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By Nigel Bird
Someone had scratched an ‘e’ from the sign on the door, so I ended up going into the care#rs office to find my vocation.
“I love writing,” I said. “Music. Films. I want to be either Jack Kerouac or Charlie Parker. Sinatra or Presley of The Velvet Underground. Gary Cooper or James Dean. William Burroughs or Barry Levinson. Think you can swing it?”
She wrote it all down, scratched her pretty little head and went over to the files. Pulled out a few and dropped them on the table.
“Pizzaland need a kitchen porter.”
I didn’t move. She went to the next one.
“There’s a job at the cement works. Two meals a day and as much cement as you can use.”
Two meals a day? Had me interested, but I wasn’t going to let on.
“There’s this crazy notion of an anthology. Take the soundtrack and snippets of dialogue from a crime movie that defined the 90s, send prompts out for inspiration to a host of writers that are right at the top of their game, get them to write stories about them. All you’d need to do is read them all, check out what works and what doesn’t, smooth out the bumps and put it all together. And you don’t do it alone. You get to work alongside the most talented and generous Chris Rhatigan. Pay’s lousy, long hours, you’ll have music and stories flooding your dreams and echoing round your head for months. You’ll get to read some of the best stories written, but they won’t all be nice. In fact, some pretty nasty things are going to happen to some pretty bad people. Good people, too. Imagine being at the helm of one of the most exciting and best quality projects around and you pretty much have it.”
“Free meals?” I asked.
She shook her head.
I picked up the card for the cement works job. Nodded to the lady and left the room ready to make a call.
By Reed Farrel Coleman
Her heart was lonelier than Sergeant Pepper’s and the whole fucking band. I could see that from across the bar, not that across the bar was like seeing across space and time. It was more like twenty feet and, at that time of night, the view was relatively unobstructed. She had last call girl written all over her. Don’t misunderstand, she wasn’t a call girl. She wasn’t even much of a girl anymore. Thirty, at least, she hadn’t fit that description for quite some time. What I mean to say is that she was the kind of woman who probably had more than her share of men, but only because she understood that desperation was her ally. She was that pair of shoes on the discount rack you bought because you needed shoes and you only had so much money and the store was closing. When the bartender screamed “Last call for alcohol,” it was her mating song. She was a last call girl.
I watched her quarry approach, lean into her, buy her a drink; watched them leave, him on unsteady legs, her propping him up. I imagined the sting she would feel tomorrow morning when she saw that look in his eyes, when he was no longer too-full of drink and desperation, no longer in need of that last pair of shoes, when dashed hopes would again break her lonely heart. But as fascinating as she was, she wasn’t why I was here.
I was here because I was bored. It was that simple. I couldn’t stand another minute as a shopkeeper, selling wines to nouveau riche assholes who understood even less about quality than I understood about the role of subatomic particles in the structure of the universe. What they thought they understood was the implication of price, which meant they understood very little about substance or value. Well, fuck, when your president is an ex-actor – and not a very good one – and the world of high finance turns on junk bonds and hostile takeovers, value and substance don’t count for much, do they? I was here because I’d taken the kind of gig I vowed never to take when I got my investigator’s license. I was here to watch Spider’s back and this particular spider lacked the evolutionary adaption of rear-facing eyes to do the job himself.
Having grown up around the corner from one another, Spider and I had been friends for as long as I could remember. Dick Thomas got the handle Spider because he was a gangly bastard as a kid, all arms and legs, each limb seemingly with a mind of its own. He wore thick glasses and dressed like an unmade bed, but he stuck out for all sorts of reasons in the old neighborhood. In a place where you were either Jewish or Italian, a place where Jews could recite the Hail Mary and the Catholic kids ate bagels and lox, being a Wasp marked you as a freak. We had no clue what Protestants did or what they were about. Another thing about Spider was that he always had a book in his hand. Always. He once told me he had visited worlds the rest of us couldn’t even imagine. I suppose he told me because he thought I was smart enough to understand or maybe it was because I was the one kid in the neighborhood who, even then, had his back.
If our senior class at Lincoln had voted on the least likely among us to become a gangster, Spider Thomas would’ve won in a landslide. Yeah, but you can’t pay attention to that kind of shit. Spider sure as hell didn’t. He graduated from Baruch College with a degree in accounting and promptly set about building an empire. He ran underground gambling parlors all over the five boroughs of New York City, a few in Yonkers, and one or two on Long Island. He made sure not to step on anyone’s toes; gladly, even eagerly sharing as much as fifty percent of the profits with either the local Mob families that controlled the territories his clubs were in or with the gangs that ran the remaining territories. They were thrilled to get the cash without taking any of the risk. Because of Spider’s largesse, his de facto partners provided protection against robbery and police raids.
