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ASKING FOR TROUBLE
The road to crime begins with a single decision—the wrong one. Not every decision belongs to the criminally minded. Some belong to the ill-informed, the weak and the plain unlucky. In these tales, trouble isn't an indiscriminate force of nature. It's a manmade occurrence that comes when called upon.
In Making Ends Meet, Richard is so tired of supporting his deadbeat in-laws that he decides he's going to cut them out of his life—for good. Jamie Lassen is just Protecting The Innocent when he tells Chris Forbes to stop dating his sister. A Fender Bender with a drug dealer’s car puts Todd in hock with the mob and a kingpin makes Todd responsible for a much larger debt. The Taskmasters picked Matt out just at the right time. Tired of his dead-end life, he was looking for someone to help him turn his life around.
These tales and others prove that Asking For Trouble is a case of good intentions gone bad and bad intentions gone worse.
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MAKING ENDS MEET
“Have them live here? No way,” Richard said shaking his head.
The request wasn’t exactly a revelation. The writing had been on the wall for at least a year. The intervals between tear-sodden appeals for cash had become shorter and shorter, and the sums had gotten larger and larger. At first, it was the odd fifty or sixty bucks now and then. But recently, it was a regular three hundred every month. Michelle’s parents promised to pay it back and Michelle covered for them. But he wasn’t a fool. Ted and Eleanor weren’t generating the kind of income to pay back their loans. They lived in a financial minefield of their own creation and this time they’d stepped on all the mines at once—taking out more than just themselves.
It was so unfair. After five years of marriage, he and Michelle had just gotten themselves straight. The mortgage payments were manageable at last. The credit cards and student loans were paid off. The new Honda had been bought with cash. They’d limped along for years with the old Corolla while they’d saved because they didn’t want another loan on their credit report. All this had been achieved through careful money management and sacrifice. He was so proud. They’d come so far. They were just starting to live the life they’d promised themselves when they got engaged.
That was what made his in-laws’ screw-ups so much more galling. Twice Richard’s age, Ted and Eleanor treated money with the mentality of teenagers. Only a couple of years from retirement, they had nothing to show for their lives. Their crummy, two-bedroom hovel was rented. The car was leased. Pensions and life insurance had been cashed in years ago. Retirement wasn’t an option for either of them. They would have to work until they died.
Damn the American dream, Richard thought. That was the cause of Ted and Eleanor’s monetary nightmares. They had to show everyone they were keeping up with the Joneses. They’d spent a lifetime trying to project the superficial image that they were at top of their game, except their lifestyle was built on credit.
He was thankful Ted and Eleanor hadn’t passed on their trait to Michelle, although there had been problems when they’d gotten married. She’d run up a string of college loans because her parents were unable to support her. Only that January had he and Michelle cleared the last of her college debts. But the nail in her credit report’s coffin was the credit card she’d underwritten for her parents when no self-respecting bank would issue them one. They’d maxed it out in months, with the promise they would pay it off. They never had.
“They are going to be evicted in two weeks. Do you want them to live on the streets?” Michelle demanded, close to tears.
“They’re adults. It’s not my problem, is it?”
“Richard!”
He snorted, getting up from the kitchen table. It wasn’t like she disagreed with him. She hated what her parents had put her through. But none of that counted when parental guilt was in full effect. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms.
“You really want them to live here?”
“We don’t have a choice. Why don’t you want them here?”
“Because this is our home—yours and mine—and no one else’s. They may be your parents but they’re still strangers to me. I would never feel comfortable with them here. I would feel like I would have to be on my best behavior. I would never be myself.” He sighed. “You realize that our sex life would be over.”
Michelle frowned. “Oh, Richard.”
“It would be, you know. I couldn’t make love with them in the next room.”
“Is that all you’re worried about?”
“No, it isn’t. It’s just one thing. I don’t want to be paying for a home that your parents will be getting more out of than I will.”
“Don’t you mean we? The house we’re paying for… My parents getting more out of it than we will…”
Richard snorted again. “See? They’re not even here and they’re making our life a misery.”
“So, what do you suggest?”
“Tell your dad to get off his butt and get a job.” Richard couldn’t believe how old that comment made him sound.
“He’s got a job.”
“Oh yeah, it’s a doozie.”
Michelle’s dad hadn’t worked for years since he was “laid off.” He’d actually been canned for some stunt that never made the light of day. Ever since, he’d sunk thousands into late night TV get-rich schemes that had only gone to make someone else rich. Richard shuddered to think what the latest flash in the pan was.
“I bet you’d be singing a different tune if this was your parents. They don’t have jobs."
“Don’t go there.”
“Why not?”
He sighed. “It’s not an issue, is it? My parents are retired now. They have good pensions. Money isn’t a problem for them.”
“What if their pensions dried up?”
“They wouldn’t.” Richard paused. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”
“Okay, you’ve made it very clear that you don’t want them living with us.” Razor-edge bitterness barbed Michelle’s words. “We have other options.”
“Like what?”
“We can pay their rent?”
“What?” Richard was incredulous. “And pay their back rent, I suppose?”
“Obviously.”
“Well, you can think again.”
“Okay, we buy a second home.”
Richard was laughing. “No way.”
“It’ll be an investment.”
Some investment, he thought. His in-laws wouldn’t treat their investment with any respect. Besides being a liability with money, they lived like slobs. Every house they’d rented ended up looking like a war zone. They never once had a security deposit returned by a landlord.
“And how do you suggest we finance this twilight home for your parents?” he asked.
“We can use the equity we’ve built in this home and take out a second mortgage.”
“A second mortgage! Are you crazy? We’ve slogged our guts to get rid of that second mortgage and you want to put us back into that hole? I’m sorry, no.”
“Richard, my parents will be on streets unless we come through for them.” Michelle started sobbing.
Richard plopped down in the chair next to Michelle and slipped an arm around her shoulders. He squeezed her to him. “Let me take a look at the situation and work through the figures.”
Michelle threw her arms around him. “Thank you, Richard. I love you so much. I knew you’d make it work.”
Richard spent the rest of the evening with a legal pad and calculator working through the various Ted and Eleanor rescue packages. Letting them move in was the cheapest option. He could see it was going to cost them a few hundred a month. Underwriting their rent was pricey. He was looking at dropping at least a grand a month to keep them housed. Buying a second home was the option he liked most, because there was some return on their sacrifice. But it would stretch their finances to the limit. They could say goodbye to the Hawaiian vacation they’d promised each other. In fact, they could kiss goodbye any luxuries for the next decade. Michelle wandered into the kitchen.
“Are you coming to bed, babe? It’s after one.”
Richard checked his watch. He hadn’t realized. He was tired, but not from the lack of sleep. Michelle sat at the table next to him and picked up his notes.
“How does it look?”
“Expensive.”
Michelle sighed and ran a hand through her tangled hair.
“Sorry.” Richard tried to smile. Michelle did likewise. “I think we could cobble something together,” he said.
“That’s great!”
“It’ll be tight, though. We’ll no longer be in the position to reward ourselves—the chance to see the world, early retirement—kids.” He let that one linger. “It’s all gone now, if we go through with this.”
She didn’t hesitate. “Okay.” She nodded. “What do we have to do?”
“Well, you know how I feel about them living here.”
“Let’s not go there.”
“We could pay their rent for them, but we’d just be pouring money down the drain. However, we can just about afford to buy a small house.”
Michelle beamed.
“It wouldn’t be anything fancy and probably wouldn’t be in the best neighborhood, but I think we could do it.”
“I knew you’d work something out.”
“I wouldn’t be too happy. Maui is out of the question.”
She flung her arms around him and crushed him in her excitement. “I don’t care.”
“Well, I hope you don’t care too much about cable TV, dinners out, going to the movies, name brand foods or any new clothes.”
“I don’t.”
“For all the fuss your parents have caused, it would be cheaper to have them killed.”
And there it was. He’d said it—admittedly as a joke. It was an option, though—an option he hadn’t consciously considered. It was a solution, an answer to his problematic in-laws. Michelle was too wrapped up in the moment and hadn’t heard his joke. She cooed sweet nothings into his ear.
By just thinking of having Ted and Eleanor killed, he was crossing a line, but as much as he hated to admit it, it was a line he crossed knowingly. His murderous thought seemed extreme. He couldn’t share it with Michelle—that was for sure. But it would solve things. If he bankrolled Ted and Eleanor, he incurred their current debt and at least ten to twenty years of their yet to be squandered debt. Long after his in-laws were dead, they would still be gnawing at his finances. With compound interest, he wouldn’t be free of their touch for at least forty years. It was inconceivable. Murderers didn’t serve that kind of time. He struggled to see the downside, pushing morality aside. He leaned back in his chair, letting the concept soak in.
“Come on, let’s go to bed.” Michelle grabbed his hand and tugged at him. “I want to celebrate.”
“In awhile,” he said with a thin smile. “I want to double-check a couple of things.”
Michelle stood. “Okay, but don’t take too long about it.”
“Okay.”
He watched her dance back to bed, while he contemplated killing her parents.
***
A restless night’s sleep hadn’t tempered his solution—it had reinforced it. He was going to kill his in-laws. It had been three a.m. before he’d gone to bed. He’d sat in the kitchen daydreaming, plotting their demise. While in bed, he’d tossed and turned—excited by the prospect. Stronger than caffeine, his ingenious idea kept him awake. Even in his unsettled sleep, he dreamed of murdering his burdensome in-laws. Surprisingly, he’d risen the following morning in fine fettle. He felt like a million bucks.
Leaning against the sink, munching on a bowl of cereal, Richard asked as casually as he could, “When’s your mom and dad’s eviction date?”
