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For behold, the day
cometh, burning like a furnace; and the wicked will be as
chaff;

and on that day that
cometh, they shall all be consumed in its flames.

— Malachi 4

 



Prologue

 


It was about noon when they shot
Little Tony. It was a Tuesday. It had been raining, but it was
clearing up when it all went down. The water vapor hissed off the
streets and made the early spring day muggy and humid.

There he was, hanging around the
entrance to some run-down old building that everybody called a
barber shop, although they all knew that no one had gotten their
hair cut there in a very long time.

Here’s the way it happened:
Little Tony was out there on the corner, talking animatedly on his
cell phone. Everybody in the neighborhood knew that he was the
nephew of Don Ganato, the local mob boss, and that he was there to
sell drugs. Since he was who he was, nobody said or did anything
about it. Little Tony, just hanging out and selling his wares on
the block. It was best not to notice.

Cars came by and slowed and
people talked to Little Tony through their lowered windows. He
preferred to do business this way, people in the neighborhood
whispered, because it showed people he wasn’t afraid of anything.
It showed everyone that he was able to do business for himself, and
he didn’t need his uncle’s say-so, or his help. It also showed what
an idiot he was, because Don Ganato had run the family business in
Birmingham for over thirty years and never gone to jail. He had
managed to do this supremely difficult thing because he kept a low
profile. Don Ganato did not approve of his nephew’s flamboyance,
and had tried to counsel him and bring him into the fold
repeatedly, always without success. The old ways of secrecy and
keeping a low profile were lost on Little Tony. He was part of the
new world and its new ways. “You gotta front, get your name out
there,” he had told the Don. This contradicted everything the Don
stood for, but still he tried.

Only a month before, on Little
Tony’s twenty-first birthday, Don Ganato had attempted to counsel
the youth one final time. He had taken his nephew aside for a few
moments of quiet reflection. Turn it down a notch, Don Ganato had
advised Little Tony, before you come to grief. Little Tony had
nodded but smiled slyly to his uncle. Don’t worry, he had told his
uncle, it’s a brand new scene out there and I got it covered. I’m
The Man. People know I’m The Man. He had spoken with such bravado
and conviction that there had been a moment’s self-doubt flicker in
the old Don’s eyes.

Maybe he’s right, that flicker in
the Don’s dark eyes seemed to say; the world has changed so much,
and Little Tony is young . . . but it was only a flicker. After
that, Don Ganato had simply shrugged and moved on. He had not
spoken with Little Tony again about such matters.

That was last month, but now it
was a certain rainy Tuesday, and the grief his uncle had prophesied
for Little Tony was bearing down hard upon him, though he had no
way of knowing that. Little Tony was on the corner, where he was in
his element and on top of his game—a game that was all about drugs
and dough and hot cars and hot girls—and things were moving fast,
really fast. The rain didn’t slow Little Tony’s business, because
nothing slowed the drug trade. Morning, noon and night, monkeys
needed feeding all over town, and Little Tony’s cell phone never
stopped ringing.

Little Tony had just dropped a
quarter of pink ice on two Latina honeys in a cherry-red 1978 Grand
Prix with chrome spinner rims, a classic from the ground up, and
the girls had just pulled away from the curb when a brand-ass new,
banana-yellow Chrysler 300 rolled slowly toward him, directional
tires hissing on the still-wet pavement. The windows were tinted to
a near black-out shade.

Little Tony smiled to himself.
Man, it looks like hot wheels all day today, he thought. Probably
brothers, he figured, which would mean they were most likely
looking for herb. That was fine because he had some kind bud in his
rain slicker that would stone the most hard-core gangsta wannabe on
the North Side to the point of drooling.

The Chrysler 300 pulled up to the
curb and the window cranked down. Little Tony looked up and down
the street, just for show, really, since even if cops patrolled
this block, which they didn’t, none of them would dare mess with
him. He stepped out to the curb like a man who owned the
world.

“What’s up?” Little
Tony said with practiced bravado.

“Got a message for
you, you dirty little wop,” a rough voice from inside the car
growled. There was a ripping burst of gunfire. Little Anthony went
down on his back, eyes staring at the sky. But after a few seconds,
he didn’t see anything, and he didn’t even hear the sexy hum of the
Chrysler 300’s Hemi as it roared away down the street.

 



Chapter 1

 


It was a bright and sunny
Wednesday, a beautiful spring day in Birmingham. One hundred
percent humidity sent rivers of sweat down the backs of the people,
whether they were in markets, bistros or coffee shops. Power bills
climbed and people panted.

Regardless of the heat, people
were on the move in the middle of the work week. The weather was
relentlessly humid, because of heavy rains the day before. I had
just returned from Mobile, so I had missed the rain. In Mobile, I’d
been looking for a man who had dropped out of sight, leaving a
pregnant wife and three children trying to survive on their
own.

The police had searched for him
without any luck. They’d been looking for him in the wrong places.
I’d found him, right there in Mobile, living under an assumed name,
with a girl young enough to be his daughter. I usually make short
work out of a case like that, and I was pretty happy, all things
considered, that I’d found the man in question so quickly. He could
have just as easily taken his new name and young girlfriend and
headed for parts unknown. Against all odds, I was done and back
home inside of a week.