“Moe,” he once told me, “when you spend your whole childhood trying to not get the shit beat out of you, you get good at figuring out effective survival strategies. After the first time I got held up for my lunch money, I started keeping half the money hidden in my sock. It kept everybody satisfied. I’ve never forgotten that lesson.”
Spider was happy to take his percentage of profits from the clubs and invest them in a wide range of legitimate businesses. Though the corporate structures were thickly layered to hide his interests, Spider Thomas now owned small pieces of two off-shore banks, car dealerships, fast food restaurants, a string of convenience stores, gas stations, and a chain of laundromats. Laundromats, I liked the irony in that. Spider had turned his legitimate businesses into a money laundering juggernaut. That’s what this meeting was about. The Russian mob was known for controlling its own money laundering, but a group of young up-and-comers from Brighton Beach were considering farming out a sizeable chunk of their laundering operations. They weren’t of the generation that had spent hard time in Soviet prisons and they weren’t particularly interested in American prisons either. They wanted to spread the risk around. That was always Spider’s foot in the door, his understanding of risk versus reward.
“You ever play golf, Moe?” Spider asked me a couple of years ago.
“Not much. Why?”
“It’s my favorite sport.”
Spider was the most unathletic person I’d ever known and I couldn’t picture him driving a golf ball more than fifty yards using a Howitzer. “You play?” I asked, trying not to sound completely incredulous.
He laughed. “No, but I love it. Every decision a golfer makes is a calculation of risk versus reward.”
I once had a client who compared golf to chess. In his opinion it was the ultimate thinking man’s game. I didn’t know what it was about golf, but people seemed to see all kinds of deeper truths in it that were lost on me. Maybe I’d take it up someday. Yeah, right after cliff diving and lion hunting with knives.
McGee’s Tavern on 7th Avenue in Park Slope had once been an old school Irish pub, but was now a bastion of Yuppie-ness. The bar menu featured things like grilled figs and goat cheese on focaccia crisps, and the bar itself offered twenty brands of single malt scotch at prices that would curl your nose hairs. Park Slope was where people who weren’t from Brooklyn lived in Brooklyn precisely so they might remain apart from the hordes of the great unwashed. Native Brooklynites like Spider and me and transplants like the Russians detested Park Slope. The Russians hated it because it wasn’t Brighton Beach and, in this neck of the woods, they stuck out like circus clowns at a funeral mass. Because both parties despised the neighborhood, McGee’s was deemed a perfect place for the meet – Brooklyn logic. In spite of McGee’s unfortunate turn to fusion cooking and pricey scotch, the owner was amenable to renting out his backroom after closing time. He didn’t give a shit about who was renting it or why. For him it was simply a matter of when the room was needed and how much you were willing to pay for the privilege of its use.
The idea was that there was to be no muscle at the powwow. Each party was allowed to bring an unarmed and unaffiliated second as sort of security blanket. That’s where I came in. I was definitely unaffiliated and, for the only time since I got on the job in the late ’60s, unarmed. I didn’t like it, but those were the rules. In a nod to paradox, the seconds were to arrive first and neither was to participate in the meeting itself. I suppose that made sense. When your goal is to discuss the process of turning huge sums of dirty money into piles of nice clean cash, you don’t want any witnesses to the proceedings. The meeting alone amounted to a criminal conspiracy under the RICO Act and could earn each party a long bid in a federal penitentiary.
Neither of the principals had yet arrived, but I’d spotted my opposite number the moment I walked into the joint. It would have been tough not to. He was ugly as a rotten peach and big in a very unflattering way. Fat? He wasn’t fat exactly. He was what my mom used to call husky or chubby, not terms you heard much anymore. Not very ego-affirming and definitely bad for self-esteem. Worse for his self-esteem was his outfit. In a crimson, double-knit leisure suit, he was about as inconspicuous as a steamed lobster at a white sale. He was fifty if a day and what little hair he had was gray and unkempt. Still, I knew better than to judge him as no threat. Just because he was supposed to be unarmed didn’t mean he was and I’d had the piss kicked out of me by some pretty rough motherfuckers who looked like they’d go down in a stiff breeze. I wasn’t sure he’d made me right away, but since we were the only two guys left at the bar and the stickman was busy restocking the beer cooler, my guess was he’d figured it out.
