeveless shirts. They’re smoking to a man and look keen to get down to the pub.
Trapping one of the sheep’s legs between those enormous thighs of hers she gets to work, flat out like a lizard. She’s so busy trimming the fleece that she doesn’t see the crew tip-toeing around and getting into position.  
As she makes the last stroke and turns off the switch, she gets up awaiting her round of applause.
Tom Brody, owner of the land, walks up to her with his hand outstretched ready for a shake. He doesn’t know that Rose is intending to crush his bones into dust. She doesn’t know that he’s not going to give her the chance.
He leans forward.  
Instead of shaking, he pushes her hard in the chest.  
She falls backward over Shifty, who’s curled in a ball behind her.  
The sheep gets up and runs for the door.  
The other four guys pounce onto Rose and pin her down.
It’s not easy keeping the nation’s arm-wrestling champ floored, but they’re big men and are skilled in stopping wriggling creatures getting away.
 “Happy birthday to you,” they sing like a choir of horny dingoes.
 “Get the fuck off, you mongrels,” she shouts, but it’s all part of the fun.
She hears the sound of the clippers starting behind her. “Not the hair boys,” she shouts, “Not the bleeding hair.”  
***
Two days later and Rose is back in the city. She loves the big nights. The rush of adrenalin and the buzz of the attention.  
She watches from the curtain that separates her from the audience. Watches her opponent milk the crowd as she struts down to the stage.  
A woman gets under the rope and steps in front of Mo. Next to anyone else, she’d look huge, but alongside Mo she looks small. Her huge cleavage is easier for Rose to look at than the landscape of scarring on her face. She gives Mo a pen then squeezes her breasts together till they look like two bald men kissing. Mo signs them like she’s a celebrity and the woman lifts her shirt so all her friends can see. They whoop and cheer like they’ve never had it so good, a flock of mutton in sheep’s clothing.  
Word on Mo has traveled far, even up to the sheep station. Goes by the name of The Maori Mountain and Rose sees for herself that it’s not all about the alliteration.
The way she plays the audience it’s more like a Miss Universe contest than Victoria’s arm-wrestling final, heavyweight division.  
The Mountain steps up and flexes. Lets those at the front rub on oil, those muscles of hers straining against her tattooed skin as if they’re trying to burst out.  
 “Blooming poser,” Rose says and then she sniffs hard at her bottle of salts. Like snorting urinals, she thinks.
The announcer looks over and she gives him the nod, making sure she’s hidden when the spotlight turns in her direction.
 “And now, ladies and gentlemen,” (though it’s mostly ladies), “Undefeated in the professional arena,” (that since the age of eighteen), “The Queen of Victoria, the Maid of Melbourne, The Sheila of the Shears…”  
 “Christ, get on with it,” Rose says to the back of the curtain. She looks at the wallpaper. The cheap bastards haven’t changed a thing since she first appeared there.  
She counts the fading flowers of the pattern while she waits to hear her name.
 “A whole lot of Wrestling Rose Robbins.”  
The floor shakes as the guitar booms in.  
Ba da ba da ba da ba.  
The shrieking and the booing begin, the shrieks winning on a split decision.
This is the part she hates. All the frills and nonsense. The only things that matter take place at the table. Even so, she does the sponsors proud, hitting the high-fives, punching the air, singing along to her theme-tune.
 “She ain’t exactly pretty,” (her fans scream), “She ain’t exactly small,” (like the song was written for her), “42, 39, 56,” (in her dreams), “You could say she’s got it all.”
The sweat’s pouring down her face by the time she reaches the stage. Has something to do with the synthetic fibers of the wig, cheaper than the natural stuff, but not as forgiving.  
 “Nice look,” George shouts into her ear as he goes over and kisses her cheeks.  
 “Might even buy you a drink after this is done.” It’s true. She looks good in the pink bob, like Louise Brooks after a few good meals.
 “Might even accept,” she tells him, pulling off her silk cloak and handing it over.
She points to the words written on her t-shirt, OFTEN LICKED, NEVER BEATEN, and draws another cheer and a couple of boos for her effort.
Mo gets in her face.  
Other than big, she’s everything Rose is not. She works out, does her nails, moisturizes, conditions her pit-black hair and holds it in place with sprays.  
Her dark eyes stare at Rose like she can see inside her skull.  
It’s nothing Rose hasn’t seen before, but it’s better than most. Like she really believes she can win.  
Rose knows better than to stare back. Instead she admires the tattoos that cover her arms. She’s seen their likes before on her travels. Thought about getting her own done till the artist pointed out it would just make her skin look older.
Kisses her ring for luck. Won it on a coconut-shy when she was still a virgin. The fake emerald leaves the taste of polish on her lips.
She tightens up her lifter’s belt and sits down at the table. Spreads her legs and takes hold of the post with her left hand. Flexes her fingers around it till the grip feels right, then sticks.
Mo does the same at the other side of the table.
George starts talking then brings the hands together.  
Mo grips like enormous pliers, the vein on her arm pulsing like a snake.
First round it’s easy for Rose. She moves through the gears so fast that Mo hasn’t time to react. She’ll learn, one day, that strength without technique is like water without a bottle.
Second round, though, it’s all attrition. Stuck in the middle for a while, then inching one way then the other until a shooting pain works its way from Rose’s elbow to her shoulder. For a moment she loses focus. Thinks her heart’s giving up on her. Wishes she’d given up the smokes. Feels the back of her hand on the table and realizes she’s not dying. Not tonight.
Round three’s the decider.
The pain has faded. A quick rub like it’s no big deal and they’re back at it.
Things aren’t the way they usually are. All Rose can do is defend, her wrist an inch from table’s top.  
Only her hand-strength keeps the bout alive, her reputation solid. The rest of her body trembles with the tension and is crying out to submit.
Mo tries again to shift the lock. Digs her nails in to gain an edge.  
Rose bites her lip to find a different kind of pain.  
She knows she’s beat. There’s no way back. Just a case of going out with pride.  
A stream of sweat peels off her nose to meet her eyes, stinging like pokes from a pair of chilly fingers.  
Her left hand wipes them clear and snags her wig on return, only she’s too focused to notice.
As if the Lord descends, she feels Mo’s pressure slacken and knows it’s time to act.  
Throws every ounce at one last stand.  
Feels Mo’s arm push back and give. Hits the back of her hand to the table like she’s in a game of snap.
It’s all over.
Rose stands up and punches air.  
Looks out to gather adulation.
Can’t believe there’s none of it around.  
Instead it’s the hysterical laughter of playground shame.  
Mo’s the same. Pissing her sides and pointing.
The only straight face she sees is George, his mouth down-turned like a falling, crescent moon. He puts the microphone to his face. Rose doesn’t hear it all, like her brain clicks on and off like alternating current. “… disqualified for taking her hand from the table… new heavyweight champion... The Maori Mountain.”
It’s all a blur, like a night out with the boys.  
 “Come on, Rose,” George says and puts an arm around her neck. “Let’s get you out of here.” He waves to the DJ who cues her up.  
Ba da ba da ba da ba.  
And even the guitar sounds like it’s laughing.  
It’s only when she gets to the dressing room that she sees it, the bob of pink snagged onto her ring and hanging in the air like a distress signal.
***
Seated in her van, she looks in the rear-view mirror and gazes at her scalp.  
Atop her sun-blasted, Outback skin the cone of her scalp shines like an egg. All she needs is a tea-spoon and toast soldiers to complete the picture.
Feels another tear roll down.
Lets her fingers play along the hand-held shears she uses for the exhibitions. Waits to take The Maori Mountain’s crown.
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The Lady & The Gimp: A Peter Ord Investigation
By Paul D. Brazill

They say that it never rains but it pours and that troubles are like buses – they all turn up at once. They say a lot of things, though. And most of what they say is about as much use as a condom in a convent.
For example, they also say that lightning never strikes twice. Which is a pretty clear indication, to my mind, that “they” never encountered Lightning Jones.
Lightning was very tall, very beautiful and very loud. Very, very loud. Her voice boomed around the room and her laugh had such timbre and volume that she could have started an avalanche if she were near a mountain.
As it was, we were in Harry Shand’s Bar – a smoky, pokey dive on the outskirts of Seatown. Shand’s Bar was located in a converted windmill that was perched on the top of a hill, looming over the town like a great, black bat. It had started to earn itself the nickname The Speakeasy, although I suspect The Shithole may have been a more accurate description. Like some Prohibition-era gin joint, Shand’s was a place where cops and robbers and actors and singers and all manner of assorted waifs and strays rubbed shoulders without getting each other’s backs up. Tonight, as usual, the place was littered with Seatown’s flotsam and jetsam.  
Councilor Greg Bardsley – the owner of a chain of successful bakeries and commonly known as either The Man With The Flan or the Gateaux Superstar – sat at the bar arguing with Shand and an unshaven, long-haired comedian I’d seen on local television. The gangster twins Ronnie and Roger Kruger sat in the corner of the room with a couple of their no-necked cronies. The fading club singer Jimmy Golden was fast asleep and drooling on Ronnie Kruger’s shoulder and the disgraced boxer and fence Henry Costa was playing cards with Detective Inspector Sandal. It was a classy joint alright.
 “Well, if it isn’t Peter Ord, the private dickhead,” said Ronnie Kruger. His stooges burst into uproarious laughter. Costa and Sandal just nodded and smiled. Golden opened a bleary eye and knocked back a shot of gin before going back to sleep.  
My footsteps echoed on the cold concrete floor as I walked up to the bar.
Earlier that day, I’d had a phone call from my old school friend, Barry Blue. Barry was working at Shand’s tonight and he had a job for me. I jumped at the chance. I’d just finished a missing person’s case which involved an errant husband who I’d found living above a dirty book shop in Walton Street with a girl a little younger than his daughter. Pretty much standard stuff and, unfortunately, standard pay. I needed to earn a bit more than that, though. I owed three weeks’ rent and the landlord was losing patience. Carl “Rachman” Raymond wasn’t particularly renowned for his patience, either.  
Barry was in the corner of the room repairing the antique Wurlitzer Jukebox which Shand had bought from the Krugers after they closed down the fifties-style American diner.
It took him less than five minutes to fix it. He was good with machines. But women were another story.
 “Fixed?” said Lightning as she loomed over Barry.  
Barry blushed and stuttered an affirmative.  
Women usually did that to him, which was probably why he still lived with his mother even though he was well past his sell-by date. And Lightning Jones was some kind of a woman. She was tall with long black hair, a ripped black t-shirt, high heels, leather skirt and fishnet stockings. And she looked like she was literally taking Barry’s breath away.
 “Thanks, luv,” she said with a muddy, drunken slur. She leaned over and gave Barry a peck on the cheek. Barry was so embarrassed that he looked like Vesuvius waiting to erupt. He rushed over to the bar and sat next to me, still burning up. Shand walked over and patted him on the back.
 “Thanks, youngster,” said Shand, handing Barry a brown envelope.
 “Any time, Uncle Shandy,” said Barry, a tremor in his voice.
 “What can I get you boys?” asked Shand. Shand had big bushy eyebrows almost meeting in the middle which made him look constantly confused.
 “Irn Bru, please,” said Barry with a slight lisp.
The massive barman, whose name tag said Titch, poured an Irn Bru for Barry and a beer for me.  
The Bonanza theme blasted out of the jukebox and Lightning screeched and danced around the room like a wild woman. From flamenco to tango in less than five minutes. And back again.
 “She’s amazing!” gasped Barry.  
 “She is, indeed,” I said. “Clearly a can short of a six pack, but amazing nevertheless.”
 “She looks familiar,” I said to Titch.
 “Liz Jones,” said Titch. “She used to be the singer in that punk band Pulp Metal before they moved down the smoke. They used to call her Lightning because she used to swig from a two-liter bottle of White Lightning onstage.”
 “I remember,” I said. “Wasn’t she a blond?”
 “Yeah,” said Titch. “But the collars and cuffs didn’t match.”
 “She’s amazing,” said Barry, again, looking a bit on the mesmerized side.
 “Best keep away from her, lads.” said Titch, giving us our drinks. “She’s got issues.”
 “Let he who is without sin,” I said. “We’ve all got our issues you know?” I sipped my pint and raised it to him in a mock toast.
 “Yeah,” said the barman. “But her issues are about six-foot-six with a psychotically violent temper and are currently doing time in Durham nick for a string of horrible murders. You’ve heard of Spammy Spampinato, haven’t you?”
 “The bloke who burnt down Jack Martin’s strip joint?”
Titch nodded and Barry and I shuffled off to sit in the corner, Barry looking a little crestfallen.
 “Do you come here often?” Barry said, with a grin. I was keeping an eye on Lightning who was now dancing on a table and looking to be in danger of doing herself a mischief.  
 “Not if I can help it,” I said. “I feel about as welcome as a wino in a Wine Bar.”
 “Not really my cup of tea, either,” said Barry. “I do go to the Indoor Bowls Club in Charleston Road every now and then, though. I like the quiz. Or I did.”
In lots of ways, Barry hadn’t changed. He was middle aged now, like me, but he was still baby faced and still wore a waxy, blue raincoat and thick-framed glasses with lenses that looked like jam-jar bottoms. And still a mine of useless information who really came to life during pub quizzes.  
 “So, what’s the story?” I said. “How’s Mrs. Blue?”
Barry gazed over at Lightning who was doing a can-can on the bar. Titch was ignoring her, reading a well-thumbed copy of Colin Wilson’s The Outsider.
 “She’s scarpered,” said Barry.
 “What?” I said.
 “Yeah, she’s done a runner with Mike Evers, the ginger Welsh bloke that did the quiz in the Bowls Club. Ginger, mind you!”
Barry had a thing about red-headed people. It went back to our schooldays. Like most kids he had a few nicknames at school: Barry Poo, Barry Spew, that sort of thing, but the one that stuck was The Gimp.  
Ron Penhaligon was the PE teacher that had christened him The Gimp. Penhaligon was short and stocky with freckles and bright red hair. He had glasses as thick as Barry’s and his shoulders had more chips than Harry Ramsden. He found particular amusement in tormenting those unfortunates who turned up for PE without their kit, or with sick notes. And, for whatever sadistic reason, the rotten apple of Penhaligon’s bleary eye was Barry. He jumped at any opportunity he could to bring out The Gimp and humiliate him in front of the rest of the class.
There were more than a few of us who gleaned a fair bit of satisfaction when Penhaligon was sent down for playing hide the salami with an under-aged student.  
 “So what are you doing then? Living on your todd?” I said.
 “Aye,” said Barry. “Still got the house, though. Dad left it to me, not Ma.”
Lightning jumped off the bar and came over to us. She picked up a box of matches and lit a black French cigarette. She blew a chain of smoke rings.
 “Yeah,” said Barry, looking uncomfortable. “It’s a bit weird living in that big four-bedroom place all by myself.”
Lightning’s eyes seemed to flicker and I’m quite sure I saw her pupils become pound signs. The French version of Jane Morgan’s “The Day the Rains Came” was the next song up. Lightning started to sway to the music, in her own world. She blew Barry a kiss went back to the bar.
 “So, I take it you want me to find your mother, then?” I said.
Barry nodded.  
 “I never trusted that Ginger twat, mind you. I reckon he knows about the Ma’s little nest egg, her pension fund, and he’s fleecing her.”
 “So, you think they’ve gone to Wales? I’ve never been abroad before. Will I need a passport?”
 “I doubt it. I heard that he’s got a wife and kids back there, grandkids even. This is why he ended up here.”
 “So where’s he been staying?”
I noticed that Lightning and Titch were deep in conversation, occasionally glancing over at us. My spider senses startled tingling. Well, it was either that or eczema.  
 “Apparently, the last few years he’s been living at a rooming house in Eastside. It’s run by this old Polish woman. Her husband was a pilot in the Battle of Britain. She doesn’t seem to speak much English, though. She wouldn’t tell me anything, anyway.”
 “Okay, I’ll go over there with Big Mark Nowak and see if he can get anything out of her. What do you want me to do when I see your mum?”
 “Nothing,” said Barry. “Just tell me where she is and I’ll speak to her.”
I nodded.
 “I’ll double your fee if you find her before the end of the month. Her pension goes in the bank then.”
 “Okay, suits me sir! I’m off over home,” I said, standing up. “Want to share a taxi? I can drop you off at Charleston Road?”
 “No. No,” said Barry. “I’ll stay here a bit longer. See if the jukebox conks out, like. You never know. Tricky things these antiques.”
His eyes were on Lightning as he spoke to me and she had the look of a black widow spider about her. A decidedly peckish one at that.
***
With my eyes closed, the smell of incense was even stronger
and was making me feel a bit queasy. Big Mark Nowak’s massive, clammy hand clasped in mine wasn’t exactly helping things either.  
This was my first séance and I hoped it would be my last. Mr. Kapuszinska had told Mark that she’d help us if we helped her by taking part in the séance, so here we were. And, for the most part, it was how I’d imagined a séance to be.
It was a dark, cramped room with an old grandfather clock and stuffed animals. All four of us were in a circle holding hands. The four us being me, Mark Nowak, Mrs. Kapuszinska resplendent in colorful, silk robes and a turban, and Jimmy Golden. Mrs. Kapuszinska had started the proceedings by lighting incense and chanting something unintelligible, which was also as expected. The only thing that seemed out of place to me was the music.
I’ve always considered myself to have a pretty strong imagination but in my wildest dreams I’d never have thought that the best sounds to use to contact the dead would be Showaddywaddy’s “Under the Moon of Love.” Really, you learn something new every day.
The whole experience lasted around fifteen minutes and it seemed that, through Mrs. Kapuszinska, Jimmy had received a message from his late mother who had told him to give up his dream of going to Las Vegas and stay put in Seatown and go back to hairdressing. This resulted in Jimmy crying like a baby, so I assumed that it wasn’t the answer he was looking for.
When the lights came on, Mrs. Kapuszinska ushered Jimmy out of the door, after taking a decent-sized wad of money from him. She escorted us over to a mini bar in the corner of the room, below a stuffed owl.
 “Here,” said Mrs. Kapuszinska, whose English seemed fine to me and a lot better than most of the Chav hoard in Seatown. She poured three shots of vodka.
 “Na zdrowia!” said Mark and we knocked them down in one.
For the next few minutes, Mark and Mrs. Kapuszinska chattered away in Polish. Mark was massive but very deferential to the diminutive Mrs. Kapuszinska. I checked my messages on my mobile. There was a text from Barry asking me to call him and a joke about Charlie Sheen from my mate Bryn, which I didn’t understand. I was lost trying to work out the joke and I came-to when I heard Mark and Mrs. Kapuszinska laughing.  
By the looks of things, they were discussing the design of my business card. The loop of the P had been made into a deerstalker hat and the O was drawn to look like the lens of a magnifying glass. Art is a very subjective thing.
Mr. Kapuszinska poured another round of drinks.
 “Cheers,” she said. We knocked back the vodka and it burned.
 “Bimber,” said Mrs. Kapuszinska.  
 “What’s that?” I said.
 “Bimber,” said Mark. “Polish moonshine.”
 “One for the road?” said Mrs. Kapuszinska.
 “Oh, yes,” I said. And what a long and winding road that was, I can tell you.
***
Lightning sat on a table close to the bar and was canoodling on Barry’s lap. They’d been like that all night. And Barry, for the first time since I’d known him, was as drunk as a skunk.  
The jukebox was kicking out Howling Wolf’s “I Ain’t Superstitious” and Barry was, after a fashion, attempting to sing along. Strange though it may seem, this was the happiest that I’d ever seen him.
 “So, you’re Welsh friend left his last digs last week without paying his rent. Did a runner with two weeks due,” I said.  
Barry was oblivious to me as he snuggled up to Lightning but she was giving me her complete attention.  
 “So do you know where Mrs. Blue is?” she said.
I shrugged.
 “Well, Mrs. Kapuszinska, using her more earthly contacts, gossips from the bingo, thinks he’s staying in a caravan up at Happy Valley. I’ll go over and check it out tomorrow morning.”
I glanced at Barry who was asleep with his head in Lightning’s cleavage.
 “I’ll phone Barry when I know for certain the Welshman’s there. Maybe after mid-day? Give him a chance to sleep it off?”
 “Better leave it until well after mid-day. We’ll be busy.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah, we’re getting married in the morning. Just like the song,” she said, grinning like a game show host.
***
Raymond Chandler once said that a piece of writing should always lead the writer and not be led by the writer. I don’t know much about that but it certainly works that way when it comes to boozing. When you let the alcohol lead you, when it takes the reins and drags you with it toward oblivion, those are the best drinking sessions. After Lightning’s bombshell about the wedding, I let the gargle lead me all the way to a stinking hangover.  
I was as rough as toast and I was probably still over the limit when I drove Trigger, my lime green Vespa, up the hill toward the Happy Valley caravan site.  
I hadn’t been there for a while but I used to be a regular at the Happy Valley Social Club back in the eighties. Those were the days before karaoke, of course.  
Back then it was called Bandbox, which consisted of a singer and an organist. Maybe a drum machine, if they were hi-tech. The performer I remember most clearly was Legs, an old bloke in a World War I Kaiser Bill helmet who did “comic” versions of popular songs. The way he transformed “The Lady in Red” into “The Lady in Bed” was a stroke of genius, if you ask me.
I pulled up beside Booze ‘N’ News and saw Mrs. Blue sat on the step of a caravan smoking and reading a copy of Hello magazine.
 “Mrs. Blue, it’s Peter. Peter Ord. Barry’s mate from school.”
 “I remember you,” she said, squinting. “You used collect them American comics with drawings of muscle men in them. We had you down as a shirt-lifter.”  
I grimaced.
 “Nice to see you again, too,” I said. Though it had rarely been nice to see Mrs. Blue.  
***
It was usually about the time when he saw Mrs. Blue with her ear pressed to a glass that she’d put against the wall that Barry knew he’d be moving home again, soon.
It was the regular pattern throughout his childhood. He and his parents would move into a flat above a shop or a terraced house or some other type of private rented accommodation. And things would be fine and Jim Dandy for a while. But somewhere along the way, Mrs. Blue would start to get jealous. She’d be suspicious of her husband’s comings and goings. Well, mostly his comings. She’d usually suspect one of the neighbors or a woman from the corner shop. She’d ask Mr. Blue where he’d been when he’d come in from work, even though he was covered in crap from working shifts in the foundry. This would escalate into a screaming match, with plates and cups smashed against the wall.  
Then Mrs. Blue would start spying. She’d keep Barry off school so he could walk the streets with her looking for Mr. Blue and “fallen women.” When it got really bad she’d call the police and say that her husband’s fancy women were trying to burn the house down. Or there’d be a fight with someone she’d accused of making the two backed beast with her husband. And so she’d be sectioned again and given the old EST. Then she’d come out of hospital and they’d move home and everything would be okay until it started again.
When Mr. Blue died of asbestosis, Barry and his mother were left with a massive wad of insurance and compensation money. So, Barry gave up his job at the Thermos flask factory to take care of his sick Ma.
She didn’t look that sick now though. She was dolled up to the nines, wearing a red PVC dress and a leopard skin coat. It seemed as if it had done her and Barry a world of good when she’d moved out.
 “Did our Barry send you to look for me?” she said.
 “Aye.”
 “Does he know where I am?”
 “Not yet.”
 “Are you going to tell him, then?”
 “That’s my job, Mrs. Blue. I’m a private eye now,” I said.
She finished her cigarette, put it out, and lit up another one in a flash.
 “How’s he doing?”
I took out a bottle of water and glugged it down in one.
 “Not too bad,” I said. “In fact, he’s getting married later today.”
She started to laugh.
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah, really,” I said.
 “He told you to tell me that didn’t he? To get me to come back.”
 “Naw, it’s true!”
Mrs. Blue made a tutting sound, stood up and walked back into the caravan.
 “Piss off back to your comics, son,” she said as she slammed the door.
***
The turnout at Barry and Lightning’s wedding wasn’t exactly Charles and Diana standard, apparently. It wasn’t even Charles and Camilla standard. Just Harry Shand and a couple of booze hounds. But the low attendance was more than compensated for by the appearance of Mrs. Blue bursting into the registry office brandishing a golf club and screaming at Lightning, calling her a number of variations of the word slut.  
This resulted in Lightning giving Mrs. Blue a gut punch which had her doubled over and puking. Barry then grabbed Lightning by the throat and continued Mrs. Blue’s dialogue theme as he tried to throttle her. And then Lightning turned to Barry and punched him in the jaw, knocking him clean out. Which was what I meant by Lightning striking twice.
Not that I saw any of this, of course. I was feeling a tad delicate after my meeting with Mrs. Blue so I decided to go back home and have a kip before phoning Barry and telling him of his mother’s whereabouts.  
Not the best idea, in retrospect.
***
The evening was melting into night and dark, malignant clouds were spreading themselves across the sky. I pulled down the metal shutters and locked up Las Vegas Amusements
as a battered yellow taxi cab spluttered to a halt in front of the arcade. Living above an amusement arcade was hardly ideal but my landlord, Mr. Raymond, give me a cheap deal as long as I locked up the place and did the bingo when one of the callers rang in sick.
I shuffled into the back seat and was attacked by the overpowering aroma of air freshener and blow.  
 “Where to?” said the taxi driver, a constipated-looking rat boy with a checked Burberry baseball cap and a crackly shell suit.
 “Belle Vue Cemetery,” I said.
 “Dead center of town, eh?” said the driver as the taxi coughed itself to life.
In less than ten minutes, we were outside the Belle Vue Cemetery’s wrought iron gates. I paid the driver and popped into Costcutter for a can of wife beater to get me through the morning and a bunch of flowers. I downed half of it as I stood at the counter. The tall Sikh that served me paid me no heed as I pushed the can into my jacket pocket.
As I rushed into the graveyard I bumped into the gangling form of Reverend Abbott, pulling up his fly as he stepped out of a Portaloo. He nodded and we walked toward the grave together.
Mrs. Blue was inconsolable although the big ginger Welshmen next to her was doing his best. Harry Shand, complete with a black eye and an arm in a sling stood scowling. Then, Reverend Abbott, his long hair flowing in the cold north wind began his eulogy.
 “There comes a time in every young man’s life,” he said, his long arms stretched wide, “when he knows that he will never be The Fonz. Shortly after that realization it becomes clear that he won’t even be Richie Cunningham. And, so, then, he has to make a choice. Will he be Ralph Malph or Potsie Weber?”
I tuned out after that. Abbott’s frankly barmy sermons were as famous as his acid flashbacks. It was clear where he was going, though. Poor Barry wasn’t one of life’s lucky ones.
A couple of days after he split up from Lightning and his mother moved back in with him, there was knock at the door. Spammy Spampinato’s brother, Little Joey, stood there with a baseball bat which he proceeded to use to redecorate the Blue household. Harry Shand, who was visiting, tried to intervene but it was no use. Little Joey Spampinato was only known as “Little” due to his age rather than his size. And once again Barry got in the way. He was dead before he got to the hospital.
Abbott finished his rambling eulogy and we all threw dirt and flowers on the coffin.
 “Do you want to say something Peter?” said Shand, as rain began to pour down in sheets.
I shuffled around and then took the half empty can of Stella from my jacket pocket.
 “Here’s to Barry Blue,” I said. “Unlucky in love and not much cop at cards, either.”
I finished off the can and headed off. It was almost opening time.