Home for me is Birmingham, a city
that is sliding relentlessly into bigness and urban sprawl. It is a
patchwork of rich and poor, big and little, urban noise and
suburban quiet. I grew up here. I spent my childhood in the old
Westmoreland Heights Housing Project after my dad didn’t make it
back from Viet Nam. Mom worked as a waitress, and put herself
through school.She then became a teacher and got us out of the
projects. I went from a skinny black kid to a big brown man in
about five years. I stopped growing when I was around
seventeen.

I’m six-foot three and a half,
and though I’ve met plenty of bigger men, my size and speed was
good enough to get me onto the football team at Shade’s Valley High
School. I won a scholarship to the University of Alabama, where I
employed my skills as a halfback for four years while studying
English Literature.

Mom had always wanted me to
follow in her footsteps, since, largely due to her tutelage, I
could read from an early age and had always loved poetry and
literature of all kinds. I had gone to college and majored in
English, but a career in teaching didn’t await me. Instead, when I
got out, I joined the army. I became a Military Policeman, and
later, when I got out of the army, a civilian policeman, right back
here in my old hometown, Birmingham. Later on, I’d made
detective.

I married Patricia, a young black
girl I’d met in college. She was from a little town in Georgia.
Life looked like it was going to follow a predictable pattern; we
were going to have kids and careers and a future together. But fate
seldom sits idly by when human beings think they have it all worked
out.

I made some mistakes along the
way, and my young marriage turned rocky, early on. Patricia and I
started fighting. It was about that time I started drinking. Not
college era beer guzzling, but really hitting the sauce. Then there
was a disaster, the kind of thing that changes people and their
lives forever. I’d failed to properly heed the advice of another
officer, a young female patrol cop, and she’d been killed at a
crime scene where the perpetrator had hung around and blended in
with the crowd.

I blamed myself and stuck my head
in a bottle for over two years. I used up a lot of favors and
burned a lot of bridges while I was drunk. That’s the way that
goes. When I’d crawled out of the bottle, my wife, career and
future prospects were gone.

Sobriety was just the first of my
challenges in the long crawl back up to the light. I was eventually
able to transform myself into a private investigator, a very sober
and reliable one. Over time, working dingy little cases of whatever
kind I could find, I’d made a name for myself. Nowadays, I have a
good reputation; people seek my services, sometimes for tough,
high-profile cases. Not too bad for a former alcoholic from the
projects, if I do say so myself.

As I rolled into town, I cranked
my window down and turned up some classic Isaac Hayes I had in the
CD player. Isaac was singing about love and pain, pleading with his
lady not to let go, and he sure sounded like he knew what he was
singing about.

I turned off on the Oxmoor Exit
and headed toward Homewood, then took the ramp for downtown. I
wanted to go by the office before I went home, to check e-mail and
messages. It was sort of late in the day, so I didn’t expect to
have any clients in my office.

My secretary, a thin, pretty
young brunette woman named Jeannette Oliver, looked up as I came
in. She smiled a sardonic smile. “You’re going to love this,” she
said, her bright blue eyes twinkling with a mischievous light.
“You’ve got a surprise client, and he’s a real piece of
work.”

I had found Jeannette working for
a crooked private eye in Atlanta. Things hadn’t gone well between
her boss and me. By that, I mean I had shot him. Dead. I had a good
reason, I promise. After a month or so, she had shown up at my
office and noticed that I had no secretary, and had rather bluntly
suggested that she would make a good one. Seeing as I did in fact
need a secretary, and I was also the direct cause of her
unemployment, I agreed. She’s been with me ever since. She is the
best at what she does, and knows the business from the ground
up.

“And why would that
be?” I asked, with some trepidation.

With one slender finger, she slid
a business card across her desk to me.

Henry Wiggins, Accountant, the
card proclaimed. Beneath the name there was an office address and
telephone number.

“The gentleman came
in to see you while you were out. He was initially in a bit of a
rush, and said that he couldn’t stay. So he left his card with me,
but then I saw you drive up so I told him to wait in your office.”
Jeannette’s eyes continued to twinkle with obvious
amusement.

When I walked into my office, I
was wondering, at first, what Jeannette found so funny about this
man named Henry Wiggins. When I saw him, things starting falling
into place. He was a tall, good-looking man with thick blond hair
slicked down and combed harshly to one side, and round glasses
perched on his nose. Nothing funny there; he might have been a
model or a real lady’s man, except for how he was dressed—for the
late Nineteenth Century, that is. He was decked out in a brown
tweed jacket over a gray sweater vest. Both were buttoned all the
way, despite the humidity outside. Once he opened his mouth, the
caricature was complete.

“I wish you good day,
Mr. Longville. A pleasure to meet you.” He reached out with a bit
of a flourish, and we shook hands. I indicated that he should sit,
and I went around my desk and did the same. He sat, and crossed his
legs and assumed an air that was seriocomic to me, although maybe
to him it was one of deadly earnest. All in all, he made me think
of someone out of a Charles Dickens novel.

Henry Wiggins had also read one
too many books on how to increase his vocabulary, if his speech was
any indication. Or maybe he’d been raised in a convent by very
literate nuns who were a little out of touch with the modern world.
All in all, he seemed like someone who had stepped out of a former
time into my own.

“Mr. Wiggins?” I
asked, wondering when I’d actually last seen a sweater vest. “How
can I help you?”

“Mr. Longville, like
you, I’m in business for myself. I’m a freelance accountant. I have
some very high-profile clients. I am also a happily married
man.”

“Go on.” Wiggins
wasn’t starting out like most people did, with tears in their eyes,
going on and on about their problems, right up front. Maybe he just
needed to work up to it. I sensed that he liked to hear himself
talk, and since it was his dime, he was getting around to his
problem in his own time, so I let him run on.