I raised my glass of Dewar’s to him as a gesture of kinship. He kind of snarled his lip and grunted. He was no threat to Billy Idol, believe me. I shrugged my shoulders, went back to sipping my drink and gnawing on bar mix until the Spider and his potential business partner arrived.
When Spider first approached me about the job, I asked him why he wanted me there.
“You’re a Russian Jew. They’re Russian Jews,” he said as if that explained it all.
“It’s not that simple, Spider. It’s not like the Masons. We don’t have a secret handshake. They’re not Russian Jews like I am. First off, I’m a Ukranian Jew. There’s a big difference. When my family lived over there, my zadeh’s two biggest worries were the foot pedal on his sewing machine breaking and the Cossacks raiding the shtetl. These guys… that’s not how they were raised. Their parents and grandparents were suckled on Stalin and the State. These guys are rough characters.”
But it was as if he hadn’t heard me. “Shtetl, I like that word.”
“Spider, listen –”
“I heard you, don’t worry. But they’re Jews,” he said. “I’ve grown up with you, surrounded by Jews my whole life.”
“Oy, Spider,” I said. “These guys aren’t Jews the way you know Jews. They pretty much grew up godless, without religion like you know it. I may be as lapsed a Jew as there is, but I’m the chief rabbi of Jerusalem compared to them.”
“Moe, the bottom line is I trust you to have my back. You always have, even when it cost you. That’s why I want you here.”
Argue that.
The Russian arrived first. I’d been told his name was Yuri, not that I believed it was his real name. Whatever his name, he was rather more elegant than his second. Then again, that wasn’t saying a whole lot. I’d seen dancing bears who were more elegant than my opposite number. This guy, Spider’s counterpart, was in a different league. His gray, chalk-striped suit was Italian with a thread count in the millions and his alligator shoes, also Italian, cost more than the bartender was going to make this week, next week, and the one after that. His shirt was custom made. His yellow power tie was Hermes all the way from Paris and his watch was handmade in the Alps. I wondered if it yodeled every hour on the half hour. He had piano fingers with manicured nails and slicked-back black hair like Pat Riley, but I wasn’t dumb enough to think America had softened him up. He had nice white teeth, but a hard mouth and a cold expression that nearly frosted my glass.
“I am Yuri,” he said to me. He gave his vicuna topcoat to Dancing Bear, ignoring the man completely.
“I’m Moe.” I nodded, not offering my hand. Yuri didn’t strike me as a handshaker. “You don’t mind if I take a look at your topcoat, do you?”
Yuri smiled, though it didn’t exactly thaw my glass. “Very thorough. This reflects well on Spider,” he said. “Sergei, give the coat to Mr. Moe.”
Sergei. So, Dancing Bear had a name. He handed me the coat. It was lovely and I treated it with respect. It contained no weapon that I could find and I handed it back to Sergei.
“It’s clean,” I said.
“So, Mr. Moe, to be equitable, would you mind if Sergei were to… what is the phrase?” Yuri pretended not to know. I believed that about as much as I believed his name was Yuri.
“Frisk me. Pat me down.”
“Yes, exactly that.”
I raised my arms up to shoulder height and spread my legs wide so that Dancing Bear might have full access to the goods. Sergei was even uglier close up and he didn’t smell much better than he looked. He didn’t seem like much, but, as I suspected, Sergei was a nasty piece of work. I could tell he’d done this a thousand times before. His hands were practiced and strong. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he’d been a cop somewhere along the way.
“Is not with weapon,” he said with a snort, turning to his boss. There was little doubt in my mind that Sergei was simply a flunky and on the regular payroll. I didn’t say it aloud, but I thought the choice of a stooge reflected badly on Yuri’s judgment. Having a guy’s back sometimes meant more than being a tough guy and if Yuri’s needs stretched much beyond patting people down, he was shit out of luck with Dancing Bear.
When they were done with me, it was my turn to frisk both of the Russians. Christ, there hadn’t been this much feeling up in Brooklyn since Candy DiNardo’s parents went on a cruise and she invited everyone in the sophomore class at Lincoln to her house for a make-out party in her basement. That was the night I got my hand under Susan Maestro’s bra and touched a hardened nipple for the first time. Man, that was a feeling I would never forget.
“Why you smile like idiot?” Sergei asked.
I was awfully tempted to say something about mirrors and Sergei’s familiarity with smiling idiots, but I kept it to myself. “Just thinking about a girl from a long time ago.”
“Ah, a sad romantic,” said Yuri. “You are Russian?”
“Ukranian Jew. My people were from outside Kiev.”
“Me too, from the Ukraine. Odessa,” he said.
“The Black Sea, huh?”