-
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A Night at the Royale
By Chris F. Holm

The man in the black gabardine suit gritted his teeth and tried in vain to ignore the idiot Americans who sat behind him in the otherwise empty theater. They’d stumbled in five minutes prior – a good twenty minutes after the feature had begun – giggling like schoolgirls and reeking of patchouli and marijuana. In the man’s youth, such tardiness was not permitted; when he was a boy, if you wanted to catch a film in Amsterdam, you were to be seated before the lights dimmed or you were not to be seated at all. But then, these were different times, as the dull glow of the No Smoking signs peppered throughout the theater reminded him – and these imbeciles were as unfamiliar with Dutch culture as with the inside of a shower.
All they knew of Amsterdam they’d doubtless learned from movies. Movies they’d evidently talked through.
Of course, he really should have known better. The Royale was one of the oldest cinemas in all of Amsterdam, but it sat just across the canal from De Wallen, the city’s red light district. De Wallen is the nexus of the city’s drug and sex trade both, and no doubt the point of origin of these two cackling, dreadlocked simpletons. But the Royale’s theme nights were often too good to pass up, and tonight’s was no exception – a triple-bill of the finest exploitation the Seventies had to offer: Foxy Brown, Death Race 2000, and Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS. The handbills dubbed the evening “Royale with Cheese.” Perhaps these two came expecting burgers.
By and large, the hellbent-on-revenge Pam Grier and punchy Motown soundtrack should have been enough to drown out all but their most clamorous of comments, but the pudgy one – he of the ratty Phish T-shirt and cargo shorts – kept ramming his Birkenstocks into the man in black’s seat back, jerking his attention away from the screen. His friend – a beanpole of a young man in a coarse hooded Mexican pullover and a sparse dusting of reddish-blond beard – did not seem similarly jimmy-leg afflicted. His bare feet dangled unmoving just centimeters from the man’s face, the boy’s ankles resting crossed atop the seat back beside him. His feet smelled of sweat and bore thick calluses, darkened by years of ground-in dirt. A faded tattoo the size of a two-Euro coin graced the outside of one leg – an Aztec sun inside which danced a cartoon bear.
The man in black told himself they were harmless buffoons, uncultured and unwise. That their offenses were not intended to be personal. That he should exercise restraint, and should not respond as if their transgressions were intentional. For a time, at least, he was proud of his success in doing so – apart from a few withering glares cast over his shoulder whenever their inanity reached a fever pitch, he’d not engaged the two at all. And one could hardly begrudge him such glaring. Glaring, he told himself, was expected. It was what ordinary, civilized people did in situations such as these. The notion pleased him, for although the man in black thought himself an intelligent and cultured man, he knew he was not ordinary – nor was he civilized.
Reflecting on that evening – and its unfortunate conclusion – from some distance, the man in black felt he had done nothing wrong. He’d given them every opportunity to avoid their fate; it was not his fault if they ignored his generosity at every turn.
 “Yo, Harvey,” said the fat one, kicking the man in black’s chair. “What’s your name?”
The man in black ignored him, instead focusing on Pam Grier strutting across the screen in her lime-green halter.
 “Dude, why you asking his name if you already know it?” asked the beanpole.
 “I’m not saying that’s his name. I called him Harvey ’cause that’s the dude who played Mr. Black in Reservoir Dogs. You know, Harvey Weinstein.”
 “Keitel,” said the beanpole.
 “Huh?” said the fat one.
 “Not Weinstein, Keitel. Except not him neither, ’cause he was Mr. Blonde.”
 “So who was Mr. Black?”
 “Steve Buscemi.”
 “Nah, Buscemi was Mr. Pink. ’Member, he thought it made him sound like some kinda Commie fairy.”
 “Then who was Mr. Black?”
 “I dunno… Sam Jackson?”
At that, the man in black could take no more. He turned around – slowly, but with purpose. Placid-faced until the moment he made his move, he slapped the beanpole’s ankles off the chair back, causing him to pitch forward in his seat. As the boy’s head swung toward the man in black, the man grabbed a handful of dreadlocks and yanked. The beanpole shrieked and fell to his knees, his gaze forced skyward as the man applied a little downward pressure. A wince of sudden pain showed beneath the boy’s pathetic beard.
The man in black leaned in close – so close he could smell the reek of beanpole’s breath. “There wasn’t one,” he said, in lightly accented English.
 “What?!” the beanpole squealed.
 “I said, there was no Mr. Black. Keitel was White. Buscemi was Pink. Madsen was Blonde. Roth, Bunker, and Tarantino were Orange, Blue, and Brown, and Samuel Jackson wasn’t even in the fucking movie. And if you paid even the tiniest shred of attention to what Cabot told them at the outset, you’d know he was sick to death of all the hard-asses in his employ fighting over the Mr. Black moniker, so he took the option off the goddamn table. Now, are the two of you going to shut your fucking mouths and watch the movie, or are there any other notions you’d like me to disabuse you of?”
 “We’re cool,” said the beanpole, his face twisted into a rictus of pain. The pudgy one just nodded.
 “Excellent,” said the man in black. He released his grip on the beanpole’s hair and smoothed his suit-coat out with both hands. Then he straightened his tie and returned his attention to the movie, hopeful that this interruption would be their last.
It wasn’t.
It took a whole fifteen minutes for them to bother him again. This time, he’d heard it coming – the two of them whispered amongst themselves like schoolgirls, first about what a goddamn psycho that dude in front of them was, and then eventually, as their meager wits returned, about how badass the whole affair had been – like something out of a movie, they agreed. Once they fit the experience into its proper box – named it something they could understand – it was only a matter of time until they were emboldened to try again.
This time, it was the beanpole who spoke first.
 “So, you’re like some kinda serious Tarantino fan, huh?” he asked, leaning over the same seat back where his ankles had rested until the man in black removed them. They hadn’t returned since.
 “I am a fan of the cinema in general,” the man replied with a resigned sigh. Clearly, enjoying a film tonight was not in the cards. “In my line of work, one finds one has a great deal of free time.”
 “And what line of work is that?” asked the pudgy one.
 “I’m a consultant,” said the man, the non-answer/lie rolling off his tongue with ease, “a fixer, you might say. People hire me when they have problems to take care of. I make those problems go away.”
 “You got lots of free time doing that?” The beanpole, incredulous. “Seems to me, everybody’s got problems – enough to keep a guy who fixes problems pretty fucking busy.”
 “Ah, but most people cannot afford my services. And I’m paid handsomely enough for them I’ve the luxury of only working when I see fit.”
 “Oh.”
Silence followed, but it was a pregnant silence, and the man in black was not fooled into believing their interaction was over. Which was fine by him. Since their presence had forced him to abandon the notion of a night spent watching movies, he’d settled on another form of entertainment for the evening – one in which these two young men played a central role.
 “So,” said the pudgy one, made brave by the fact their last interaction had not come to blows, “is it true what Vincent Vega said? Can you get an honest-to-God glass of beer at the movies here?”
The man in black smiled, showing too many teeth it seemed. The smile never touched his eyes. “Mr. Travolta spoke the truth. In fact, perhaps I could buy the two of you a round. Consider it an apology for my prior lapse in manners.”
 “Dude, are you serious?”
 “Deadly so,” was his reply.
He was back in minutes, carrying three pilsner glasses full of Amstel on a tray. They accepted theirs with glee, and greedily gulped them down. He purchased them another round – the same result. By the time the three of them stumbled out onto the street – the stars nearly as bright as the city lights, the crisp, cool air rustling the leaves of the elms that lined the canal – he’d learned quite a bit about his fair foreign friends. Most of it, of course, was useless to him, and would be soon forgotten – names, states of origin, the college they attended and their respective areas of study (horticulture, the tall one told him, and his cohort claimed an interest in pharmacology; the two were nothing if not consistent). But one bit of information he’d been quite interested in: the hotel at which they were staying.
The Hotel Mon Signor.
It was a modestly expensive affair not three blocks from where they stood – not quite the nicest the city had to offer, but far more respectable than he might have guessed from these two. Perhaps one or both of them come from money, and this hippie lifestyle they pretended at was no more than a rebellious phase. The man in black was shocked when they told him of their accommodations – the trusting duo supplying their room number with scarcely any prompting – though not entirely due to the dissonance between it and their mangy appearance. As it happened, he’d done a job at the Mon Signor that same night – only having decided upon the sturm und drang of tonight’s triple feature after cleaning up back at his flat and finding himself too energized by the day’s work for sleep to come. Such was often the case for the man in black – he was a man whose passion for his chosen field was matched only by his aptitude for it.
It was nearly three a.m. when he bid the boys adieu – they stumbling west along Sint Jannstraat, he following the canal north. At the first cross street, he turned left, his drunken stumble giving way to a more compact, contained gait, almost military in its efficiency. He fetched a pack of cigarettes from the inside pocket of his overcoat and set one afire, his fingers deft despite the lambskin gloves he wore – gloves almost but not quite justified by the hint of autumn in the air.
Two left turns later, and he was back to where the three of them had parted. He’d made a stop – a brief errand to a twenty-four-hour druggist – and walked with no great hurry; by now, he thought, the boys should be ensconced in their hotel beds.
Just where he wanted them.
Before entering the hotel, he turned up the collar of his overcoat, and thrust his hands deep into his pockets as though hunched against the cold. He needn’t have bothered. There was no one on duty at the front desk, and the camera coverage in the lobby was obvious and easily avoided.
As he’d done once that day already, the man in black bypassed the Mon Signor’s sole elevator, instead opting for the stairs. He took them all the way to the fifth and top floor. There was only one room on the fifth floor: the penthouse suite. Its door sat opposite the elevator in the center of the hall; at the other end was a doorway to a second staircase. The corridor was as quiet and empty as the lobby’d been.
Quiet as death, he thought.
Though, as he has cause to know, not all deaths are quiet.
The man in black removed a device from his coat pocket that was half molded-plastic box and half swipe-card, the two connected by a thick braid of multicolored wires. Ignoring the “Do Not Disturb” sign hanging from the knob, he inserted the swipe-card into the lock, and clicked a button on the plastic box, unconcerned with being interrupted at this hour while his equipment did its work. After all, he was certain not a soul was stirring on this floor but him.
The lock disengaged with a buzz and a thunk that echoed through the quiet hall. The man in black smiled, pushing open the door. The chain had not been set. The door swung open, and rebounded off the wall behind, but the Americans did not stir in their sleep.
Why would they have? They were three floors down, blissfully unaware of what the future had in store for them.
Inside the suite, the blinds were drawn. The lights were out. And the dry hotel air pricked with the heavy scent of iron – the scent of blood, of viscera, of death.
He flipped a switch. The lights came on. And there, just where he’d left them, were the ruined scraps of meat that had until this afternoon been a prominent London hedge-fund manager – one whose attempted takeover of his next-largest competitor was apparently deemed just a tad too hostile to let stand.
The man in black stood gazing at the disassembled man a while, lost in contemplation of his work. Then, suddenly, he was shaken from his reverie with the memory of why he’d come back.
The beauty of a large overcoat is it hides all manner of objects from sight. Objects like a shotgun, or a machete. Objects like a pair of pilsner glasses.
He removed the idiot Americans’ glasses from his pocket, and unwrapped them from the paper towels he’d taken from the Royale’s public toilet to keep them safe in transit. Then he fetched from another pocket the Scotch tape he’d purchased at the druggist, and – with the greatest care – pulled a couple choice prints off of each, transplanting them onto the hacksaw and the butcher’s knife he’d abandoned when he’d first left the room.
Twenty minutes after he’d arrived, the job was done. As he left, he removed the “Do Not Disturb” sign from the door, descending the stairs to the lobby with a spring in his step and a song in his heart.
An hour later, he was relaxing at his flat. He would have been home sooner, but he’d hiked two miles out of his way across the city to make a phone call.
 “I met two men tonight,” he’d said in Dutch into the burner phone, so quietly the policeman on the other end of the line had to strain to hear. “Americans. One tall, one short – their hair in dreadlocks. They bragged they’d killed a man at our hotel.”
 “Who is this? What hotel?”
 “The Hotel Mon Signor,” he replied. “Please hurry – I think they may kill again!”
When he’d finished with his call, he’d thrown the mobile into the canal and gone home.
Had he been too harsh, he wondered as he finally drifted off to sleep, framing those idiots for murder?
Of course not, he decided.
They should have known better than to talk during a movie.
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Clouds in a Bunker
By David Cranmer

 “Hold on a moment. The teakettle is whistling.” The line went silent for a beat and then, “I’ll be right back.”
On the other side of the six-inch thick door, Chief Willis sat close, listening in, while the beady-eyed police negotiator Meeker tilted the phone for both officers to hear.
 “Damn, the old man is gone again. I thought we had him this time,” Meeker said.
 “He’s determined to go through with it,” Willis added. He drummed thin, calloused fingers on the butt of his holstered .38 and grimaced.
 “Shouldn’t I talk to him?” Both officers turned to face Anna Olmstead, the old man’s daughter who hovered outside the narrow entrance to the underground fallout shelter. Her plump face and wide-set eyes were red and puffy.
Willis placed a hand on her shoulder. “I wouldn’t recommend it. The only reason your father is talking to us is that he’s waiting for you to show up. Once he has passed his message on, we suspect he’ll end his life – and your mother’s. You do understand?”
 “Yes.” Anna wiped a tear from her eye, another forming right after it.
 “So, we’re stalling him by saying that you left work before we could reach you and we have a squad car waiting at your house to pick you up.”
Anna nodded.
Willis shifted his attention to the only other occupant in the cramped space. “Doctor Meyers, will you come with me, please.”
A well-dressed man with a bushy mustache and steady eye followed the chief away from the shelter. Outside, a sea of uniformed cops and firemen swirled with a sense of purpose while curious neighbors gaped from the sidewalk behind yellow tape and a local news crew readied the camera for the daily exclusive.  
Willis and Meyers walked to the corner of the two-story New England home. “You’re his personal physician, right?” Willis crossed his arms. “Tell me about his condition and that of the Mrs.”
 “Mr. Spaulding is entering the final stages of dementia. Basically, his mind is deteriorating and functions like memory, attention, language, and problem solving have become difficult for him.”
 “So, he’s senile?”
 “Well, it’s a little more complicated than that. A senile person might forget where he placed his car key but he’ll eventually find it and be on his way. Whereas an individual with Mr. Spaulding’s condition will not only forget where he left the key, but when he finds it, he may not remember what it’s called or what it does.”
 “How far gone would you say he is?”
Meyers removed his glasses and began cleaning the lenses with a red-and-white checkered handkerchief. “Mr. Spaulding is easily confused and should be living in a retirement home. He’s at the stage where dark clouds pass frequently over his mind and moments of clarity are becoming fewer and far between. He has begun referring to objects he can’t remember with made-up names. For instance, at his last appointment he referred to his hearing aids as earwigs. A flashlight was a shining torch. And so forth.”
 “And his wife?”
 “Mrs. Spaulding requires twenty-four-seven care. The clouds in her case have regrettably settled for good.” Meyers hooked his wire-frame spectacles over his ears and tucked the handkerchief in his front right pocket.
 “Hmm...” Willis said. “What a shame for them to end their lives on this note. And for us – stuck here while Hank Aaron is about to break Babe Ruth’s home run record.”
 “Sorry my family’s problems are conflicting with your television viewing, Chief.” Anna brushed around them, clambered up the porch steps, and slumped on the two-seated swinging chair. She stared at her shoes as she gently rocked back and forth.
Willis shook his head in embarrassment and then returned to the bunker.
***
 “Mr. Spaulding?”
 “Yes, I’m still here.”
 “Mr. Spaulding –”
 “You can call me Ian.”
 “Okay. Ian,” Meeker continued, “how is your wife?”
 “She’s fine. Why wouldn’t she be? Who exactly are you again?”
 “Police negotiator, sir,” Meeker said. “May we check on her?”
 “She’s my wife and I can take care of her just as good as anybody.” Ian Spaulding’s voice hardened. “Listen, I asked to speak to my daughter.”
 “We are still trying to locate her, Ian. But until then, it would help us if you would allow us to talk to Mrs. Spaulding.”
 “What don’t you folks understand about I can take care of her myself.”
 “Ian, we appreciate your situation and will leave you alone after we check –”
 “Look now, I was in the process of calling my daughter when that damn headshrinker showed up. I want her here – ah, dang blast it, the teakettle.”
Meeker put the phone up against his barrel chest. “Again? Why would he need to keep checking on the teakettle? Any chance of getting in another way, Chief?”
 “Hardly,” Willis said looking about the enclosed space. “We’d have to drill through the ground, which he’s bound to hear and then he might end things sooner.”
Meeker gestured to Willis when Ian Spaulding came back on the phone.
 “What did you say, Ian?”
 “I was a uniform man myself once, during the war.”
 “Oh, really? World War II?” Meeker asked.
 “No, afraid a little older than that – the first one. I forget what it’s called but I was in charge of bomb disposals.”
 “That sounds dangerous, Ian.”
 “I didn’t see a lot of action. Broke my arm shortly after I joined and ended up spending what turned out to be the last year of the war in a hospital bed. That’s where I met my wife –” his voice trembled.
 “Yes, Ian. Please continue.”
Silence. Then some shuffling. Finally, Ian mumbled, “I love my daughter. Please tell her the time had come. Let her know I left some trees on my desk that will explain everything.”
Meeker cupped the phone while Willis barked out the order, “Get her in here, now!”
***
 “Daddy?”
 “Yes, Coconut.”
 “You remember my nickname.”
 “How could I forget?”
Tears streaked down Anna’s cheek and over her fingers clutching the phone. “Why are you doing this?”
 “I always promised to take care of your mother and now they want to take that away from me. Put us both in a home.”
 “I know, Daddy. Remember, I talked to Dr. Meyers about placing you in Graceful Acres.” Static popped and hissed on the line, making the conversation seem like a thousand miles away instead of two feet. “Daddy … Daddy?”
 “Why did you do that?”
 “We talked about this. Remember? Because you have been diagnosed with dementia and in your condition you could be dangerous to yourself and Mom living by yourselves.”
 “That’s rubbish. What danger?”  
 “Do you remember taking Mom for a drive, getting lost, and Uncle Carl had to pick you up at the police station? Or almost burning down the house after forgetting you were making dinner? Daddy, you know I’d never lie to you. Going to a home is best for you and Mom. I wish to God I could take you both in but the amount of care needed makes it impossible…”
 “Sweetheart, if what you’re saying is… if that’s true, then I don’t want to go on. Not like your mom. Rotted away with no chance of reaching out. The idea of both of us… it’s unbearable. Please read the trees on my desk about final arrangements and there is some cash for you.”
 “What do you mean, trees?”
 “You know. I’ve written it all down for you in my study.”
 “Okay.” She pressed the phone into the palm of her hand and turned to Meeker. “I don’t know what else to do. I’m afraid he’s ready to go through with it.”
 “Try asking him to open the door.”
She nodded, her voice softening. “Daddy?”
 “Yes, Coconut.”
 “Can I give you one last hug?” Anna pleaded, breaking into big tears.
After a moment. “Yes, baby. But tell those people out there to stand back. I have my rifle.”
Anna held the phone away from her ear and murmured, “He’s going to open the door but asked everyone to stand back – he has a gun.” She put the phone back up to her ear, “Okay, you can unlock the door,” and then hung up.
She took a deep breath and shivered as the massive door unlatched with a loud clunk and swung open.
***
 “Oh, Daddy!” Anna rushed into the shelter, her arms reaching out. She touched her father’s shoulder and then knelt down in front of her mother’s wheelchair. She held her mother’s cold hands in her own and rubbed them. The silver-haired woman stared vacantly ahead.
The officers peered around the sides of the door, watching the family reunion while sizing up the situation. They looked at each other with a sigh of relief – the old man, arms quaking from age, pointed a Red Ryder BB gun at them.
Willis raised a foot to enter the shelter when Ian shouted, “I’ll shoot you both.”
The chief looked to Meeker and shrugged with a smirk. As they walked in, tiny steel beads greeted them and bounced off their vests.
 “Stop! You’re just going to upset him more.” Anna begged the policemen, “Can I please take my parents out of here myself?”
The chief nodded, sympathy inscribed on his face.
She stood and grasped the handles of the wheelchair and began pushing it toward the entrance. “C’mon, Daddy, it’s time to go.”
Ian, arms still shaking, kept an icy gaze on the officers. “Fine, but no one is taking my rifle.” He fired two more shots that ricocheted off Meeker’s forehead.
Anna smiled, sniffling through her tears. “No one is taking his gun, right Chief?”
 “No, of course not.”
The old man stopped in front of Willis and hard-eyed him, “Lucky for you, God came down from heaven and stopped the bullets.”
Anna guided her parents out of the shelter, leaving the officers behind.
 “I wonder what he meant, stopped the bullets?” Meeker rubbed the red welts growing larger on his brow. “Remind me not to get old.”
 “You ain’t kidding.” Willis moved into the next room with shelf after shelf stocked with canned goods and other supplies. “I wonder where that damn teakettle he kept talking about is.”
 “Who the hell knows.” Meeker chuckled as he followed in behind the chief. “Must be in here somewhere.”
Both men heard a sharp beep, beep that repeated several times in rapid succession.
 “Ah, maybe that’s it,” Willis said turning to the shelf behind him, his eyes tracing over the boxes.
Another series of beep, beeps.
He gasped. At the far end of the shelf sat a bundle of dynamite wrapped with a motley set of wires and a timepiece counting down with just three seconds to go.  
***
Outside the fallout shelter, gawkers watched as the Spauldings talked with the doctor at the back of the ambulance when a hushed explosion and smoke rippled out from the shelter entrance.
 “What was that?” Anna quickly looked from one person to the next for an answer.
The World War I bomb specialist, sweeping the hair away from his wife’s empty face, calmly replied, “I guess they didn’t turn off the teakettle.”

-
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The Wife of Gregory Bell
By Patricia Abbott