He cleared his throat and said
with great gravity, “If I do say so myself, I am a devoted husband.
My marriage, I don’t mind telling you, is the focal point of my
life. Now, I don’t mean to pontificate or engage in
self-aggrandizement, but marriage dominates my life in every way,
and it’s something to which I devote myself in a conscientious
manner. My business, while important, is ultimately secondary, and
all other concerns are, at best, tertiary. So, as you might
suppose, I am rather reticent to reveal certain sensitive facts to
you.”

“To be blunt, if you
want to hire me, Mr. Wiggins, you’d best tell me what’s on your
mind.” I must have frowned. Wiggins looked disconcerted.

“Of course—I
apologize, it’s just that I don’t want to leave you with a
misperception of myself or of . . . someone else . . . some idea
that isn’t . . . accurate.”

“You don’t have to
worry about what I think. I’ve seen everything under the sun, a
half-dozen times. It’s something that goes with this business, Mr.
Wiggins. Without the details I can’t work for you, however dirty
they might sound to you. So, if you please, details?

“Of course, how rude
of me, your time is money, the same as with me.” The spectacles
came off and he wiped them with a checked hanky that lived in a
pocket on the sweater vest. He replaced the hanky and the glasses
and went on, as if simply exasperated by what he was being forced
to relate.

“It’s my wife, you
see.” With a dramatic flourish, he produced something from inside
his coat. I saw that it was a thumb drive, one of those tiny
computer peripherals used to store files. Wiggins waved the drive
before me, like a magician waves a wand before he pulls the rabbit
out of the hat.

“There are pictures
of Mary on here.”

“Mary is your
wife?”

“My wife, yes. I . .
. I hate to say this, Mr. Longville, but I am beginning to harbor
the suspicion that she might be cuckolding me.”

I frowned. Wiggins’ pretentious
way of speaking was getting a bit tiresome after my long day. “You
mean you think she’s cheating on you?”

Wiggins took a
deep, dramatic breath and let it out. Then he continued making his
way through Webster’s Unabridged
Collegiate Dictionary. “In essence. There
have been certain signs—an inordinate number of unannounced trips
to see friends and relatives overnight, extra expenditures showing
up in the household budget, little things that Mary would laugh
off, but that she couldn’t account for in a convincing manner.
Things of that sort.”

I sat with my fingers in a
steeple, looking at the man. I said nothing. After a beat, he went
on. “My profession, I’m afraid, is the cause of much of the
trouble. You see, I am an accountant, as I have said, and that
requires me to spend long hours away from home during certain
periods of the year. Mary gets bored, I realize. So maybe her trips
to friends are just that, but I must confess that I am beginning to
suspect otherwise. All of which is very painful for me to
contemplate.”

“So just what is it
that you want me to do, Mr. Wiggins?”

“I need you to follow
Mary, on three evenings,” he said without blinking.

“You want me to keep
your wife under surveillance for three days?”

Wiggins looked at me as I were a
truant seven-year-old who wasn’t applying himself to his math
homework. “No, not on three consecutive days, Mr. Longville. Let me
be clear. Rather, I would like you to keep tabs on Mary on three
specific days. You see, after I became curious about some of the
time that she was spending away from home, Mary and I had a little
row. Nothing major; we have always had good communication in our
marriage, so afterward we had a long talk.” He looked at his
fingernails, frowned, and went on.

“Mary agreed to let
me know ahead of time when she was going to be away when I came
home. I’m no fool. I knew that if she was seeing someone else, she
would have to come up with a plausible explanation for any
subsequent visits. Now, she has given me three dates when she is
supposedly going out of town. I want you to follow her on those
three days, and report to me where she goes . . . and who she sees,
if anyone.”

“Well, I understand.
Mr. Wiggins. I have to ask . . . do you want pictures of these
meetings?”

The little man seemed very taken
aback. “Pictures? Nothing untoward—I mean, nothing of too graphic a
nature is required. I would like photos of her talking with . . .
anyone of interest.”

“By ‘nothing
graphic,’ Mr. Wiggins, I take it that you aren’t looking to begin
divorce proceedings? Because usually that’s what’s called for in
those instances. People want pictures or movies of their spouses
engaged in consensual sex with other people. It’s an unpleasant
part of this business. It’s why some people call private eyes
‘peepers.’ Most times, a guy in your position wants pictures of his
wife and ‘persons of interest’ caught in the act, on film or
digital camera.”

Wiggins looked thunderstruck at
the suggestion. “No, heavens, no. I’m not bitter toward Mary.
They’ll be no kicking open doors and snapping pictures. I want to
work this out with her, Mr. Longville. Anyone can go astray, and I
know I’ve left my wife alone and lonely far too many times. She’s
my soul mate, Mr. Longville; I love her very much. But I can’t
confront her, or facilitate any sort of interaction about something
like this without some sort of proof, since she is being
evasive.”

Wiggins, it seemed, had a far
more forgiving nature than other spouses who had come to my office
with similar suspicions. “That’s clear enough. Okay, Mr. Wiggins,
I’ll need those dates from you. I’ll also need your address, and so
on.”

“Of course. But I
need to make one thing absolutely clear. All of our dealings need
to be here, in your office. Don’t come to my home. I don’t want
anyone to get the least intuition regarding what’s going on. Every
housewife in the neighborhood knows Mary, and the first thing
they’d do is tell her. So I just can’t risk you coming by. Is that
acceptable?”