Yuri flashed that smile again, warmer still this time.
“How about Sergei?” I asked. “Odessa too?”
“No. Is Russian born in Chechnya. Strong like bull. Dumb like ox. Loyal like dog.”
“Ex-cop?”
“Very good, Mr. Moe. Yes, Sergei was cop in Grozny, but he was greedy. He got caught selling weapons to the Muslims.” Yuri wagged his tapered index finger. “Very bad offense. The Muslims will rise up when Soviet Union crumbles. Lucky for him, he saved my brother’s life in gulag.”
“Loyalty works both ways.”
“To a point, yes.” Yuri looked at his Swiss watch. “Spider is not late, but…”
“No,” I said, looking at my own. “He will be here exactly on time. It’s Spider’s way.”
As I said it, I realized I had once again underestimated Spider. That I was here as much to put Yuri at ease as I was to act as a second or to provide security. My guess was that Spider knew all along about Yuri being Ukrainian and that once we got talking, Yuri would find out about my heritage. I was meant to be a kind of calling card for Spider, a preview of how he did business. My being here would show his potential partner how thoughtful and rational Spider was, that he considered his choices and acted wisely and in everyone’s best interests. My being here would prove more about Spider’s worth than any sales pitch. When he finally walked in, Spider’s job would already have been half finished. He would just need to close the deal.
Then there was a sharp rap at the glass door of McGee’s and the four of us – the barman, Yuri, Sergei, and me – turned to look. And fuck me if it wasn’t the last call girl.
“Let me in,” she said, her desperate voice muted by the glass. “Let me in, I forgot my bag. Let me in, please.” She kept rapping on the glass with the underside of a thick ring. “I’ve got my house keys in there. Let me in.”
The barman dipped under the service bar and moved to the door. The keys were in the lock, but he turned back to us for a thumbs up or thumbs down.
“Tell the bitch, no.” Sergei said. “Go ’way!” He waved at her and shouted.
That did it. She started crying those lonely heart tears and the pounding on the door got louder and more frantic.
“Let her come,” Yuri said. “Let her come.”
Even as the bartender turned the key, I got that sick feeling in my belly. I didn’t know what it was about, but I knew something was wrong. As he pulled the door back to let her in, I went over in my head everything that had happened since I walked into McGee’s. The barman dipped back under the service bar. He reached down and came up with a too-large black leather bag. Fuck! That was it, I thought. She didn’t have a bag.
“Run,” I screamed, as I dove behind a table. “Run!”
But it was way too late for that. The last call girl had already stuck her hand in the bag and come out with a .40 Beretta. Sergei went first, his white shirt dyed red with his own blood to match his crimson leisure suit. Her second shot caught him flush in the face and the back of the rotten peach exploded. Dancing Bear would dance no more. Then it was Yuri’s turn. He too had taken cover behind a table, but with the hollow point ammo she was using, he might as well have hidden behind a wall of papier mache. I didn’t so much see Yuri go down as I heard it. The last call girl calmly walked over to where he’d fallen, took aim and redecorated McGee’s plank flooring with Yuri’s viscera.
I peeked over my useless cover to watch her turn the Beretta on her accomplice and blow the barman away. She wouldn’t need to waste a second bullet on him. I heard her heels clickety-clack on the floor as she strolled toward me. Funny, I didn’t think about my wife Katy or Sarah my daughter. I didn’t think about much of anything except Susan Maestro’s right nipple hardening to the clumsy touch of my fingers. Not sure if I was breathing, I closed my eyes and waited.
“Better get out of here, Moe, and take this,” said the last call girl, pushing an envelope into my right hand. “The cops will be on scene in less than two minutes and my employer won’t approve of them finding you still here.”
I didn’t have to be told twice. I was smart that way.
Ten blocks away, I could still hear the sirens. It sounded like half of the precincts in Brooklyn responded to the call. I pulled to the curb under a street lamp and opened the envelope. There were ten crisp thousand dollar bills folded into a sheet of lined paper. All the note said was this:
Just golf, Moe – risk versus reward. Hope the money is thanks enough.
Don’t worry, you’re safe.
I drove to the nearest Catholic church I could find and put the cash, all of it, into the collection box. In spite of his talent for laundering money, Spider wouldn’t’ve been able to get the blood stains off those bills with all the chemicals in the world. He was right about me being safe, though for months afterwards I paid an awful lot of attention to people walking up behind me on the street. It was silly really. I’d been around long enough to know that if it was coming my way, I would never see it coming.