“Don’t say eviction.”
Hell, what was he meant to call it? Their involuntary departure due to irreconcilable payment terms? Eviction wasn’t a pretty word and it wasn’t meant to be. That was the name of the game. He tried again.
“Okay, when do they have to move out?”
“By the 20th, I think. Can I tell them the wonderful news?”
“Hold off for now. I need to get the mortgage broker to double-check my figures.”
“Okay.” Michelle smiled. She was so happy. Oh well, it couldn’t be helped. “Maybe tonight?”
“Maybe.” He smiled back.
I’ve got until the 20th, he thought on the commute to work. I’ve got two weeks to kill them.
Deciding to kill Ted and Eleanor was one thing. Doing it was another. He had to decide how, when and where. Inspiration wasn’t on the right wavelength. Nothing coming through sounded workable. He wandered through his working day as a passenger, cruising past his responsibilities. At lunch, he made the obligatory phone call to the mortgage broker and realtor, and they set them in motion. He went home that evening with his cover story, but no plan for murder. Inspiration was waiting for him in the living room.
“Richard, you don’t know how much we appreciate what you’re doing,” Ted said.
“Very generous,” Eleanor echoed.
“I couldn’t wait, honey. I had to tell them. Please don’t be angry.”
“I’m not angry,” Richard said, his blood boiling. “There’s nothing to be angry about.”
“Richard, you’re my son now. What you’ve done for us elevates you way above in-law status.”
God forbid me ever being of your blood, you useless SOB. Richard shook Ted’s proffered hand, smiling as broadly as his anger and irritation allowed. “Thanks, Ted. That means so much coming from you.”
“We can go house hunting together,” Eleanor suggested. “Make it a real family affair.”
Over my dead body, Richard thought. “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves.”
“We should celebrate,” Ted announced. “Go out to dinner. How’s that sound?”
“Sounds great, dad,” Michelle said.
“Great,” Richard agreed.
They went for a steak dinner. Ted suggested Outback. Richard said Sizzler, because it was nearer—and cheaper. He knew he would be picking up the tab—and he did. Their last meal together might be on him, but it didn’t have to be an expensive one.
He was glad to get home after seeing off his in-laws. The meal together had been good, though. It made his decision so much easier. Seated face-to-face with them, he felt no compunction to hand them a stay of execution, but they’d been a distraction. He couldn’t think seriously about killing them when they were jabbering away in front of him. Their inane chatter prevented him from concentrating. Michelle slipped her arms around his waist.
“Thanks,” she said.
“For what?”
“You know.” Her face filled with sadness. “I’m sorry we argued last night.”
He pulled her to him and hugged her tight. “It’s all right. We’ve got a solution now. Last night is forgotten.”
“C’mon, soldier. We’ve got some unfinished business in the bedroom. Let’s go.”
***
For Michelle’s benefit, Richard pretended to go to work. He went through the usual morning routine of his shower, shave and light breakfast. The moment he hit the road he called the office requesting a floating holiday. He had to think and he couldn’t do that with Michelle around or the interruptions at work. He stopped in at the first Denny’s he came across. Much to the hostess’ annoyance, he insisted on a booth rather than eating at the counter. He didn’t want the conversation. He ordered and gazed out the window at the freeway traffic whipping by below him.
Two restless nights and he still wanted to kill Ted and Eleanor. He was sold on the concept, but not on his morality. He told himself that he wasn’t evil. It was self-defense. Justifiable homicide. His livelihood was under threat and he couldn’t let that happen. He had to do something about it. Any notion that he was just another criminal dissolved with his first cup of Denny’s coffee.
He needed a killer, a hit man, but where was he going to find one? He didn’t have a clue. Even if he did find one, how the hell would he know if he’d found a good one? It wasn’t like he could pick up a copy of this month’s issue of Best Buy—the Hired Killer addition. No, he couldn’t count on an assassin. It was a stupid idea. He wasn’t a mobster, for God’s sake.
He examined his hands, turning them over and inspecting the calluses on his palms. He was good with his hands. He always had been. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t turn his talents to for professional results. He would treat Ted and Eleanor’s death like any other DIY project. He would kill them himself.
He warmed to the idea instantly. What would be a suitable death for Ted and Eleanor? He had to come up with something that would be befitting of their lifestyle. Lifestyle, what a joke. Style was one thing absent from their lives. His waitress brought his breakfast.
He trawled through his cheesy and greasy choice. Ted & Eleanor’s neighborhood wasn’t the best. It was way better than it had been the year before they moved in, but it was still tarnished by its reputation. Drug dealers and felons were still a common sight. A home invasion wasn’t out of character. He considered the scenario for a moment and dismissed it just as quickly. Home invasions were noisy and messy and required planning and more than one person. It wasn’t going to work.
“Simple solutions are usually the best remedy.”
“Huh?”
Richard’s waitress smiled and refilled his coffee cup. “You seem to be trying to solve a weighty problem. People always complicate things. Most of time, the simplest solutions are the best ones.”
Richard managed a smile. “You know what? I think you’re right.”
“I know I’m right,” she said and moved on to the next table.
He finished up his meal and paid the check, leaving an over-generous tip. His coffeepot philosopher had been right. Simple was best. Getting back into his car, a plan was piecing itself together.
Richard parked on Hillcrest Drive. The road was deserted. Not many used the service road to the water plant. He stared down the hill at the run down development and particularly, at Ted and Eleanor’s rental home backing onto the hillside.
From his lofty vantage point, there seemed to be no activity. Eleanor would be at work, but Ted would be there, pottering around, trying to make one of his damn fool schemes succeed. Even in Richard’s short marriage to their daughter, there’d been too many. There was the property speculation deal—buy cheap properties with no money down and give them a quick makeover for a quick profit. The upshot had been a string of expensive home inspections that proved that cheap houses are cheap for a reason. Not being daft enough to buy a termite-infested shack, Ted had moved on to want ads, selling junk that no one wanted. Their garage was still chock-full of trash. Buying cars from auctions to sell had been next. The city had confiscated six jalopies after multiple complaints from the neighbors. His current fad was telemarketing. Richard had no idea how that one worked…neither did Ted, in all honesty.
What stuck in Richard’s throat was Ted’s ridiculous belief that he was as successful as Bill Gates. Other people’s successes were his successes. He put himself on the same level, never once acknowledging that he lived in near poverty, and he still had the audacity to consider himself better than Richard.
Just sitting there, Richard’s blood pressure skyrocketed. Ted made him sick. He felt sorry for Eleanor for having to be married to that, especially since he was going to kill her too. But she was just as guilty. She condoned every one of Ted’s harebrained schemes. She never said, “Ted, you’re a grown man. Act like it.” If she had, maybe her name wouldn’t be on the death warrant.
He’d gone there to study their movements, understand their habits, in the hope of seeing a chink in their defenses. But he knew them already. There was nothing to learn.
Instead, Ted and Eleanor were feeding his hatred for them. He despised their squandered lives and the way they were attempting to squander his and Michelle’s. He hated having to be the grown up on this one.
A speeding truck from the water plant roused Richard from his angry thoughts. The dashboard clock said it was after three. He’d been parked there for five hours. It was time to do what had to be done. He gunned the engine.
***
A week had passed since he spent the day watching Ted and Eleanor’s home, but tonight was the night he was going to do it. It was all planned, and he couldn’t afford to waste any more time. The house buying pretense wasn’t going to last much longer. The mortgage broker had a bank ready and waiting and house viewings with the realtor were a nightly affair. He’d turned down two excellent investment properties already. If he didn’t act now, he’d end up in the financial hole he was trying to avoid.
Tonight was a night off from house hunting and that was his alibi. Richard was a minority in that he loved soccer. There was a night game in San Jose and he would be going alone. The drive to San Jose would take him past Ted and Eleanor’s. He would kill them, go on to the game and return home to the shocking news. He would miss the first half, but that wouldn’t matter. The game was being broadcast on the radio. He took his ticket from his breast pocket and popped his “get out of jail free” card in the glove box. He turned up the radio, listened to the game and peeled off the freeway off-ramp to Ted and Eleanor’s.
Richard concealed his Honda in the park’s overflow parking lot and joined the trail. It was dusk and essentially the park was closed, but it was unsupervised. Ted and Eleanor walked the trail every night to reflect on another great day in paradise. This was their main form of entertainment because it was free and their supposed love of nature could camouflage that. Richard hid himself in an avenue of trees a quarter mile from the parking lot. He slipped into coveralls, snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and pocketed a knife.
Waiting was hell. He kept swallowing, working his tongue over the roof of his mouth, and wiping his gloved hands on his coveralls. Paranoia seeped in. Maybe he’d screwed up and given himself away. With every passing second, he expected his in-laws to round the bend and the police to swoop in. He knew it was stupid. He was letting idiotic guilt take over, but he couldn’t stop it.
But fear, paranoia and guilt evaporated in a second when Richard heard Ted and Eleanor approaching. Ted’s inane banter cut through the night and Richard’s hand tightened around the knife. He couldn’t make out what was being said. It was all noise. But it didn’t matter. He would pounce the moment they were level with his position.
They were laughing when Richard leapt out of the trees. Laughing at their good fortune at his expense, no doubt. Well, the laughing was over.
They gasped when he growled something and they spotted the knife glinting in the moonlight. How he wished their faces hadn’t been lost in the dark.
“You’ve been taking advantage of me for too long.” Richard didn’t wait for a plea for clemency. He plunged the knife into Ted’s bloated belly, swollen from sponging off others. Blood spilled over Richard’s gloved hand and he pressed the blade deeper.