I didn’t start out to be a criminal. Does anyone? But in my case, it made no sense. I was raised by upper middle-class people in a nice suburb of Philadelphia. There was no gang or disreputable friends to lure me into a life of crime. No incidents to jade me. My parents did all the right things and my two sisters are virtuous if slightly dull women.  
It seems likely I was a genetic mishap because something inside me was restless and twisted from the start. Even as a child, if I could find a way to avoid work, I did. If I could discern an easy way out, I took it. If an opportunity to acquire something I wanted presented itself, I seized it. Yes, I wanted things and was particularly susceptible to things of beauty, seldom resisting a cashmere sports coat, a prom queen, a sports car. I took all of them out for a spin.  
Neither particularly handsome nor excessively smart, I survived on the benefits of a pleasing personality, and such a gift goes a long way with most people. So I cultivated that one gift, honed it to where people believed me to be both handsome and smart.  
Not everyone was fooled.  
 “It might be just as well if you attend a college in another state, Greg,” my father suggested. He’d intuited that someone else had sat for my SATs. Clearing his throat, he added, “Be good for you to see a little of this country.”  
Before I ended up behind bars, he probably thought, but I was too taken aback to say much that day. If he’d been wiser, he’d have exposed me for what I was then. Instead, he sent me to Stanford where it wasn’t difficult to use similar methods to be a successful student, to procure a good first job.  
 “Gregory Bell, right?” my first boss said, picking up my paperwork. “This is one of the most impressive transcripts I’ve ever seen, Mr. Bell. It’s as if you tailored your coursework to fit the needs of our firm.”  
Indeed I had, altering the records to match that of recent hires. My reference letters were bought or forged as well.  
But my crimes were inconsequential until shortly after my twenty-ninth birthday. I was at a wedding, the sort of affair people threw before the bottom fell out of the world. Events where the host puts up the wedding party and out-of-towners at a luxury hotel, where a hospitality basket with expensive items awaited your arrival.  
 “Greg, it wouldn’t be a party without you,” the prospective groom said via email.  
 “Charming single men are in short supply,” added the prospective bride on the phone.  
A Stanford man marrying a Sarah Lawrence girl. The guest list must have topped 600.  
Let’s say the wedding was at The Plaza in New York. I arrived late and talked my way into a suite. I can’t deny this sort of thing happened to me more than with most people. As I said earlier, personality goes a long way, especially with people behind desks or counters. And such luck or opportunity drives men like me toward evil. Sometimes it’s gambling that attracts them. But I liked games with fewer risks, only putting down money on myself.  
At the time, I was a middle-management employee of a large real estate firm. I specialized in lightning-quick assessments of commercial properties. We all had jobs like that back then.  
 “We need to put a bid in by day’s end, Greg. Is the neighborhood on the way up or down? How long till we can sell it for a profit?”  
That was my typical assignment. Despite all the statistics and data I waved around, it was often just guesswork. Or no work – all guess. It’d be years before I was proven wrong (or right) and I expected to be somewhere else by then.  
Anyhow, I was sitting in my suite at The Plaza, drinking a complimentary bottle of champagne between wedding events, when I knocked my pen down into the upholstery. I don’t know why I even took a pen out of my pocket with the laptop perched in front of me, but life wasn’t so paperless then. I reached down into the deep space between the cushion and the chair’s frame and instead of coming up with the pen, I came up with an address book.  
It was an expensive and thick address book, the buttery kind of leather you don’t often come across in such a trivial item. And a name was embossed on the cover. A famous name. You’d know it in a flash. I’d no doubt who the book belonged to and sat with it unopened in my hands for a minute, wondering if merely opening the book would get me into trouble. Was this a test I was set up to fail?  
Oh, those names and addresses. I still get a chill remembering that moment. And phone numbers: both landline and cell in those days. Also noted in various colors of ink were personal facts – information such as where each family summered and their birth dates. The names of their housekeepers, their children, their brokers. What schools those kids attended. It was more than an address book; it was a journal of a social circle.  
In some cases, directions to the house were penned into the margins. Codes on how to open their iron gates or garages. This coterie lived across the country, across the world. There were villas in Europe, summer houses on the Vineyard, condos in Aspen, Palm Springs, Lake Tahoe, Manhattan. The handwriting was faded in places – shakier but newer in others; this book had to have been around since the sixties. The names inside numbered in the hundreds. Many were familiar to me. A former vice-president, a CEO of an oil company, a baron, an actress, a renowned architect, the owner of a Preakness winner, a hotel magnate. Hundreds more. I was suddenly privy to a world I’d only dreamt about. I shook off my state of near ecstasy and began to think.  
It was certain my suite had undergone a thorough cleaning before my arrival so it was miraculous the address book had been overlooked. Instinct told me it was time to check out. The only event remaining was the post-nuptial breakfast, which I could easily skip. The hotel could still track me down when the book’s owner missed it, but if I wasn’t on hand to debate its location, things would go easier. A hotel maid would probably take the blame. I put a message on the groom’s cell and took off.
 “Hope there was nothing wrong with your suite, Mr. Bell?” the desk clerk inquired when he saw I was leaving early. (Was I still using my true surname then?)
 “Not a thing. Lovely room, but I need to get back to my office.”
 “Duty calls, huh?”
I nodded.  
For the next five years, I used the information in that address book to help me insinuate myself into the lives of the upper echelons: to cheat, to rob, to pilfer. I quit my job and created a less humble past for myself. But my intersection with a current quarry lasted only for a day or two, or even an hour. Just long enough to lift a piece of jewelry, a wallet, a painting. Now and then I’d use my entrée to get onto their computers and move money from their accounts into the dummy ones I’d set up. I changed my routine enough not to set a pattern. I also varied my appearance, my name, everything.  
When it came down to it, I was a cat burglar who learned his trade through practice, instinct and the helpful ruminations in books by a few of my fellow feline felons. I was nimble and quick, willing to do a little research to reap bigger rewards. The Stanford education, as cursory as it’d been, was an asset. Much as their brochure had promised me a decade earlier. But I’d learned more about the behavior of the very rich on the West Coast than of chemistry or French history.  
At a cocktail party in Chicago, I met Leila, a college friend of the host’s daughter – someone I’d met at an opera gala earlier that week. No indication Leila was anything more than a middle-class woman in her late twenties. Off-the-rack clothing, shoes from a few years back. No one I’d follow home to rob.  
But I found myself unable to do my usual research, my usual stealing, because I couldn’t take my eyes off her. This was a wholly new phenomenon – and one that made me uneasy.  
 “David,” the host’s daughter said, “this is Leila Olson. We were at Northwestern together.” She saw me staring at her friend and I could see her fumbling for my last name.  
 “David Greenlaw,” I said, pausing a moment. I was too gob-smacked to remember it immediately.  
 “Greenlawn?” Leila asked.
For a second, I wondered too. “Greenlaw,” I finally said.  
Leila stood before me, the picture of perfection. I won’t describe her: Insert your own idea of flawlessness. A second later, she laughed at something our hostess said, and I was completely undone.  
 “Can I get you a drink?” I asked as our hostess drifted away.  
 “White wine?”
We spent two hours comparing histories. Of course, mine was completely fictitious. But for Leila’s sake, I stuck as close as possible to what my life would’ve been if I hadn’t found the address book. To what would approximate a normal life.  
Leila was a buyer for a chain of children’s clothing stores. “I spend a lot of time in France, Italy, places like that. Our clients prefer clothes not made in China. And not in the U.S. for that matter.” She laughed, embarrassed at the superficiality of the rich.  
A trait I shared, of course. I decided then that it was on Leila’s buying trips that I’d peddle my trade. Once we were married, that is. And six months later, we were.  
Three months after our nuptials, Leila went to London on a buying trip. I’d prepared myself for two quick jobs over her five-day absence. Both went well, and I quickly disposed of an emerald-studded watch and an antique clock, dating from the 1800s. I’d used an exclusive fence, specializing in high-end items for years.  
Leila arrived home on Tuesday and she wasn’t inside the house fifteen minutes when I noticed she’d chipped a tooth.  
 “It’s just the tiniest chip,” she said, peering into the magnifying glass I held in front of her face. “Must’ve been when I bumped heads on the tube.”
 “You were on the underground?” I asked. “Don’t you have an expense account?”  
I was more than a little agitated at both the chipped tooth and her dismissal of it. Hadn’t she looked at herself since the collision? Didn’t her bathroom in London have a mirror?  
 “The tube’s the fastest way to travel.” She put down the mirror and began to unpack. “I never take taxis. You know how I feel about things like that.”  
I shook my head. “You’d better call your dentist. See if he can fit you in.”  
I was having trouble looking Leila straight in the face because it was quite a large chip despite what she thought. Funny how such a small thing can disturb a beauty like hers. On a normal face, it might be inconsequential.
 “Tomorrow,” she said. “I need some sleep. Jet-lag.” A large yawn ended our discussion.  
While she slept, I called the dentist and arranged for an early morning appointment. Leaving a note about the time of the appointment, I disappeared and didn’t see her again until the next evening.  
 “The dentist said he could hardly see it either,” she told me when I came in. “But he filed it down.”  
She opened her mouth and I was relieved to see it was gone. Almost. “Where have you been anyway? Your cell was turned off. ”
 “Perfect,” I said, anxious to be done with it. “Oh, you know – work.”  
I could tell from her tone that in some inchoate way, she was disappointed in me. That I’d shown her a side of me she hadn’t seen before. But in a few weeks, it was forgotten. I was the adoring husband; she the adored wife. I worked hard to keep my adulation under wraps though. Worked hard not to shower her with the things I wanted her to have – things she would’ve despised me for giving her.  
Her trip to Milan came six weeks later. I was anxious for her to go because a rare opportunity had presented itself. A valuable painting was going to be “available” for my acquisition. A piece of art that would allow me to stop scrambling for cash for a few months. Even with declining prices, the painting would fetch a hefty sum.  
 “Stay off the tube,” I said as I dropped her at the Delta Airlines door. I hopped out of the car and removed her bags.  
She started to smile and then realized I wasn’t joking. “My hotel is very near the places I need to go. I’ll probably walk.”  
The porter was loading her bag onto his trolley and she hurried after him without even a goodbye kiss. I called her a few minutes later, assuring her it’d been a joke. It took some convincing and I wondered, not for the first time, why I chose a woman who fled from all the things I craved. Perhaps I harbored a desire to please the parents who’d cast me aside. They’d have adored her if they ever met.  
The theft went well. I had impeccable contacts at every point of the heist. My fence promised me a considerable sum within the month. I spent the rest of our time apart, thinking of ways to please Leila. I stared at our wedding pictures, at our honeymoon snapshots, hardly believing this woman was mine.  
A few days later, Leila returned. She was barely inside the house when I swooped down on her, showering her with kisses. I stood back to take her in and noticed the left side of her face seemed to droop. Her eye and mouth were definitely at odds with their counterparts.  
 “A touch of Bell’s palsy,” she said before I could open my mouth. “The doctor in Milan said I was lucky to get off this easily. He gave me an injection of corticosteroids and said I should look normal within a week or two.”  
I felt she was watching me closely to gauge my reaction. I managed to smile and pat her arm. “I’m sure you’ll be as right as rain soon. Lie down and I’ll get dinner started.”  
I turned on my heel and escaped to the kitchen. In a minute, I heard her climbing the stairs. I poured a stiff drink and turned on my laptop. The articles I googled told me she probably would be her usual self within a short amount of time. But it wasn’t certain. I was horrified at that drooping mouth and eye. She looked like the old crone at the cash register in a place where I sometimes took coffee. Pitiful.  
Was it my imagination or did she still have a slight droop three months later? But at this point I could not suggest future medical attention and truthfully, no one else seemed to notice it. Was it all in my mind?  
Reluctant for her to travel alone, I went with her to Paris in the spring, dogging her every step, wondering what mishap might happen. Nothing did and she returned home unharmed. On some level, I think she intuited the reason for my coming and we didn’t have the pleasant getaway I’d anticipated.  
An extremely valuable collection of stamps was being transported from a dealer to a customer in the fall. It was a chance for me to net as much as $50,000 for a few hours of work. Leila was set to fly to New York for two days. Surely she knew that terrain as well as any. She flew out in the morning and I went to work an hour later. The job was complete by the seven o’clock news.  
Leila was in the shower when I came home the next day. Through the glass I could see a bald patch on the back of her head but thought it was probably an optical illusion. I stepped back into the bedroom after motioning my arrival home to her through the glass. When she came out of the steamy room, her hair was up in a towel. I was on pins and needles waiting for her to remove it and dry her hair. But she returned to the bathroom, closed the door and blew it dry. Then she put it up in some sort of twist.
 “I don’t remember you wearing your hair like that before, Leila.”  
 “Don’t you like it?” She patted it gingerly.  
 “I do, but I prefer your usual style.”
 “This is the newest do in New York.” Her voice had an edge to it, a nervous tremor.
 “Let me see what you’ve done now,” I said with a sigh, pulling out the clip holding it up.  
On the back of her head, there was a patch the size of a golf ball without a strand of hair. It looked like an eye staring at me. I turned away.  
 “I think it’s a condition called… alopecia. Or it could be something else. Thyroid, diabetes, or something psychological.”
 “You’ve already been to a doctor?” I asked.  
 “The Internet. I have an appointment later today.” She was already pinning her hair back up. “I’m sure he’ll know what to do.”
 “Of course,” I said. “Actually, your hair is very pretty with your long neck. Audrey Hepburnish.” I certainly didn’t want to discourage her from hiding that eye.  
She nodded and began unpacking her things. Leila grew quite adept at hiding the bald spot in the next few weeks, but it didn’t go away. No amount of cream, vitamins or other treatments put an end to it. I found new dermatologists, endocrinologists, psychologists, but none had any cure. I grew used to her new hair style and ended my suggestions.  
An opportunity for the theft of a valuable collection of diamonds presented itself. There was no buying trip for Leila in sight. I debated the job for several days, but since Leila and I were not on particularly good terms I was not as diligent in separating my lives.  
And for the first time ever, something went very wrong. The elderly man who owned the jewels came home from a trip unexpectedly (was I becoming more careless?) and I had to knock him out. He looked amazed for a second, amazed that such a thing could happen to a man of his means. I made sure his heartbeat was steady before I left, having no desire to add murder to my resume. But I also had no wish to go to jail.  
When I arrived home, Leila was fast asleep and I slipped in beside her, trying not to wake her up. She gave a cry of pain.  
 “What is it darling?”  
She sat up. “I can’t tell you, Greg. You won’t like it.” Recent tears made her voice hoarse.  
I tried to take her in my arms, but she pushed me away, and reaching over to the bedside table, turned on the lamp. Light flooded the room.  
 “What is it?” I repeated. She looked like herself.  
Slowly she unbuttoned the top of her gown. Her chest was bright red; a row of boils, cysts, something awful had sprung up in the hours I’d been gone. Pus oozed out of them. There were five of them, like buttons between her breasts.  
 “When did this start?”  
I was transfixed. It looked like something biblical, preternatural. It was so far beyond her normal ivory perfection, her usual smooth soft skin, I didn’t even see it as her.  
 “A few hours ago.” She rubbed a hand across her eyes, not used to the light. “I was reading in bed and suddenly felt something oozing. My nightgown stuck and when I took it off, I found this. And it’s getting worse by the minute.” Covering herself up, she got out of bed.  
 “It must be an allergic reaction, Darling. Did you have anything unusual to eat?”
 “I didn’t eat at all.” She waited for a response and when I couldn’t provide one said, “I’ll go to the doctor first thing. It must be an infection.”  
 “A new detergent perhaps?”  
She shook her head. “He’s going to think I am mad, insane. He’s already suggested a new therapist. And now this. Just one more thing that could be psychological in origin.”  
 “I’ll find a new doctor. One who doesn’t know about your earlier… problems.”  
Around three that morning, it occurred to me that all of Leila’s problems had occurred not just when she was traveling but when I was on a job. That the cosmos or God or something was perhaps punishing her for my evil deeds. Or punishing me through her. Was I mad to think this? Was she to be the vessel of my castigation?  
I didn’t know how long I could go without plying my craft. Two weeks passed, then four, finally three months. I grew itchy, addicted to the profession as much as its rewards. As for Leila, the cysts improved somewhat but remained. Love-making was a dicey task. The eye on her scalp did not grow larger but neither did it go away. She still had a certain slant to her face. Only the repaired tooth was resolved.  
I convinced myself I’d jumped to a conclusion. That Leila’s little flaws had nothing to do with me or my work. It was happenstance. So after fourteen weeks, I lifted an antique chest from a dealer downtown. It went smoothly but I can’t say my trip home was worry free. If some new mishap had befallen my wife, I would have to take more drastic action. The wait shouldn’t be long, I thought, as I pulled into the garage. All of her former accidents occurred within hours of my evil deeds.
I found her in the bathtub. The water was red with blood. Both arms had deep knife cuts from elbow to wrist. She was still warm from the water perhaps, but her pulse was still. I put the antique chest down to think a minute, shaking in a way I hadn’t since my father sent me away.  
She’d taken her own life because of me. Because of whatever curse was hanging over us. Either forced to kill herself by some macabre spell or sick to death of the life I’d pulled her into. I was the source of all her trouble. I took the knife from her limp hand and plunged it into my chest.  
As the last breaths of life deserted me, I heard her calling my name. Was it the equivalent of the white light said to accompany death? But no, she rose up from the bloody water beside me: her wrists healing, her cysts gone, her hair as full as ever, her face – flawless. Even a dying man could see that.  
 “What have you done, my darling?” she cried, stepping out the bath. “How will I live without you?”
Better than you lived with me, I thought as I died.  
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If Love is a Red Dress – Hang Me in Rags
By Michael J. Solender

Perhaps you should rest now Del. Wearied bones make for weighty ascent.
Rest? I don’t think I’m up for any rest just now. What difference would it make? My mind won’t stop racing. Her vision will never escape my memory. So at peace, so much at ease. Her pallor shone bright against the ruby redness of her dress. 

There’s no point in replaying those events over and over, Del. I implore you – put your focus forward. Making peace with the past will allow for a much better transition. You’ll be forgiven. Acceptance is the first step.
Forgiveness offers no absolution. There is no amnesty for the likes of me. I accept nothing. Whoever accepted me? She didn’t accept me. I was simply a vehicle for her. She saw my vulnerability and worked to exploit me. I trusted her. I let her into my soul, she saw my essence and being, she touched my core. I felt alive and then. Then…
Yes Del? What happened then?


Was it theater? I don’t know for certain. Her gaze fell upon my face as the curtain drops at the end of an act. With certainty and definition. She lay bare before me and asked me to take her. She was not brave enough to do it herself so she asked me to do it for her. What could I do? How could I say no? I was under her spell. 

You didn’t mean to harm her?
Harm? Harm? I tried to push her away but she came back like a letter with insufficient postage. Was truncating her torment harm? Was arresting her daily demons harm? Was swathing her in the elegance of the dress rouge harmful? I loved her. I was willing to do anything for her. When I breathed I took in her womanhood and it filled me with life anew. I never knew such a feeling until I met her. I knew extinguishing her light would befall me with darkness. It was worth it. It was so very right. Why can’t anyone see that?
But Del, why did you take her life?
Wasn’t she murdered when at nine she was raped by her stepfather? Wasn’t she again murdered when two years later the court awarded her custody to the very same monster after her mother died? If murder is taking a life, then she was murdered a thousand times over the next fifteen years until she met me. The courts, the schools, her series of “custodians” – all murderous and soul-sucking leeches. I was a giver of life, eternal life and salvation. I was only too glad to sacrifice my life for her. 

Are you hungry? I can arrange for anything if you’d like.
I’ll never taste sweetness again. It all is tasteless, gray and cast without succor. I want nothing. I want to waltz into the void. I want to feel the absence, feel the emptiness, and be surrounded by the nocturne. Is that what it’s like, Father?
It’s glorious if you accept Him, Del. That is the only thing I’m sure of. Won’t you accept Him, my son, and free yourself of this burden?
No Father, I can’t turn there for consolation. I’ll find it with her. I’ll hang the way she hung. I’ll die the way she died. I’ll traverse the passage with lightness. We’ll embrace in the beyond. I’ll bathe with her in her red dress, we’ll find eternity together. I’m ready now Father, we can go.
Yes Del, may the Lord have mercy upon you.  
***
Guard! Guard! The prisoner is ready.
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A Corpse by Any Other Name
By Naomi Johnson

Lucian put his El Dorado in park. Holding onto the wheel with the hook at the end of his left arm, he turned to face Mackie in the passenger seat and gave him a “you best not be fucking with me” look. It made Mackie glad he wasn’t fucking with Lucian.
 “He’s really dead.”
Both men twisted to look at the man in the back. Frank Murray, an elderly white guy garbed in a limp flannel shirt and faded bib overalls, had indeed shuffled off his mortal coil. His eyes were glassed over, his skin an unhealthy ash tone, and his mouth hung slack. He was a collapsed balloon of a corpse, slumped across the back seat, not caring anymore about getting home to his frightened wife and hungry dog.  
 “Well, he’s dead, all right,” Lucian observed. “Must’ve had a heart attack. Goddamn.”
 “Now what?” Mackie asked.
Lucian shrugged and faced forward again. “We go tell Mr. McCrea. Grabbing Murray was his idea.”
***
Marty McCrea pinched the creases in his slacks and pulled up on the material as he bent over and peered into the rear of the El Dorado. He stared, blinked. Then: “I thought you said Murray was dead?”
 “If he ain’t dead he’s gon’ win a fucking Oscar,” Lucian said.
McCrea stood up, a full eight inches shorter than Lucian, but when he stabbed his cigar in Lucian’s general direction, both Lucian and Mackie edged back. McCrea was notorious for indicating his displeasure via the lit end of his fifty-dollar smokes. An observant man never took his eye off the cigar when conversing with McCrea. But even an observant man had a hard time watching the cigar while also keeping that same eye out for double-crosses and .45s.
 “Oh, yeah, this guy’s d ead for sure. You boys know dead when you see it, I’ll give you that. But what this guy ain’t, he ain’t Frank Murray. Didn’t I tell you, grab Frank Murray and bring him to me? Did I tell you, grab some clodhopper and kill him and bring me his lifeless piece-of-shit corpse? Did I tell you to do that?”
The glowing stogie was waving around and Lucian and Mackie kept edging away and trying not to look concerned. Mackie just couldn’t keep quiet though.
 “It is so Frank Murray, boss. We looked him up on White Pages dot com and then we MapQuested him. And then,” he declared with no small degree of pride in their foresight, “we asked him before we grabbed him, was he Frank Murray and he said yes.”
 “No, you moron, no,” McCrea caught Mackie on his bare arm with the lit end of the stogie. Mackie shrieked and jumped away. “There are many Frank Murrays in this world, but there is only one I care about and that’s the Frank Murray. The Frank Murray on the zoning board who’s been taking my money all these years; the Frank Murray who’s now ratting me out to the feds; the Frank Murray who’s going to get what’s coming to him when you two rutabagas get your heads out of your asses and go grab the right fucking Frank Murray!”
Mackie stopped blowing on his arm long enough to cast a worried glance at Lucian. “I’m pretty sure that one ain’t listed on White Pages dot com.”
Lucian ignored him. “So what do you want us to do with Murray, boss?”
 “I told you! Grab him and bring him to me!” McCrea popped the cigar back into his mouth and adjusted the black band on his left sleeve.
 “Not that Frank Murray,” Lucian said. “This Frank Murray.” He jerked his hook toward the El Dorado.
McCrea gritted his teeth, nearly cutting the stogie in two. “I don’t give a fuck,” he growled. “Bury him someplace nobody will ever look for him. He’s your problem, not mine.”
***
The moon was hidden by cloud cover as a black hearse crept along winding drive of St. Joseph Memorial Garden. Mackie wasn’t happy because Lucian had made him turn off the headlights and use only the parking lights inside the cemetery.
 “I don’t get why we’re putting Frank Murray here,” Mackie whined. “A cemetery of all places. Mr. McCrea said bury him where nobody will look for him. People come here all the time.”
 “Exactly,” said Lucian. “A place full of dead bodies. Nobody ever comes here looking for a dead body ’cause they already know there’s tons of ’em here.”
 “Somebody works here is gonna notice a grave where there hadn’t ought to be one,” Mackie pointed out.
 “No, they won’t. They won’t be no extra grave. We’re going to find a ready-made.” Lucian twisted to view Frank Murray’s new abode, a steel casket (stolen for the purpose) of glossy white, in the back of the hearse (also stolen). “We’re gon’ get a little bit dirty because we have to dig the ready-made deep enough to hold two coffins. Then we slide in Frank Murray’s coffin, cover him over, and sometime tomorrow or the next day, another coffin goes in on top of Frank Murray and it gets covered over.”
The light dawned on Mackie. “You’re fuckin’ brilliant, Lucian.”
 “Don’t swear in a cemetery. That’s bad luck.”
 “Yeah? I never knew that. It’s a great idea anyway, but how’s come we needed a coffin? We could just dump the body in the hole and cover it over. Don’t see why we needed a coffin.”
 “Ain’t you got no respect, Mackie?” Lucian was disgusted. “This is a cemetery, man, and a Catholic cemetery at that. This is a sacred burial ground. You got to treat the dead right in a place like this. Can’t be treating ’em like that guy we left at the dump or that meatball that went into the new dam.”
 “I never thought of it that way, Loosh. You’re a thinking man, you know, that’s what I like about you. I get smarter just by sitting next to you. Man, I can’t see for shit. Sorry. I mean I can’t see much without no lights. That looks like a pile of dirt maybe.”
 “That is for sure a pile of dirt, and that means there’s a big empty hole next to it waiting to be filled. Pull over and grab a shovel.”
But the earth at the bottom of the six-foot-deep hole was more resistant to a shovel than Lucian had anticipated. And then getting the dirt out of the grave turned out to be a small engineering feat in itself, because flinging a shovelful of dirt over their heads and to one side was easier said than done. After nearly knocking each other senseless with the shovels, they finally worked out a system that was slowed by a couple of boulders. Those had to be dug up and hauled out, a sweaty and exhausting job. And all of this they accomplished by the slowly fading illumination provided by a pair of flashlights. The batteries failed completely just as a brief but heavy rain around four a.m. left the footing in the pit messy and treacherous. It was after six a.m. when a worn and muddy Mackie asked, “Hey, Lucian. How will we know when we’re deep enough?”
Lucian thrust the shovel blade into the mud and said flatly, “We’re done.”
They argued briefly, but without heat, on how best to extricate themselves from a hole now considerably deeper than either of them were tall but after some grunting and hauling, Lucian at last was able to say, “Okay, let’s put the box in.”
 “Can’t we rest for a minute?” Mackie groaned. “I got blisters and my back is killing me. And I got to piss or go crazy.”
A brief respite was agreed on, and while Mackie ambled away to baptize the statue of an angel guarding a lamb, Lucian stretched out on a patch of grass behind the mounds of dirt. The sun was just coming up in the eastern sky and birds chorused greetings to the day. Just as Lucian was thinking about getting up and finding out where Mackie had got to, he fell asleep.
***
 “Holy fuck! Lucian, wake up! Wake up!”
Lucian did not feel like waking up and so he swiped his hook in the general direction of Mackie’s voice.
 “Ow! I said wake the fuck up. Lucian, man, c’mon. It’s almost ten-thirty and we still got to get Frank Murray in the ground. Lucian!”
Instantly Lucian was wide awake, standing up straighter and prouder than his first erection, his face a rictus of panic. His head darted from side to side. His stiffened muscles cried out in pain but he was too scared to listen.
 “Anyone around? Any witnesses?” He was breathing deeply, as though he had just run a foot race.
 “I think some people were here. I heard voices. That’s what woke me up. But I reckon they either left or they went on to the back section.”
Adrenaline lent speed and informality to Frank Murray’s last rites. Mackie tamped down the last shovelful just as Lucian said, “That ought to do it.”  
Lucian gave him a hand – the hand – getting out of the grave, and the two men stood there, mud-daubed and exhausted, leaning on their shovels and admiring their handiwork.
 “That was more work than I reckoned,” Lucian admitted. “I’m sorry ’bout that.”
Mackie nodded, but defended his friend to himself. “But a great idea. I never would have come up with it.” He squinted into the morning light. “Just in time, too. Looks like we got company.”
A line of cars, each vehicle with a purple flag fluttering from its aerial, wound its way around the road that curved through the cemetery. The lead car was a shiny black hearse, a twin to the stolen vehicle Lucian had remembered to move out of sight only minutes earlier.
 “Reckon they got a roommate for Frank Murray?” Mackie wondered.
 “Could be. Let’s back off a few feet and give ’em room.”
The hearse came to a smooth stop and the erstwhile diggers observed in silence as a glossy white casket containing Frank Murray’s new roommate was neatly maneuvered from the vehicle and into place above the grave. Wreathes and baskets of flowers appeared. Mourners exited their cars and straggled to the graveside.
Mackie nudged his partner, who was eyeing some overturned headstones and graffitied crypts off to his left. “Don’t that look like Jimmy the Skunk’s car? That red Chevy?”
Lucian agreed that it did but added, “Keep still, the priest is about to start.”
It seemed to Mackie that the holy man went on far longer than necessary, and it wasn’t even all in English. Bored, he chose to people-watch and soon enough he spotted a familiar face.
 “Hey, that is Jimmy the Skunk! I never would’ve believed it, Jimmy the Skunk at a funeral. I ain’t never seen him anywhere but on a barstool. See him? Right there next to Mr. McCrea?”
Lucian’s stiff muscles got stiffer.
 “No shit, Lucian, look. It’s Mr. McCrea. Guess he’ll be glad to know we got this here Frank Murray taken care of. You know, I forgot all about his mom’s funeral being today. Guess we should have been there, huh?”
 “We are there.” Lucian didn’t know how he got the words out, as locked as his jaw was. Lucian’s gaze was locked, too, right on McCrea who wiped his eyes and looked up, as though he felt the weight of Lucian’s attention. The boss wore the tortured expression of a man lost in grief.
Lucian and Mackie watched as McCrea’s blank stare of grief slowly tightened and focused directly on Lucian and Mackie. The boss’s stare went up and down them, taking in their muddy apparel and responding to the sight with a scowl of disapproval as if to say, “This is not how you dress for a funeral.”
Mackie gave a little wave.
McCrea took in the shovels at their feet, appeared confused by the presence of tools. He turned his gaze to his late mother’s casket, to the hole below it. Looked up again at Lucian and Mackie. Down again at the grave. In slow motion, his hand fumbled for the gun that was not strapped on because a man did not take guns to his mother’s funeral. Then he searched his pockets for the cigar that was not in his mouth because one did not smoke at a graveside service. And he turned a face mottled purple with anger once more to the spot where Mackie and Lucian stood.
Had stood.
***
 “We got to get Frank Murray out of that grave and we got to let Mr. McCrea know we took care of it. And then we got to hope for the best.” But Lucian thought any prospects “for the best” were dim – at best.
 “He ain’t going to like it if we dig up his mom’s grave,” Mackie resisted. “And I ain’t shovel-crazy myself. Why don’t we not dig up Frank Murray and say we did?”
 “And what if he wants proof?”
A pause.
 “Think we could get a couple guys to help dig?” Mackie suggested.
 “I think you’re stupid is what I think. You want the whole world to know about this? Right now the only ones know is you and me and Mr. McCrea. And that’s already one person too many.”
Mackie mulled that over for a minute, scratched his nose, then said, “You think we should grab McCrea?”
Lucian stared bug-eyed at him. “I think you gone crazy, Mackie, clean out of your tiny fucking mind. How would we do that, him with bodyguards and all?”
 “Yeah, I guess that’s out,” Mackie agreed with some reluctance. Then his face brightened. “Anyway, if we did grab McCrea, we’d have to dig a grave for him, too, so I guess every cloud has a silver lining. I’m in favor of anything that don’t involve shovels.”
Lucian took a half-hearted swipe at him with the hook, but he was thinking what to do about the late Frank Murray. “You ever use a backhoe, Mackie?”
***
Lucian had told a clerk at the Home Depot that he needed to move a big rock in order to plant a tree, and the clerk had very helpfully worked out a system of chains and pulleys powered by a winch. It took three trips for Mackie to steal everything that was needed, and Lucian took care of getting the backhoe. Neither of them had ever used such a machine but they figured out the basics fast enough that they managed to get some sleep before heading out to the cemetery again.
On this night, clear skies revealed a nearly full moon. And careful planning paid off, Lucian noted, because they had both caskets out of the ground in less than two hours. Mackie was delighted to be given a break so soon, and Lucian was delighted after Mackie dug around in the stolen hearse and came back with a bucket of KFC and a six-pack. They sat on the edge of the pit, chewing and swallowing, and feeling pretty good about working things out with Mr. McCrea.
That was until Mackie tossed the empties and the chicken bones into the grave, stood up, stretched, and eyed the twin white caskets.
 “Okay,” he said, “back to work. Boy, these coffins look just alike, don’t they? Which one goes back in the ground?”
Lucian stared at the boxes, realized that they were indeed just alike.  
 “Muthaf –” A dismayed Lucian remembered just in time not to swear in a cemetery. “Which one did we take out last?”
 “No idea. Oh, jeez, does this mean we have to open them, Loosh? I’m sick of these people already and I didn’t even know ’em.”  
 “Just one,” Lucian assured him. “Then we’ll know who’s in the other one.” He tugged on the lid of one coffin. “It don’t want to open. Give me a hand here.”
Mackie did, but when it became apparent that the casket was tightly sealed, Mackie got a tire iron from the car and the two men took turns prying and bludgeoning the casket. The dam holding back Lucian’s frustration gave way, and he smashed the iron over and over against the steel box, succeeding only in scratching the glossy white finish. When he tired at last, he ceded the futility of that action and used the iron, slippery with sweat, to try prying the lid from the bottom of the casket. He gave a satisfied grunt when at last the lid popped loose with a burp and hiss of air. Peering at the contents, the moonlight revealed the remains of an elderly woman with mean lips and pink-tinted hair. “Shi –” He wiped his one hand, now shaky from ebbing adrenaline, across his sweaty features and stood up just as Mackie said, “Lucian?” in the tone of voice Lucian had learned to recognize as one which would not make him happy.
 “Now what?”
He turned to see Mackie standing by the other casket, its lid wide open, no sign of damage to the box. The late Frank Murray’s head was cocked to one side, eyes wide, his fixed expression an open-mouthed sneer.
 “Who’d have guessed these things aren’t self-sealing?” Mackie said mildly.
***
McCrea’s bodyguards waved the hearse into the garage just after sunrise. Mackie and Lucian emerged from the vehicle and both were relieved when they were told to wait. It was understood that McCrea’s employees, except for the bodyguards, never entered the house. There were rumors about treasonous or bungling employees being invited into the house, never to leave in the same good health with which they had entered. If they ever left at all.
McCrea appeared in the doorway, a blue terry robe cinched around his belly, a glowing cigar in his hand. Mackie eyed it warily.
 “Look who the fuck’s here. Fuckin’ Abbott and Costello. Well? What the fuck have you two fucks got to say for your sorry-ass selves?”
Lucian tried to remember the speech he’d been rehearsing, but the words stumbled out.  
 “We fixed it, boss. We dug – we got him out of there. The place, the grave, we left it looking great, like you wouldn’t believe. Real sorry about the mix-up. Never meant no disrespect. And now we can take care of that other thing for you. The Frank Murray thing.”
 “You two clowns can barely dress yourselves. How do I know you got that piece of shit out of my mother’s grave? How do I know her grave looks okay after you two assholes been busy for twenty-four hours desecrating it?” The stogie circled just a hair below Lucian’s chin. He felt the circle of heat.
Mackie jerked a thumb at the hearse. “He’s in there. Lucian said you might want proof.”
McCrea blew a noxious cloud of smoke into Mackie’s face and gestured for the bodyguards to take a look in the hearse. Mackie tried to swallow a cough, ended up choking. McCrea laughed and in a surprisingly delicate motion, barely touched his stogie to Mackie’s wrist. Mackie jerked, yelped, and choked again. The boss grinned.
McCrea got the nod from the bodyguards.  
 “Okay, looks like you took care of that particular screw-up, and it’s good that you did. Sure, I know you two didn’t desecrate my mother’s grave on purpose.” Lucian tried not to remember that at the very last, in a fit of cussedness, he’d spit on the old lady’s grave. Mackie hoped the memory of the beer bottles and chicken bones left in the grave didn’t show up on his face.  
 “I take responsibility for this mess,” McCrea spread his arms in a gesture something like a crucifixion. “I should have known better, should’ve known you’re both just natural-born fuck-up douche bags. I was wrong to think that if I just gave you the opportunity, you two could pull off a simple job without turning it into a fucking Keystone Kops movie. You ain’t bad men. You ain’t disloyal. You’re just too stupid to live.”
Lucian swallowed back a moan, felt Mackie’s paw clutch at his sleeve.
 “But you ain’t worth the trouble of killing either.”
Twin gasps of relief, and Lucian’s lips twitched with a near-smile before he got himself under control. Mackie felt an urgent need to pee.
 “So you’re fired, the pair of you. Today I’m Donald fucking Trump and you’re lousy, and I mean lousy, fucking apprentices. So I got to fire you. Donald wouldn’t kill you and neither will I – today. But you’re fired. You morons got ’til tomorrow to get your lame asses out of this town. If you ain’t gone by then, you’ll have made it worth my trouble to spend some lead on you. Are we clear on this? Tomorrow. You’re gone. Or – you’re fucking gone. Questions from you, Mackie?”
 “No, sir. Gone tomorrow. I can do that.” His head worked up and down like a bobblehead doll.
 “I wonder?” McCrea raised a dubious eyebrow, and rolled the cigar between his fingers. He turned to Lucian. “You understand me? No more second chances.”
 “You don’t want us to get Frank Murray?”
 “It’s a little late for that. My boys here will take care of that matter. The way you two work, you’d just fuck it up bad enough to send me to jail. So are we through here?”
 “Then Mackie and me’ll just get rid of this Frank Murray –”
 “No! No, I think we’ve already seen that you two can’t even manage something as simple as getting rid of a body. My boys will take care of that, too. Just leave the car.”
 “Are we supposed to walk?” asked Mackie. “They ain’t no buses run out this way.”
 “You can walk,” McCrea said softly, snapping his fingers at one of the bodyguards, who handed him a Baretta. He smiled as he racked the slide. “Or you can run.”
***  
Lucian had sore feet, the sulks, and a suitcase in the trunk of his El Dorado, when he went to pick up Mackie that night. Mackie opened the door, his face lit with excitement, and waved Lucian in.
 “Loosh, man, Jimmy the Skunk called me, and man, it’s all over the news. You shoulda seen it. They had McCrea doing the perp walk and everything. This is unfuckingbelievable!”
 “What the hell –”
 “No shit, Loosh. The feds raided McCrea’s place right after we left. I don’t know they found much but they nailed him on our stolen hearse, not to mention a certain corpse who shall be nameless. They busted him, bigger’n shit. Are you ready for this? For receiving stolen property and abuse of a corpse.” Mackie paused to think over that last phrase. “Does that mean what I think it does?”
Lucian tried to absorb the news. Couldn’t. Could only say, “Feds?”
 “Yeah, feds. And that ain’t the half of it. After we left the cemetery, some assholes must have dug up McCrea’s dear old mother and left her sitting in a lawn chair down by the main gate.”
 “What?” Lucian was stunned.
 “And that ain’t the half of it either,” said Mackie.
 “Well, what the fuck is the other half of it? Stop dragging it out,” snapped Lucian.
The animation vanished from Mackie’s face. Lucian thought he even looked a little pale.  
 “She wasn’t wearing nothing but a g-string and pasties,” Mackie whispered.
 “Mackie, you asshole! How the fuck –”
 “Swear to God it wasn’t me, Loosh. I know I said it would be funny, but man, it would make me sick to undress a woman that old. And dead, too. Talk about gross.”
Lucian gave Mackie his meanest “you’d best not be fucking with me” look until he was sure Mackie was telling the truth. Then he sighed and rubbed a weary hand over his face.  
 “Man, we are in some deep, deep shit. McCrea’s gon’ think we did that to his mother, you know he is.”
The phone rang and the two men stared at it. Mackie said, “You think he made bail already?”
They let the phone ring three more times, then Mackie answered gingerly, as if he thought the receiver would explode in his hand. He thought he could smell cigar smoke as a gravelly voice said, “You’re dead, you fucking asswipe. You’re so fucking dead you should fall down right now.”  
Mackie hung up, wiped a shaky hand on his shirt. “I guess I’m packed,” he said. “Where we gonna go, Loosh?”
 “How does the West Coast sound?”
 “Like it ought to be far enough. We get settled, maybe we can find a fixer, start to iron things out with McCrea.”
 “Oh, sure,” sneered Lucian. “We’ll do that. Put all them worms right back in the can, no problem. Get that horse back in the barn. Put the tiger back in the old cage.” He shook his head at Mackie’s optimism.  
Mackie’s equanimity restored, he grabbed his suitcase and said with a sly grin, “Yeah, put old Pandora back in her box.”  
They were both sniggering as they left the apartment. “That’s terrible.” Lucian pronounced it turrible. “No wonder he thinks we’re morons. You probably want to send him a postcard, too.”
Mackie tossed the case in the back seat of the El Dorado and climbed in the front. “Why not? Having wonderful time. Wish you were here.”
 “Picture of Alcatraz on it,” Lucian joked.
They laughed for thirty miles. By the time they reached San Francisco, Mackie had forgotten why it was so funny. In fact, it seemed like a pretty good way to start smoothing things over, so he went out and bought a postcard. Picture of Alcatraz on it.  
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Surf Rider
By Ian Ayris