I never saw Spider again, not alive, anyway. About a year after the thing at McGee’s, they found pieces of him in plastic garbage bags in Sheepshead Bay, the Gowanus Canal, and the lake in Prospect Park. Some parts they didn’t find at all. Now Humpty Dumpty had someone to keep him company. I went to the funeral, but hung back. I wasn’t in a reunion-with-his-family type of mood. A man came and sat down in the same pew as me, a few feet to my left. He was very well dressed and appointed and there was something vaguely familiar about him. After a while, I couldn’t help but sneak glances at his profile. His face was like a word on the tip of my tongue. I knew it, but I couldn’t quite place him. Then he turned to me and spoke in a thick Russian accent.
“You knew this Spider?”
“I did,” I said, placing the face. This man looked like an older, rougher version of Yuri. His brother, I thought: the one from the gulag. “Did you know him?” I asked, trying not to lose my breakfast there in church.
He smiled a frostier smile at me than his brother had managed. “Yes, we had business together.” He spit on the floor and twice brushed his palms across one another in disgust. “Now business is done.”
He stood and left without looking back. I followed his lead and didn’t look back.
-
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The $5 Mil Hak
By Jodi MacArthur
Elvis sang. High heeled shoes and flats drummed in harmony across a high waxed floor. My head ached. My balls ached more. A bullet dug into my ass, making my sitting experience an uncomfortable one. I kept a special utensil in my sleeve for occasions like this. Lesson learned from ’89, the Red Iron Waffle. Unfortunately, Hank Rinks remembered the Red Iron, too. His goons checked my sleeves first thing.
She said, “You don’t appreciate the opportunities I’m offering.”
It was dark. I could see her silhouette against the faint electric sign on the far wall providing the only light in the room. It said, $5 Milkshake!!! Only, most the bulbs had gone out. So it said, $5 Mil hak !
I said, “You mean opportunities you keep shoving up my nose? I ain’t a pig. I can’t smell a fuckin’ thing.” I could hak this broad for $5 Mil or 5 bucks or a nickel for that. A roar of laughter surged upstairs. A loud round of applause followed, quieted. Elvis sang “Hard Headed Woman.”
“Come on. Sniff again.” She leaned forward with the mysterious objects, smelling curiously liked the candy aisle at Quickie Mart.
“I’m sick of doin’ this.”
She leaned back and put the objects back in her purse, her chair creaking just slightly. She was slim, that much I could make out. My imagination filled in the blanks and I’d already told her so.
“What makes you think I’m wearing polka dots?” A cigarette lit up. She blew smoke in my face.
“Give me one of those and I’ll tell you.”
“No.”
Hell is being forced to sniff and resniff Bubblicious by a strawberry blonde with polka dot silk attire while strapped in a metal chair with a bullet in your ass under the twist contest delirium in Jack Rabbit Slim’s cellar. My name is Carl Moody. And I want a cigar.
I said, “Stop horsin’ around little girl and give me a God damn cigarette. Or a cigar if you got one.”
“Ohhh, Moooody. Ain’t cha a big fella? Cigar. Does a girl like me look like I’d have a cigar?”
“How would I know? It’s darker in here than the wad of gum stuck to the bottom of my boot.” I lifted my foot to show her, then groaned. The bullet had dug in deep, fast.
“Gum!” she said. “Now we’re talkin’, Moody. You know, Hank said to keep an eye on you. But I get awfully bored. And –”
As she chattered on, my mind set to gnawing at the same thing it’d been at all day. How did they find out about my jewel stash? I’d wondered what she knew. I heard rumors Hank Rinks had a kid sister. I’d also heard his little sis had a couple loose marbles. I glanced at her again. Wait a minute. Did she just say she was gonna let me go? I tuned back in.
“And I told you, if you could guess what the mysterious objects are. I’ll let you go free.”
“Right. And I’m sure big brother would just love it if you let the biggest, baddest catch of the week go like that.” I tried to snap my fingers for emphasis. Unsuccessfully. My hands were tied tighter than a hog’s legs at a redneck rodeo. Where was the trust? They must have heard of my past escapes. I felt a bit better. Inflated.
She said, “More like catch of the day. No. Hour.”
Deflated. “Whatever.”
“Hank said he’s got business to attend to in Atlanta and that you ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed. He thinks I got marbles rollin’ around in here.” She pointed at her head. “But I’m pretty good at figurin’ things out. And I know you ain’t half as lame as he says you are.”
“Thanks.” I nodded.
“Sure.” She nodded back, and flicked cigarette ash on the floor.