Ted crumpled, sliding off the blade. Eleanor screamed. In reflex, Richard lashed out with the knife, catching Eleanor’s throat. She went down without another sound.
Richard rummaged through Ted’s pockets for his wallet. Their deaths couldn’t look motiveless. They had to look like a violent robbery carried out by a desperate junkie. Senseless tragedies like this happened every day. He jerked out Ted’s wallet from the back pocket of his pants. Ted groaned and Eleanor gurgled.
Richard raced back to his Honda with the wallet and Eleanor’s rings. He dumped them with the knife into a Ziploc he’d brought with him and stuffed his coveralls and rubber gloves into a trash bag. Peeling out of the parking lot, he headed for San Jose.
At a gas station outside San Jose, Richard filled up and dumped the trash bag in a nearby dumpster. Five miles from the gas station, he tossed the knife out the window and down a freeway embankment. Parking outside Spartan Stadium, he still had the wallet to get rid off. The rings and the wallet’s contents he would keep for now and dispose of down a storm drain on the way home. He opened up Ted’s wallet and tugged out his cash, credit cards and driver’s license.
On the drive to the game, he’d been on a high, delirious to be rid of his burden, but not anymore. The driver’s license pictured a man who wasn’t his father-in-law. Just to reinforce the calamity, the credit cards didn’t have Ted’s name on them, but instead, the name Thomas Fairfax. The rings he held in his palm weren’t Eleanor’s. He’d killed the wrong people.
“Oh God,” he murmured.
Richard stumbled into the stadium on uncertain legs. Water gurgled in his ears and he couldn’t breathe. He dropped Fairfax’s empty wallet into a nearby trashcan. He handed his ticket to the yellow-jacketed ticket taker. He climbed the steep steps to his seat, not taking the free program offered.
Goals flew into the back of the net one after another. The San Jose Earthquakes were having a landmark game, but Richard couldn’t raise a smile. The murders of two strangers weighed heavily on him, but that wasn’t what was worrying him. Ted and Eleanor were still alive. That meant he had it all to do again.
The fifth goal went in and the crowd leapt to their feet. A man noticed Richard was the only one who wasn’t cheering. “LA can’t win them all, buddy.”
Richard said nothing and the man dismissed him with a wave of his hand.
The game ended and Richard trudged back to his Honda. He’d left the car on a residential street and trash and recycle cans for the following morning’s pick up blocked it in. He dumped the Fairfax’s belongings in a can.
Driving home, he didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t use the same MO to kill Ted and Eleanor now. It was so perfect, but his bungled murders would lead to better security at the park. He couldn’t afford to be hasty, but time was against him. Ted and Eleanor would be evicted in less than a week.
How could he have been so wrong? It had sounded like them. It had looked like them. How did he kill the wrong people?
Richard’s question went unanswered. The eighteen-wheeler changed the subject. The semi’s blowout rendered the rig helpless and the trailer section plowed into the Honda’s passenger side. From the frenetic action inside the cab, the truck driver was doing a valiant job, but he lost the good fight. The eighteen-wheeler smeared Richard’s car across the freeway and drove it into the median.
***
Richard awakened in a hospital bed. Molasses-thick memories trickled back into his consciousness. Progress was slow. He tried to move but he only managed to move his head.
Suddenly with the intensity of a thunderbolt, he remembered and began to cry. The accident had left him a quadriplegic, but he wasn’t crying because he was incapacitated for life. He was remembering what Michelle had said to him the day after the accident.
“We’ve all decided,” she said. Standing on either side of her, Ted and Eleanor nodded and smiled. “There’s no point on buying a second home, mom and dad can live with us. They will look after you while I’m at work. Just think, honey, we can all be one big happy family. It’s the safest solution too. Did you know there were two murders near their home last night?”
THE TASKMASTERS
The bar fight was over. Matt staggered to his feet. The loudmouth was down and he wasn’t getting back up without assistance. None of the barflies volunteered to help him, even though they closed in to examine Matt’s handiwork. Matt ran the back of his hand across his mouth, leaving it blood streaked.
Police sirens wailed in the distance. Matt’s heart rate quickened just as it had started to slow down. He couldn’t afford to be busted again. As everyone swarmed for the exit, Matt went to follow, but someone held him back. He shook off the hand gripping his shoulder and whirled around with a readied fist to face his new challenger. The middle-aged guy held up his hands in surrender. He had six inches and fifty pounds of muscle on Matt.
“Easy, pal,” he said. “I’m not trying to stop you. Back door, before the cops get here.”
The sirens intensified. Matt didn’t argue; he followed the man out the fire exit and into the service alley.
“C’mon, this way,” the man urged.
He jogged down the alley, sidestepping busted trash bags and puddles containing more than just water. Matt followed him into a side street, then into another alley lit by a thumbnail moon.
“We’ll hang here until things are cool,” he said.
Matt didn’t reply. His guardian angel didn’t sit well in his stomach. He didn’t trust him. He didn’t trust anyone.
“Get into a lot of fights, don’t you?”
“What makes you say that?”
“The way you handled yourself in there. You didn’t learn those moves in a boxing ring or a dojo. You’ve had a street education. Besides, I recognize a bottle scar when I see one.”
Instinctively, Matt touched the thin scar beneath his left eye with his thumb. Although faint after so many years, he remembered the fight like it was yesterday. He’d been eighteen and it had been over a girl. Frank Tremaine hadn’t liked the idea of losing his Susie. Matt thought it would be easily settled, but he hadn’t expected Frank to go for him with a bottle of Bud. He nearly lost his eye that night. There’d been a lot of Frank Tremaines over the years and a lot of fights over lesser reasons than Susie. Tonight was no exception.
“Have you done time?” the man asked.
“Once.”
“Carry on like you’re going and it’s easily going to be twice.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“Harry Sharpe.” He thrust out a hand.
Matt looked at the hand warily. This attempt at an introduction could be a stunt to take him down. He ignored the handshake and said, “Matt Crozier.”
Harry let his hand drop without showing any signs of being insulted. “Good to meet you, Matt.”
“What do you want? Why are you helping me?”
Matt backed up a step. He’d rather take a chance with the cops than this guy if something went down. At least he knew what to expect with the cops.
“I represent a group that helps young and wayward men like yourself. We try to turn their skills towards more positive outlets and keep them out of trouble.”
Matt was already shaking his head. He knew where this was going. A dark alley, a sensitive older man and a young misguided youth, a cry for attention and a sympathetic ear, leading to a tender moment. It was pathetic really.
“Sorry, dude, you’ve dialed the wrong number. I don’t answer those sorts of calls.”
“I’m not trying to pick you up,” Harry snapped. “I’m trying to keep you out of trouble.”
Matt backed up toward the street. “Okay, whatever you say, Reverend.”
Harry lunged and snared Matt’s arm. Matt took a swing. Harry blocked it and slammed Matt up against a dumpster.
“I’m not a priest. I’m trying to teach you something. If you want to end up dead or serving a life sentence, then carry on doing what you’re doing, because believe me, you will overstep the boundary of a bar brawl to manslaughter one of these days. But if you want to change that, learn something, make yourself a better man, you’ll call me.”
Harry released Matt and jammed a business card in his palm. Matt watched him leave and turn the corner. Once he felt Harry wasn’t coming back and the police weren’t waiting for him, he stepped out into the street. He examined Harry’s card under the streetlight. It had no information other than: TASKMASTERS, followed by a local telephone number.
***
Matt spent the following day mulling over what Harry Sharpe had said. He didn’t need some do-gooder telling him where his life was heading. He knew already. He couldn’t keep from getting into fights. He wasn’t a kid anymore. At twenty-eight, he was fast approaching thirty with nothing to show for it except calluses and scar tissue. He’d eventually cross the line and it would end his life one way or another. Harry had handed him a timely reality check. This was certainly the time wise up.
He hadn’t heard of the Taskmasters and neither had anybody else he asked. The consensus was they were some organization similar to the Toastmasters or the Rotary Club. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but a public speaking group wasn’t it. Harry and his pals didn’t seem the type to sit around over a pleasant meal, challenging each other to speak on a subject suggested by one of the other Taskmasters. How this would make him a better person he couldn’t imagine, but he’d heard they were connected with the business community and helped members find jobs. He could do with a boost in that direction. He’d go—just this once.
He dialed the number. Harry picked up the phone on the first ring.
“Yes.”
“It’s Matt, from the bar last night.”
“I remember you. I wasn’t sure you’d call, but I’m glad you did. You want to join, then?”
“I thought I’d check it out.”
“Good. We’ll pick you up at nine. What’s your address?”
Matt was waiting outside his apartment complex when the SUV pulled up in front of him. Harry was driving, but he wasn’t alone. Three other men were in the vehicle with him. Matt wandered over and the guy in the back flung open a passenger door. Matt got in.
“Guys, this is Matt,” Harry said. “Okay, quick introductions. Riding shotgun with me is Brett Chalmers. Sitting next to you is Frank Tripplehorn. And taking up too much room in back there is John Stein.”
The Taskmasters smiled and nodded. Matt tried to do the same, but they were nothing like he’d imagined. Matt had taken the trouble to dress up, nothing too fancy, but then again he didn’t have anything too fancy. Irrespective of his effort, he was the overdressed one. Everyone else was in jeans, a polo shirt and a windbreaker. They all had Harry’s muscular build, except John Stein, who was another X-size up. His head scraped the underside of the SUV’s roof.
Introductions over, Harry drove off. The Taskmasters bantered with one another, talking about nothing much. Matt interrupted them.