“No visits at your
home. Got it. Fine with me.”

“Excellent, then.
You’ll also need Mary’s work address. I’d like you to begin your
surveillance of her from there.”

“Work? What kind of
work does she do?”

“Well, it’s not a
paid position. She volunteers at a local hospice. She says it gives
her purpose. I suspect that means it gets her out of the
house.”

“I understand. And
the three days in question?”

“The dates are, quite
simply, the next three Friday evenings. It’s tax season and I will
be in the office on each of those nights until late. There’s no way
around that. It’s simply part of my job. Mary has told me that
since I won’t be available, she’s going to visit friends on those
nights, people from college who she hasn’t seen in several years. I
merely want you to follow her from our home.” Wiggins pushed an
index card toward me with an address and two telephone numbers
written on it in calm, square handwriting, “Keep a log of where she
goes, and do remember to take photos of her and any individuals who
seem . . . pertinent.”

I was already nodding, glad that
Wiggins had come round to his purpose at last. “All right, Mr.
Wiggins, I can do that. Not a problem.”

“Of course, any
additional operating money that you will need, I will
provide.”

“This seems pretty
straight forward. I can’t imagine running into any added expenses,
though if I do I’ll be in touch.” I turned to my side desk and slid
the memory stick into a media slot on my computer. I opened up the
folder and double-clicked one of the picture icons. After a second,
a gorgeous smiling face filled the screen and radiated out at me.
Mary Wiggins was a beauty, with high cheek bones, smooth ivory
white skin and thick red hair with a hint of gold in it. Her smile
was flawless. I resisted the urge to look backwards and forwards
between the face on the screen and the odd man in my
office.

“I married up, I
know.” Wiggins said, as if reading my thoughts. “Please, just do
what you can.”

 



Chapter 2

 


After Wiggins left me, I went
home. It had been a long day, and Wiggins and his strange drama had
come at the very end of it. There was a light spring rain on my way
to my quiet little house. I let myself in and shucked off my jacket
and shoes and stretched out on the sofa. I didn’t turn on the TV or
the lights, I just sat there in the dim natural fading glow of the
day and thought about the mystery of Mary Wiggins.

Was Henry being paranoid or was
his wife really wandering? I decided to put it from my mind for the
moment and take a stab at it in the morning. I picked up the remote
and turned on the cable. I might as well catch up with what’s going
on in the rest of the world, I told myself.

There was nothing really new.
There were the usual riots and bombings and mayhem rocking the four
corners of the world, with the places and the players changing, but
the basic storyline staying the same. It seemed the only thing
about humankind that never changed was its gnawing hunger for
self-destruction. After a few minutes, I tired of the network news
and its litany of hopelessness, and started surfing the channels,
looking for a quality movie.

On one channel, Tommy Lee Jones
was some sort of Law Enforcement officer, and was talking to the
ghost of a confederate general in a Louisiana swamp. I watched for
a few minutes, but decided that I had missed too much of the movie
to make sense of what was going on. On another channel, there was
Tommy Lee Jones again, dressed as some other kind of Law
Enforcement officer, and now he was talking with a woman in a cafe.
He was telling her a story of some sort. Once again, I decided that
I had joined the movie too late to enjoy it, though it looked
pretty good.

I figured that
it must be Tommy Lee Jones’ birthday, since he was being featured
on so many channels. I thought I might get lucky and catch one of
the Men in Black movies on another station, but it didn’t happen. I did
catch The Good, The Bad, and The
Ugly just in time to watch the three-way
gunfight at the end. After Clint Eastwood rode away into the sun, I
decided to go check the contents of the fridge.

I opened the refrigerator door
and stood there staring at the leftovers in their plastic
containers. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Henry Wiggins and
his beautiful wife. Something about his story bugged me, something
I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I’d been going over it
subconsciously since I got home. It wasn’t that what he wanted me
to do wasn’t ethical or plausible . . . after all, I had done the
same for other people plenty of times before. But something in his
story didn’t fit. A wheel was spinning in the back of my mind,
stuck on just what that thing was.

I walked back into the living
room and picked up the telephone book and flipped through to the
“Accountants” section. I ran my finger down the column of
advertisements. There it was. Henry Wiggins, Certified Public
Accountant, serving Homewood, Mountainbrook, and Vestavia for
fifteen years.

I wondered if I might be getting
a little paranoid, myself. Wiggins was a strange bird, all right,
but I’d had limited exposure to accountants, anyway. Maybe they
were all weird like him, with archaic clothing and a stilted way of
talking.

I went back to channel surfing,
hoping to find some edifying entertainment. I skipped the movie
channels and tried to find something informative. I found a show,
ostensibly about food, that featured a portly bald man eating worms
and larvae. I switched the channel. A group of heavily equipped men
were hanging around an abandoned warehouse at night, trying to find
ghosts and not having much luck. One of them had a shaved head. He
looked a lot like the man who’d been eating bugs on the other
channel.

I decided to catch some news
before throwing in the towel altogether. On the local news, there
was a recap of the local mob violence. According to the dour young
female anchor, the Birmingham Police were bracing for an all-out
war on the streets, one that could break loose any day. The anchor
then moved on to a story about a placid, sunny Florida town that
was being overrun with huge pythons. The report featured archival
footage that showed the town as a dream vacation spot before it had
been despoiled by the enormous reptiles. I watched with subdued
interest.