I glanced around. “Say, why is it just you and me down here, anyway? Where’s the other two fellas? The one that –”
“That shot you in the ass and kicked you in the berries? They’re upstairs. Their wives insisted on coming. The twist contest is tonight, you know.”
“Let’s Twist Again” blared from the speakers upstairs as if on cue.
I rolled my eyes. “What’s your name, little girl?”
“My name’s Shasta Star and I ain’t that little.”
I laughed. “Shasta Star. What the hell kind of name is that. You gonna run away with the circus?”
She leaned forward, took the cigarette out of her mouth and whispered, “Exactly. See? Coincidence and opportunity.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Does that earn me a drag?”
“Oh yeah.”
She touched the cigarette to my lips. I took a long drag. It relaxed my shoulders and temporarily relieved the throb in my ass, although a different, familiar ache stirred in my groin. I said, “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
“You guess what I’m holding up to your nose: A, B, C, and the especially mysterious object D. That will prove coincidence. Next will be opportunity. I will give instructions how that will play out.” She leaned close. I could smell the shampoo of her imagined strawberry blonde hair. Coconuts and lime.
Let’s twist again like we did last year! played on upstairs. A round of applause rang out. Shasta Star cocked her head up to listen. I could see the perfect profile of her delicate nose and full pouty mouth in the soft glow of the $5 Mil hak ! neon light.
“And if opportunity plays out?”
“You go free and I join the circus. You’re on your own from there.”
In the light off to the right of her shoulder, I saw her reach into her purse and pull something out. I’d recognize that shape anywhere.
“What the fuck?” I jolted back in the metal chair. It scraped against the floor.
“Take it easy, Moody. This here’s your destiny.”
“Destiny sounds like a sappy love song.”
I froze as she slipped around my chair, teased the instrument down my spine to the knot. My hands broke free. She laid the blade on my thigh.
“Why don’t ya dig that bullet out like they do in those bad boy pulp books while we conduct our séance of fate.”
“Not sure about séance of fate, don’t that include dead people? But, I can do coincidence and opportunity. Gotta hand it to you Miss Shasta Star. Wham. Bam. And thank you, ma’am.” I laughed and rubbed my wrists, thought about jumping up to make a go of it. She was little. No match to what I’ve gone up against before.
I heard a gun cock. “I wouldn’t be so… self assured. Just yet.” She placed the gun where her dress dipped between her thighs.
Not out of the fire, but I had a chance. I’d played this game many times before. The rules were simple. We both wanted something. In this instance, I wanted my life. What did Miss Shasta Star want?
“Moody.” She grabbed her purse off the floor and sat it on top of the gun on her lap, pushing it deeper, closer to that sweet spot.
“Yeah?” Was it getting hotter? I had to set the knife down to wipe the sweat off my hands.
“Before, we begin with our séance of fate. I need one more thing from you.”
“What’s that?” Here it was. The rules. The clincher. What was Shasta Star after?
“A place to hide. You see it’s Tuesday. The Flying Unicorn Circus won’t be leaving town until Thursday night. I’ve arranged to go with them, but I can’t take the chance of hooking up with them until the night they leave. If I let you go tonight. I’ll need somewhere to hide, somewhere where my brother or his baboons won’t find me two whole days until –”
“Until they leave town.”
“Exactly.”
I clenched and unclenched the knife handle. Desperation was in her voice. It made sense. And yet something was up. But what did it matter? Nothing mattered if I didn’t have my life. Hank pried me outta the underground like a pearl from oyster. Only I ain’t purty as a pearl. I’ve been heisting jewels for years. I knew it was only a matter a time before either the mob or the cops caught up and bit me in the ass. I should have quit two years ago. But I craved the thrill of the grab and chase. No one could catch me, and if they did, I was like a shadow and slipped right out of their grasp. I was also a greedy bastard. Millions in diamonds, rubies, and dough sitting like a good dog in a place no one would ever think to look. If I’d learned anything, it was not to be a patsy like Uncle Jack.
“So?” She tilted her head to the side. I imagined strawberry blonde curls floating. I could smell them.
“There’s a small garage at the back of my property. It’s got a chair and some bottled water.” I’ve had many hiding places through the years. That was my first.
Shasta giggled. “Are you kidding me, Moody? You and I both get away from Hank’s boys, that’ll be the first place they look.”
I ran the blade of the knife along my arm. It was sharp. Deadly sharp. I had a feeling Shasta knew about the place already.
“Yeah? Check this out. My grandma. Old gal. Still alive. She lives on the other side of town, on Spring Meadow Street. Ya know where that is?”
“Sara’s Café?”