“Where are we going?” He hadn’t intended the level of fear in his voice. It didn’t go unnoticed by the others.
“We have a clubhouse where we meet,” Tripplehorn said.
“Is there anything else you’d like to know?” Chalmers asked.
Matt shook his head and the Taskmasters returned to their conversations.
The clubhouse was an exaggeration of mammoth proportions. Before Matt had called Harry’s number, rich Corinthian leather and dark mahogany had sprung to mind. But way before they arrived outside the derelict building on a street consumed with derelict buildings, he knew they weren’t heading for a fancy downtown address.
“Home sweet home,” Stein said, sliding out of the SUV.
Harry popped the padlock and opened the chain link gate. They filed through the opening and over to what had once been an Italian restaurant. While Harry relocked the gates, Stein unlocked a graffiti-daubed side door. The Taskmasters had put minimal effort into the restaurant. It was rainproof, but the air reeked of decomposing sheetrock. Someone at sometime had urinated in the building. A startled rat scuttled across the floor to hide in a darkened corner. Tripplehorn deposited a cooler at the center of a collection of raggedy La-Z-boys.
Something was very wrong and Matt started planning how he was going get out of this. He knew when he was out of his league. Harry and Co. weren’t the kind of guys he could punch his way past. He wondered if the Taskmasters were connected to someone he’d hurt, but couldn’t think of anyone with that kind of muscle on tap. Harry dropped a heavy hand on Matt’s shoulder and guided him towards the circle of easy chairs.
“Don’t be put off by the surroundings. Take a load off and have a beer.”
Tripplehorn flipped open the cooler and tossed Matt an MGD. “You’re in good company.”
Matt did as he was told and sat down.
Harry took a beer from Tripplehorn and flopped into a chair next to Matt. “I declare this meeting of the Taskmasters is now in session.”
Harry raised his bottle and so did the other Taskmasters. Matt shifted in his seat.
“Only two items of new business tonight,” Harry said. “The first being our new member, Matt.”
“Good to have you, Matt,” Stein said and raised his bottle to him.
“I think Matt can be an asset,” Harry said. “I believe he has a good heart, but he’s a little misdirected. I hope becoming a Taskmaster will straighten him out and put him on the right track.”
Matt didn’t like Harry’s character assessment. He found it embarrassing. It made him feel like a kid at parents-teacher’s night forced to listen to his teacher give a report about him. He hid his embarrassment behind his beer, drinking it too fast.
“I don’t know if Harry has explained what we do here at the Taskmasters,” Tripplehorn said.
“Not really,” Matt said.
“Well, once a month, we challenge each other.”
“One person from the group is given a specific task chosen by the others,” Chalmers added.
“Which must be completed by the next month,” Stein added.
“Which brings us nicely to our second piece of new business,” Harry said. “This month’s challenge.”
Tripplehorn fished out a pack of playing cards from his pocket, but Harry stopped him.
“No low card winner this time.” He looked at Matt. “Taskmaster rules state that the new Taskmaster member is automatically assigned the challenge.”
Tripplehorn nodded and put the cards away. Stein and Chalmers grinned at each other. An invisible noose tightened around Matt’s throat and he shrank into the damp smelling La-Z-Boy.
“Harry, you’re right. I forgot the rules.” Tripplehorn did nothing to hide his smirk. “Matt, you’re this month’s automatic low card winner.”
“Don’t let these goofballs scare you, Matt,” Harry said. “There’s nothing to worry about. As fellow Taskmasters, we’ll make sure that everything goes smoothly.”
“What do I do?” Matt said, his fear bubbling to the surface.
“Didn’t I tell you Matt is a born Taskmaster?” Harry asked.
“You guys give speeches, right?” Matt said, answering his own question. “Like Toastmasters do, right?”
He knew his assumption was wrong. This was no conventional organization. They were something else and their burst of raucous laughter confirmed the fact.
“I think you need another beer,” Chalmers said and tossed another bottle at Matt.
“No,” Harry said. “We do things a little differently. Stein, why don’t you tell Matt here what you did for the Taskmasters last month.”
“Surely.” Stein reseated himself, making himself comfy. “I killed a no good pimp. Put a bullet,” Stein made a popping sound and put finger to his own forehead, “right between his eyes.”
Stein handed around half a dozen Polaroids of a stick-thin Hispanic lying dead in a gutter with a small hole in his face. He went on to describe how he’d stalked the pimp, whose name was Hernandez, and finally, lured him to his death with the promise of a big score. The Taskmasters laughed and joked with each other as Stein walked them through the story. Matt didn’t laugh. He was too busy trying to hold it together. His worst fears struck him with freight train intensity. He’d guessed the Taskmasters weren’t on the up and up when they’d picked him up. Philanthropic tendencies were the last thing he felt from them. He remembered Harry’s words in the alley. When he’d said that he could help Matt turn his life around, Matt had thought he would help him straighten up his act, not teach him how to hone his violent tendencies.
Chalmers fished out a letter-sized manila envelope from inside his jacket and tossed it over to Matt. Matt opened it, failing to hide his trembling hands. The Taskmasters glanced at each other, exchanging naughty schoolboy smiles. Matt scanned the details on the plain typed sheet and the handful of photographs.
“That’s Terrance Robinson,” Chalmers said, confirming the details Matt had in his hands. “He’s a hit ‘n’ run driver. Killed a little girl six months ago.”
Matt examined a surveillance picture of Robinson crossing a downtown street. He was twenty or thirty pounds overweight. According to the Cliff notes, he was the same age as Matt, but his extra bulk aged him a good ten years.
“Why haven’t the police arrested him?”
Stein snorted. “A friend is giving him a bogus alibi.”
“So what do you want me to do? Get him to confess?”
Harry laughed at Matt’s suggestion. “We don’t give anyone a shot at redemption.”
“We eradicate the problem,” Chalmers said.
“You’re going to kill this guy,” Tripplehorn said.
“Don’t worry about the cops. We’ve got it covered,” Harry said.
Stein handed Matt a small semi-automatic. “It’s untraceable. Just use and lose.”
Harry went into fine detail about how Matt should stalk and kill his prey. Matt nodded, taking in the words, but he was too numb to comprehend the A-B-C’s of killing a complete stranger. When Harry finished his speech, the Taskmasters drank and joked about themselves for awhile. Matt drank but didn’t join in the hilarity. He waited for everyone to have their fun and take him home.
They dropped Matt off first. Harry followed him to his apartment complex, under the watchful gaze of the other Taskmasters. He stuck out a hand for Matt to shake.
“Now, you’re cool with this, right?” Harry asked.
“Yeah, of course.”
“You went a little quiet on us.”
“Well, you know.”
“Yeah,” Harry said, nodding. “It’s a big step up from bar brawls every other night, but this will be good for you. This will put some meaning in your life. Look, don’t worry, son. It’ll go great. You’ll see.”
Matt attempted a confirming laugh. “Yeah.”
“Remember, this guy isn’t innocent. He’s as guilty as hell. You’re just doing what the law can’t. You just have to keep telling yourself that.”
“That helps. Thanks.”
“So the Taskmasters can trust you? There’s no going back after tonight.”
“You can trust me.”
“Good man.”
***
Matt sat at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee in his hands, watching the dawn creep up on the city. Sleep hadn’t come easy, not while a loaded gun and a picture of the person he was meant to kill sat out on the kitchen table. This was way beyond bar brawls. He had to kill a man. If he failed to follow through, his imagination didn’t have to wander too far to know what the Taskmasters would do to him.
He’d made such a hash of his life. The really embarrassing thing about it was he didn’t know how he’d achieved the feat. There were no excuses for his predicament. He wasn’t a total idiot. He was reasonably smart. His parents had been good people who’d only wanted the best for him. So how come he couldn’t hold down a job or go for a drink without bruising his knuckles on someone’s face? Questions without answers, he thought—not that he could answer, at least. He picked up the gun and examined it.
“Time to answer some of those questions.”
***
Terrance Robinson left his bank job twenty minutes after five, having had a pretty easy day of trying to arrange bank loans at the Hilltop Mall branch. Matt knew this because he’d spent the day watching Robinson. He’d even gone into the bank to ask about opening an account, just so that he could get a close-up look at the man he was supposed to kill. Matt didn’t get the impression that Robinson’s child-killing escapade weighed heavily upon him. He was easygoing around his colleagues and negotiated rush hour traffic with infinite patience.
Robinson pulled up in front of his home, choosing to park in the street to let his two sons, around seven and nine, continue playing a little one-on-one in the driveway. Pulling his tie off, he jumped into the fray, snatching the ball away to attempt over-ambitious lay-ups, which his offspring managed with equal accomplishment.
Having blown by the Robinson home, Matt got out of his car and wandered back up the street for a closer look. Excited giggles and shrieks carried on the air. Robinson exhibited no signs of remorse about his deadly action and the lives he’d wrecked. A man like that deserved to die, didn’t he?
“Hate is the key,” Chalmers had said during their meeting. He tapped Robinson’s file. “To kill him you have to hate him. Read what this man has done and hate it. Stare at his picture and hate him. Do that and this will be easy.”
Matt watched the man at play with his children. Did he hate Robinson? He’d let that girl die instead of doing the right thing. He despised Robinson for that, but did he hate him in the way Chalmers and the Taskmasters wanted him to hate him?
Matt found himself staring at the kids and not their father. Killing Robinson meant destroying those boys’ lives too. Devastating another family didn’t make up for what had already happened. Matt couldn’t kill Robinson. He returned to his car and drove to the one place that would end this game.