The Surf Rider’s mind blew in April ’73. The Surf Rider, he didn’t feel a thing – five Strawberry Fields and a staple diet of Mandrax and Lebanese Gold does that to a man.
The doctors called it a “drug-induced psychosis.”
Nearly forty years on, the Surf Rider stands at a bar in Huntington Beach, what remains of his dignity covered by an Afghan coat and knee-length Bermuda shorts. His voluminous gut pushes out a faded Grateful Dead t-shirt, his sun-brown hands clutch a bright yellow Lightning Bolt surfboard closer to him than the dreams of a shattered childhood. His silver-grey hair hangs past his shoulders, and his eyes stare wide, wide to a world beyond words.  
Two men stagger into the bar. Strangers in this town. Foreigners. London boys on the holiday of a lifetime.
 “Look at that cunt,” one of them says, pointing at the man in the Afghan coat and the Bermuda shorts. “Thinks he’s on Hawaii fuckin’ Five-O.”
The other man, the man with him, laughs. Laughs too loud. And the vibrations cut through the smoke and the chatter and land at the edge of the Surf Rider’s perception. Two shadows, that’s all they are. Two shadows. Melting.
 “What you havin’, Steve? Some of that Yankee piss lager?”
 “Look at his eyes,” Steve says, “it’s like they’re gonna fuckin’ explode. Geezer’s gotta be fuckin’ on a fuckin’ world of shit.”
The other one nods, one shattered soul to another.
 “But look at that fuckin’ surfboard,” Steve says. “That’s a fuckin’ original Lightnin’ Bolt, that is.”
 “What the fuck’s a Lightnin’ Bolt?”
 “It’s an old surfboard. Collector’s item, you know. Me dad had one when we used to live down the coast. Probably worth a fuckin’ fortune nowadays.”
 “Best we take a closer look then.”
And the two Londoners move along the bar, punters at a Victorian Freak Show. Businessmen of the New Millenium.
The colors change, the beat slows. The edges become sharp and the shadows become fiery demons, eyes aflame.
The bartender steps in, slows time. He asks the boys if he can get them something to drink.
 “What? Yeah. Couple of lagers, mate.”
 “Are you boys from England?” the bartender says.
 “That’s right, fella. London.”
Two bottles of Yankee piss lager land on the bar.
The bartender says his wife is from England, and says the beers are on the house.
 “That geezer with the surfboard, what’s his story?” 
The bartender’s jaw tightens. The friendly smile sets in concrete, eyes fixed on the two strangers. He leans on the bar. Lowers his voice. Confidential. And tells them he’s always been here, the Surf Rider. Stands in the corner, holding his board, he says. That’s all he does. Just stares off into nowhere with them big round eyes. He never buys more than a couple of drinks. The Boss says he’s good for business. A local attraction.  
Steve fumbles in the front of his jeans for his camera, wanting to get a closer look at the surfboard. He scythes through the crowd till he’s within a couple of feet of the Surf Rider.
Blood and brains and walls too thin. The flowers are shouting and the blue devil eats the elephant’s ears.
 “Gi’s a smile, mate.”  
Flash.
The Surf Rider, he don’t even blink.
Steve returns to the bar and his Yankee piss lager. The bartender glares at him, grave and disapproving, and casts a wary eye along the bar to where the Surf Rider stands.
 “What’s up with this cunt?” Steve says. “I only took a fuckin’ picture.”
The two lads take their bottles of Yankee piss lager and find a place to hide in the crowd.
 “So, what do you reckon? The real deal?”
 “Yeah, mate. It’s the real fuckin’ deal all right. A one hundred fuckin’ percent original Lightnin’ Bolt. Gonna be like takin’ candy off a fuckin’ baby.”
Edges sharp as razors now. Sharp as razors.
***
Closing time. The bartender is waiting for the Surf Rider to exit the building so he can lock up for the night. The Surf Rider. One heavy step after the other. Like he’s walking on the moon. He nears the exit as the doorway gets smaller and smaller, narrowing, shrinking. He squeezes through the rabbit hole and into the Wonderland night, and he paints the darkness with gold and silver and blue broken diamonds.
Just because he can.  
And waiting in the darkness, hiding in shadows, the two strangers watch with dollar-sign eyes, just like in the cartoons.
The Surf Rider rounds the corner. The two strangers emerge from the dark, and waste no time. One jumps the Surf Rider from behind whilst the other tries to wrest the board from his grip. But the board, it is a part of him. Don’t they know that? Can’t they see?
With a twist of might, one assailant is hurled against the wall, and slides down like vomit. The other, the other is having his face caved in with the top edge of the surfboard.  
And deep in the darkness to a Beach Boy rhythm, the Surf Rider rides… the waves of oblivion… pounding… pounding… pounding…
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The Slicers’ Serenade of Steel
By Gary Phillips 


Rudy Canary wasn’t much for jogging. His knees hurt and it seemed as if invisible pins were pricking his lower legs as he ran down the street. It was going on eleven o’clock on a moonless night. In this part of town, only the working girls and potential johns cruising by getting an eye and earful were out.
 “Come on, stud muffin, forty for a date,” a big-boned gal spilling out of a too-small outfit blared at a mortgage slave rolling slow on the street in a sedan. She made a fist near her mouth, working it back and forth as she rhythmically poked her tongue inside her cheek.
Rudy Canary collided with the woman. Given she was sturdy, his average-sized frame was knocked back several steps.
 “Watch it, asshole,” biggie growled as her would-be customer drove on. She put her vermilion-nailed hands on her substantial breasts in its straining top, did a quick adjustment, then resumed scanning the avenue like a grizzly hunting salmon.  
He mumbled something and went on, looking for a bar, a motel, hell even a dice game, just some place with other bodies for protection. But to what avail? The denizens of the Rust Valley area knew better than to interfere with another’s business, especially if there were guns involved. Rudy Canary had a sweet little Glock his dear mother, currently doing two to five for receiving stolen goods, had given him several birthdays ago. Yet what good were bullets against a relentless pursuer said to be dead already?
Under its buzzing neon sign, Canary bore into a bar he’d been in many a time, the Cobra Tap. The usuals were about, planning petty scores and lamenting the previous ones that had gone sour. He careened to the bar, gesturing hurriedly at the bartender called Torchy for his unruly head of red hair. The bartender had various tats and piercings, including a tiny crucifix that dangled from a ring sunk in his soul patch.
 “Torchy, Torchy, let me use the spidey hole.” There was a section of false floor in the storage room over a hidden sunken cavity. There for a price, an individual in possession of material the law might have an interest in could secret such away for a set time.
 “Sure, Rudy,” Torchy said while he dried a glass. “Four hundred for four hours. Night-time rates.” His smile was like that of an adder.
 “I don’t have that kind of scratch on me. I might have forty, forty-five. That ought to get me like, what, half hour, something like that?”
 “Hundred an hour. No halvsies.”
 “What the fuck, man?”
Torchy had already moved on.
The sweating man looked about the bar, the patrons doing their best to ignore him. Nothing said don’t get involved like the radar waves of desperation emanating from Rudy Canary. He did notice a hooker, a new one he’d seen a couple of times on the stroll chance a look up at him. In a silk, slit skirt she was still pretty, not yet ravaged by crack and rough johns. She couldn’t help him. Her pimp would take the skin off her back with a wire hanger if she gave him any money. He went over to Sally Sincyr, a con woman who specialized in the grieving niece bit.
 “Sal, stake me a twenty, won’t you?” Surely he could raise the freight among these mooks. Surely damn near each and every one of them owed him that.
 “Sorry, Rude, got all my green tied up in a will swindle I’m working on a matron on Platinum Hill.”  
 “It’s only a stinking twenty bucks, Sal,” he growled. “You got Alzheimer’s now? Ain’t I the one you came to when your old man was out of lock up and looking for you ’cause your conniving ass had turned him in? Who helped you, huh? Me. That’s who.” He tapped his chest several times with the flat of his hand.
Cold eyed she said, “You remember what you made me do for your precious help, don’t you?”
 “Aw, Sal, that, that’s just, you know, what a man would do with a hot tamale like you. That’s natural.”
 “Unnatural you mean.” She turned from him and back to her drink and companion, a picket fence-looking dude Canary hadn’t seen before in the Tap.
He dared to take a glance at the saloon’s old-fashioned swing door then back at Sincyr. Fuck it he concluded. Pride could take a hike as he got down on a knee beside her, clutching at her arm. “I’m beggin’ you here. Just a crummy Jackson to get me out of this tight spot and I swear to the fates I’ll make it up to you, Sal. Please. Can’t you see this is my life we’re talking about.”
She huffed, “Then we’re not talking about much.” The swindler knocked back her scotch.
 “Look, I’m just supposed to observe,” the outsider said, “but I couldn’t live with myself if you’re truly in some kind of predicament and I was able to be of assistance.” He reached inside his sport coat. It had suede elbow patches.
 “Oh, mister, for the love of… oh my God you’re the best man, the best.” Rudy Canary was by the man’s side, trying to keep from shaking. The newcomer had produced a rectangular leather wallet and had it open, his fingers gracing several twenties in the slit.
 “Better make it sixty I suppose,” the man said absently.
Rudy Canary was giddy with relief. “Thank you. You’ll get this back. I promise.”
Sally Sincyr snickered.
 “No need to do that, Rudy. You won’t need the loan.”
He almost peed himself there in front of everyone but he was already going to leave them with the image of him groveling. Wasn’t that bad enough? Rudy Canary grabbed at the top of his head as it felt as if the blood vessels pulsing inside his brain might burst.
Standing inside the bar was Hano Thane. Gaunt and tall, he was dressed unimpressively in black slacks, heavy black shoes and a dark gray windbreaker zipped up midway, light blue shirt underneath. He wore his black slouch hat low, the prow of his nose prominent beneath its brim.  
 “Oh Christ on the cross, Thane,” Canary said, stumbling backwards, arms moving as if jerked by unseen strings. “There’s a roomful of witnesses here.”
His spurt of a laugh was hollow and mocking. “They see nothing nor do they know anything.”  
Such was the frightful reputation of the hit man that Canary didn’t have to look around to confirm his stalker’s declaration. It was fact. Except…
 “Hey, you’re a right guy,” he said, going over to the man with the elbow patches. “You can’t let a crime be committed right before you, can you? You must have a cell phone, call the cops will ya?”
The other man did his best not to look nervous but his complexion had gone sallow. “Listen, I…” he began, craning his neck to look back at Thane who’d advanced in the Cobra Tap. A few of the patrons disengaged themselves from stools or booths and exited the establishment to provide better alibis.  
 “Maybe as you say he can’t do anything to you in here,” the square said. But he didn’t really believe that as he couldn’t hold his gaze on Canary and looked down at the table.
The object of pity turned and Glock now in hand, fired three rounds at Thane. Two of the bullets penetrated his clothing and the last one creased the side of his face, creating a streak of ebon tinged crimson. The hit man was unharmed.
 “What they whisper in the bodegas on Avenida Rojo is true,” a man called Benny the Bounce muttered from a corner table. “He wields the power of Chango.”
 “Sweet mother of mercy,” Torchy said, touching his cross.  
Rudy Canary stared at the gun that had failed him. He put it on a suddenly unoccupied table and sat before it.
 “As but a winter chill,” Thane said, his long fingers gaped apart as he spread his arms. “Holds you in its embrace then releases you to the wonder of the tapestry of oblivion.” Speaking, he also stepped closer, a wan smile on his mortician’s face.  
His target put his face in his hands. Thane touched him on the shoulder and a spike of arctic ice lanced through Rudy Canary’s body to his core. He shivered despite it being a humid evening and throwing his head back, he saw the placid features of his dispatcher.
 “You were right,” the doomed man said and his eyes fluttering, “it is peaceful.” Thereafter his head dropped forward and onto the table top with a thud as his essence departed his now lifeless form.  
Thane left the shell that had been Rudy Canary, hustler, thief and award-winning saucier. He stepped to the bar and hands on it said to Torchy, “Rum, neat.”
 “Sure, Thane, coming right up,” the red-haired bartender said.
Thane gulped his drink and turning, gazed about the room. He spoke loudly. “Make sure you tell the police the truth. I came in to comfort my distraught friend and he was so upset, his ticker gave out.”
There were eager murmurs of assent. The civilian sitting with Sally Sincyr raised a tentative hand.
 “Ah, Mr. Thane?’
Thane’s black eyes sparkled but he didn’t say anything.
The square continued, “I’m Dr. Gil Fox, a professor of socio-anthropology over at Sinnot College doing some field work you might say here in Rust Valley.”
Thane started to exit.
The academic came behind him. “I… I was wondering if I might interview you. There’s been quite a handful of fascinating stories about you and I was hoping to –”
He didn’t finish as there was a harsh metallic whistling through the air and part of the corner of the Cobra Tap’s doorway suddenly exploded in stucco and brick.
 “Oh goodness,” the professor exhaled, throwing himself backward onto the worn linoleum of the tavern.  
Out on the street, Thane, who’d ducked the opening attack, was hunched forward, assessing his opponent. He was an older man, small in build and height and dressed in mechanic’s overalls. He spun two meteor hammers with practiced ease about his head. A meteor hammer was essentially a weight at the end of a length of chain. But these were modified. At the end of the chains were metal balls the size of croquet balls. They had a spinning band around their circumference upon which were razor vanes.  
Thane did a standing windmill whip of his legs as one of the spinning orbs slashed at him. Knowing its twin would follow he didn’t land on his feet but shifted his body to come down on his shoulder in a roll. The trailing orb sheared his lower pant leg but he came to rest briefly behind a parked car.
Ghost Dancer, the old man in the overalls, as he was also a classic car mechanic, momentarily ceased whipping about his meteor hammers. He knew better than to run over to that parked car looking for Thane – he wouldn’t be there. But he was a master of his senses and set out his hearing, instantly discerning nearby traffic and couples arguing or making love in close by apartment buildings. He continued seeking… there… he turned and whirling the meteor hammers in a blur, deflected five gunshots from Hano Thane’s silenced gun. Simultaneously, he darted to the gloom of an alleyway between two buildings.
Thane followed, not expecting to find him there. He wasn’t disappointed. Neither man wasted energy tossing about threats or braggadocio, but Thane knew there was only one person who would have sent the old man against him – Yakuma Hahn, head of the House of Hahn begun by his father, whom he assassinated by poisoning the old man’s frosted flakes. The House of Hahn was the largest criminal enterprise, with tentacles stretching out from Rust Valley to numerous sectors of the city and beyond.  
In the dark there was a hiss of metal from above. The slashing orb ripped into Thane’s hand, slicing off his little finger, causing him to drop his weapon. He grunted. As the second orb came at his head, Thane got a grip on its chain, the links wrapping around his wrist and forearm. He pulled and the old man, who’d somehow gotten up the smooth wall to a second story recessed window and ledge, was dislodged and came hurtling down.
But Ghost Dancer adjusted his descent in mid-air and managed to land on one foot, delivering a spinning kick with the other catching Thane in his side, knocking him over. He went down hard on his back and an orb came fast at his head. He moved just in time, his hat flying off. His chapeau was crushed and cut by the ball. Thane was upright again and couldn’t allow the sinister septuagenarian to keep him on the defensive. He hurtled at him, bombarded by body blows from the cutting balls, feeling two ribs crack and suffering a deep gouge in his shoulder, but he entangled the chains around his torso and arms and was on the oldster.
A knife edge strike with his hand to the side of Ghost Dancer’s temple dazed him but he countered with a knee aimed at Thane’s groin. He blocked this and the chains loosened, he pirouetted like a ballerina, elbows out. His twirling top move worked and his blows to the older man sent him into a pile of garbage bags and milk crates. He struggled to keep his balance and as Thane sprang forward, the old man shoved a palm into his solar plexus. Thane gritted his teeth, stunned. Ghost Dancer came at him with a flurry of close combat rapid punches, seeking to overwhelm Thane.
The hawk-nosed killer was indeed momentarily subsumed and reeled backwards, feebly warding off the assault. But when Ghost Dancer attempted to bring one of his deadly meteors into play, having to unwind it from the hit man’s body, it allowed a few milliseconds break in his actions. Thane rallied. An underhand, upward-delivered fist into the old man’s heart area made him wheeze air and Thane sent him down with a follow up overhand right.  
On one knee, Ghost Dancer yelled and delivered a stiff-fingered attack at Thane’s mid-section designed to send his chi though the man’s body and burst his kidney. A sweep of Thane’s arm deflected the attempt. Getting a hold of one of the hammer meteor chains, he wrapped it around the old rascal’s neck and moved behind him. Foot in the middle of the murder mechanic’s back, Thane reared back on the chain like a man trying to stop a runaway race horse. Ghost Dancer thrashed and tried to do a back flip but Thane summoned up his reserve and will and screamed with triumph as he tightened the chain, the old killer gasping for breath, the bones in his neck cracking. Hano Thane allowed himself a cackle as he was about to send the treacherous Ghost Dancer to the great nothing.  
In the midst of his glee, Thane’s head was pretty much severed by the first swipe of the flying guillotine. Blood spurting from the now open top of his neck, Thane’s head was completely removed by Ghost Dancer who let out a short length of chain with a quick flick of his wrist to have one of his meteors complete the decapitation. Ghost Dancer’s protégé, in her slit, silk skirt, gathered her weapon, a sharpened carbon alloy disk, its outer ring rotating counter to its inner ring, also controlled by a chain. She was known as Shadow Toed Fox. From where she stood behind the two, she stepped closer to her mentor.
 “Very kind of you to spare my life,” he said solemnly.  
 “I have more to learn from you,” she answered without irony.
They departed, leaving the head and body of the once feared hit man Hano Thane, said to have made a bargain years ago with the Santeria deity of war, Chango, who in turn provided him with powers no mortal man should wield. Thane had stolen a sizeable amount of money from the Hahn clan and the hapless Rudy Canary had stumbled onto this fact. The paid killer had sought to silence him before he could sell his information. But through other means the crime chief Yakuma Hahn had found out the truth and had brought in Ghost Dancer.
The demise of the infamous Hano Thane spread quickly in the neighborhood. He’d heard the slicers’ serenade of steel and had succumbed. Friends and associates of people he’d iced got bold. They absconded with his head in a black plastic bag like you get at a liquor store even as the patrol cars rounded the corner to the crime scene. Later in a ceremony that included hand rubbed Kansas City-style barbeque ribs and coked out strippers doing a choreographed dance of damnation, those folks stomped on that head. Then they chopped it to pieces and dousing it in aged rum for the symbolic effect, set the reviled remains on fire. Thereafter what was left of skull bone was ground up and the ashes mixed in with premium dog food and fed to one-eyed pit bulls.
Two days after that, Chango, who’d been busy with pesky celestial matters, reached out for his emissary. He located him in an unmarked grave in potter’s field. That would not do.
***
Hano Thane had a sensation of coming awake, but it was different than he could recall – though remembering seemed like an abstract concept to him now. He felt around and by touch and tapping his shoes, determined he was in a box made of rough wood. A supernatural strength filling his limbs, he pushed and kicked and battered with his fists and forearms and feet and tore the box apart. Dirt, it felt like dirt, came in on him but that didn’t seem to matter. Breathing didn’t seem to be a concern but he wasn’t going to be like this. He clawed and climbed, steady and sure until there was no further resistance and Thane determined he was out of the earth.  
It was still dark to him but he could feel the coolness of the evening and somewhat absentmindedly, he brushed dirt off his clothes. He felt for his cheek, wondering if he needed a shave but could feel no cheek. He felt about some more and son of a gun, he didn’t have a head.  
Huh, wasn’t that something? No goddamn head he reflected. Now how was it he could reflect without a brain? But one thing at a time. First he was going to pay a call on Ghost Dancer and his partner, a woman he determined as he had a sensation of perfume right before it went dark. After that, if he couldn’t get his own head back, then somebody’s head would do. How hard could it be to sew one on he wondered as he shambled out of the graveyard, occasionally bumping into headstones and trees.
Thane was happy to be animated and be on a mission. Hey, that professor probably had a good head on his shoulders. Yeah. Thane would have whistled if he had a mouth.
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The October 17 Economic Development Committee Meeting
By Chris Rhatigan