I smiled. Good coffee. “Yeah. That’s the one. You been there before?”
She nodded. “Good coffee.”
Quiet. We both were thinking it. Coincidence.
“Anyway. She lives right across from the elementary school where there’s still a patch of old growth trees. In the middle of the trees, is an old tree house. You’ll be safe there for a couple of days.”
I couldn’t see it, but I think Shasta smiled. She pulled something out of her purse and unwrapped it in the light. “Now we’re getting somewhere, Moody. I want you to close your eyes.”
The fuck I was going to close my eyes. She leaned forward and waved something under my nose. It was sorta spicy and shit. She took it away.
“Now. Guess what it is.”
“What the fuck?”
“Guess what I waved under your nose just now. Go on, use your sense of smell.”
“What the fuck is this?”
“Do you want your life or not?”
“Of course I do.”
“Then start guessing.”
“Ok. It smells spicy.”
Shasta’s shoulders tensed. “That the best you can do, Moody?”
I sighed. Women. “Let me whiff it again.” My ass hurt.
She waved it in front of my nose, letting it linger. It was more than just spicy. Cinnamony. Hot. My mouth watered. Jingle lyrics hit my mind.
I said, “So kiss a little longer…”
“Yes,” she said and clapped.
“I know this!” I said. Intrigued. I hummed. Hummed. “Smile a little longer. Something a little longer…” Pictures of couples passionately kissing came to mind. Then the gum in a bright red package.
“Big Red.”
“Yes!” Shasta clapped. “Well done!” She shoved the stick into my mouth, gave me a big kiss on the lips and play slapped my cheek.
“I could get used to that.”
“Good!” she laughed. “Because there is more!”
“Oh, God,” I groaned. But the gum was good. “I haven’t had this in years.”
“It isn’t as vastly distributed these days. It was first launched by Wrigley’s in 1976. It was advertised as passionate and fiery, making one want to get the groove on, but after limited success, the company repackaged it as a breath freshener. And sadly, no more kissing commercials.”
I stopped chewing and stared at her. “Where did you learn that?”
Shasta laughed out loud. In Jack Rabbit Slim’s cellar, it was like a damn sunshine of giggles. “Aunt Millie was my caregiver. My brother took very good care of her and she took good care of me. Well, she had a poodle named Mr. Darcy. He had the most dreadful nail fungus and we had to take him to a very special nail clipping expert every single week. The expert’s name was Parsley Adams, you know like the vegetable, and she –”
“Parsley is a herb.”
“Oh no, Parsley was an Adams. Herb was her husband.”
“No, the plant. It’s a herb.”
“Herb was more a vegetable you mean?”
“No, Parsley is a herb.”
“But I plainly told you that Herb is Parsley’s husband, you silly man. Anyway, while Parsley and my aunt would take care of poor Mr. Darcy, Herb, that is, Mr. Adams and I would discuss the history of chewing gum, being that he worked in the field. Suffered a terrible accident. Caught his hand in a giant gumball machine. Whacked it clean off. Just awful. It’s a good thing Parsley had her special dog nail clipping business for them to fall back on, you know.”
What the fuck was she talking about? “You Sexy Thang” blared upstairs and a clash of heels and dancing hit the floor. The contest was moving along and we’d better be moving along if we wanted the opportunity to leave before Hank’s baboons had finished with their wives.
“Now,” she waved her hands impatiently, “this tree house you speak of? It won’t work. My brother already knows about that place, too. You’ll have to do better than that.” I felt like I’d been struck by lightning. How would they have known about that spot? No one knew. How long had they been following me? They were good. Too good.
Shasta stood up and put the gun in her armpit. She walked over to me. I looked up at her. She said, “Open up.”
“What?”
“Open your mouth.”
I opened my mouth.
“Now spit it out.”
“What the…”
She smacked the back of my head, smartly. The gum flew out like a penny right into her hand. “That’s better.” She walked back to her chair and stuck the wad underneath, just like a rebel schoolgirl.
My mouth still hung open.
“Now.” She dropped the gun back between her thighs and drew something else out of her purse. “Scoot in here.”
I leaned in.
“Smell this.”
I sniffed. My mouth began to water once more despite my maddening thoughts of what Shasta’s brother knew. It smelled refreshing. My nose knew the smell. It made me feel happy. Like a kid again.
“What is it?” I asked.
Shasta said, “You’re slobbering on my fingers.”
“Sorry about that.”
“I’ll let you think on it awhile. In the meantime, where’s another good place to hide? Think on it, Moody. Remember, my brother’s a real mean bastard. If he found out his own sister dissed and ditched him? He’d have his baboons rape, quarter, burn me and throw my ashes to the four corners of the earth. E-A-R-T-H.”