***
As he climbed the police department’s steps, Matt didn’t know what he was going to say, but he was planning to spill it all—the Taskmasters, the unregistered gun, Terrance Robinson, the lot. He guessed he’d be dropping himself in the crapper along with everyone else, just by association with these madmen, but he couldn’t help that. The Taskmasters had to be stopped and he had to take some responsibility for once in his life. He opened the doors and let himself in.
The clean but drab reception was awash with people. Victims wandered around waiting to be helped, while those in custody needed a different kind of help. Cops floated between both sides of the law, both in front and behind the bulletproof barriers. Matt stopped a passing policewoman reading a report.
“Hi, I wonder if you could help me?” Matt asked. “I need to talk to a police officer about a crime.”
“You’ll have to check in with a PST,” she replied and pointed at the occupied people behind bulletproof shields. The policewoman went to leave, but Matt sidestepped to counter her escape. Her features tightened.
“I’m not here to report a stolen VCR or anything. This is important,” Matt said, scanning the room for eavesdroppers.
The policewoman read his face to determine whether he was genuine or a whack job. She made her decision after a long moment. “Wait here.”
She retreated into the depths of the building after punching a code into a door marked “Authorized personnel only.” A couple of minutes later, the policewoman opened the security door with a uniformed sergeant in tow and pointed at Matt. The sergeant approached him.
“Officer Hansen says you want to speak to someone?”
Matt didn’t answer.
“Sir?”
Matt still didn’t answer.
“I don’t have all day.” An edge of irritation crept into the policeman’s voice.
Matt wasn’t answering because he recognized two familiar faces in the crowd—Harry and Tripplehorn—and both of them were wearing police uniforms. His urge to do the right thing for once turned to lead in his throat and he struggled to swallow it down.
“I’ve made a mistake,” Matt said, backing away.
The sergeant placed his hands on his hips. “What?”
“I’m sorry.”
“Is this a joke?”
Seeing the Taskmasters there, it did seem like a joke—a bad one. Matt continued to back away, tuning out the cop’s threats. The Taskmasters, engrossed in their conversation, hadn’t spotted him and he wanted it to stay that way.
Matt’s back struck the double doors and he thrust them open and bolted. He tore down J Street until he hit the cross street. He glanced back and saw the sergeant was surveying his escape from the doorway, but the Taskmasters were nowhere to be seen.
***
The apartment manager was gone for the night. Tuesday night was singles’ night at the VA social. Matt hoped the old coot got lucky tonight and even if he didn’t, it wouldn’t take long for Matt to skip out. He crammed all his belongings into an army surplus duffel and a box for an RCA TV. He hooked the duffel over his neck and carried the box down to his Escort. Reaching his parking stall, he cursed. His assigned stall was empty. The car was gone. He couldn’t believe someone had stolen the heap of junk on the one night he needed it.
Well, there was no way Matt was going to report the theft and it wasn’t going to stop him from leaving town. The loss of the car meant he would be traveling even lighter. He carried the box of possessions over to the dumpster. He’d hefted it to head height when someone kidney punched him. Matt crumpled and the box crashed down on his head.
“Leaving town, son?” Harry brushed the box aside and hoisted Matt to his feet. “I thought you had a job to do.”
Resignation washed over Matt. There was no point lying or being scared. They’d tagged him at the police department. They’d probably been watching him all day.
“Where’s my car?”
“On the way to impound. Would you believe it was parked illegally in front of a fire hydrant? But I wouldn’t worry about that. You have other things to worry about.”
Harry signaled and the SUV pulled a U-turn in the street and stopped in front of them. Stein was behind the wheel. Chalmers and Tripplehorn weren’t around. Harry bundled Matt into the rear of the vehicle and Stein reversed back into traffic. Stein kept to downtown, driving with no particular destination in mind.
“You betrayed us, Matt,” Harry said.
Stein shook his head and said nothing.
“You wanted me to kill a man.”
“He killed a child.”
“But I can’t kill him. That would make me no different.”
Harry snorted. “If you don’t kill him, you’re no different than him. He’s a coward and so are you.”
This logic made Matt head swim. He wasn’t an executioner and the Taskmasters had no right thinking they could be either.
“Hang a left here,” Harry instructed.
Stein parked the SUV in an industrial vacant lot in the shadow of a half-demolished warehouse. Harry flipped Matt over and zip-tied his hands together. Both men dragged him from the vehicle and dumped him on his knees in front of the dazzle of the headlights. Harry put a revolver against Matt’s forehead. Matt closed his eyes and waited for the trigger to be pulled.
“Open your eyes,” Harry growled.
Before Matt had a chance to respond, Stein kicked him in the back, sending him sprawling onto his face. Harry lifted Matt back to his knees. He put his face close to Matt’s.
“Play time is over, son. You’ve got to make your mind up. Are you going to kill this guy? Because if you aren’t,” Harry cocked the revolver, “you know we can’t have you knowing what you know.” Harry stood and pointed the gun at Matt’s forehead again. “What’s it to be, son?”
Matt stared at the gun’s muzzle. Kill or be killed. What a choice. He would have liked to tell Harry to go to hell, but Harry was probably right about him. He was a coward.
“I’ll kill him,” Matt said.
“Are you sure about that? I don’t want you repeating this disappearing act tomorrow night.”
“Don’t worry, you’ll get your head for your trophy room,” Matt snarled.
Harry smiled and lowered the gun. “Good.”
He nodded to Stein who cut Matt’s wrists free.
“I think you can find your own way back,” Stein said.
The Taskmasters returned to the SUV.
Getting into the vehicle, Harry said, “And I wouldn’t think about running. Your picture is in the hand of every cop down at the bus station and train station. You could always thumb a ride or even steal one out of town, but know this: we’re watching you. You’re on a very tight leash from now on. Oh, and Matt...”
Matt looked up.
“You’ve got two nights. If Terrance Robinson isn’t stiff by then, you will be.”
***
Terrance Robinson smiled and shook hands with the young couple. Their loan application must have been a successful one judging from their broad smiles. When the couple walked away, Robinson beckoned to Matt. Robinson walked him through the loan application procedure. He was very thorough and Matt nodded at all the right times. Robinson printed off an application then excused himself while Matt completed the form.
Matt scanned the paperwork, then wrote across the top of the form: YOU’RE A HIT AND RUN KILLER.
Robinson returned to his desk and Matt handed him the application. The color drained from the loan manager’s face as the sheet of paper slipped from between his fingers. A response failed to make it past his lips.
“I know you killed that little girl and I’ve been sent to kill you.”
“I…I…didn’t.”
Matt held up a hand to silence Robinson’s gibbering. “Doesn’t matter. It’s been decided that you have to die.”
Robinson’s eyes flitted from person to person in the bank.
“They can’t help you.” Matt let him see the gun tucked into the front of his pants. “It’s closing time in a few minutes. Just excuse yourself early. You’re having a business meeting with me. Make a fuss and you’ll still have to explain the girl you killed. It’s a no win for you. Are we cool?”
Robinson nodded.
“Good. Let’s go.”
Matt followed Robinson to the tellers. He told them he was leaving then Matt guided him through the parking lot to Robinson’s car. He didn’t spot the Taskmasters but he sensed them shadowing his every move. He couldn’t see them not being there at the kill. They’d still be worrying about him. Oh, yeah, they would be close.
Matt drove and Robinson poured out the sorry events beginning with a beer run during a family barbecue and ending with the twelve-year-old girl bouncing off his hood. Knowing he was over the limit, he drove off. Matt didn’t understand the unprompted confession. Maybe it had something to do with getting it all off his chest before he met his maker or maybe it was a thin attempt to make Matt go easy on him at the critical time. Regardless, Matt didn’t want to hear about Robinson’s fall from grace. What did it matter anyway? He knew all too well that screw-ups were the fault of the person who screwed up. There was no one to blame. No excuses. No missed opportunities—only ignored ones. Robinson was lucky. For him, it was time to square things.
“Do I get a last request?” Robinson asked.
“What?”
“All condemned men are granted a last request.”
“What is it?”
With a shaking hand, Robinson reached inside his jacket. Matt’s grip tightened on his gun and fixed his aim on Robinson’s stomach just in case the bank worker carried a weapon. Instead, Robinson brought out a phone.
“Can I call my family?” Tears ran down his face. “Just this last time.”
Matt was softhearted but not soft in the head. He snatched the phone away. “No way.”
Robinson broke down. Matt examined the phone. He wasn’t too up on these things but it looked to be the latest in cell phone technology.
“Does this thing have a video camera on it?”
Robinson palmed away his tears. “Yes.”
Matt punched in a number and waited for an answer. “It’s me. I’m going through with it. I’ll be at the warehouse as arranged.”
Matt hung up.
Robinson looked at him with questioning fear. “There’ll be others?”
“Don’t look so worried. This’ll all be over soon.”
Matt parked in front of the derelict warehouse Harry and Stein had taken him to the night before. He pulled Robinson out of the car and shoved him towards the corner of the building. He ignored the slowing sedan across the street.
He led Robinson inside the building and into a large room that had only one entrance and high windows. It reduced the means of escape to an impossibility. He stopped Robinson by a desk with a leg missing.
“Show me how to record a message.”
Robinson showed Matt. Matt recorded two video messages of Robinson, one for his family and the other a confession for the hit and run.
“I’ll send these when it’s all over.”
“Thank you.”
Up until this point, there’d been a pleading element to Robinson. Everything from his posture to his expression expressed a thin hope that Matt wouldn’t go through with the execution—but not anymore. He knew these were his last moments on earth.
“Face down, please.” Matt pointed to a spot on the ground next to the listing desk.
Robinson did as he was told and lay in the dirt and rubble without complaint.