It seemed that many people had
bought the reptiles in the 1980s and 1990s as part of the exotic
pet fad, only to find that the snakes grew ever larger, and
required ever more food. When economic crunches came along, many of
those people could no longer afford to feed their beloved monsters.
Most of the snake owners were apparently Florida residents, and,
doing what they felt was the humanitarian thing, they had let the
huge constrictors loose in the swampy, prey-filled environment of
the everglades. There, the fearsome animals had found a new home.
In short, they had thrived.

Now, the snakes’ numbers had
grown enormously, and they were menacing towns up and down the Gulf
Coast, like the tiny idyllic town that was the subject of the news
report. I shook my head. There you go, I thought. If man cannot
find serpents in the Garden of Eden, he will bring them there
himself. Then he will lament their presence, as if it were none of
his own doing.

As I browsed the cable channels,
unbeknownst to me things were unfolding across town in a way I
could never have foreseen. I didn’t get that from the television
news, or any of the illuminating programs I flipped through; I was
to learn about it all, days later. Although I didn’t know it at the
time, two men were talking in the back room of a bar. I had met
both of them, one very recently and one a long time ago. What they
were talking about was going to have a tremendous impact on my
life, the life of certain people moving around me, and the fate of
the city itself.

 



Chapter 3

 


The conversation had started out
unpleasantly. One man was trying to strike a bargain. The other
was, in the beginning, listening patiently if
noncommittally.

“What I have here is
a real chance to score some big money,” one man, the visitor, was
saying. “I just need a little help locating a certain
broad.”

Behind the desk, Longshot Lonnie
O’Malley sat still as a snake, coiled and ready to strike. “Why
should I help you?” he said. “So you have a scheme to rake some
lawyer over the coals. Good for you. It’s not exactly my racket. If
that’s all you got to lay on the table, you’re wasting my
time.”

The other man became immediately
patronizing, and tried to cover his fear. “Oh, I understand that,
Mr. O’Malley. There is no way I would have come here if I didn’t
have something for you that I believe would be of tremendous
interest and value to you. By the way, the man in question is an
accountant. Perhaps quite wealthy.”

“Whatever. So out
with it already!”

“Of course. First,
allow me to provide a little background.” Longshot sighed, but his
visitor held up one hand. “Please. I assure you, all will be made
clear. A friend and I were associated with a certain woman; we all
used to partner together, the three of us. She left a few years
back, trying to go straight. We lost track of her for a long
time.”

Lonnie raised an eyebrow. “You
mean you were a bunch of grifters.”

The other man raised his
eyebrows, as if offended by Longshot’s choice of term, but then
shrugged it off, and went on: “Whatever you want to call it. Mary
eventually turned up right here in Birmingham, just a few months
ago. I was in the area on some business and when I happened to see
her, I thought ‘Well, what do you know, there’s good old Mary.’
Small world, as they say? So I followed her to see what she was
doing with herself. She’d been married to this accountant, like I
said, and I wanted to approach him for a loan, so to speak. I
re-introduced myself to Mary and told her we were going to take the
guy down. But I got a little surprise. She told me she couldn’t,
not this time. I told her she had to, or the husband would find out
some things about her that might interest him.”

Longshot’s visitor paused, as if
considering how to phrase some difficult idea. When Longshot
drummed his fingers, the man gave a start and went on.

“But it didn’t go as
I’d planned. Mary kept stalling me. She wasn’t afraid of me like
she used to be—like she ought to be. With what I had on her, I
could ruin her, send her to prison. She knew that. But it made me
very curious. I smelled more money. So I kept dogging her tracks,
trying to find out why she was being so . . . gutsy. Last Saturday,
I got lucky. I snapped a picture of her with her new
boyfriend.”

Lonnie’s eyes were beginning to
glow malevolently with impatience, so the man hastily reached into
his jacket and produced a photograph, which he placed squarely on
the desk and spun with his fingertips for Lonnie to see.

“Mr. O’Malley, take a
look at that.”

The murderous glow slowly faded
from Lonnie’s eyes. The blue eye twinkled. The green eye slowed in
its circling and came into focus with its paternal twin.

“Well, now, that is
interesting,” Lonnie commented as he peered down at the picture.
The photograph had been taken covertly, obviously through a
windshield, but there was no mistaking its subject. The picture
clearly showed a model-quality redhead, getting a kiss on the cheek
from none other than Francis Lorenzo, Head Capo to Don Ganato, the
boss of the Ganato crime family—Longshot Lonnie O’Malley’s greatest
and deadliest enemy in the corporeal world.

When Longshot Lonnie O’Malley
looked up from the picture, both Irish eyes were smiling. The man
across from him let out his breath as quietly as possible, and
smiled back. Longshot reached down and opened a drawer and produced
his ever-present bottle of Bushmills Irish Whisky, and two clean
glasses.

“Would you like a
drink, Mr. Morton? Because I think we have a lot to talk
about.”

Dominic Morton’s smile
brightened. He rubbed his hands together and leaned forward in his
seat. “Mr. O’Malley, don’t mind if I do.”

 



Chapter 4

 


If anyone had ever asked him,
“Mad Dog” Maddox would have told them that he worked for a living.
If the listener was really unlucky, he might even go on to explain
just what type of work that was, and survive the explanation. His
was the kind of work that required no time clock to keep track of
his hours. Indeed, the hours he kept were strange, because they
depended on when he could catch other people unaware. Mad Dog
collected money that was owed to a certain businessman. His
employer was the kind of guy who tolerated no nonsense and no
mistakes. Mad Dog was good at what he did—he had to be.