I need fire running through my veins for this. Instead I’ve got a combo of caffeine, nicotine and dexedrine.  
I’m parked behind Parson Government Center. Probably ten minutes left and I’m rattling like the muffler on a banger’s Civic. 
I pull The Post-Herald and The Chronicle from the back seat. The Rose Lensing murder is front page on both. My article is above the fold, jumps inside. Greg McDuffy’s is confined to the right column, fourteen inches at most. 
My bureau chief, Vickie Woodley, knows what sells newspapers and fought for that placement. She gets it.
Not only is my writing superior – lean, clear, elegant – but I have more details than McDuffy. I could just picture him at his desk, slurping his vat of Starbucks, furrowing his brow. She was strangled with a phone cord? Why didn’t the cops give me that?
What my article failed to mention was how spontaneously it happened. Or how her face fat turned the color of her eye shadow. Or how it was my sloppiest work – oily fingerprints everywhere and a half-smoked cigarette left at the scene. 
I glance over the newspaper and spot a cop cruiser rolling through. 
He’s a young guy I’ve never seen before. He glares like he’s surmised every detail of my life. But he circles a couple of times and leaves.
My heart beats steadily again. Steady and fast. The cops will arrest me. I just need an hour or two.
Billy Macklowe and Harrison Willis arrive in a Mercedes SL Class with the top down. They’re thirty-seven minutes late for the economic development meeting they’re supposed to present at. Also known as on time to hot-shot developers. 
Billy wears sunglasses and has a pinstriped blazer draped over his shoulder. He says something and Harrison laughs, claps him on the back. 
Here’s how I assume that conversation went:
Billy: “Raping an Indian burial ground with a condo complex sure is fun.”
Harrison: “Ha! We will profit from this venture.” 
I wonder if they’ll even recognize me. I’ve talked to them on at least a half-dozen occasions, but that doesn’t mean anything.
A few minutes after they go inside I pull up to the fire lane and park on the grass. I pop the trunk, pull out the Mossberg 500, slip into the Parson Center through the side door.
I’ve never gone after the real assholes before. I always aimed for the easy targets – the concerned citizens, all of those local folks who make a reporter’s life insufferable. 
Like Rose Lensing. For months she bugged me to write a feature about her cat, which had – fucking miraculously – survived a fall from the roof of her one-story house. Then she had the stones to complain when I misspelled the cat’s name. 
She wrote her last of many letters to the editor about how the Post-Herald hadn’t hired anyone “worth their salt” since the Reagan administration. Vickie threw a coffee mug through a window when she read that line. That’s the kind of editor I like – stands behind her reporters.
I slide by the City Clerk’s office, undetected, up the stairs, peek around the corner. 
The hall is empty. A sterile tube of shiny floors, bland landscape paintings dotting the walls. The whole building reeks of “efficiencies” and “shovel-ready projects.”
Room 237 is on the right. I’m revved up from the near-lethal combo of uppers. But I’m not as nervous as I usually am at this point. I no longer fear being caught. And I know my mission is sound.
It’s been the same since I enrolled in journalism school twelve years ago – I want to make a difference. I want to have a positive impact on people’s lives.  
I press my ear against the door. Billy’s yukking it up.
 “These are high-end, luxury condominiums that will attract the kind of young professionals your community is looking for.” 
That’s developer speak for no black people. 
 “It’s a win-win proposition for all stakeholders – the neighborhood, downtown business, and the city’s tax base.”
How convenient, Billy – when you make millions, everybody wins!
Someone asks whether the site is an Indian burial ground.
 “Look,” Billy purrs, “I know some of our friends in the press are against this. They’re out to paint us as a big, corrupt company, but are we really going to let them stand in the way of progress?”
Murmurs of agreement all around.
I turn off the safety and open the door. 
Shrieks. Oh my gods. Chairs roll backward. 
Thirteen suits, as usual. Nauseating remnants of lunch – greasy, half-eaten sandwiches and potato chip crumbs – scattered across the board table. 
Billy still has his laser-pointer aimed at a screen. He smiles like he’s trying to sell me something. “Hey, what’s this all about?”
 “Sit.”
 “What?”
 “In the fucking chair. Sit.”
Billy does as he’s told, places the laser-pointer on the table. “Whatever you say, boss.”
Harrison is swifter than his business partner and quickly grasps the gravity of the situation. He backs toward the window, tries to figure out if he can make the jump. 
 “How this is going to work is real simple, Billy. You just need to tell me my name. Do that, you save everyone in this room.”
 “You’re… ” He turns his palms up. “Gosh, it’s right at the tip of my tongue. Why don’t you put the gun down? I think that would help me remember.”
Harrison can probably make that jump. Broken ankle at worst.
 “Not good enough,” I say. 
 “Okay –”
 “But deep down, I’m a nice guy.” I press the barrel into his Adam’s apple. I feel his pulse. “So I’m going to cut you a break, give you an easy one to start with. What profession am I in?”
Billy blinks. “Newspapers?”
I dial up Samuel L. “Check out the big brain on Billy! That’s right, newspapers.”
Harrison’s back is against the window and he’s nudging it open. For the first time, I have a sliver of respect for him. He’s scrappy, a survivor.  
At least for now.
 “You’re used to high-pressure situations in your line of work, right Billy?”
He nods. Loosens his tie. 
 “You can handle this. This is a whole lot easier than closing one of your multi-million-dollar deals. You know the ones I mean. Where everyone wants a cut and there’s a mob protesting every zoning meeting.” His eyes dart around like there’s an eject button nearby. “So, tell me. What’s my name?”
He presses fingers into gelled hair. I see the question running through his mind, a question he will never figure out how to answer, Why me? What did I do to deserve this? 
 “Take a guess, asshole.”
 “I –”
 “Guess!”
Billy’s bloodshot eyes want to cry, but it’s too human an action for him. 
 “Greg McDuffy?” 
The window flies open. Harrison has a leg out when I shoot him in the chest. He falls, crashes into the juniper bushes below. A woman walking a dog can’t wrap her mind around what’s happened. Stares up at the window, back at the bushes, up at the window, back at the bushes.
 “No. My name is not Greg McDuffy.” 
I pump the shotgun. 
Billy wets his chinos. Trembles morph to shakes.
 “I have a wife and a little girl. Please –”
***
I drive to the office. I want to listen to Jimi Hendrix’s Live at Woodstock one last time, but my ears are ringing like a tornado siren is going off inside my head. 
I reload the shotgun and grab an envelope from the glove compartment. Go straight to Vickie’s office and sit across from her. The gun is on my lap. 
 “Well, look what the goddamn cat dragged in,” Vicki says. “Should’ve known it was you.” 
 “Cops are looking for me?”
She lights a Misty 120. Vickie was never much for company policy. That’s why she never ascended past bureau chief. “All over the scanner.” 
I hand her the envelope.
 “What’s this?”
 “My manifesto. I want it printed on the front page.”
 “You’re screwing with me, right? Your manifesto? Who do you think you are, the Unabomber?”
 “You should be grateful,” I say. “Rose Lensing? Harrison Willis? Billy Macklowe? You despised these people. I’ve made everyone else’s life –”
 “You think you’re a savior or something? Bullshit. You’re satiating your own twisted desires.”
A vein in my forehead throbs. “No, you don’t understand. I used to think like you do. I thought I could change things by exposing corruption or shining light on the good people do. But that does nothing. The world needs action – direct action. Other people don’t have the stomach for this calling, but I do. I’m like the garbage man, I –”
 “Then make like the garbage man and can it, you crazy fuck.” She drops the cigarette in a bottle of diet soda and it hisses. “You exact revenge against anyone who crosses you – not even that, anyone who irritates you. You’re an ordinary psychopath, buddy, not some kind of altruist.”
I brought the gun because I wanted to take out a couple of cops. But I find myself aiming at Vickie. 
 “This your solution to everything?” Her blue eyes blaze. “You think I’ve got anything to lose? I’ve got at least another decade before the shitbirds in corporate let me retire. At which point I will retire to a coffin.”
Sirens sound in the distance and keep getting closer.
She drops my manifesto into the shredder and presses a button. The grind of the machine mixes with her laugh, hoarse and mocking. “What you got up your sleeve now, Garbage Man?”
Three cruisers speed past the window and turn into the parking lot. Car doors slam. I run out into the awful, crackling sunlight. Dry grass crunches under my feet and my whole body itches and my head vibrates with noise.
The cops are yelling at me the way cops do. They are blurry and very far away, like I’m viewing them through the bottom of a glass.  
I raise the Mossberg. But I have no will and pressing the trigger might as well be lifting a boulder.  
I wonder what getting shot feels like.
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Threshold Woman
By Richard Godwin

Late June, fireflies bomb the window of my Buick as I drive slowly to Sultry.
Her brother Carlos calls her Anna, he doesn’t know her secret name, the one I use as I hold her shivering in my arms.
She is clear as diamonds, soft as petals.
She shimmers in her own perfume.  
A diamond is an allotrope of carbon and it’s less stable than graphite.
There is nothing artificial about Sultry.
I remember the first time, I enter it again. I feel her there trembling beneath me, I can hear her slow soft pants, I can see the vein stand out on her neck as she tenses.
She is swollen with desire.
She stiffens with pleasure.
She tightens.
As if she is harnessed by a tourniquet.
I am working for her brother Carlos, a smart assed fuckhead who steals cars and beats people up. He is a small time crook with big time aspirations.
He watches his sister with the obsessive scrutiny of a jealous lover.
He carries a pair of dusters with him wherever he goes and he collects the teeth of his victims.
He puts them in a box and rattles them at you. It is a small black box with the image of a snake on it.
My first day at work with him he gets into an argument with a business colleague.
I watch as he punches the guy’s lights out and stands picking his teeth from his knuckles at the front of his office.
Carlos is fiercely protective of his sister and we all think he has the hots for her.
He treats her like some medieval bride.
I see her walk up the steps to his office.
First impressions are that she is beyond beautiful. There is perfect grace and sexual depravity merged into one in her face.
I watch the way she moves, she knows.
She changes her body language for Carlos.
She looks in my direction, I know.
She has azure eyes set in a face that looks like alabaster.
She has thick black hair that just shines in the sunlight. And she moves like she is on heat.
Carlos uses me as a heavy.
I rent collect for him, nothing too severe just an occasional smacking.
That night as the heat sears the air he is out of town and asks me to keep an eye on Sultry.
It is not a hard job.
I turn the ignition off.
I walk up the path to her house the one she shares with Carlos and I hear my leather soles tap tap on the burning concrete.
I want to fuck her and remind myself I’m there to do a job.
I think of Carlos’ box of teeth.
I ring the bell at the appointed time.
Sultry opens the door dressed in a bathrobe.
It is loose at her shoulders and her hair is wet.
There is sexual calculation in her eyes.
 “Come in,” she says.
She barely stands aside as I slide past her.
I follow her through to the living room and turn my back as she goes into the bedroom.
There is a mirror on the wall.
She drops her robe and bends into her tights, pulling them up her full-toned legs.
She turns and sees me watching her.
There is this frozen moment when we are both seeing the mirror image of our desires and it is unspoken.
She has this perfect female figure.


Her breasts are full and her nipples dark and rounded.
I can see the outline of her shaven cunt inside her pantyhose.
Her ass is tight and she has a beautifully shaped hollow between her thighs.
I consider if it’s her beauty that makes
Carlos mad.  
I make myself a drink and sit down as Sultry comes out and puts some music on.
She is wearing a low cut black dress.
I want to touch her.
 “Who’s this?” I say.
 “You don’t know who this is Mack?”
 “Sounds familiar.”
 “Neil Diamond. Girl, You’ll Be A Woman Soon.”
And she starts to dance.
There is pleasure in her face and I wonder what she looks like as she comes.
I sip my Jim Beam.
I pour her one.
As the music floats in the air she stretches in front of me bending into me with no disguise at all of what she wants of me.
And I wonder if she knows she is safe or wants the danger.
Her skin is glowing, it is full of some emollient only the most beautiful women have.
She has a highly refractive index, her sexuality can cut glass.
 “What is it you’re trying to escape from?” I say.
 “Is it that obvious?”
 “I know your brother keeps you under strict rules and I work for him.”
 “He doesn’t have to know.”
 “Know what?”
 “What this music represents to me. Liberation, the freedom to be a woman, to enjoy a man, to satisfy myself with him.”
 “Maybe you need to pick someone your brother would approve of.”
 “My brother would never approve of anyone.”
I watch her move and she seems caught between the shadow and the act, some female lure who knows what she has and wants to be carried across the threshold. Her arousal is on the threshold like the half-touching of her desire.
Diamonds are less stable than graphite and I look at her and see the flickering of something in her mind. It is trapped in a body she can use to get any man.
And I want to take her clothes off and fuck her there and then.
I want to lay her on her back and part her legs.
She smells like sin.
I listen to the lyrics.
I watch her dance in her skin tight dress.
 “You want some guy to die for you?” I say.
 “To be prepared to die.”
 “Because otherwise your brother will stop you being with anyone.”
 “In a few years I’ll be too old.”
 “Or am I a mirror?”
 “A mirror?”
 “You’re watching your own beauty through me and getting what you need.”
 “I know I’m beautiful.”
And I say it. I use her secret name.
 “So what then Sultry?”
She stops. It’s like a key unlocking a door.
I want to unzip her. I want to peel her dress from her.
 “I want you to fuck me Mack.” she says.
We have some drinks and she touches me.
I turn and her lips are there and taste the heat of midnight.
She has the flavor of a corrupted Queen.
And as Neil Diamond plays I peel her dress from her and let it fall to the wasted ground.
I touch her and feel it all in her skin, the river of her desire.
She feels like silk.
I look into her eyes and see a knowing.  
I wonder if I am the first.
I take her to the bedroom.
I take her across threshold of herself.
I see it in her eyes they are asking me.
She wants the inner act of love making. She wants me to penetrate her inner being.
We are touching and she reaches for my cock.
She bends and sucks me and I feel her wetness.
She lies back and I part her legs.
She has a diamond set in her navel. I reach out my tongue and lick it.
I open the lips of her sliced peach and put my tongue inside her.
I enter her and it is like feeding on the sap of an exotic wildflower.
She has sexual depravity in her flesh and she arches her back on the bed as I fuck her.
I hear her breathing speed up, the small short gasps she makes as a vein stands out on her perfect neck and I lick it, feeling the tube of blood with my tongue.
And as I listen to her gasps increase in speed she pulls me tight into her and I see it in her face.
She is on the threshold of womanhood, knowing all she needs to know and young enough to fool men into believing they are teaching her something.
She occupies this space as perfectly as a con man becomes the person required by the mark.
Her skin exudes the flavor of sexual hunger.  
I get some drinks and she goes through my coat.
I have some acid in there I am going to deliver.
It is pure acid, way stronger than anything you can imagine.
I sit and talk to her and we screw again and later, as I am getting dressed, I notice the pack is gone.
She’s taken all the tabs.
 “Did you drop that acid?” I say.
 “What if I did?” she says.
 “Do you know how strong that is?”
 “Stay with me Mack. Fuck me Mack.”
I get her to stand up and I call Tamsin.
Tamsin knows. She has the medical training, she is a drop out.
She knows all the drugs necessary to deal with any situation. I call her the doctor.
 “I need your help. Someone’s taken too much acid. I need you to help them come down,” I say.
 “Who is it?” Tamsin says.
 “It’s a chick.”
 “She needs a benzo like Klonopin.”
 “Have you got any?”
 “Yeah. It’ll cost you.”
 “Bring it round.”
I give her the address and hang up.
Sultry is drifting, her eyes are nowhere.
I wait as she begins to trip out.
She begins licking the wall, running her hands across the wallpaper.
 “My fingers feel like marshmallows,” she says. “And when I move I am bending at the corners, do you think you want to fuck my brother? Maybe he needs to give me his baby.”
 “Sultry sit down,” I say.
 “He fucks me, you know. He fucks me. He comes to my room at night and sticks his cock in me and I hate him.”
 “Sultry do you know what you’re saying?”
 “Yeah. Why do you think he’s so obsessed
with me? Take me away Mack. Take me out of here.”
There is too much truth in what she is saying.
Her brother has his mark on her.
I think of her teeth removed and rattling in his box.
I think of where his obsession may go.
Tamsin gets there and we give her the Klonopin.
I hold Sultry as she injects her.
 “I like pricks in me,” she says. “Feels like come inside me.”
Tamsin shakes her head.  
 “Get her to rest,” she says.
I pay her and she leaves.
I see her walk away into the night.
Sultry starts to come down.
She gets sleepy and I sit beside her watching her body and her breathing.
She wakes at one point and sits up.
 “I can see messages in the wallpaper,” she says. “I can see them now, they have always been there.”  
It isn’t long before Carlos returns and he is going to take one look at his sister and ask me how she ends up like that.
I keep seeing his box of teeth.
I sleep.
I feel her at my side.
The night is intense in its heat.
A drop of sweat runs down Sultry’s brow, it dries before it reaches her nose.
The next morning she rises and wanders the house naked.
I find her robe and put it on her and make some breakfast.
She eats.
She looks normal now.
She shows no signs of the trip, of my trespass on her brother’s turf.
To Carlos that is violation of his property.
He is the violator and monopolizes his position.
Sultry’s eyes look like diamonds.
I kiss her fully on the mouth.
She tastes of dreams.
She tastes of the workings of some inner revolution.
 “Mack, am I Sultry, my brother’s whore?” she says.
 “He’ll be back soon.”
I look at my watch.
It is ticking with tension.
 “I hate it when he fucks me.”
 “I know. He uses your skin for his empire.”
There is this moment when we look at one another and know.
We know what we are to one another and that he is coming back to claim her.
I feel the battle with her brother is the battle with some sin.
His sin has made his sister even more beautiful.
I leave her watching me at the open doorway as I walk down the path to my Buick.
The heat is relentless. We are on fire.
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Redlining
By Jim Harrington

Walter rested his forehead against the steering wheel while he waited for Malcolm to return. He’d warned the fool about drinking so much water. At the sound of a voice, Walter looked up as Malcolm emerged from the woods talking on his cell phone.
 “What the…?” Walter pounded his fist on the dash and exited the truck. He adjusted his cap against the sun, stomped to his partner, grabbed the phone, and hurled it into the mix of budding trees and rotted trunks.
 “Hey, that phone’s expensive.”
 “We agreed,” Walter said between gasps for air, his hands on his knees. “No phone calls until we crossed the state line.”
 “I know, but I had to tell Suze. Smashing those glass tops and grabbing all that jewelry. Man, what a high.” Malcolm raised his hand for a high five, a thin-lipped smile exposed a row of crooked teeth missing an incisor. “I see a new career in my future, Walter.”
Walter ignored his partner’s hand. Instead, he hiked up his jeans and marched back to the pea green Malibu. “Dumb shit.”
 “What’d you say?” Malcolm asked.
 “Nothing,” Walter replied, waving like he was flying with one arm. “Just get back in the car.” He glanced up and down the zigzaggy dirt road, glad he’d decided to avoid the paved routes. He usually worked alone, but this time his sister had insisted he let his brother-in-law help. Since Malcolm’d lost his job, he’d been a pest, she’d said.
 “And leave the damn phone,” he said when Malcolm turned toward the woods. “I’ll buy you a new one when we get to where we’re going.”
Walter massaged his left bicep. His mind wouldn’t let go of how stupid he’d been to agree to work with Malcolm. Shaking his head, Walter turned the key. The car’s corroded muffler roared its disgust. He reached for the gear shift at the same time Malcolm removed a pearl and ruby necklace from the black garbage bag and held it at eye level.
 “What the hell are you doing now?” Walter asked. He glared into the rearview mirror and pushed Malcolm’s hand below the dash. “Someone might see.”
 “Ain’t no one here,” Malcolm said. He twisted around and squinted through the dirty rear window.
 “You didn’t know that when you put that doodad on display. We’re on a back road, but that doesn’t mean nobody else might come along.” Walter rolled his shoulders in an attempt to ease the tension in his neck.  
 “I guess, but still...” Malcolm raised the necklace again and stared at it like it was a stripper taking off her g-string, not that Walter imagined Malcolm had ever been to a strip joint. Suzie wouldn’t stand for that.
 “That’s it,” Walter said. “Get out of the car.”
 “What?”
Walter turned off the engine.
 “I said get out.” When Malcolm didn’t move, Walter opened the center console and grabbed the gun.
 “What’re you going to do with that six-shooter?”
 “Ease my stress. Now get out of the damn car and get down on the ground.”
Malcolm did as he was told. Walter slid out of the driver’s seat keeping his eyes on Malcolm.
 “What about Suze?” Malcolm asked.
 “She and I haven’t spoken to each other in years. I don’t know why I listened to her now.”
Walter looked around to see if anyone was coming. When he turned back, Malcolm was on his feet, racing forward. He rammed his shoulder into Walter’s stomach, and they fell to the ground. Walter groaned at the same time the gun went off. Malcolm collapsed on Walter’s chest.
Having trouble breathing, Walter rolled his dead partner onto the ground. “Stupid son of a bitch. I only wanted to scare him.” Walter got to his feet and grabbed Malcolm by the ankles. He dragged the body behind the Malibu, opened the trunk, and struggled to get the corpse inside. He removed his bloodied work shirt, placed it over Malcolm’s face, and slammed the lid shut. Looking around, Walter climbed in the driver’s seat and restarted the engine. He gripped the wheel tightly as the car fishtailed down the road, the tach’s needle edging into the red.
He eased up on the gas as he approached the road that would take him back to his sister’s house. The pain in his back had gotten worse. Before he reached the stop sign, he saw steam coming from the engine compartment. He pulled over, opened the hood, and spotted the hole in the radiator right away. Old age had done it in. He grabbed the bag from the front seat and headed toward town. He needed a new plan.
It wasn’t long before a pickup spewing diesel fumes pulled up alongside.
 “Need some help?” An old man sat inside hunched over the wheel. A stained cap, the brim cocked to one side, rested on his bald head. A young woman sat in the passenger seat. Dark roots supported blonde hair. Hard nipples poked through a white tube top decorated with daisies.
 “Car broke down.” Walter shook his head and contorted his face into a look of helplessness. “I’d appreciate a ride to town.”
 “Hop in.” The girl – Walter assumed her to be the man’s granddaughter – moved over, and Walter climbed in. The smell of cigarettes filled the air, even with the windows open.
 “What’cha got in the bag?” the driver asked.
 “Just some family heirlooms. I’m taking them to my sister.”  
 “Thought I heard something like pebbles banging together when you got in,” the old man said.
Walter gazed out the side window and held his breath, hoping there wouldn’t be any more questions. There weren’t.
The old man spent the three-mile ride to town going on about his grandchildren, while the girl, Elsie, smiled, played footsie with Walter, and rubbed her thigh against his. Walter didn’t mind the old man’s banter. It meant he didn’t have to answer questions about what he’d been doing. He wasn’t as comfortable with the girl. Neither one noticed the specks of blood on Walter’s t-shirt. Or, at least, they didn’t say anything.
Walter exited the truck at Frank’s Garage, tapped the bill of his cap to the old man and gave the girl an uneasy smile. “Thanks for the ride,” he said. “Appreciate it.”  
Walter waved as the truck pulled away, then walked the four blocks to his sister’s house. He was glad she was at work and wouldn’t be home for another two hours. It’d give him time to think.
Inside her dining room, he inched open the curtain with the tip of his finger and checked outside. The street was empty for now, but the cops’d be around once they found the Malibu. Walter had planned to drive to New York where he knew a fence and then to Canada to have the operation the doctor said he needed. He wasn’t sure how he would do that now.
He slid down the wall to a sitting position and used his shirt to wipe the beads of sweat from his face. His back still hurt and now his jaw ached from the tension he felt. “You’re too old for this, Walter,” he said, massaging his cheeks. “You should have run off last year after you got out of prison.” He tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling. “Nobody would’ve cared.”
He heard the siren in the distance, and a few minutes later, tires squealed to a stop in front of the house. Within seconds, three other cars joined the first.
 “This is Sheriff Jacobs,” the bull-horned voice said. “We know you’re in there, Walter. We found the car and Malcolm. We need you to come out so we can talk.”
Walter took a deep breath and placed his hand on the gun lying next to his right leg. “Sure you want to talk.” Walter felt his chest tighten. “You think I’m stupid, Harvey?” Walter and Harvey Jacobs had been in school together. Neither one was a star student, but Walter wasn’t the one with an IQ slightly higher than dirt. Everyone knew Harvey got his job because his father was once the mayor and still controlled what happened in town.
 “You’re the one who killed Malcolm, Walter. I’d say that was pretty stupid.”
 “It was an accident. The fool jumped me.” Walter picked up the gun, undecided as to whether he’d use it. He’d been somebody’s bitch once before. He wasn’t going to be again.
 “It looked like he’d been shot, Walter. You know you can’t have a gun, having been in prison and all.”
Walter massaged his arm again. He needed to think, but he was out of time.
 “Come on out, Walter. Let’s not make this any harder than it has to be.”
 “Hard for who, you jackass?”
Walter heard the boots climb the porch steps. He stood up, took off his shirt and placed it over his mouth and nose, waiting for the tear gas canister to come through the window.
 “I’ve got a kid in here. Tell your men to back off.” Walter looked around the empty room and wondered how long it would take before the police realized he was lying. A table, six chairs, and a hutch full of chipped dishes didn’t make good hostages.
 “You need to let the kid go, Walter. He ain’t got nothing to do with this.”
 “I don’t have to do anything, Harv. You, on the other hand, need to tell your men to back off and let me think.”
Walter leaned against the wall and waited for a response.
 “Okay, Walter. We’ll do it your way for now.”  
Walter heard the sheriff tell his men to move off the porch, and the sounds of boots descending the steps.
 “Hey, Walter. What’s the kid’s name?”
 “Hell if I know.”
 “Can you describe him?”
Shit. Walter took a deep breath. Somewhere Harvey’d borrowed some brains.
 “Skinny. Nine or ten. Brown hair. You want to know the color of his socks?” Walter peeked out the window. The sheriff stood behind the driver’s side door of a blue on white police car. Two deputies in helmets and vests, one holding a shotgun, the other a short rifle of some kind, waited behind an old oak. A female officer stood next to a barrier keeping curious neighbors from getting too close.
 “You mean the Richards boy?”
 “Yeah, that’s him.” Walter wondered if maybe there was a way out.
 “Can’t be, Walt. He and his mom are standing behind the barricade down the block. I can see him clear as day.”
Seconds later the dining room window shattered, and the front door sprung open. Tear gas filled the room. Walter raised the pistol, but a boulder of pain struck him in the chest before he could pull the trigger. He fell to his knees, then collapsed ear first to the floor. One hand pressed against his chest. That stupid Malcolm. If only he’d followed the plan.  
A lone officer entered the house wearing a gas mask and holding a rifle to his shoulder. He hollered through the mask. Walter could only groan in response. He watched the officer inch toward him. Walter tried to reach for the deputy, but a sharp pain stopped him. He grinned and let his hand fall to the floor. He wouldn’t need the operation after all. It was just as well. He hated hospitals.
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Jungle Boogie
By Kate Horsley