“I’m sorry to put you through this, but it should be all over soon.”
Matt waited for a response, but Robinson said nothing.
Matt took a breath, aimed and fired the gun twice.
With the reports still bouncing off the walls, the Taskmasters, in uniform, poured in through the single entrance with guns drawn and spread out until they each had Matt in their sights.
“Drop the gun,” Harry shouted.
Matt dropped the gun and raised his hands. “I figured this would come next, as soon as I knew the Taskmasters were cops, it made sense. You needed a patsy to take the fall. What happens now? You shoot me and pin it all on me?”
“I’m afraid so, kid,” Harry said. “You’re just a punk kid, a loser, who’s going to pay for our mistakes. I hate to do it you, but it’s for the greater good.”
“You left it a little too late to get smart,” Tripplehorn said.
“Maybe not.” Matt nodded at the cell phone. “That’s one of those cell phones with the video camera built in. It’s recording right now.”
Chalmers cursed and shot the phone off the table.
“There’s still the problem of the murder you just committed,” Harry said. “You’re still a killer.”
“No, I’m an innocent man with a witness.”
Robinson rose awkwardly to his feet, looking dazed and confused. He stared at the two bullet holes in the ground to the right of his head.
“We’ll just have to do it the old fashioned way,” Stein snarled and made for Matt’s gun on the ground.
“Hold it right there,” a voice barked.
The Taskmasters froze as the men wearing FBI windbreakers stormed the room. The Taskmasters surrendered and the agents relieved them of their weapons. The Taskmasters cursed Matt, except for Harry, who just smiled.
Matt walked up to Harry. “You kept a tail on me to keep me from leaving, but you couldn’t stop me from using the phone. I’ve been talking to some friends.”
“I underestimated you,” Harry said, as a deputy cuffed him.
Matt grinned. He’d underestimated himself. “You said you’d make me a better man.”
“Enjoy this moment.” Harry leaned forward and whispered in Matt’s ear. “Smile while you can. Do you honestly think we’re the only Taskmasters inside the SPD?”
Harry winked at Matt as the deputy hauled him away. “You’ve still got a lot of work ahead of you, son.”
FOR MEDICINAL PURPOSES ONLY
Janet sat on the corner of Gill’s desk and asked, “Can I ask you a personal question?”
Gill swiveled her chair around to face her favorite coworker. From the look on Janet’s face and the way she kept peering over the cubical walls to ensure she wasn’t being overheard, this wasn’t just going to be one of those frivolous questions to blow off time from the day’s work. “Sure. Ask away.”
“If you don’t want to answer, that’s fine, but you can’t mention this to anyone. Okay?”
A ripple of concern ran through Gill. She’d never seen Janet so unnerved. She couldn’t imagine what Janet could ask her that would demand so much secrecy. “Fine. Your secret is safe with me.”
“It’s not a secret, just a question.”
Janet was never pedantic. This ratcheted up the seriousness of the question being posed. Gill straightened in her seat, as if a straight back qualified her for this situation.
“No problem, Janet. If I can answer, I will. If I can’t, I won’t. Either way, it won’t go any further. Okay?”
Janet nodded. She gave the cube farm one final check then leaned in close. Gill leaned in too.
“Can you get me any marijuana?”
Gill stifled a giggle. It wasn’t that Janet was a prude or repressed or anything, but the question was just a total surprise. The last thing she expected to be asked was if she could hook Janet up with some weed. The question seemed so silly coming from a respectable career woman, especially as they both worked in the drug development division of Sandown Pharmaceuticals.
What helped kill Gill’s giggle was the fact Janet was asking her. Did Janet think she was a drug dealer in her off hours? Did her persona give off a certain je ne sais quoi that made Janet think she was a pothead? It was one of those questions where you didn’t know whether to be flattered or insulted. In truth, Gill had smoked a little in college, but she’d never made a habit of it. For whatever reason, pot failed to make her silly or ravenous. It just put her to sleep. Its only value to her was as a cure for insomnia, which was an affliction she never suffered from. Needless to say, she hadn’t smoked a joint in a decade.
“I’ve offended you, haven’t I?” Janet lamented.
“No. Not at all. You just threw me. I don’t have any and to be honest, I don’t have access to any.”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, honestly, it’s okay.”
Janet looked as if the emotional weight of this request was splitting her in two. She definitely wasn’t just trying to score some pot for a little weekend fun.
Gill stood and slipped an arm around Janet’s shoulders. “Let’s take this outside.”
Gill withheld her curiosity until they reached the parking lot. To ensure no one would eavesdrop, they wandered the far recesses of the east parking lot.
“Why do you need marijuana, Janet?”
“I don’t. It’s not for me. It’s for a friend.”
Gill didn’t think much of Janet’s friend. She wouldn’t put any of her friends in such a risky position. Janet had gotten lucky asking her. She could have gotten herself into a real mess if she had asked the wrong person.
“Why doesn’t your friend get their own pot?”
“She doesn’t know I’m asking.”
“What do you mean?”
“You remember my friend, Melinda, from Arizona?”
Gill nodded, having some vague recollection.
“Well, she has cancer.”
“Oh, God, Janet. That’s terrible.” Gill pulled Janet close to her as tears welled behind Janet’s glasses.
“It’s in the final stages. The chemo isn’t working and she doesn’t have long—a couple of months at the most according to the doctors. She’s in a lot of pain.”
“Can’t the doctors give her anything?”
“Of course. She’s up to her eyes in pills and potions, but none of it really kills the pain. I just thought marijuana might make her more comfortable or possibly help her appetite.”
Janet’s kindness touched Gill. She was risking a lot for her dying friend. Gill hoped someone would do the same for her, if she were ever in the same position, though God willing, she wouldn’t be.
“I may not have any marijuana, but I think I can get a hold of some.”
“That’s great.” Relief swept across her face, then disappeared as swiftly as it had arrived. “Please don’t mention this to Todd.”
Todd worked in production and Gill had been dating him for over six months now. This was certainly one subject she wouldn’t be discussing with him. He was an easygoing and fun guy, but he had no time for drugs or the people who indulged. She didn’t know why he had such a knee-jerk reaction to the subject. She wondered if a family member had been an addict or something. It would make sense.
But Janet wasn’t referring to Todd’s zero-tolerance attitude towards drugs. Gill guessed Todd was still a sore subject. Janet had confided in Gill about her attraction for Todd not long after he’d joined the company at the beginning of the year. Gill had the awkward task of breaking it to Janet that she’d just begun dating him. Their friendship had suffered a bumpy patch for a few weeks. They didn’t lunch together or go for drinks after work, but that phase soon passed.
“I won’t mention it to Todd,” Gill said.
***
After work, Gill went home to her condo and called Laura Warren. She was the nearest thing Gill had to a drug connection. They’d been roommates at UC Davis and they’d maintained their friendship after college, getting together a few times a year. One thing Laura had kept from her college days was her Friday night joint. She called it her “Unwinder.”
“Laura, I need a favor.”
“Like what?”
Gill explained and pressed the guilt angle by saying, “I wouldn’t ask under any other circumstances.”
“I know.”
“Do you think you can help?”
“You make me sound like I’m a dealer.” Laura’s tone was clipped.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound that way. I don’t expect this to be a regular thing. Just a one off to help out a dying woman.”
“Are you still coming by this weekend?” Laura asked.
“Yes.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
***
On the following Monday, Gill went to Janet’s cube and handed a padded envelope to her. Stunned amazement swept across Janet’s face when she peeked inside.
“You got it!”
Gill shrugged the comment away. Laura had come through, or more precisely, her brother had. When it came to shady dealings, it always came down to friends of friends of friends. Laura rarely had more than a joint or two in her possession. It was her brother who fulfilled her needs and he’d supplied a small baggy, gratis. He’d been touched by Janet’s friend’s plight.
“It took some doing,” Gill said.
“I bet it did. Oh, you don’t know what this means. I’m going to Phoenix this weekend; I’ll take it with me,” Janet said.
“Are you driving?”
“No. Flying.”
“Flying? You’re taking a risk.”
“Not really. It’s not like it’s a flight from Bogotá. And when was the last time you saw a drug dog wandering around a domestic terminal?”
Janet made good points, but they failed to quell Gill’s fears.
“Besides, if I’m stopped then I’ll explain why I have it. I doubt they’ll do anything to a nice law abiding woman taking the drugs on a mission of mercy.”
“You’re crossing state lines. What if that is considered trafficking or intent to distribute? They’ll bust you for possession at the very least.”
Janet shooed the argument away with her hands.
“Well, if you use that story, they’ll lock you up.”
“Then what do you suggest?”
“Just tell them it’s for personal use. You won’t get away with it entirely, but they won’t think you’re some sort of mule.”
Over dinner at Janet’s that night, Gill talked Janet through how she should handle the airports. Gill wasn’t an expert, but Janet was so clueless when it came to this that any street smarts Gill possessed would go a long way. The plan, like all good plans, fell to pieces the following day. Janet cornered Gill in the lunchroom as she was feeding a quarter into the Coke machine.
“Bad news,” Janet said, her face masked with disappointment.
“What’s wrong?”
“Arizona’s off. I’ve got to fly to corporate headquarters this weekend for a presentation on Monday.”
“It can’t be helped, I suppose. Just go next weekend.”
“I don’t want to wait. Melinda’s got all her hopes up for this weekend. I can’t bear to smash them.”
“Can’t you put this meeting off?”
Janet shook her head and took a deep breath before saying, “I have a really big favor to ask this time.”