Mad Dog’s boss was a man named
Lonnie “Longshot” O’Malley, the nephew of long-dead crime boss Big
Thom O’Hearn, an Irish immigrant who had started up the numbers
rackets on the North Side of Birmingham in the early 1960s. Big
Thom had died as few men in his line of work ever do, at home and
in bed, as the 1980s came to an end. Since he had died childless,
the rackets fell to his unstable nephew, Lonnie O’Malley, to run.
He had run them, all right.

In five short years, Lonnie, who
had just turned twenty when he inherited the rackets, had turned
the numbers business into a going concern. No one made book in
Metropolitan Birmingham without getting his nod. In time, though,
numbers were no longer enough for him. Lonnie branched out into the
soft money rackets that surrounded strip joints, floating card
games and unlicensed back alley gambling of all kinds. He hired an
army of thugs. Pushers had to pay him regular tribute, or they
ended up in body casts or got found dead in back alley dumpsters.
The most brutal hoods of every stripe came to fear and respect
Longshot Lonnie O’Malley and his knuckle-dragging foot soldiers.
Most of the low-lifes on the north side of Birmingham had to cough
up to his goons on occasion, to stay in whatever sleazy racket they
had picked for themselves. It was business, after all.

E Pluribus
Unum, it said on the money that was the
singular reason for the existence of Lonnie’s empire. And, just as
it was proclaimed on all of those dollars and coins,
e pluribus unum, I am
one of many, the same might be said of Mad Dog Maddox, the man who
came to collect those dollars and coins. He was one thug out of a
large school of thugs. But he was of a singular vintage. He took
great pride in his collecting, and collecting was what he was all
about this fine morning.

Mad Dog parked his car on the
corner of Third Avenue North and Forty-First Street. He walked
toward the offices of Merle Building Supply. Mr. Merle was a
business man who couldn’t pick a winner at the horse track, it
seemed. He owed Longshot Lonnie O’Malley over nine thousand
dollars. He was behind in his payments, and this required the
presence of Mad Dog Maddox.

Mad Dog had blue eyes that looked
just a little out of focus. He wore a constant, dreamy smile
beneath a perpetual five o’clock shadow. There was something a
little off about the smile, an odd quality that perceptive people
might detect, that maybe children or the very aged might sense as
disturbed. For most people, though, who did not pay much attention,
Mad Dog Maddox passed muster, and some of them even found the smile
infectious. That only added to his danger, because Mad Dog Maddox
was a killer.

Mad Dog’s father had named him
Hubert Third Battle of the Isonzo Maddox. The strange middle name
came from an engagement in the First World War in which the boy’s
grandfather, then an Irish conscript in the British Army, had
earned a medal for valor. The grandfather had also borne the name
of Hubert. As a boy, Mad Dog had suffered vicious derision and had
endured several beatings over his unfortunate name. He had tried
shortening it to Hubert Isonzo, but this hadn’t helped much. All of
this had changed after he had begun to refer to himself as Kevin,
the name of his twin brother who had died at birth, until one day
when he was in the seventh grade, a petty teacher had revealed his
complete actual birth name to the entire class. The class had
erupted into cruel laughter. That day, he had endured harsh
treatment from his classmates, just as before.

This time Kevin, AKA Hubert
Isonzo, had taken action. He had patiently waited in the parking
lot after school, laying in wait for the teacher. When he appeared,
young Maddox had beaten him to death with a length of heavy iron
pipe that he had stolen from the school machine shop. Even as he
had beaten the man to death, he had worn his strange, peaceful,
quite vacant smile.

He’d been thirteen at the time,
so he had been spared prison. After four years in juvenile
detention, he’d been back on the streets, an unruly youth of
seventeen, wised up, grown up, and looking for real crime to get
into. His fellow inmates at juvenile reformatory had given him the
name Mad Dog, a pun on his last name. It was a name he found he
liked, much more than Hubert Third Battle of the Isonzo
Maddox.

When he had gotten out of the
reformatory, Mad Dog had quickly found that he had no marketable
skills, so he started drifting. One thing he had done successfully
was kill a man. Almost inevitably, this became his line of work. He
had eventually drifted down to the South, finding work in Atlanta,
Miami and New Orleans. Finally a job had taken him to Birmingham,
where he had come to the notice of Longshot Lonnie
O’Malley.

The fact that he was of Irish
extraction had caught Long Shot Lonnie O’Malley’s attention. The
fact that he was a homicidal maniac made him doubly attractive to
Lonnie, who snatched Maddox up and put him to work collecting. Mad
Dog proved to be very good at it. Longshot Lonnie often
complimented Mad Dog on his abilities, and rewarded him for his
successes. This made Mad Dog Maddox feel proud, because he’d never
been much good at anything before.

Today, Mad Dog was collecting a
bill that was three months past due. Mad Dog didn’t show up unless
an account was way behind. He was Longshot’s last resort guy, he
liked to think. When the guy who owed money to Longshot Lonnie kept
stalling, and it looked like they thought they would get away
without paying, Lonnie had someone give Mad Dog a call, and he went
forth to collect or punish. Lonnie had made such a call to Mad Dog
today. So here he was.