Raoul stood on the corner, leaning against the plaster wall of Bar El Diablo, telling himself to walk away. It was seven in the evening and the sky was a ripening bruise behind the cathedral. The August heat licked his face and a knot of girls skipped arm in arm across the zócalo. One burst into song. He told himself to go back to the museum, to lock the statue in its glass case, and if his boss asked any questions to make up some amusing story. But he’d crossed an unseen line on Barrio El Cerrillo and now he couldn’t move. So he dragged on the stub of his cigarette and stared at the blonde woman on the cathedral steps.
She was wearing her new green dress with the red cherries pouting from it. It flared at the waist, making it look as if she had hips. He thought about grabbing her ass last night because he wanted something heavy to hang on to, to tether him when he came and about how, at the crucial moment, his thumbs dug into her hip bones. She was thin and pale and tall and not his type. She wore orange cowboy boots in summer and people walking by them said that she was loco. He was addicted to fucking her maybe, or in love, or just pathetic and obsessed. He didn’t know which one and he didn’t care.  
He dropped his cigarette and ground it out with his heel, picked up the briefcase. Walking across the zócalo toward her was like crossing the border into a better place. Her hair was gold from Fort Knox. Her teeth were silver dollars. Together they would fuck and make babies and be rich. She saw him coming and smiled a little and started walking to him, swinging her boy hips like she was doing the jungle boogie. It made him laugh. Maybe jungle boogie was the first symptom of jungle fever. Man, he had it bad.
Raoul wiped the sweat off his forehead and walked to the blonde, to the church. They met on the bottom step and kissed and he dropped the briefcase so he could hold her round the waist. She tasted of beer and cigarettes just like he did. Blue doves called from the rain trees behind the cathedral. He was half hard already. “You check out of your hotel?”
 “Hours ago.” Darla laughed and bit his throat. “You bring it with you?”
 “You wanted it, I got it.”
She pushed him away, her blue eyes narrowing. “No one suspects?”
 “Not yet, but when I don’t show up tomorrow –”
 “Let’s not get our panties in a bunch about tomorrow.” She pulled a pack of Bohemios from her purse and tapped one out, pinching it in her mouth so that her lips thinned to an angry coral line.
He flicked open his zippo and lit it for her. “Talking of panties –”
 “One thing at a time. The car’s nearby?” She took his zippo and tucked it into her cigarette pack, as if it had been hers all along.  
 “Parked on Cinco de Mayo just like we said. Don’t you trust me?”
She picked up the briefcase. “Can I see?”
 “In the middle of the zócalo with the whole town looking?”
 “The square’s empty. Not a soul.”
He looked behind him. It was true. “It just doesn’t seem like the place to break out something so sacred.”
She laughed. “You worried about angering the Mayan gods?”
He said nothing. He’d grown up with so many stories about the ancient ruins, the jungle full of spirits and bad blood.
She dropped her cigarette and dragged her arm across her forehead. “Oh my God, you are worried. You people…”  
 “You people? You mean Mexicans?”  
 “No, I mean museum curators. You’ve got too much knowledge, not enough nerve.” She pulled something out of her purse.  
He thought it was the cigarettes again, but it looked too dark, too long. He didn’t really see, just heard the muffled shot and felt the burst of pain. He fell on his knees. “But I love you.”
 “I know. That’s why I asked you to do this for me.” She bent down, pressed her lips on his forehead. “I’m sorry, but it’s just too valuable.”
He clutched his gut and watched her walk across the zócalo, briefcase in hand, boy hips doing the jungle boogie under her new green dress.
***
Sighing with relief, Darla slid into the front seat of Raoul’s small red coupe. She turned the key in the ignition, heard one of the wretched local channels crackle into life, pressed down the lighter, took out a smoke. She’d pulled it off, dared to do what a lot of guys wouldn’t have had the balls to. She lit up and swung out into Cinco de Mayo without looking behind her. And even though her heart chirred like a cicada, her hands were steady on the wheel.
Five miles from San Cristobal, she thought someone was following her, a black car in her rear view mirror, almost bumper to bumper with her. On impulse, she turned off the main road, watched him sail by behind. Now if he wanted to find her, he’d have to make a U-turn and come back. She laughed. Why was she being so paranoid? Sure, the museum police would be tailing her now, like Raoul would ever have the guts to turn her in. That’s how she’d picked him out, how she knew she’d get away with it.  
The coupe rolled down a dirt track with weeds sprouting in the middle and fallen branches squealing on the belly of the car, began to speed up, the crappy little path thinning as the trees on each side thickened. Who’d have thought a little road like this would go down at such a steep pitch? It was getting dark, too. She stepped on the brake. The car slowed some, but didn’t screech to a halt like she thought it would.  
Instead, it kept on rasping over the tall grass, headlights cutting a yellow groove into the jungle’s darkness. She jammed her foot down hard. The coupe twisted sideways on a root, throwing her into the wheel. She hit her head on the top of it. The bottom dug into her ribs. The car lurched to a stop in some spiky Mexican bush or other, flinging her back against the seat, breathless and bleeding. A parrot flew up squawking through the leaves. The engine made a coughing sound, a sort of deathbed rattle before cutting out in a bleakly predictable way.
 “Fuck it,” she pulled the mangled cigarette out of her mouth, lighting the next from the glowing cherry, “Fuck it all to hell.”
***
It was his Abuela, his tiny grandmother, muttering the rosary to herself as she stirred bread soup, who’d made him the lace handkerchief. He stuffed it into the space between his belt and the wound in his gut. As he staggered along he could feel it getting wetter and in his mind’s eye he saw the silk curlicues growing brittle and black. What would Abuela say if she saw her handiwork jammed between his watch pocket and the nugget of lead? Nothing probably. She would simply take it and wash it for him, crossing herself and whispering about la agonía en el huerto. Then it would appear, clean and pressed, in the breast pocket of his linen jacket. He told himself that it was there now, crisply folded.
The blonde would be behind the wheel of his coupe by now, headed for Mexico City. Meanwhile, he was almost at a bar – not the Bar El Diablo, full of tourists and sugary, cold beer, panpipes blaring over the PA. No, his hand was propping up the yellow-painted wall of La Cantina del Corazon where the men sipped cane hooch in dark corners and chewed the fat. He could rest there for a little while, maybe.  
He stumbled through the swinging doors, trying to hold his head high long enough to get to a table. A few people stared then turned back to their talk, probably thinking he was drunk or stoned. The bar was hot and it was hard to walk like there was no hole in his gut just next to the fake-silver belt buckle, no dark wad of silk sticking to his black cotton shirt. He slumped at an empty table and a woman with hard black eyes, long hair and a proud, straight throat came to wipe the crumbs and peanut shells into his lap. “Drinking? Eating?” She said it in English, like he was just another tourist.
 “Long time since I’ve been in here, I guess.” Speaking tore him up. He winced. It felt like that blonde had hammered nails through him, tacking his flesh into his bones. Maybe voodoo was her thing. Maybe that was why she’d wanted the statue of Xbalanque, Jaguar God of the Underworld, shadow of the shaman. Xbalanque would bring her all the darkness she could wish for if she let him.
The waitress stopped wiping. Her eyes softened. “Una cerveza grande?”
He nodded and smiled, relieved that she could read his mind, and watched her walk away, her ass subtly swaying under her uniform.  
***
If she drove through the night, she’d be in Mexico City in time for her plane, back over the border before you could say “four hundred grand.” That was the plan, and for weeks, she’d stuck to it faithfully, fucking him when he asked for it, telling him she loved him when that was what he needed to hear. And truthfully, the fucking and the candlelight and all the sweet nothings hadn’t been so hard. Some mornings, when she woke up in his arms and heard him breathing steady and slow behind her and the street vendors setting up their wares outside the window… Well, she didn’t mind it so much. But the trouble with accomplices was goddamn guilty consciences and the trouble with splitting the money was loose ends. Darla didn’t like loose ends.
Her arm ached from holding up her keychain torch and her eyes were gritty from staring down at the torn map with its stupid Mexican names. There was San Cristobal de las Casas and there was Ciudad de Mexico, but nowhere was Stupido de Los Dirt Tracko and Automóvil Repair. She threw down the map and opened the car door, half-expecting a snake. But there was just dirt and crappy grass and her boot with some blood on it. The crushed hood belched up smoke in a pathetic plume. There was no choice but to hike back up the track and thumb for a ride on the main road.  
She slammed the door and it opened right back up again, reminding her that she’d almost left something behind. She pulled out the black suitcase and hugged it to her chest like a child. “You’re worth all this and more.”
***
For the first time, he heard the guitar playing behind him, saw the old men in corners swigging out of plastic mugs and letting their ash drop on the floor. Up above, the paper lamps hung from strings tacked to the ceiling and neon signs for Bud Light and Clamato flickered on the wall. The waitress came back with his beer. He thanked her and lifted it to his lips, relishing the cool gold liquid trickling down his throat. Maybe it would run right through the hole in his belly. He almost laughed at that, but stopped when he felt another nail go through him.
The doors swung open and a little old woman in a black mantilla came in, clutching a basket under her arm. She went to a few of the tables, but people shook their heads or just ignored her. Maybe she was selling moonshine or telling fortunes. She made him think of his Abuela, so tiny, scrubbing the steps on Saturday, melting chocolate for mole, slapping his face for cursing that one time. He never swore in front of her again.  
When she finally hobbled over to his table, she opened her basket wordlessly, and he saw that it was full of knitted dolls. Each one wore a balaclava and clutched a machine gun, just like the drug runners in the jungle. He felt sad then. He wanted to ask her, When did it come down to this, the knitted dolls, the local crafts? So far from the men in masks sacrificing blood to the Jaguar, the shaman chanting his mantra, bringing the spirits with his sacred drum.  
But then, he’d drifted pretty far. He’d been about to leave this life behind for good, betray the people who’d raised him. Grimacing, he dug sixty pesos from his pocket and dropped them in her outstretched palm. In return, she handed him three dolls, stitched mouths grinning through their balaclavas, guns poised to fire woolen bullets at anyone who crossed their path.
***
The shapes of trees grew blacker against the lilac sky. Beyond, between, inside, night creatures chattered and rustled. Sometimes they even shrieked. A twig cracked. Darla spun around. The torch’s thin beam bounced off glossy leaves that sprung back into place behind some mottled thing vanishing into the jungle’s green void, slinking stealthy and feral as a jaguar. There wasn’t anything as big as that in this rat hole, though, she was sure. She turned back, one hand trembling a little on the handle of the briefcase, the other clenching the torch. She stepped forward and its light faltered. She shook it hard. “Mother of shit, don’t die now, battery.”
When the car crashed, it had only gone a short way into the trees. She’d seen that with her own eyes, and she’d been cool and collected, tracing the tire marks back towards the track. But the further she followed them, the denser the foliage grew. She’d been going maybe a quarter of an hour and now it was night. Her torch was failing. The place was crawling with fuck knew what tropical shit.  
Back in San Cristobal, if you mentioned the jungle, everyone was totally weird about it, even Raoul. They were superstitious, crossing themselves and talking about ancient gods, lost tribesmen, human sacrifice. It seemed to Darla there were more tangible things to worry about – the Guatemalan drug runners toting Mac-10s for one thing, the bird-eating spiders and the giant fucking snakes.  
As soon as she thought the thought, something bright wriggled in the undergrowth. She shone the torch on it and it slunk away. A pinkish tinge. Probably a coral snake. She imagined it striking, all bared fangs and venom, and her going all Bear Grylls and sucking the poison out, maybe snacking on the thing when it was dead. She had to laugh at that. A loud sound interrupted her. A person laughing, an echo. But it went on too long for that, the sound stretching out into something like a howl. Underneath it a rhythmic sound boomed. Drums. The torch crapped out.
***
When he’d finished the first beer, the waitress brought him another, then another after that. He finished the last drop of the last beer and thought about the alcohol dribbling, spouting, gouting from the wound under his belt, except that he couldn’t really feel it any more. The cantina looked softer now and the air felt cooler, clearer. A woman came out wearing a red dress and stood with her arms raised above her head. The guitar music stopped. A red light came on. The guitar began again, slow and rhythmic and the woman began to dance.  
She wore gold hoop earrings and her gleaming hair was adorned with a white paper camellia. She danced with the heels of her shoes and her hips, holding one arm out, then the other, turning around to show the roses stitched onto her scarf. Her brows were thick and her mouth was fierce as a shaman’s. A jaguar’s. When she bent her arm and pressed her hand to her waist, the guitarist slapped the strings, loud and staccato, the music burning into Raoul’s ears, calling the spirits forth. When she raised her arms above her head, he stroked them so gently, picking out each note like he had all the time in the world to play the song.  
Raoul closed his eyes and thought of the blonde, the jungle boogie in her skinny hips, the statue hidden in her stolen suitcase. The Jaguar God was in that lump of gold, and spirits always took back what was theirs. They called the dark magic. They demanded blood.  
He slumped further back in the chair, listening to the dying chords of the guitar, thinking of Abuela’s handkerchief folded so neat and clean in his pocket, of Darla sitting beside him in the passenger seat of the coupe, the statue in her lap, her hand on his arm, a look on her face like she was remembering the night before. When he opened his eyes, the dancer was gone and the waitress was putting another beer in front of him.
 “Will she come back and dance again?”
 “Will who come back?” asked the waitress. Her fingers, slipping from the sweating glass, brushed his hand. They were cool and smooth as gold. He closed his eyes again, feeling that he loved the waitress and the old woman and the dancer, and even the blonde, because the same blood ran in all their veins.
***
She was alone in the dark, her heart going like the Kentucky Derby, the laughter echoing around her. She put down the briefcase. “Keep it together, Darla. Don’t lose your shit now, girl.” Fumbling in her dress, she found her cigarettes, slid her fingers in the crumpled pack. Three left. Three cigarettes, like three wishes. She tapped Raoul’s zippo out, feeling a certain reassurance in its familiar shape. Flicking it open, she strummed the wheel. No flame, just a sad blue spark or two. Made her think of a shy cock you had to coax and coax before it was ready for use. Raoul’s had been like that a couple of times toward the end, as if he knew their game was played out. Not that Darla believed in gut feelings. She turned up the gas.
On about the twentieth twang of the flint, a tall white flame leapt up, singeing her eyelashes. She sucked on her cheap, Mexican cigarette, pretending she wasn’t even going to look around. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting to see – hundreds of shining eyes watching her, or just one pair, red-rimmed and hungry. But there was nothing.  
She dragged and exhaled a plume of smoke. The zippo was still burning away, eating up its little tank of gas. It would be dead soon, like the torch, and she would be here in the dark until the dawn broke. A wave of tiredness hit her. Her feet ached. She’d have to sit down for a while, wait for the light. Not on the ground though.  
Kicking the briefcase over with her toe, she was about to sit down on it when she had an urge to know what was inside. Zippo in one hand, she flipped up the catches with the other. Inside was an old bit of lace, the kind Raoul was always mopping his forehead with. She sucked on her cigarette, “Better not be all there is.”
The handkerchief was loosely wrapped around something solid and heavy. She pulled it away. Out rolled a gold figurine, smaller than she thought it would be. She picked it up, turned it in the light. From what she could tell, it was some kind of big cat, a jaguar maybe. Beneath him, back arched, legs spread, little gold mouth open and gasping, was a woman. She and the jaguar were fucking away. Not just fucking, but really staring into each other’s eyes, like they loved each other.  
She sat down, a strange feeling in her belly, as if all her life she’d been missing some crucial piece of the puzzle. All those long cons and short cons, boring affairs and quick, hot lays, and here was this ancient relic and just looking at it filled her with a raw desire for something. A connection. Love.  
The zippo light dipped a little, its brightness fading. All around her the jungle chirred and screeched. And there was the laughter again, the wild thump and smack of a drum. She dropped the lighter and clamped her hands over her ears. Her belly told her that she’d been a bad girl, that she’d never leave this place. But that was just stupid. Gut feelings didn’t exist.
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This Little Piggy
By Hilary Davidson

Lysandra hated her clients, and she didn’t try to hide it. Freakshows, she called them, though she had special nicknames for the real weirdos. There was her regular four o’clock Tuesday appointment, who liked her to wear pink marabou stilettos. Such a stereotype, that guy, so she called him Frederick’s of Hollywood. Her Wednesday nooner had a thing for thigh-high black boots, and Lysandra called him Pretty Woman – not to his face – since she suspected he’d never gotten over Julia Roberts as a hooker. Pretty Woman’s Thursday counterpart craved pointy-toed Jimmy Choo kitten heels in beige, of all colors; Lysandra suspected that one was a politician and dubbed him El Presidente. But her ongoing Friday five o’clock date was the worst: Stanky Mr. Keds had an unhealthy fixation on sweaty sneakers. Lysandra barely managed to suppress her gag reflex in their sessions. She charged him three times her usual fee before decamping to the shower and scrubbing every inch of herself – not only her feet – with a scented scrub that reminded her of sugar cookies in her grandmother’s kitchen.
So when the old lady who booked appointments hunted her down on Friday evening, Lysandra was in no mood for it. “No more freakshows today! Honest, I can’t take any more.”
 “You’re burning out on Stanky Mr. Keds,” the receptionist sympathized. “But this guy seems kind of sweet. Shy, you know.”
 “He’s a foot-fetish freak. If he wasn’t, what the hell would he be here for?”
 “I don’t think he’s like the others, Lysandra. The biggest weirdos come in here and check out my buniony old feet, you know.” They both looked down at her feet, which were encased in suntan-colored hose and Dr. Scholl’s clogs. “This guy says he just wants to give a girl a foot massage.”
 “What?”
 “Yeah, I know. Can you take him? Sabrina flaked out and Calypso had to go home ’cause her kid’s sick.”
 “If it’s anything other than a foot massage, I’m kicking his ass to the curb,” Lysandra mumbled. She stepped into her standby shoes – black patent with a four-inch heel – and marched into her appointment room. The Tootsie Palace’s date rooms all looked alike: pale pink walls, rosy lighting, cheap plastic chairs that were easy to clean. Lysandra sat, crossed her legs, and waited.
The guy who came in wasn’t what she expected. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said to the receptionist, who closed the door behind him. He was tall and broad-shouldered and surprisingly young, maybe all of twenty-five. His skin was glossy as copper and his mouth was full, curving into a slow, sexy smile. “Hello, miss. I’m the crazy dude they warned you about.”  
All the freakshows are crazy, Lysandra thought, but she said, “Crazy?” like it was a question she hadn’t already answered for herself.
 “Just kidding. I’m kinda nervous doing this, you know?”
 “Oh, a virgin.”
 “Aw, hell. You made me blush.”
 “So, is it true you want to give me a foot massage?” Lysandra asked. Normally, when a new freakshow turned up, she asked him what he was into, but she didn’t have the patience for that now, not with the memory of the Keds stinking up the room.
 “Yeah. Is that okay?”
 “It’s fine. Go ahead, sit down.”
He did, checking out her feet. “You wear shoes like that all day?”  
 “Sure. Why?”
 “That must hurt like hell.”
Lysandra shrugged. “They look good.”
 “They’re nice, but I’d rather a lady be comfortable, you know? I mean, she ain’t gonna be in a mood for, well, anything if her feet hurt. if her 8
 “Shall I kick them off?”
 “Um, sure.”
She made one fly to one side of him, then the other, as if she were aiming projectiles. Then she tucked her feet onto his lap. “Go for it. Make my day.”
 “Heh. Um, okay.”
He stared at her feet for a second, then reached for them with his meaty hands. His fingertips were warm, but he seemed hesitant about touching her.
 “Can I tell you something?” Lysandra asked. “You use a light touch like that, and your girlfriend is ticklish at all? Well, she’s gonna be rolling on the floor, laughing her head off.”
 “Really? But the bones are all, like delicate.”
 “You need more pressure. I’ll tell you if it’s too much.”
He rubbed her toes for a while. “That good?”
 “It’s boring. You’re supposed to be giving me a foot massage, not pushing my toes like they’re buttons.”
 “Sorry, miss.”
 “You can call me Lysandra.”
He stroked her instep. “That your real name?”
 “No. The owner makes us use fake names. It’s his policy here.”
 “Huh. Well, I’m Tyson, and that is my real name.”
 “You sound like you’re from the South,” Lysandra said.
 “Missouri. Came out west a few months ago.”
 “Film business?”
 “Nah. I used to think I’d be a musician like Chuck Berry. He’s from Missouri, too. But I don’t have the talent. Now I’m just working for a guy.”
 “You like L.A.?”
 “It’s nice, but it ain’t home. You got real good-looking feet, you know.”  
 “That’s another of the owner’s policies,” Lysandra said. “He won’t even let you work if you’ve got a bruise on your foot.”
 “Really?”
 “One girl broke a toe, and he wouldn’t let her come back to work. He hates ugly feet.”
 “Feet tell a story,” Tyson said. “I think they’re interesting that way, no matter what they look like.”
 “Well, don’t be so afraid to touch mine. Use some pressure. Put your thumbs together on the bottom of my foot, just above the heel. Yeah, there. Now, press in and move up. Slowly.”
He did as he was told, and a s hiver of pleasure ran through Lysandra.  
 “Again,” she instructed. He did as he was told. “Now, go up my instep in circles. No, small circles. Yes, that’s right.” Oh, it was right. The tension in her body eased and a little sound escaped from the back of her throat.
 “I could get the hang of this,” Tyson said.  
 “Press in just under my toes. Circles. Uh-huh. Press harder.”
He did, and for a moment, Lysandra closed her eyes and sighed. 
 “You okay, miss?” he asked. “Your head kinda rolled back for a sec. I hope I didn’t hurt you none.”
 “No. That felt… good.” No one was more stunned than Lysandra. After the strange range of fetishes she catered to each day – stomping, licking, kicking… hell, there was one guy who made her plunge her high heel into a toy rat – the sensation of pleasure caught her by surprise. It was not a feeling she ever got inside the Tootsie Palace.
 “Cool. I think you need more foot massages, miss, um Lysandra, or whatever your real name is.”
 “Leslie,” she mumbled, then sat up straight. “Oh, hell.”
 “Don’t worry. I won’t tell.”
 “Call me Lysandra, okay? Just remember that.”
 “Sure thing, Lysandra.”
She didn’t talk after that, worried about what else she might come out with. She’d never told any of the freakshows her real name. Why had she slipped up with this guy? Maybe it was because he seemed so fresh and innocent, like he’d just walked off a farm. Still, business was business. “You need to work on your technique. Want to schedule an appointment for next week?”
He came back the following Tuesday. “Ready for my lesson,” he told her, grinning.  
 “You look excited.”
 “Course I am. I’m gonna get better acquainted with the female foot.”
Lysandra shed her shoes and plunked her feet into his lap. “I’m not going to remind you of anything to start. I want to see what you remember.”
 “Okay.”
He started out too gently, but quickly remembered to add pressure and suddenly Lysandra felt light-headed. As he started rubbing her toes, she exhaled in a long sigh. “Maybe I should be paying you for this.”  
 “You an actress, Lysandra?” he asked.
 “How’d you guess?”
 “You’re so pretty. Anyway, every girl out here is in the business, or used to be. Even my boss’ wife used to be on TV. What’ve you been in?”
 “Some walk-on parts on TV.” Three years in Los Angeles, and what did she have to show for it, except a lousy job at a foot-fetish parlor in West Hollywood? “You know that video for the Tyger Lounge, the one that shows the guy painting a woman’s toenails? Those are my feet.”  
 “That must’ve been cool.”
 “Not really. The director is one of my freakshows here, so he put me in the commercial. My feet, anyway.”
 “Freakshows? That what you call your clients?”  
 “Only the ones who don’t give me foot massages.”
 “You like this, huh?” Tyson looked pleased with himself. “Okay, that’s good. I like that. Maybe I got some talent in these hands after all.”
 “Why would you think you didn’t?”
 “This one girlfriend of mine, she told me it felt like I was playing This Little Piggy when I massaged her feet. Tell you the truth, that kinda hurt my feelings.”
 “So you’re working on your technique, that it?”
 “Guess so.” He looked sheepish.
 “You have some girl in mind you want to impress.”
He blushed. “Guess I’m pretty easy to read.”
 “Is she your girlfriend?”
 “No way. Uh-uh. She’s my, um, friend. She’s always talking about how much she loves a foot massage, but her husband won’t do one. Ain’t that funny?”
 “A lot of people can’t get what they want from their partner. That’s why places like this exist.”
They were quiet for a while. Had Tyson been practicing on some other girl? He was getting good. Really good. Like, mind-meltingly, heart-thumpingly good.  
She wondered what else he was good at.
At the end of their session, she said, “It’s crazy that you’re paying money to do this. Look, why don’t you come over to my apartment. You can massage my feet there. I won’t even charge you.” She was surprised by her boldness. She’d never invited one of the freakshows over. She’d never wanted to. But Tyson was so sweet – so normal – he brought down her defenses.
 “Really?” he seemed genuinely surprised.  
 “Sure. Why don’t you come over tomorrow night, say around seven.”
 “That’s real nice of you, Lysandra.”
She smiled, but later she thought, Nice? He was acting as if she was doing him some kind of favor. Maybe he didn’t quite get that a girl working in a foot-worship joint longed for some normal company for a change. Nice was the opposite of what she had planned for him. When he came over to her apartment Wednesday night, Lysandra was ready. She’d lit candles all over and ordered in Chinese food. On the bed were the tiger-striped sheets, her favorites. She put on some Chuck Berry, since Tyson had mentioned him. When the doorbell rang, “You Never Can Tell,” was playing.
 “This is nice,” Tyson said, as soon as he crossed the threshold. “You got serious taste. This is real fine.” He handed her a small bouquet of lavender roses. Red was passion, Lysandra thought. Yellow was friendship. What was lavender supposed to be? “Hey, you like Chuck Berry? I love him!” Tyson added.  
 “Why don’t you sit down? I ordered dinner for us.”
 “You did? That’s real sweet of you.”
While she served sesame noodles, she glanced his way from time to time. Tyson seemed fascinated by the room. Lysandra had painted the walls a dark red and hung posters from Hong Kong films of the ’60s. She had paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling and a pair of brass dragons facing off on a table.  
 “It’s like a film set in here,” he said, when she came out of the kitchen.  
Conversation was easy enough during dinner, but afterwards, when she tried to cozy up to him on the sofa, he said, “How about that foot massage now?”
 “You want to massage my feet?” she asked, slightly incredulous. What kind of freaky obsession did he have, anyway?
 “I need the practice.”
She moved away and put her feet in his lap. He gently pulled off her heels and started caressing her instep. It felt good, almost too good, and Lysandra wanted it to go on and on. But she also wanted him to stop and pick her up and carry her into the bedroom. She’d lit candles in there, too, and it was where she was planning to end up with him. But Tyson wouldn’t stop. He massaged her feet, and she reluctantly let him. At one point, she dozed off and woke to find him grinning.
 “You’re kinda cute when you snore,” he said.
She pulled her feet out of his lap. “Okay. My turn.”
 “Your turn? For what? I don’t want a foot massage.”
 “Well, I bet I’ve got something else you’ll like.”
Tyson’s eyes darted around the room. “Where’s the bathroom?” he asked, standing suddenly. Lysandra pointed. “Okay, thanks.”
When he disappeared, she leaned forward and reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. His wallet was in there, a brown leather number that still looked new. She opened it, checked out his driver’s license, and was surprised to see his name really was Tyson. Tyson Allan Powell, it read above an address in Echo Park. There were a lot of bills inside, crisp and new. A small photo fell out and Lysandra picked it up, noting a cold-eyed white woman, a brunette with a dark bob staring back. Was this the woman Tyson was practicing his foot-massage technique for? The thought rattled Lysandra. She’d thought they had such a good rapport, she and Tyson. She hadn’t realized he was stuck on someone else.
Still, it didn’t have to be that way.
When Tyson finally came back from the bathroom, Lysandra announced, “Let’s go into the bedroom.”
 “Uh, I think I should probably get going…”
 “But I want you to give me another foot massage.”
That seemed to pique his interest, and she guided him to her bed. Once he started working on her feet she unzipped her dress. “Just getting comfortable,” she murmured. She let him stroke her feet for a few minutes, letting him relax. Then she pounced. Tyson showed less resistance this time, but he still tried to pull away. She wouldn’t let him, and finally he gave in. Then he gave in again. And again. It was exactly what she had fantasized about, Lysandra thought as she drifted off to sleep.
When she woke, just before five in the morning, Tyson was gone. She turned on a light, wondering if he was in the bathroom, but she spotted a note on the bedside table. Thanks, it read, in a curving, childish script.  
Underneath it were two crisp hundred-dollar bills.  
Did he think she was a prostitute? She picked up the cash, realizing it was about what he would have paid at the Tootsie Palace to give her a foot massage there. Was that what he was paying for? She felt a lump in her throat, but she was determined not to cry. She would ask him when she saw him.
But he didn’t call. And he didn’t come back to the Tootsie Palace.
Days passed, then a week. Feeling desperate, she drove to Tyson’s building. Then she got bolder, following an elderly woman through the door. She knocked on Tyson’s door and waited. When he opened it, the blood drained away from his face. “Lysandra.” His voice was dull.
 “You never called and you never came back,” she said, pushing past him before he could shut the door. “I thought I’d make sure you hadn’t died.”
 “You didn’t have to do that,” Tyson said, his voice strained. But Lysandra wasn’t listening to him. Instead, she was staring at a framed photo of the woman she’d seen in the photo in his wallet. Same cold eyes, same dark hair, but she was holding a cigarette and exhaling smoke. There was another photograph, this time of the woman next to an ebony-skinned man with a shaved head. It made the woman seem suddenly fragile and delicate, being next to someone so big, and her white skin seemed suddenly much paler. Lysandra stared at the photograph, feeling the air being sucked out of her lungs and from the room as she realized who the man was.
 “You shouldn’t be here,” Tyson said.  
 “Who’s that woman?”
 “My boss’ wife.” He was aiming for formality, but there was an affectionate undertone that made his feelings for the woman clear.
 “You’re having an affair with her?”
 “No,” Tyson said. “Don’t get me wrong. I love her. But the closest I’ll ever get to her is touching her feet.”
 “All that foot massage… that was practice for her?”
 “When you do it right, she purrs like a cat,” Tyson said. “It’s the sweetest thing.”
Lysandra didn’t have an answer for that.
 “I’m sorry I hurt you, Lysandra. You’re a real nice girl. It’s just… I never knew what love was before I met her. She’s special. She’s like no one else I ever met.”
 “You’re having an affair with your boss’ wife, and you think that’s special?”
 “Not an affair. No way. But we have… a connection. That’s the only thing I can think of to call it.”
 “A connection?” She turned and walked back to the door.
 “I’m sorry, Lysandra. I never meant to lead you on.”
 “Don’t worry about it.” She looked back at him. “That girlfriend of yours, the one who told you she thought you were playing This Little Piggy?”
 “Yeah?” Tyson looked suddenly anxious.
 “She was just playing with your head. You give a great foot massage.”
 “Thanks, Lysandra. That’s real nice of you.”
He was still talking as she walked away, but Lysandra’s mind was racing. She didn’t know the name of the man in the picture, but she didn’t need it. She knew her Friday five o’clock freakshow when she saw him. Normally, all he evoked in her was revulsion, but now, she couldn’t wait to see him. His wife had a foot-massage habit that another man was taking care of? Lysandra couldn’t see Stanky Mr. Keds taking that news well.
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Comanche
By Jason Duke