***
Gill entered Oakland International’s Terminal 2 with marijuana taped between her breasts. With the recent changes in airport security searches, this was the best hiding place for the drugs. Security could only search a woman’s breast area if something metallic set off the wand or something obvious distorted the lines of the clothes. Gill had played it safe by wearing a bra without an underwire. Luckily, her sizeable cleavage swallowed the Ziploc bag with ease. After using the automated check-in service, she checked out her appearance in the ladies’ room mirror. Nothing poked out in the wrong places and she looked fine, if a shade paler than normal. Nerves. Stupid nerves. She splashed her face with hot water to bring the color back to her cheeks. It worked somewhat. She gave herself one last appraising glance before venturing through the security check. Game time, she thought.
She joined the long line of travelers waiting to pass through the checkpoint. She removed her driver’s license and boarding pass and crept towards the two Asian security women in blue blazers. The elder of the two checked Gill’s documents with polite disaffection and instructed her to join a line for the metal detector. That was the first hurdle cleared.
Janet had been right about one thing—sniffer dogs. There weren’t any wandering around. Everything looked to be plain sailing. So why did she feel so nervous? Fate. It could turn against her and hang her out to dry. She hoped Saturdays were fate’s day off.
Todd hadn’t helped her mood. She’d broken their weekend plans. Naturally, he’d been curious as to why. She hated deceiving him and her deception had failed to sound convincing. He’d sensed she was keeping something from him and it had hurt him. She’d tried calling him before she left for the airport, but he hadn’t picked up.
She slipped off her sandals and put them in the tray with her purse. Anything metallic she had, from loose change to gum wrappers, went in the tray too. She’d taken the precaution of not wearing jeans or a belt or anything that would set off the metal detector. When she passed through the detector, the only metal on her would be the two fillings in her teeth.
A stern looking woman with an even sterner perm put a halting hand out to Gill until the glut of people already through the detector cleared the area. Then the woman waved Gill through with her wand.
Gill hesitated. This was it. She was either going to get away with it here or it was going to hit the fan. She stepped through.
The machine didn’t make a sound. Its silence deafened Gill. She stood disoriented in front of woman with the bad home perm. The detector hadn’t gone off, but the look of disdain on the woman’s face and the threatening grip on the wand said Gill had screwed up and given herself away. Before she could figure out what she’d done wrong, the stern woman said, “Collect your carry-on and move on to your gate.”
Gill did as she was told. She bundled up her stuff under her arm and got the hell away from the security area, passing the unfortunate people who were receiving unwanted pat downs. She didn’t bother to slip on her sandals until she reached the concourse at the top of the short flight of stairs.
After that, everything was plain sailing. The Southwest flight left and arrived on time. The Phoenix weather was glorious—the perfect balance of heat offset by a cooling breeze. There was no line for her rental car and she even received a free upgrade. Her mood matched the Arizona day.
She followed the Mapquest directions Janet had printed out for her and found the address without any problems. Janet’s friend didn’t live in the best of neighborhoods. Gill wondered if she’d had to move to cover the medical bills.
She pulled into the apartment complex and parked. A couple of preteens tracked Gill’s progress across the courtyard with malicious stares. She quickened her pace to the first floor apartment and knocked on the door. A woman with plenty of color and lustrous, auburn hair answered the door. She didn’t show a hint of the ravaging effects of chemotherapy.
“Melinda?”
Melinda smiled and stood back. Gill walked inside the starkly furnished apartment.
“Can I get you a drink?” Melinda asked.
“No. I’m good.”
“Do you mind if I get one?” Melinda didn’t wait for an answer and opened the fridge door. “Do you have the stuff?”
“Yes.” Gill had removed the baggy from its hiding place in the airport bathroom and reached inside her purse to pull it out. She held it out to Melinda.
Melinda let the fridge door close and held out her gun and her badge.
***
Melinda was actually an undercover cop named Faye Kirkland. There was no Melinda. The address belonged to a known felon and the cops were there because of an anonymous tip. Janet denied all knowledge of Gill’s claims during the trial. Gill hadn’t understood why Janet had lied until a postcard arrived on the third month of her sentence. It wasn’t signed but it didn’t need to be. The single sentence message explained everything. It read, “Todd’s with me now.”
THE HOOKER
My bachelor party came to a bleary-eyed end around two when the bar closed and the refugees of the night’s events, a dozen of my closest friends, spewed onto the sidewalk. The night had been the usual affair of too much drinking, a strip club and the obligatory lap dance. The bar’s security had called cabs for us. As the taxis rolled up, we were all more than ready to go our separate ways, hoping to be sober enough for Saturday’s wedding. Lance, my best man, was the exception. He banded his theory that it was every condemned man’s duty to bang a hooker before getting hitched. Nobody had the stamina for the last hoorah and everyone tried to shout Lance down, but he wouldn’t stop harping on about prostitutes. The last cab pulled up and I went to get in, but Lance waved it away.
“Sorry, cabbie. You’ll have to find another fare. This boy still has work to do.”
The taxi driver shook his head and roared off.
“We have to find you some pussy, my man.”
“Lance, no. I’m too pissed to know fact from fiction. I’d be no good to a hooker.”
“Dude, you’re letting the side down. You’ve got to. You don’t have a choice.”
“I don’t wanna screw no prostitute. I’m getting married. The last thing I need is AIDS or some other kind of dick rot.”
“Man, I can’t believe you’re not going to have a whore.” Lance shook his head then inhaled. “Blowjob then.”
I frowned.
“Fuck it, dude. Don’t turn your nose up at a blowjob. What can you catch from a blowjob?”
It was my turn to shake my head. “Whatever.”
“Now you’re talking.”
Lance guided me to his Cherokee. He was just as drunk as I was and I shouldn’t have let him drive, but he was a grown man capable of making his own decisions regardless of how blurred by alcohol they were. Besides, if a cop picked us up, it would be the end of our hooker search.
We trawled Delaware Street. During the day, it was a bustling business center, bristling with buildings eaten up by major American businesses. This was where Lance and I, and most of my buddies, worked. But when the sun went down, a different kind of business was conducted.
Prostitutes hung out on street corners and lined the block. The prettier ones hung out under the streetlights. The not so pretty ones used the shadows for cover. If you were innocent, you might have wondered why so many women hung around in clumps, especially when no buses ran down Delaware. But if you had any street smarts, you knew exactly what they were there for. Not too many dressed like movie hookers, feather boas and the like. But nothing was concealed. Skirts were a little too high, makeup a little too heavy and stares a little too searching.
We weren’t subtle about our approach either. Alcohol collided with adrenalin to make a volatile cocktail. We powered down the windows and hollered at the prostitutes, spewing infantile abuse that wouldn’t have been acceptable on a building site.
“Hey baby,” Lance shouted. “My man here needs to be blown, real bad. Can you help him out?”
“Ooo, you look like you’ve got the lips for it,” I found myself saying.
It wasn’t surprising to see the hookers retreat into the shadows, hurling obscenities back our way. Nobody wanted our kind of business. In retrospect, we were damned lucky that Delaware didn’t have any undercover vice working the street.
As the parade of whores ended, we turned off Delaware and onto J. My euphoria died and I thought my brush with a hooker was lost. But it wasn’t. It was just beginning.
Lance was slow correcting his turn and wandered across two lanes before getting affairs under control. I have no idea what speed we were going but it must have been slower than I imagined or she would have never caught up with us. Before Lance had a chance to accelerate, something struck the car from the rear.
“Jesus,” I said, cowering more out of instinct than necessity.
Lance slammed on the brakes.
“Let me in,” she screamed. “For God’s sake, let me in.”
She was in the street, yanking repeatedly on the rear passenger door handle. Even after God knows how many shots of Jack Daniels I’d had, she was an ugly chick—tall and blocky with too much makeup, which still failed to hide her harsh jaw line.
“What d’ya want?” Lance asked, being purposely obtuse.
But as I think of it now, maybe Lance was playing it smart. Late at night, you don’t know what stunts might be pulled.
“He’s chasing me.”
“I don’t see anyone,” Lance said.
Panic ravaged her features, making her uglier than she was. She glanced back over her shoulder.
“Let her in, Lance,” I said, fancying myself as a knight in shining armor. She might have been ugly, but she didn’t deserve to be beaten.
“I just don’t see anyone.”
Then I did the dumbest thing in my life. If I’d told Lance to punch it right then, the world would have been a different place. But I didn’t. I flipped the lock release on the back door. Why I did it, I don’t know. Maybe I thought I was being a hero, trying to impress a woman, albeit an ugly one. Before Lance could react, she had the door open and was on the back seat.
“Hit it,” she said and Lance did.
“Who’s chasing you?” I asked.
“My pimp,” she said.
The answer wasn’t a shocker and neither was the reason.
“He wants more money. He thinks I’m holding out.”
“Where can we drop you?” Lance asked. He was strangely aloof. He wasn’t happy with me, I could tell. The look on his face said he didn’t want to get mixed up in any fucked up business that had nothing to do with him. And I wasn’t sure that I disagreed.
“The next street.”
Lance eased the Cherokee over to the side of the street. “Be careful now,” he said without much affection.
“Thanks,” the hooker said. “I wish there was some way I could repay you.”
A leer spread across Lance’s face. “Actually, there is something you can do.”
I guessed what he would say.
“It’s my friend’s bachelor party and I promised him a blowjob.”
“For forty bucks.”
I realized we’d been conned. There probably was a pimp, but not one after her blood. She was never going to be pick of the bunch, not with that face. So, she needed an in, a way of getting a John. And she had one. Who could resist a damsel in distress, even if she did have a face like a well-slapped ass?