Today Mad Dog was amused. Here he
was, up on Third Avenue North, visiting a hardware store, of all
things. It was an old-fashioned sort of place, and looked to have
been in business in the same place for ages. It had that quiet air
that family-run places always seem to have. When Mad Dog walked in,
little brass bells tinkled. Pretty quaint, he thought. He looked
around. The place was jammed full of merchandise, but free of dust
and very orderly.

The guy behind the counter in the
middle of the store was a regular-looking guy, as far as Mad Dog
could tell. He was a little on the short side, with gray hair and a
kindly look about him. He looked like somebody’s grandpa, Mad Dog
thought. The older man looked up, saw Mad Dog standing there, and
like most people, made the deadly assumption that here was just a
regular Joe, just some harmless, dumb-looking-guy with an
infectious smile.

“Yessir, how can I
help you?” the man behind the counter said with a smile.

Mad Dog started to pull his gun,
but just then he noticed the puppy. A little black and white beagle
puppy walked around from behind the counter, wagging his tale at
Mad Dog. Mad Dog smiled and bent to pick up the puppy.

“Nice place you got
here.”

“Well, thanks. My
wife and my daughter help me keep it straight.”

“Aw, now aren’t you
cute?” Mad Dog petted the puppy, who seemed quite
pleased.

“I think he likes
you, friend. He’s AKC registered, a full-blooded beagle. Best dogs
in the world,” Mr. Merle informed Mad Dog.

“Is he for sale?” Mad
Dog asked in his shy voice. He loved dogs, and found puppies
irresistible.

“Sure. He’s the last
of the bunch, and the best one, too, if you ask me. I’ve got his
AKC registration papers right back here, if you’d like to see
them.”

“Well, that’d be just
great.” Mad Dog smiled, and the older man beamed back at him,
because Mad Dog really did have an infectious smile. While they
stood there, smiling at each other, the bells on the door tinkled
again. Both men turned as one, pleasant smiles still on their
faces, to see who had come through the door.

Two men stood there, slender,
hard-eyed men with slicked-back black hair. Both were wearing long
coats. Mad Dog didn’t like the looks of them. It was too hot for a
coat, which meant they were hiding something, guns most likely. He
looked at the puppy, to see if he liked them, but the puppy just
licked his hand and yawned. Mad Dog slowly set the puppy down and
turned to look at the men again, smiling his infectious, vacant
smile all the time.

One of them stood by the door,
like he was guarding it, while the other came over to the counter,
close to where Mad Dog was standing. He looked smug and mean. He
reminded Mad Dog of the people that used to make fun of
him.

“I come here for Don
Ganato,” the man announced to the shopkeeper, like Mad Dog wasn’t
standing there, like he didn’t even exist. That struck Mad Dog as
quite rude. He stood there quietly, still smiling his strange
smile. His fingertips were an inch from the handle of the .357 that
rode in a shoulder holster beneath his left armpit. If the guy had
looked at him closer, maybe he would even have noticed
it.

“It’s time for you to
cough up the money you owe us,” the guy said to Mr. Merle. Without
waiting for a response, the man reached over the counter and opened
the cash register. He pulled a canvas bag from beneath his long
coat, and started stuffing money into it—the money Mad Dog had been
sent to collect.

Mad Dog cleared his throat.
Loudly. The man at the counter turned and glanced at Mad Dog, then
did a double-take. He seemed amazed that someone he was ignoring
was actually trying to get his attention.

“You got something to
say, buddy?”

“Well,” Mad dog began
shyly, “I was in line here first.”

The other man started laughing.
He turned and looked toward the guy at the door. “Did you hear
that?” he asked the other man. “He says he was here first. You
think maybe we should wait in line?” He threw back his head and
laughed some more.

The man at the door started
laughing, too, but suddenly there was a loud explosion, and a
bullet hole appeared between his eyes. He stopped laughing and
slumped to the floor.

The man at the cash register
dropped the canvas bag, spilling money all over the floor. He
frantically tried to reach into his fancy trench coat for a gun,
but it was too late. Mad Dog methodically shot the man in one
elbow, and then the other one, just to be on the safe
side.

“You’re very rude,”
Mad Dog said quietly. Then he bent over and picked up the
frightened, whimpering puppy.

“There, there, boy,
don’t worry,” he said in a gentle voice. “Everything’s going to be
all right.” Mad Dog laid his .357 on the counter. On the floor, the
wounded man dragged himself miserably away on his forearms, trying
to reach the door. He left two red trails behind him, swooping red
commas that curved first one way, then the next. It was hard going,
Mad Dog could tell, because the man’s arms were pretty useless with
both elbows blown away. Must hurt like hell.

Mad Dog scooped up the money with
his empty hand and refilled the bag. He transferred the bag to the
crook of his left arm, so that he held both puppy and money in the
crook of that arm. With his right hand he casually picked up his
gun like he was in no hurry, like he had nothing but
time.

The man who had been rude to him
had crawled half-way to the door. He was dragging himself, stopping
every few feet, gasping loudly. He was all out of wise remarks now.
Mad Dog walked over to him, put his gun up against the fallen man’s
head, and finished him off.

As Mad Dog stuffed the pistol
back into his shoulder holster, he snapped his fingers in sudden
realization. “Shoot. I almost forgot.” He walked back to the
counter, where the old man cringed in horror and fear.

“The papers. You
know, for the puppy?” The old man looked amazed and confused for a
minute, then he reached into a little slot under the cash register
and produced a document, which he offered, in a trembling hand, to
Mad Dog. Still smiling his strange smile, Mad Dog nodded pleasantly
and stuffed the paper into a pocket. He pointed at the sack that
held the shop owner’s money.