Willie Jones looked around the empty bedroom at the back of Devilwood Springs. The room was as Kara had described it, no windows, the walls and ceiling covered in mirrored panels positioned at different odd angles. The mirrors reflected myriad fractured copies of him through the bleak emptiness of the room. His lean build, tucked black Under Armour shirt, dark blue jeans, unnervingly stared back on him everywhere he looked.  
He closed the door behind him; it fit perfectly and blended into the wall. He walked to the middle of the room, boots thudding the vintage Mexican saltillo clay tile floor, and set the step ladder he had carried with him, under the dominatrix chains that hung from the ceiling. The chains were looped through a large metal ring bolted to the ceiling, fastened with hard leather straps at the ends. Harsh white light glared from studio lamps placed in the far corners, one in each corner. He pulled a tiny spy camera from his pocket. A hole had been cut into the glass where the metal ring was bolted to the ceiling, and he stepped up the ladder to the hole, then he wedged the camera inside.  
The camera lens shined in his eyes, and he thought about Kara, the night he met her at Drai’s nightclub two months ago. Her full name was Kara Knightley, she was lying on one of the nightclub beds out near the pool, sipping from a bottle of Cristal. She motioned with her finger for him to come over, then introduced herself. Willie asked her if she was the movie star because she had the same dark brown hair and deep haunting eye shadow.
He lay down next to her and she said, “Gee, I haven’t heard that one before.”
 “You get that a lot?”
She nodded.
 “Sorry,” he said.
The bottle was less than half full. She poured it out behind her, signaling the hostess.
 “Another one, please,” she showed the hostess the empty bottle.
The hostess nodded, then left.
Kara rubbed her finger down Willie’s loose white shirt to his tight black leather pants. “Are you going for the pop rock look, the Jim Morrison look, or what?”  
He smiled, looking past the balcony to the Hollywood sign in the smog-shrouded distance. Kara tapped his cock and said, “That thing is enormous, you must be a porn star.”
 “I’ve done one or two.”
 “What was it called?”
 “Comanche,” he said.
Two bottles later, they left the nightclub together. He opened the passenger door to his Audi, she got in, and they drove to his Venice beach studio. Looking out of his kitchen window, she could see the large Jim Morrison mural up the street. She thought definitely the Morrison look, though she was more interested in what was beneath the pants. He staggered into the kitchen and she jumped on him, knocking him to the floor, started ripping off his pants, his shirt. One night, while they lay in bed, the gibbous moon shining in through the window, she could hear the waves crashing in the surf along the shoreline. She nestled her head into his brawny chest, rubbing his chest with her free hand, one of her legs draped over his. He teased her nipples with soft, delicate little pinches. His heart thumped loudly in soothing rhythm to the crashing waves.
 “Were you always into porn?”
 “No.”
 “What’d you do before porn?”
 “I had a few run-ins with the cops and did some time upstate. I’d rather not talk about it.”
 “What for? Please tell me.”
 “Alright, for burglary.”
 “What happened?” She played with his cock, stroking it, “C’mon, tell me, please?”
 “Alright. The security system of the place I was breaking into was simple enough, just a simple alarm and video feed, but I guess I wasn’t as good as I thought.”
She played with his cock some more, stroking it harder, faster, “So how big is it?”
 “Eleven inches.”
 “Is it naturally that big?”
 “I grew it three inches.”
 “How?”
 “There are techniques, pills you can take.”
 “You need it that big to do porn?”
 “No, but it helps. There are bigger.”
Kara looked up into his face, “He beats me, my husband. Richard beats me. I think it’s because he has a little dick.”
Willie stared out at the moon and calmly said, “That motherfucker.”
So Kara laid it all out for Willie – told him about the mirrored bedroom, the dominatrix chains in the ceiling. How Richard liked to tie her up, fuck her, which she was okay with; but then he’d beat her afterwards, choke her, punch her in the back, smack her ass, hard forceful slaps that left her black and blue for days.
She said, “I think maybe it’s because he has a small dick, and he’s a premature ejaculator. He’s embarrassed by it. He has a little dick complex or something. I try faking orgasms, but I don’t think he buys it,” Kara said. She wanted revenge; she wanted to take Richard for everything he was worth, which was over one hundred million.  
The Devilwood Springs estate alone was worth a cool twenty mil.  
Kara stroked Willie’s cock harder. She kissed his chest, sliding down to his cock, and inhaled the tip of it into her mouth. When she finished, she smiled up at him, “Why was it called Comanche? You know, I mean the porno?” He said, “I guess because the background song they used was called ‘Comanche.’”
Willie snapped out of his daydream and stepped down off the ladder. He placed the step ladder in the corner. He snuck back through Devilwood Springs, marveling at all the post-modern decadence. The extravagantly furnished bedrooms lavished in a mixture of Moroso and Marquette Turner designs. The Philip Plein gold-plated living room furniture, or the Toyo D-Land kitchen with Swarovski crystal encrusted handles. Another kitchen was a Porsche Design Poggenpohl luxury kitchen set. Finn Stone lamp made from an English telephone box. Solange Azagury-Partridge gold and diamond chandelier hanging in the foyer. There was even a Klimt hung on the wall at the base of the sweeping grand marble staircase leading up to the second floor. The outside grounds were typical manicured lawns, hedgerows, flowerbeds, Gold Thread Cypress and Japanese Red Maples, no walls or gates, only a long driveway connecting from the street to the turnaround with a Maidens and Lions Italian marble fountain in the center.  
He waited in his Audi half a block up the street. The spy camera was hooked up remotely, recording to a small battery powered television on the passenger seat. He rested the TV in his lap. An hour later, Kara and Richard pulled up in a Porsche. The car turned down the driveway, parking in the turnaround. Richard opened the car door for her, his eyes bugged out. His ears were large and fanned out like a bat. He put his hand on her shoulder, guiding her inside the mansion. Willie watched the TV intently. Soon they walked into the empty mirrored bedroom, Richard strapped her wrists to the chains, tore away the Jovani jewel-encrusted strapless cocktail dress she was wearing, and fucked her from behind. After a few quick powerful thrusts, he gasped in orgasm, chin on her shoulder, drooling down her left tit. Then he spun her around and slapped her hard across the face. He started choking her, punching her in the back, smacking her ass with hard forceful slaps.
Willie threw open the car door. He rushed up the driveway, to the Brazilian cherry wood imported front door. The door was unlocked. He rushed inside Devilwood Springs, winding his way through the mansion, back through all the post-modern decadence. He burst into the empty mirrored bedroom out of breath but Richard and Kara were gone. Willie closed the mirrored door, walked to the middle of the room, boots thudding the vintage Mexican saltillo clay tile floor. He looked to the hole cut into the glass ceiling where the metal ring was bolted to the ceiling and the spy camera wedged inside. The camera lens shone back at him. He saw movement from the corner of his eye, turning in time to see the mirrored door open. Richard strolled into the bedroom wearing an indigo silk Samue with the image of a giant white tiger stitched on the back. Richard grinned, Beretta held tucked to his side, aiming the gun at Willie. They locked eyes. Richard thrust the gun straight out in front of him, and Willie nearly tripped backward over his feet.
Richard said, “Will you walk into my parlor, said the spider to the fly?”
Kara walked in behind Richard, touching her hands to his shoulders. She stood behind him and rested her head on his shoulder.
 “Is this him?”
 “Mmm-hmm,” she stared at Willie, through him, cold and unsympathetic, like he was more an object than a man. Willie slowly stepped away from the chains. He straightened up, perfectly straight, too proud to beg.  
 “Mr. Willie Jones, big time porn star with the eleven inch cock,” Richard said.
Willie took a few steps back, behind the chains.  
 “Did you think you could trust her? What’d she tell you? That I beat her? She’s a masochistic nympho. She likes it rough.”  
Richard reached his free hand over his shoulder, clenching a handful of Kara’s hair. He yanked her around in front of him. She whimpered, grabbed his wrists, and he threw her to the ground. Richard moved toward Willie, motioning with the gun to the chains, “Put your wrists in the straps.”  
Willie said, “Fuck you, asshole, make me.”
Richard motioned to the step ladder in the corner, “What were you doing with that step ladder?”
There was a click behind Richard.  
The unmistakable sound of a hammer cocked back on a gun.  
He turned around and Kara was pointing a .38 Smith & Wesson at his gut. Willie stood on the step ladder, pulled the spy camera from its hiding place, showing it to Richard.
Willie said, “She never liked it rough, she just liked your money. Plus, I have a way bigger dick than you.”
 “Two-timing bitch!”  
Kara aimed the .38 lower, “I want a divorce. I want everything.”
Willie took the Beretta from Richard, “Now you put your wrists in the straps, asshole,” he bashed Richard on the head with the butt of the gun. “Do it, asshole!” Kara disappeared for a moment, returning with a leather mouth and chin harness with red ball gag. The song Comanche played a second later over a deafening sound system in a neighboring bedroom. Willie tightened the straps.  
Richard said, “Willie, buddy, can’t we work something out. Seriously, c’mon guys.”  
Kara shoved the gag in Richard’s mouth. He started screaming, and she strapped the gag on tighter. She started jumping gleefully up and down like a little school girl, clapping her hands together,
 “Go medieval on his ass, baby!”  
She pulled Richard’s pants down, smacked him on the ass. Willie bent Richard over, sinking his hands into Richard’s squishy ass; and then she unzipped Willie’s giant cock, opened a magnum condom and slipped it on.  

-
Jason Duke is a Sergeant in the U.S. Army who served fifteen months in Iraq between 07-09. His short stories have appeared in Plots With Guns, Thuglit, Spinetingler Magazine, Crimewav.com, Crimefactory, Needle, Darkest Before the Dawn, and A Twist of Noir, among others. He has a story in the e-anthology D*cked available on amazon.com.



Misirlou
By Jimmy Callaway

1. Cheeseburger, Hold the Relish
Mal walked in the front door, said, “Cheeseburger’s dead.”
Bronson looked up from the TV, said, “What?”
Stillwell looked up from the TV, said, “Who?”
Mal said, “Guy that runs that Greek place down the street. I stopped in for a gyro, joint’s closed for a week. Death in the family notice in the window.”
Bronson said, “Jesus.”
Stillwell stubbed out his cigarette. “You guys call him ‘Cheeseburger’?”
Bronson shrugged. “He looks like Belushi.” To Mal, “Does Romano know?”
Bronson’s phone went, “All the old paintings on the tomb, they do the sand dance, don’cha know...”
They all looked at it. Mal said, “I guess he does.”

2. Ashes to Ashes, Funk to Funky
 “Ah, hell,” Bronson said as they pulled into Romano’s lot.
 “What?” Mal said.
Bronson pointed at the Taurus parked in front. “Funk’s here.”
Mal said, “Ah, hell.”
Tina looked up from her desk as they came in. “Hi, boys,” she said, “go on back.”
Bronson said, “Thanks, Tina,” and smiled. Mal said nothing.
They let themselves into Romano’s office as Funk was saying, “And so the genie says to the Polack, he says, ‘Whatever your wish, sahib, is my command.’ And the Polack says, ‘Man, I’m lonely. I wish my two friends were still here.’” Then he and Romano and Hughes all laughed, Romano pounding on his desk. Empty sandwich wrappers and Coke cans were in front of them.
Romano looked up, said, “Oh, the boys are here. Funk, you remember the boys.”
Funk stood up and shook hands with them, said, “Of course, of course. Mal, Bronson, how you guys doing?”
Mal said, “Hey.”
Bronson said, “Good, man. You?”
 “Good, yeah. Good, good, good. Well, all things considered. You heard about Gus, I take it?”
Bronson said, “Cheeseburger, yeah.”
 “Cheeseburger?” Funk said and laughed, “Yeah, I like that. Poor bastard.”
Romano said, “Poor bastard nothing. Gus was good people, but if he was gonna get killed protecting my numbers receipts from some half-assed burglar, then he shoulda fucking protected them. Getting killed for nothing doesn’t do anybody any good.”
Hughes said, “I’m really gonna miss his souvlaki.”
Romano said, “Shut up, Hughes. Anyways, normally, botched robbery, open-and-shut. But Sarge tells me there was no forced entry.” Romano shrugged. “And I don’t know, but the whole thing feels wrong. Why I called in Funk.”
Funk said, “Thank you, Mr. Romano. It’s a shame about Gus, but whatever I can do to help. And you sure gave me the right boys for the job.” He smiled at Mal and Bronson.
Bronson gave a weak smile back.
Mal just nodded.
 “Anyways,” Romano said.
Funk said, “Yeah, anyways.” To Mal and Bronson, “Shall we?”

3. We Shall
Traffic was light on the 15 South.
Funk said, “You guys don’t like me much, do you?”
Mal shrugged.
Bronson said, “No, it’s not that. It’s just... Romano calls you down here, it kinda makes us look bad. That’s all. Right, Mal?”
Mal shrugged, lit a cigarette.
Funk lit one himself, cracked his window a bit. “Well, that’s just... no, that’s not it. I mean, I see what you’re saying, I do. But I’m here to help, that’s all. We’re all on the same team.”
 “But this is our town,” Mal said.
 “And that’s just it,” Funk said, “This is your town. I’m just visiting.”
Mal shrugged, said, “Yeah, okay.”
Funk said, “You guys ever play Dungeons & Dragons when you were kids?”
Mal said, “No.”
Bronson said, “Yeah.”
Funk looked in his rear-view. “Yeah?”
Bronson shrugged.
Mal said, “Bronson was president of the D&D club in high school.”
Bronson said, “Vice-president.”
Funk said, “So, all right, it’s like this: This is just an adventure, another adventure in an open-ended campaign. And I’ve got my own alignment, my own stats, blah blah. But if I’m just rolling dice by myself here, all alone, then nothing’s happening. I need a party to get things going.”
Bronson said, “So Romano’s what? The DM?”
Funk shrugged, said, “Sure, yeah. You could say that, I guess. But I like to think any one of us could be the DM. Y’know? Great thing about that game: The Dungeon Master might have the title and a plot and a plan of how things might go, but it’s the players who really run the game.” He grinned at his rearview.
Mal took a drag on his smoke, said, “You guys are a couple’a nerds.”

4. May His Memory Be Eternal
Cheeseburger’s son let them in, led them to the back bedroom where his mother sat in an old recliner. Bronson noticed they had twin beds.
Funk said, “Mrs. Laliotitis.” He took her hand. “Memory eternal,” he said.
Mrs. Cheeseburger did not look up, but she did pat Funk’s hand twice with her own.
Funk sat down on one of the twin beds, said, “Mrs. Laliotitis, I have some questions for you. I know it’s a terrible, tragic time right now, but we need to act quickly.”
Mrs. Cheeseburger nodded.
Funk said, “Did Mr. Laliotitis have any debts that you know of, any gambling, anything like that?”
Mrs. Cheeseburger shook her head.
Funk said, “Was he having any trouble with the neighbors, here or at the restaurant? Any neighborhood kids giving him trouble?”
Mrs. Cheeseburger said, “Gus catch a boy spray-painting the restaurant. Nikos hit him.”
 “And when was that, Mrs. Laliotitis?”
 “Last year, I think. Christmastime.”
Funk said, “Okay,” and nodded his head. “Okay. Mrs. Laliotitis, this is a difficult question, but it’s one I have to ask.”
Mrs. Cheeseburger let out a low, almost inaudible moan.
Funk said, “I apologize in advance, but –”
 “There is a girl. She lives in Hillcrest, near Hillcrest.” She dabbed at her eyes with a crushed wad of Kleenex. “There was always a girl.”
Funk wavered for just a second; if Mal and Bronson hadn’t been watching for it, they’d have missed it. Funk said, “Was this girl also married, Mrs. Laliotitis? A boyfriend?”
Mrs. Cheeseburger shook her head, and then spat on the rug. “Egyptian cunt,” she said.
 “Mom,” her son said. He looked at Mal and Bronson, looked at Funk.
 “Cunt,” Mrs. Cheeseburger said.
Funk stood and rested a hand on her shoulder. Her head inclined, just a bit, toward it.

5. The Sun Never Sets on El Cajon Boulevard
Funk’s phone went, “Oh, no, not the bees! Not the bees!”
Funk answered it, said, “Yeah.”
Said, “Yeah, hey, we just left Cheeseburger’s.”
Said, “Oh, yeah?”
Said, “Yeah, we’re on it.”
Funk hung up, said, “Ashley’s place is on fire. You know where that is?”
Bronson said, “His house?”
Funk said, “No, no, the shop he’s been running.”
Bronson said, “Yeah, it’s on El Cajon. Get off right here.”
Funk whipped the wheel to the right, barely made the exit. Horns blared.
Mal said, “Your ringtone is from the fuckin’ Wicker Man?”

6. Everything Must Have Gone
Ashley stood across the street in front of the pho place with all the other looky-loos. He nodded as Funk, Mal and Bronson walked up, said, “Fuck, I’m tired. Up all night and now this.”
Mal held his hand up to the heat of the blaze across the street. The sound of glass shattering punctuated the air every thirty seconds or so. Mal said, “Jesus.”
Ashley said, “Tell me about it, mate.”
Bronson said, “Ashley, you remember Funk, yeah?”
Ashley said, “Yeah, how’s it goin’?”
They shook hands. Funk said, “Sorry about your place, man.”
Ashley said, “Yeah, cheers, but y’know. Just lucky I went for a coffee. Dennis and Vince, though, man.” He shook his head.
Funk said, “Well, what happened?”
Ashley shrugged, said, “This chick comes in, had a bingle in her Beemer, put a big dent in the fender, like someone took a fucken rock to it. Asks if we can have it done by this afternoon. I said sure, of course. She says ta, back later then.”
Funk said, “What’d she look like?”
Ashley said, “Oh, nice-looking girl. Nice pair of legs. Kinda conservative dress, y’know. Business woman. Or so I thought.”
Funk said, “White girl?”
Ashley said, “Yeah, no, Middle Eastern, I think. Dark-skinned, but didn’t look like a lotta Middle Eastern girls I’ve seen. Not in the face, anyways. Her nose wasn’t that big, really.”
Mal and Bronson looked at each other.
Another fire truck arrived. Funk had to shout over it. “So then what happened?”
Ashley said, “Well, the most I could get outta Dennis before the ambulance got here was they set about working on the fender and the fucken thing exploded.”
Bronson said, “The fender?”
Ashley said, “Nah, the whole fucken car, mate. Musta been plastique, a fucken time bomb or something. Blew Dennis right out the back window into the neighbor’s pool. Bit’a luck, that. Vince, man.” He shook his head. “Even if he ever wakes up, he’ll probably never see again. Burned the retinas right outta his head. Poor guy.”
Funk said, “Wow, that’s terrible.”
Mal said, “The merch.”
Funk said, “Right, right. What about the merch, Ashley?”
Ashley said, “Well, there wasn’t a whole lot. Had an order come in last week for as many mufflers as we could put a hand to, any make or model. Guy wanted a hundred or so by today. What I was up all night taking care of. We got that and change, but now.” He shook his head again.
Funk said, “And who was this guy?”
Ashley shrugged. “Dunno, never met him. Cheeseburger was the broker.”
Bronson said, “Shit.”
Ashley said, “What?”
Bronson said, “Cheeseburger’s dead.”
Ashley said, “Shit.” Then he said, “Well, one less headache for me, then.”

7. California Stop
Funk said, “You think this woman’s with Tijuana, maybe?”
Mal said, “I doubt it. TJ’s got troubles enough of their own these days. ’Sides, she’s Middle Eastern or something, not Mexican.”
Funk said, “Mrs. Laliotitis said she was Egyptian.”
Bronson said, “I don’t think I’d be able to tell the difference.”
Funk said, “Yeah, I guess. I dunno.”
Bronson said, “Maybe we should go talk to Gamma Rey.”
Funk said, “Who’s that?”
Mal said, “Guy we know.”
Funk said, “Good enough for me.”