Lance didn’t care about the con. He’d gotten what he wanted. And the reward was twice as sweet because he could pay me back for my blunder.
“Forty bucks for a bee-jay? Fuck that. For forty, we both get one.”
She considered Lance’s offer for a nanosecond. “Okay.”
“Cool,” Lance said.
I groaned inside.
“Pull into that alley. I don’t want any cops.”
Grinning, Lance said, “I couldn’t agree with you more.”
He slipped the Cherokee into a letter-strewn service alley. Three dumpsters lined the right-hand side of the alley, which came to a dead end two hundred feet in. Lance stopped half a car’s length from the dead end, letting his high beams reflect off the concrete and back into the Jeep’s interior.
“Money first,” she said.
“This one’s on me,” Lance said and handed her two twenties.
She slipped the cash into her bra. “C’mon baby, don’t look so nervous. Let Hope work her magic,” she said to me.
If it had come from Jane, my fiancée, or any other attractive woman, I would have been as stiff as a board. But Hope didn’t summon up those impulses. I didn’t move.
“Batter up, dude.” Lance leered.
I clambered into the backseat, next to Hope, and let her get to work. She unbuckled my belt and unzipped my pants. Her hands delved inside my shorts and she pulled out her prey.
“Oh my,” she said, massaging my dick. “I don’t think your little lady is going to be disappointed on her wedding night.”
I was totally ill at ease with the whole situation, especially with my best friend watching. “I bet you say that to all the boys.”
“No,” she said matter-of-factly. “But I do, do this for all of them,” she said and descended into my crotch, swallowing my dick.
“Oh, you go girl,” Lance cackled.
Even if I was getting my whistle wetted, I wasn’t getting aroused. Embarrassed by having my best bud there laughing and feeling guilty for betraying Jane, nothing was happening. There was no affection involved. She wanted me for Lance’s forty bucks and I wanted her for her wet mouth. Hope broke her hold for moment to mutter a couple of words of encouragement. I detached myself from the situation, imagining whose mouth I did want sucking my penis. Film stars and singers scampered across my mind, and things started looking up.
I let my head roll back and closed my eyes. Placing a helping hand on Hope’s head, I guided her to a steady rhythm. “That’s it, baby,” I cooed.
“Don’t wear yourself out, Hope,” Lance said. “Remember, you’ve got me to do next.”
My fingers weaved themselves into her hair. I was getting close, climax was only moments away and my hand tightened into a fist. Hope bobbed down to swallow me again. This time, my guiding hand didn’t keep time with Hope’s head and I felt her hair come away in my hand. Not just a few errant strands or even a handful, but all of her hair, as if she had been on chemotherapy.
“Oh, fuck, man!” Lance recoiled in disgust.
I leaned forward, my eyes snapping open. I wasn’t holding Hope’s chemo ravaged hair, but a wig. But that wasn’t what caused my dick to shrivel and bile to claw up my throat.
“Fuck, it’s a dude!” Lance shrieked.
I couldn’t speak. My tongue clung to the top of my mouth, unable to free itself.
Hope stared out from my groin with spittle-soaked lips. Panic flashed across her…his…face, whatever the fuck it liked to be called. The transsexual remained stone still. We all did.
Maybe I’d been too drunk to see. Maybe Hope’s makeup was too thick. I honestly hadn’t thought Hope was a man, but I could see it now. Without the wig and a face doused in panic, it was obvious, not a hint of doubt. Hope didn’t exhibit any effeminate looks. The worst thing was, I didn’t have a clue what to do.
“Everybody be cool,” Hope advised.
“Be cool?” Lance spat. “You’re a fucking guy. You’ve just be sucking my man’s dick and you want us to be cool about it?”
Hope edged away from me and towards the door. “I’m sure we can work this out.”
“I think we’ll have trouble. I’m not much interested in a discount,” Lance spat.
“What about this then?”
Hope slammed a fist in my groin. I doubled over, the pain excruciating and crippling. Lance lunged and met Hope’s returning fist, her punch sending him sprawling. Hope took this as her escape and bailed backwards out the passenger door.
“Come back, you bitch!” Lance screamed.
When I think about it now, I didn’t expect Lance to react the way he did. Maybe if he hadn’t, I would have never done what I did. I’m not blaming him but I think it’s worth pointing out. Lance gunned the Cherokee and jammed it in reverse.
Hope didn’t stand a chance. The Jeep was on her before the she-male had a chance to get away and in those heels—no way. The only thing going for the bitch was that in the short distance before the SUV hit her, Lance had no chance of getting up a head of speed. I watched Hope get big in the hatchback window before crashing out of view after the impact. Lance slammed on the brakes.
What surprised me most was that I didn’t protest or try to stop Lance. I let him mow down Hope, probably because I wanted it to happen as much as he did. Not on a conscious level, but on a subconscious level, buried deep amongst my animal instincts.
We both leapt out of the Cherokee to see Hope staggering to her feet to make another escape. I fumbled with my pants, blocking Lance’s pursuit. I wouldn’t have been such a hindrance if I hadn’t had my hands full. My hand had wrapped around Lance’s anti-theft Club. My subconscious working again, I suppose. I wanted a weapon, something to stop my violator from escaping.
Hope was on her feet and running. I tried to follow, but I couldn’t. Each jarring step sent ten thousand volts into my groin. I couldn’t let her escape.
Lance stormed past me. He would of caught Hope, but they would have been on the street and in plain view. We couldn’t afford a street brawl, but I could do something about it.
My hand tensed around my makeshift weapon. I didn’t think, I just threw my arm back and hurled the damn thing, tomahawk style. The Club whistled past Lance’s head and he glanced back at me in surprise. He didn’t see it strike Hope in the back only inches from her neck. She went down like a sack of shit. Our prey was down and I swooped in, groin pain or not.
Lance got to Hope first, me seconds after. Lance crouched over her. The bitch was stunned and squirmed, managing a groan. Christ, after a blow like that, I would have been out for the count. But not Hope. She was as strong as an ox. Anger replaced the alcohol in my pulsing veins. The bitch had assaulted me and embarrassed me. I wasn’t about to let it go.
Lance snatched fistfuls of Hope’s bland but slutty dress. “Where’s my money, bitch?”
“Fuck the money,” I said.
Lance turned and saw what I was going to do. He released Hope, recoiling from me. I had the Club again and I smashed it down across the back of Hope’s skull, sending the hooker into the land of unconsciousness.
“Christ, man. What the fuck are you doing?” Lance demanded.
I didn’t reply. Instead I slammed the aptly named Club down again and Hope’s head cracked, the Club coming back with blood on it. But I wasn’t finished. I hacked away with the Club like it was an axe and Hope was an hundred year old redwood.
“Stop! Stop it, Mark!” Lance dived between me and Hope. He bear hugged me, pinning my arms my sides. “It’s over, man,” he whispered and pushed me back.
And it was over. I saw things as they really were. The anger that had blinded me drained from me like the blood draining from Hope’s battered head. I’d killed her. I didn’t need to check. Her skull was caved in. Scant hair and flesh had given way to expose a brain bristling with bone quills. Although I’d not bludgeoned Hope’s face, my violence had warped her features. It was impossible to tell what sex Hope was from under the blood-soaked distortion.
“Oh, Christ,” Lance said, recoiling from me.
My arm was by my side. Blood and brain was pooling at my feet. Scarlet continued to drip from the Club, pitter-pattering on the concrete. Gore had rubbed against my pants leaving behind condemning smears. I was numb. I felt like the kid at school who pees his pants in front of the class. When you’re like that, you don’t know what to do with yourself. The Club slipped from my grasp, landing in the blood and splashing my shoes.
“C’mon, we’re gonna have to clear this shit up,” Lance instructed.
I was lucky to have him there. If I hadn’t, I would have probably stood there until the cops turned up. But seeing him spring into action, his drunken haze evaporated, drew me out of my shock-ridden stupor. The best thing he did, and I’ll thank him until the day I die, was he didn’t ask me why. He just took over.
Lance snatched several sheets of newspaper off the ground and picked up the Club. He found a plastic bag and stuffed it inside. He told me to put it in the Jeep and park the car at the end of the alley, keeping us out of sight. When I’d done that, I rejoined him. He was crouched over Hope’s battered form. Luckily for us, Hope’s blood wasn’t spattered as far as expected. When she’d gone down, she’d landed on a bunch of trash bags next to the dumpsters. The bag supporting Hope’s mashed head also supported the slop that had run out of it. Some days, you’re just plain lucky.
“What do you want to do with her?” I asked.
“I want to get her body in the dumpster. The cops will know she’s a hooker. They won’t give a shit who did it. They’ll probably pin it on her pimp.”
It sounded reasonable enough. But when you’re fucked and you’re looking for a way out, anything sounds reasonable.
I flipped open the closest dumpster. It was nearly full. I hoped it meant that collection day was close. She would be in a landfill before she had a chance to stink up the alley. I returned to Lance as he manhandled Hope’s remains. I took her legs. We hoisted her off the trash bags. Hope’s head flopped down under its own weight. Brain and fluid pissed out.
“Christ!” I shrieked, and we dropped her immediately.
We tried again. This time, to prevent spillage, I bagged Hope’s head, but Lance had the unholy job of supporting her skull. It wasn’t an easy task. Hope was nearly six feet tall and not slender. She topped two hundred pounds easy, forty more than me, but somewhere in the region of Lance’s size and bulk. But carrying a drunken buddy is a world away from stashing a dead body. We did it though. We carried the corpse over to the dumpster, clean and jerked like power lifters to ensure no more of Hope’s brain fell out and hefted her in. We covered her with the trash bags left in the alley.
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