“I understand why
you’ve been late on your payments, now, with those guys always
stealing from you. I’ll let Longshot Lonnie know. We’ll let it
slide, this time. You can’t be late again, though.”

“Okay, okay, thanks .
. . thank you!” the old man behind the counter managed
nervously.

“Well, bye then, and
thanks yourself. For the puppy, I mean.”

With that, Mad Dog stepped over
the two dead gunmen and opened the door to leave. With a little
smile, he moved the door back and forth a bit in order to create a
little extra tinkle from those brass bells, because he thought the
puppy might like that.

“You know what?” he
said to the puppy. “I’m gonna name you Oscar.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Detective Lieutenant Lester Broom
had a problem, a big problem, not that he wasn’t used to them. He
was senior detective on Birmingham’s Homicide Unit, and one of the
most senior in the whole Detectives Bureau. He’d been a cop a long
time, and seen a lot of things, but he’d never had the problem that
confronted him today. Two dead Italian males in a hardware store.
He’d seen worse, of course. The major problem was what they
represented to him and his partner, Detective Cassandra Taylor. The
two dead men were mob guys, and a hit like this demanded payback,
whatever its causes.

“From what the owner
is telling us, looks like these guys showed up at the wrong time.
They showed up to put the squeeze on the place for protection, and
one of Lonnie’s boys was already here to collect,” Broom mused
aloud, considering silently that this was what the papers and news
had been bracing for. This was the trigger event that would bring
the shooting out in the open.

“This means open mob
war.” Cassandra said what Broom was thinking, what he couldn’t help
but think.

Broom nodded in agreement. “The
Ganato crew will have to hit Lonnie back now, to show they’re still
in control. They just buried Little Tony a week ago, and we haven’t
seen their reaction for that, and now this. Longshot Lonnie must
have finally gone over the edge. Ganato’s got him outclassed and
outgunned. Now they’ll come after him with both barrels, and we’ll
be lucky if no innocent bystanders get caught in the
crossfire.”

Broom looked over Cassandra’s
shoulder, not hard for someone around seven feet tall, since she
was only five-five or so. “How’s the owner?”

“Shaken up. Detective
Moss is taking his statement, but the old guy’s pretty rattled.
Couldn’t give us much in the way of a description of the
shooter.”

“Understandable. Most
people come a little unglued if they see people shot down right in
front of them. But he may not want to. Lonnie’s boy might have
saved his hide.”

“If we’re lucky,
maybe both crews will just kill each other off,” Cassandra
said.

“That’s just what we
have to stop.”

“Why? I say we’ll be
better off if they make themselves extinct.”

Broom shook his head. “No,
Cassie. Not really.”

Cassie’s green eyes flashed.
“What does that mean, Les? Are you telling me that you have some
kind of sympathy for these crooks? After all that we’ve seen them
do over the years?”

“Cassie, If I could
put all of these guys in one big sack and throw it in the Cahaba
River, I would, and that would be fine and dandy with me, as a man.
But I can’t do that. Sometimes I just want to forget I’m a cop and
let them take care of each other. Half the crime in Birmingham and
the Metropolitan area goes back to these two and their outfits. We
can’t, though. We took an oath, and I’m going to keep that oath,
because it’s what makes me who I am. That doesn’t mean I won’t put
these guys out of business. So help me God, I will. The first
chance I get, they’ll go down, one by one, or in a bunch. But I’m
going to take them down by the book. Because once a cop gets out of
the book, sister, they’ve broken the oath, and they’ve become part
of the thing I’m fighting against, the way I see it. That means I
have to take them down, too.”

“Whoa. Easy, big guy.
I didn’t say I was going vigilante, or anything.”

“I know that. But
that’s what worries me. Some cops do. I’ve seen it. We see a lot of
bad stuff out here, and that’s the temptation. We can’t win ’em
all, some cops start thinking, so let’s just pick the ones we want
to fight. You can get so angry that you lose sight of the line. And
some just go bad. The line is always there. When a cop forgets
that, he or she invariably crosses that line, sometimes before they
even realize it. And many cross it without ever knowing they did.
That’s why crooks don’t have to be careful, and we do, Cassie. They
don’t have to give a damn, and we always do.”

Cassandra smiled. She had a very
bright and lovely smile when she decided to show it to someone.
“Because we’re the good guys.”

“You said it. Now
let’s go help Detective Moss out, see if we can jog this old
fellow’s memory.”

To Broom’s surprise, Cassie
threaded her arm through his, and looked up at him with a broad
smile. “You know what I like about you, Broom?” she asked him, her
perfect little face upturned towards his.

“No,
what?”

“Everything. Let’s
go.” And together they walked down the hall.

 



Chapter 6

 


It was raining on the north side
of Birmingham. Light summer rain, the kind you don’t mind walking
in. A group of people gathered around an outside barbecue place on
Fourth Avenue North. They were mostly black, and old. I pulled over
and got out and walked over to them. There was no lobby, just an
outside order window. The menu was on a blackboard on the wall
behind the woman in the window. The woman, the window, and the
barbecue joint had all seen their better days. I ordered a
barbecued chicken sandwich and waited around in the cluster of
people outside.

An old man next to me patted me
on the shoulder. “Are you Roland Longville?”

“Yeah, I am,” I said
absently, figuring he’d seen me on TV or in the papers.
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