8. Free Samples of My Cock and Balls
Gamma Rey stood under an umbrella cart on the corner of 4th and Broadway, handed out little plastic tubs of hummus and baggies of pita chips. He said, “Hey, c’mon, get your free samples of... whatever the fuck this shit is. Hey, you’re white, sir, you must like this sorta shit. No? This guero does here, right – see? Hey! Speaking of gueros –”
Mal said, “Gamma Rey.” They shook hands.
Bronson said, “’Sup, Gamma Rey?” They shook hands. Gamma Rey pulled Bronson’s hand to his own crotch, laughed when Bronson yanked his hand back.
Bronson said, “Never get tired of that bit, do ya?”
Gamma Rey said, “And he loves it! Who’s your buddy?”
Bronson said, “This is Funk, man.”
Gamma Rey said, “Hey, how you doing, man. Reynaldo Gama. Here, you guys want some’a this... what is it, hummus?”
Funk said, “Oh, yeah, that does sound good.”
Mal said, “Nah.”
Bronson said, “Eh, yeah, what the fuck.”
Gamma Rey said, “So, what’re you faggots up to?”
Mal said, “Whaddaya hear from down south lately?”
Gamma Rey said, “That your mom is half-price all week.”
Mal said, “I can read the papers, man. What can you tell me?”
 “I can tell you I wanna put my dick in that girl’s butt,” Gamma Rey said, “Yes, you, baby! Want some’a my hummus?”
Mal said, “Noted. What else can you tell me?”
Gamma Rey said, “Fuckin’... is this about hamburguesa con queso?”
Bronson did a spit-take of pita crumbs, said, “Fuck. I am impressed.”
Gamma Rey said, “Shit, man, ain’t nothing happens I don’t know. But ¿sabes que? You guys had better take care of that shit. Like, yesterday.”
Mal said, “Yeah? Why’s that.”
Gamma Rey said, “Hey, man, all due respect, but Romano is small-time, which is why TJ don’t give a fuck.”
Mal said, “All right.”
Gamma Rey said, “But they just fuckin’ extradited Benny over here, he’s locked up down the street. So with their names all over the fuckin’ news these days, El Ingenerio and his tia have gotta either fuckin’ scale shit way down or finally join up with Juarez.” He shook his head. “It’s a... whaddayacall...”
Funk said, “A transitional period.”
Gamma Rey said, “Yeah, a transitional whatever-the-fuck. So they want things nice and quiet. If you got Batwoman running around out there, you gotta take care of that shit quick, or TJ will have to. And I can fuckin’ guarantee you’re not gonna want that.”
They all stood there a minute. Then Bronson said, “All right, important safety tip, thanks, Egon.”
Gamma Rey laughed. “I dunno what the fuck you’re talking about, but yeah. That’ll work.”

9. Know Your Periphery
Bronson’s phone went, “All the old paintings on the tomb, they do the sand dance, don’cha know...”
Bronson answered it, said, “Yeah.”
Mal said, “All right, Gamma Rey.”
Bronson nodded at him.
Funk said, “Nice meeting you.”
 “Yeah, you, too,” Gamma Rey said, “Now who wants some’a this fuckin’ white people food? Hey, man, know any white people? Here’s some food for ’em.”
Funk, Mal and Bronson stepped over into Horton Plaza Park so Bronson could hear over the traffic. He said, “Oh, all right, yeah.”
The park was empty except for three teenagers dealing drugs over by the old fountain. Funk pointed at the old fountain, now surrounded by chain link, said, “Oh, the oldest fountain.”
Mal said, “Huh?”  
The white kid in a Milwaukee Bucks jersey said, “Well, then gimme my fuckin’ pot back!”
Bronson put a finger in his ear, said, “4th and Broadway. In front of, y’know, where the old Planet Hollywood used to be.”
Funk said, “Yeah, that’s one of the earliest electric fountains in the world. If not the earliest.”
The black girl in her gym clothes said, “Fuck you, pussy punk!”
Mal said, “Huh.”
Bucks Jersey took a swing at Gym Clothes. Gym Clothes backed up, holding the baggie out of his reach. The other guy, the black kid with corn rows, just watched.
Bronson said, “Yeah, all right.” He hung up. “Sarge has got something for us. He’s gonna meet us here in a few minutes.”
Funk said, “Y’know, I kinda wanna say that’s a shame, it just sitting there. But y’know.”
Mal said, “Yeah. It’s just some fountain.”
Bucks Jersey and Gym Clothes danced around each other some more. People walking past the park would look up at the noise and then keep moving.
Funk said, “Yeah. But I don’t know. I think it’s more of a shame that it’s not a shame. You know what I mean?”
Corn Rows picked up Bucks Jersey’s skateboard.
Mal said, “No.”
Bronson said, “No, not really.”
Funk shrugged, said, “Well, anyways. Oh, here we go.” Corn Rows swung the skateboard at Bucks Jersey’s face, the wheels crunching against his temple. Bucks Jersey dropped like a sack. Corn Rows grabbed Gym Clothes by the arm and dragged her away, Gym Clothes still bouncing on her toes.
Bronson said, “I think it was using too much water or something. Like, are we in a drought still?”
Mal shrugged.
Funk said, “Your ringtone is The Bangles?”

10. As You Were, Men
The cop said, “Hey! What’re you fucking scumbags doing in my park?”
Bronson said, “Ah, lick my balls, pig.”
The cop said, “Yeah, like I could find those. How’s it going, guys?”
Mal said, “Sarge.”
Funk said, “Hey, Sarge. Good to see you again.”
Sarge held up a video tape, said, “I dunno how much help this’ll be, but...” He shrugged.
Mal said, “You guys still use VHS?”
Sarge shrugged, said, “It’s what Cheeseburger used. Probably hadn’t updated his security since the first fuckin’ Clinton administration.”
Bronson said, “You couldn’t convert it over to DVD?”
Sarge said, “What am I, a fuckin’ Walgreens?”
Funk said, “No, of course not, Sarge. You are not a Walgreens.”
Sarge breathed through his nose. He said, “All right, we’ll go over to the security office here. They know me. Who’s this?”
They looked at Bucks Jersey, still on the ground, clutching his eye. Funk said, “A young man rethinking his career path.”
Sarge said, “Oh, good. Less paperwork for me later. Anyways.”

11. Yeah
Sarge lead them through the mall to the security office, said, “Hey, Kim. Do me a favor and go grab a smoke, okay, buddy?”
The big Asian guy said, “You got it, Sarge.”
Sarge popped the tape into the machine. They watched on the monitor as Cheeseburger fucked a young woman on his desk.
Bronson said, “Ugh.”
Funk, Mal and Sarge said, “Yeah.”
Bronson said, “She’s pretty hot, though.”
Sarge fast-forwarded through until Cheeseburger had his clothes back on. He sat behind his desk, smoking one of those stinky European cigarettes. Then he caught a bullet in the face.
Funk said, “Can you rewind it back, zoom in on the girl?”
Sarge said, “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.” He fiddled with the controls until a grainy blow-up of the girl’s face was on-screen.
Mal said, “Ah, hell.”
Funk said, “What?”
Sarge nudged Mal in the ribs, said, “An old flame of yours?”
Mal looked at Bronson, said, “You know who this is, don’t you?”
Bronson squinted at the screen, leaned forward, then leaned back. Said, “Ah, hell.”

12. Who Is This Is
Funk said to the cute girl behind the counter, “Hi, could I get a venti iced coffee? Only five ice cubes in that, please.”
The girl looked up at him. “Five ice cubes?”
Funk said, “Right. Please.”
The girl rang him up, gave him his change. Mal and Bronson stared at him.
Funk said, “I used to say ‘light ice,’ but then they’d still put, like, seventeen ice cubes in there.”
Mal and Bronson stared at him.
Funk said, “Anyways, so okay, who is this woman?”
Mal shrugged. “Pretty sure that was Agatha.”
Funk said, “Uh-huh. And who’s that?”
Mal said, “Well, there used to be this guy we knew, Louis.”
Bronson said, “Buddy of ours.”
Mal said, “Got killed a while back.”
Funk said, “Uh-huh.” To the cute girl who handed him his coffee, “Thank you very much.” He put a five in the tip jar.
Mal said, “Supposedly, Louis was looking to deal himself in with the competition.”
Funk said, “Which competition?”
Mal and Bronson shrugged.
Funk said, “Uh-huh.” He held the door open for them to the street.  
Mal said, “Anyways, he went and got himself killed, regardless. Romano lost no sleep over it.”
Funk said, “Did you?”
Mal looked at him.
Funk said, “I’m just trying to gauge how well liked the guy was, is all.”
Bronson said, “He was a buddy of ours. So, no, it wasn’t cool. But, yn’-know.” He shrugged. “Shit happens.”
Mal said, “Agatha was his girlfriend. She just kinda disappeared after that. No one’s seen her since.” He shrugged. “I hadn’t even thought of her since.”
Funk said, “Uh-huh. And when was this?”
Bronson said, “Hell, almost ten years ago. And that’s what’s really weird. Y’know, why now?”
Funk said, “Ours is not to reason why. You remember where this Agatha lives?”
Mal said, “Banker’s Hill someplace.”
Bronson said, “Yeah, if we drive around a while, I’ll bet we can find it.”
Funk said, “I thought Mrs. Laliotitis said Hillcrest.”
Mal said, “She said near Hillcrest. Banker’s Hill is near Hillcrest.”
Funk smiled. “Then, near Hillcrest it is.”

13. Midtown Positioning System
Funk drove up 5th out of Downtown, until Bronson told him to turn left at Upas. They cruised down the street, Mal and Bronson looking hard at all the apartment complexes. Bronson told him to turn left at 2nd.
Funk drove down 2nd until it dead-ended just past Quince. He turned the Taurus around, turned left on Quince, and then stopped at 1st.
Funk said, “Left or right?”
Mal shrugged.
Bronson said, “Ummm... left. No, right.”
Funk turned right, started back up towards Hillcrest. Bronson turned in his seat as they crossed Spruce, said, “Know what? I think that was it back there. You see it, Mal? That yellow building?”
Mal said, “I remember it being green before.”
Bronson said, “Yeah, I think they repainted it.”
Funk turned right on Spruce, made a quick three-point turn, went back down1st.  
Bronson said, “Yeah, that’s it there, man. She lived in one of the basement studios.”
Funk turned left on Redwood and parked. He looked back over his shoulder at the building, said, “Nice place.”

14. Les Jeux Sont Faits
The building looked like it had been a big old house converted into apartments years back. Bronson pointed to their right as they approached. There was a wooden staircase at the side of the house that led down. In front of it was a heavy security gate, like a big thick screen door with a deadbolt on it. Mal tried the knob. Nothing.
Funk and Mal knotted their fingers and boosted Bronson over the gate. Mal glanced over his shoulder as Bronson opened the gate for them.  
Funk pointed at Bronson, pointed at his eyes, pointed at the street. Bronson nodded. He closed the gate, holding the knob open until it was in the jamb.
Funk and Mal stepped down the stairs. The windows into the basement apartment at their left all had the blinds drawn. At the foot of the stairs were two doors.
Funk looked at Mal.
Mal nodded at the left-hand door.
Funk nodded, knocked on the right-hand one.
Mal frowned at him.
Funk winked. He knocked on the right-hand one again, louder.
The left-hand door opened a crack.
Funk drew his pistol from his jacket and fired.

15. Les Jeux Even More Sont Faits
The wood splintered off the door jamb. Funk pushed the door all the way open with his foot. Mal just stood there.
Funk stepped inside over the girl splayed out on the floor. She had her hand to her neck, and blood dribbled from between her fingers.  
Funk said, “Hey. Hey!”
Mal looked at him.
Funk said, “That her?”
Mal looked down at the girl’s face. It was Agatha all right. Her eyes looked past him, just over his shoulder.
Mal looked at Funk, nodded.
Funk grabbed a big stuffed bear off her Murphy bed and placed it over her face. He held the gun to the bear’s stomach and fired twice more.
Funk said, “Let’s go.”

16. Asking Questions Later
Funk said, “You all right?” He lit a cigarette and cracked his window.
Mal shrugged.  
Funk said, “You just look a little green, is all.” He smiled at his rearview. “Both of you.”
Mal said, “Just caught a little off-guard, I guess.”
Funk laughed, said, “You weren’t the only one. Right?”
Mal and Bronson said nothing.
Funk said, “Look, you guys, problem is solved. Am I right?”
Mal shrugged.
Bronson said, “Yeah, I guess. But shit, man. It was all... y’know, I guess I thought you were gonna, like... fuckin’ interrogate her or something.”
Funk laughed, said, “You guys watch too many cop shows.” He sipped on his iced coffee. “Look, you guys are all right, man. I couldn’t have done it without you. I mean that. And now the working day is done. Right?”
Mal shrugged. Bronson said nothing.
Funk pitched his cigarette out the window, said, “Hey, who’s hungry?”

-
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The Only One Who Could Ever Reach Me
By Matt Lavin

You wish Freddy would shove his goddamned fist in his mouth and choke on it. Instead, he wipes his nose on the sleeve of his gray hoody and flashes you a nasty, tobacco-toothed grin.  
 “Glad you’re here, Greg,” he says. “I need some sleep.”  
You nod. Freddy has been the night guy for years. He came in when Duane moved to swing shift to replace Hugo. That said, the long trail of snot on Freddy’s arm is probably the most personal detail you’ve ever gleaned from him, and it’s more than you ever wanted to know. Every aspect of his existence is disgusting to you. He is fat and ignoble and perpetually wiping bodily fluids on wrinkled, unwashed clothing. Once, you swore you saw a footprint on his jeans.  
As the door shuts behind him, you let out a long sigh. Were you holding your breath in anticipation, or to avoid the stink? Try as you might, you can’t imagine a scenario to produce such an odor. A possum shit milkshake left out overnight wouldn’t come close. The industrial runoff from a Denny’s in Pakistan would pale in comparison to the scent that wafts off Freddy’s back fat.  
Fuck this daydream. The point is that he’s gone and you’re glad. Well, glad is an overstatement. You work in a dark, cold room with a hallway that leads to an endless set of darker, colder rooms. A series of dull lights mark the hallway, but they only remind you how dark it is everywhere else. But you are less miserable with Freddy gone.  
You stare at nothing and listen to the sound of water dripping from leaky pipes. Your only job is to remain vigilant. No TV, no music. Get caught breaking the rules and somebody breaks you.  
For the most part, you sit at your desk and listen to the dripping. Six days a week, the sound is rhythmic and unrelenting. On Fridays, the screams drown out the dripping noise, but you try not to think about that. As if the Doctor would know you were thinking of him and come for you.  
The torture and Freddy’s back fat aside, what it really comes down to is this: you do your fucking job. You sit. You ask no questions. You get paid. End of story. You do not worry about the men and women in the cages, who they are what they did. You do not bring home teeth to start a collection. You do not leer at the naked and crusty old woman in cell three and fling your spunk on her quivering, diseased backside like Freddy probably does. You sit. You ask no questions. You get paid. You do your fucking job.
A commotion rises outside. The scuffle of feet hitting pavement and shoulders bumping the hallway walls. Your heart races. Only one thing that happens unscheduled in a place like this, and it’s been weeks since the last one: a new arrival.  
A long, flat buzz echoes through the hallway, signaling that the door is about to open. You hear the door unlocking. You catch a quick look at them as they hustle past your desk, down the hallway toward the cells. They wear black jumpsuits and masks. None of them address you, nor do they make eye contact. You count five team members, same as always. The new arrival has a hood over his head. His arms are bound behind his back.  
As they rush him past, you get only a quick look at him, but it is enough to notice something rare and remarkable. He lumbers along, resisting with all his might, despite the fact that he is most certainly altered, drugged up. Not a hint of filth or pestilence or cowardice emanating from his form. He is almost pure anomaly: muscular, thick through the chest but well-toned. Young and unbroken. Nothing like the rest of them.
The team leaves without as much as a nod in your direction. You tell yourself they are all assholes, anyway.  
You have to admit you are curious about the newbie. Any time now, you could walk over and look at the newbie in his cell, but you don’t. No hurry.
At noon, you get to your feet and make the rounds. You gather a stack of five freeze-dried meals from the supply closet and dole them out, then go back for another stack of five. Two a day for the rest of their lives. You try not to count the number of prisoners, but it’s impossible. The number finds its way into your head like a snake seeking warmth. Sometimes you catch a glance of a prisoner through a service slot. Always the silhouette of a ghoulish figure, hunched and foul, scurrying away from the sliver of light that the slot lets into the cell.  
You ready yourself with food for the new prisoner. He’s fresh; the newbies sometimes try to grab your wrist through the opening. Not so with this one. His cell is silent; he sits with his back against the damp masonry.  
 “You,” he whispers as you slide the meal in. “Help me.”
The words ask for help, but his voice is strong. He is calm and unafraid. No, he isn’t begging for anything. More like he’s offering you a chance do yourself a favor by helping him.  
The only sign of vulnerability is the way he’s breathing. Deep but rapid breaths, like he isn’t getting enough air. You wonder what’s wrong with him.
 “My name’s John,” he tries. “What’s yours?”
Speaking to the prisoners is strictly forbidden. You don’t know how they know when you break the rules, but they know, they just know. Cameras maybe, but you’ve never seen any.  
Hugo broke the rules. Brought an mp3 player to work. When he relieved you at four, he was holding the fucking thing in his hands like he just brought a new puppy home for the kids. That was the last time you saw Hugo. But you try not to think about that.  
Your eyes return to the newbie. John. You wonder what he did to cross the Krechniak Family. Most of them owed money or knew something they shouldn’t. Some die here. Others, they let go, only to gun them down a day later. You’re only certain that ending up here means the death of all hope. The sound of water from leaky pipes is just mood music.
***
On the way to work, you tell yourself it was just a dream. You were in John’s cell and you were a prisoner instead of a guard. You were in John’s and he was in yours and you couldn’t breathe and no one would help you. But it didn’t mean anything.  
John does not leave your thoughts. That dark, penetrating stare. He never takes his eyes off you.
At work, you notice Freddy is wearing the same gray hoody and jeans he had on the other day, snot stains and all. Jesus Christ.
The fucker seems more animated than usual. You haven’t seen him since the newbie arrived a few days ago. He rises to his feet as you enter the receiving area.
 “This new one’s something else, ain’t he?” he says.
You nod.
 “Clean cut.”
You say yep and nod as he goes on and on. You picture Freddy with a long, fat gash across his face. If you weren’t a coward, you would consider killing him. You can’t imagine anyone more deserving, nor anyone missing him.
 “Anyway, got to go,” he says. “I need a long shit.” As if he’s telling you to be grateful he didn’t use the toilet all the guards share. Thanks, snot dick.
When Freddy leaves, you find yourself skimming a newspaper he left behind. Usually you don’t like to read the news. Too much reality is bad for the constitution. But the paper is one distraction the bosses tolerate, for whatever reason, and it’s right in front of you.  
What’s weird is this paper is a few days old and no one’s thrown it out. You wonder why. A blurb about a carjacking catches your eye. The car was found empty on the south side, miles away from the driver’s route from home to work. Bullet holes in the windshield. The vehicle’s owner was a tax attorney, John McPherson. You read the rest of article, but there’s only one additional detail worth consideration. McPherson is a known asthmatic, and his inhaler was found beneath the driver’s seat.
***
At home, you sit at the kitchen table wondering what it all means. You’ve never been one to believe in fate. You spoon macaroni and cheese, so overcooked it’s almost sludge, into your mouth. After dinner, you fish into the hardware drawer and find what you’re looking for in only a few moments.
Looking at it, holding it, knowing it might save John’s life – it’s impossible not to think about where it came from. You try your best, but it’s the image of Hugo sliding out from under your sheets, pennyroyal blue, that comes to you when you let your guard down. You watched with one eye open as he slipped on his boxers, a pair of old jeans, and a plain white t-shirt. He fastened his watch, too tight, to his left wrist. He was out the door a moment later and you rolled to one side and fell back asleep. When you woke, the inhaler was just sitting there, abandoned on the night table. You told yourself to remember – bring Hugo the inhaler – but it slipped your mind as you got ready.
 “No big deal,” he whispered at work when he came in to relieve you. “I hardly ever need it.”  
He pulled out that fucking mp3 player and slipped on his earphones as you walked toward the door.
 “They could be watching,” you said. “Are you fucking crazy?”
 “I guess that’s what love does to a guy.”  
***
You come to the new prisoner’s cell and open the service slot. He looks squalid and sickly, a shell of what he was when he first arrived. He’s breathing heavily, almost wheezing. Same as yesterday and the day before.  
You slide his dehydrated meal onto the small windowsill inside his cell. You hold back for a moment, then fish into your pocket. You pull out the inhaler, quickly, cupping it with your hands to hide it from the cameras that may or may not exist. You set it on the shelf next to the meal packet.
The inmate bounds across his cell and grabs the inhaler.  
 “Thank you,” he says between gasps.  
You do not reply.  
 “I wish I could repay you,” he says.  
The words almost form on your lips, but you halt yourself. There’s nothing you can do.
***
You dream of John again. This time, there is no prison, only flesh and sweat and labored breathing. John is Hugo and Hugo is John and you are John and Hugo. The three of you form a cloud of indiscernible humanity, like fragments of an idea coming together to form a coherent thought.  
When you wake, every centimeter of your skin feels Friday in the air. Something tells you the Doctor will be in rare form today, and that John will be the focus of his attention. The Krechniaks will want him mangled and defeated, not just in storage.
In the car, you think about the last time you saw Hugo, sitting there with his mp3 player, carefree and boyish. But it had to be the headphones they couldn’t tolerate. If it was your relationship that got him killed, you’d be dead, too. Damned fool. When he disappeared, you just froze up. Pretended everything was fine. Did your job. But now it’s inescapable, the reality of the situation. Hugo is dead, but it’s not too late for John. You could still help him, maybe even save his life.  
When you get to work, Freddy looks at you quizzically.
 “Didn’t you hear?” he says. “You’re off today. I’m working a double.”
 “Since when?”
 “Got the word last night.”
 “What the fuck?”
 “How do you think I feel? I’m the one who has to work all day. And my bowels are killing me.”
Jesus Fucking Christ. You walk out and let the door slam behind you. Does someone know you gave John the inhaler? If they did, you’d probably be dead, not suspended. Is this some kind of fucked up second chance? Go home and think about what you did, mister naughty. It would be your third chance if they really erased Hugo for what you did after hours. It’s hard to imagine anyone in the Krechniak family forgiving anybody, but you have to admit, the whole thing would be a pretty fucked up coincidence: random vacation time on the day John gets tortured. Yeah, right. The alternative is crazy but somehow more likely. Maybe someone in charge of the place actually likes you.  
Or just likes to fuck with you. You glance at your watch. The Doctor will be here in less than an hour. You head to your car and check the trunk. Not so much as a tire iron. In the glove box you find an old, rusty screwdriver. It will have to do.  
***  
You’re sitting behind the front desk when the Doctor comes through the front door. The leaky pipes seem to slow their dripping in deference to him. He wears light green gloves and a butcher’s apron. And open toed sandals. He carries a thin black valise. At first he gives you nothing more than a casual glance as he walks by, but then he turns back to you.  
 “I thought Freddy was working today.”
 “Yeah, change of plans. He went home sick.”
His face contorts as he approaches. “What is that fucking smell?”
You are honestly surprised. It’s not like the Doctor to lose his composure, not even a little. You look down at the nook under the desk. You can see the handle of your screwdriver sticking out of the layers of gray hoodie and back fat. It’s amazing how well his body fits under the desk, all things considered.
 “I think Freddy shit himself on the way out the door.”
More like the dead body’s bowels evacuated. You try to think about the exact moment when his pathetic bouncing body was transformed from a person fighting for his existence into a dead, twitching thing. You’re afraid the thought of it will make you smile.  
 “What did you do, rub your hands in it?” The Doctor is visibly disgusted. “The smell’s all over the room.”
 “Sorry. I tried to clean it up.”
He reaches into his bag and comes out with a small bottle of ammonia. You wonder if it came with his L’il Torturer send-away kit.
 “Try this,” he says. “But I’ll need it back later.”  
 “Sure thing.”
The Doctor moves toward the cells muttering something about professionalism. You listen for the sound of the cell door clicking open.
You hear the door swing open, followed by a clicking sound, the Taser the Doctor uses to subdue his patients. He will bind John with the shackles built into the cell wall and wait for him to come to. You will have to wait for John to wake; the Doctor will be most vulnerable when he is preoccupied. You apologize inwardly to John and promise you’ll be there soon.
You hear the sound of an electric motor kicking on. Saw, drill, or belt sander: You’re never sure which is which. You pull the screwdriver out of Freddy’s back fat and wipe it on the hoody. You rise to your feet and crack your back. You check your shoes and trudge toward John’s cell. The door is ajar and the Doctor has his back to you. You step inside, careful not to brush against the door. John’s eyes are rolled back into his head, and the Doctor is hunched over like an office drone typing away. He senses you only when you are within inches, and he turns as you plunge the flathead into the fleshy spot between his neck and shoulder. His ghoulish, gloved hand reaches around to intercept the weapon, but it’s too late.  
The drill he was using on John rattles to the floor. You yank the screwdriver free and stab at his face. The first time, you miss the eye socket and the tool ricochets off his the facial bone. The second attempt slashes across his nose and tears it into two pieces. You wonder if he saw Hugo before he died. Maybe they took him to a warehouse somewhere and let the Doctor have a turn with him before they executed him. On the third try, you bury the metal tip of the screwdriver in his eyeball, and it pops like a cherry tomato. As he slumps to the ground, you twist his neck until it snaps, just to be sure.  
You look up and realize John has been looking at you, probably since the moment the drill stopped digging into his pectoral muscle. He is wearing only boxer shorts and is bleeding from two or three places. You reach into the Doctor’s pockets and find the keys to the shackles. John wheezes and coughs. You pull his arm over your shoulder and help him step over the Doctor’s pathetic corpse. John mutters something when he trips on one of the Doctor’s sandals, but he seems barely conscious. You guide him to front room and set him in the guard’s chair.
 “Just a second,” you say. “I just need to key the combination, and we’re free.”
You press the buttons and wait for the heavy door to sigh as it unlocks. You hear it click open only an instant before something heavy strikes you on the back of the head. You slump over, half dazed, trying to place the blow and where it came from. As you roll onto your back, you catch sight of John standing over you, awake and alert, both fists clenched. He kicks you hard in the chest and you roll over again on your stomach. You wonder if this was his plan all along, or whether he saw Freddy’s body under the desk and decided you weren’t to be trusted. Not that it matters. You feel his foot strike you hard in the face, and the light seems to flee the room. You can feel blood and teeth seeping out of your mouth. You feel something moving hard and fast make contact with your spine – probably his heel – followed by a loud crunch.  
You hear footfalls and the door swinging shut behind him. He says nothing by way of parting. You fight against the desire to drift off, to slip into unconsciousness. You try to remember what time it was when the Doctor arrived. Well after ten, but the swing shift doesn’t start until four.  
Hugo won’t arrive to find you for hours yet. No, not Hugo, Duane. It’s Duane who works the swing shift now. Hugo’s been gone for years…  
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