She spelled this out for emphasis. As if I didn’t know we were fuckin’ sitting on the big green and blue globe rotating around the big yellow hot thing. She was a weird one all right. I felt sorry for her.
“The thing is, I wanna have my own life now, Moody. I wanna be a circus girl. Come on now. Think real hard. I don’t wanna die. Do you want me to die?”
“Course not.”
“Do you want Hank’s baboons to hurt me?”
“No.”
“Are ya sure? Cause you haven’t been real honest with these hidin’ places up ‘til now. And I think you might want me as dead as he’s gonna want me.” I could hear the tears in her voice, even though it was too dark to see them on her face.
“No, Shasta. I wouldn’t want him to lay one finger on you. In fact, I wouldn’t let him.” I leaned forward and touched her shoulder.
Shasta leaned in close. The fruity smell of what she held with the nearness of her form made me feel like doing jumping jacks. She said, “Then for God’s sake, Moody! Where’s your best hiding spot? Best place ever! Tell me or Hank’ll find and kill me!”
Without thinking I shouted, “The crypt under Saint Mary’s!”
Damn!
Damn!
Damn!
I shouldn’t have told her. I shouldn’t have told her. Juicy Fruit, the name of the gum popped into my mind.
“Juicy Fruit,” I said.
“Good boy,” she said calmly, and gently slid the gum between my lips.
Heaven. I could get used to this.
She said, “Juicy Fruit is one of the oldest chewing gums, dating back to 1893. During the Second World War, the word juicy was removed from the name and packaging due to lacking ingredients. After the war, the ingredients and the word juicy were reintroduced as well as the bright yellow packaging.”
“Well, don’t that bring one to a happy place.” I grabbed my face. What had I just done?
“It did for Herb Adams.”
“Good for him,” I said.
“The crypt won’t work.”
“Why not?” I glanced up.
“He knows.”
He did? This was worse than I thought. He already had the jewels. My ass throbbed like I’d been zapped by solar flare in the dead of a south Texas summer draught. I stiffened my back.
“What’s wrong?”
“Infection, I think.”
“The bullet?” Shasta asked.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Okay. This is gross. But I can do it.”
“Do what?”
“Stand up and drop your shorts.”
“No way.” This was not happening.
She stood and aimed the gun at my head. “Carl Moody, drop your shorts and bend over that chair. And… oh, hand me your knife.”
I handed her the knife. She handed me object C. “Just smell it while I do this. Bend over. Hold on, there’s some whiskey over here.”
While Hank’s guys raided a decade and a half worth of my life’s savings, I bent over a metal chair, my bare ass in the air, so little sis could play Get That Bullet while I sniffed her flavor of the week. What a moron.
“Okay. Got the good stuff.”
“Can I have a swig?”
“Not yet. Did you smell object C?” She dug in with the knife.
“Mother f –”
“Don’t swear about your mother. That isn’t polite. Smell what I gave you.”
I sniffed.
It was… plain. “OUCH!”
“Moody!”
“What?”
“You’ve got a bullet in your ass!”
I bit my lip against a string of words I knew she’d disapprove of. What the fuck was this. Just who did this honey bunney think she was? Another wave of pain, and then – a pop!
“It’s out.” She dumped the whiskey on my skin, the wound. Burning.
“Jesus on a –”
“That isn’t polite, either.”
I bit my tongue. “Give me a swig of that.”
“First you guess. I gotta sew you up. I got a kit in my purse.”
“What the hell else you carry in that thing?”
“I can make this hurt a lot worse, you know.” She jabbed me.
“Gah. Okay. Okay. Fine. The gum. It’s uh… plain. Reminds me of that stuff when we were kids. We’d blow those bubbles.”
“Uh huh. You’re on to something. Bubbles.”
“Like bubble gum,” I said.
She said, “Rhymes with gum.”
I guessed. “Yum?”
“Yep!” She finished with the thread.
I felt a sharp sting.
“Pull her up. You deserve the rest of this whiskey. Nice ass by the way.”
I felt my face flush red and I popped the gum into my mouth. I chewed a couple times and blew a bubble while I drew my pants up and buttoned them. She glanced away. At the $5 Mil hak ! sign. She played with the knife like she wanted to do something with it.
I gulped the whiskey. It burned down my throat about as much as it had on my ass. Terrible. I wanted more.
“Bubble gum was invented in 1928 but the brand Bubble Yum came about in 1975 by Lifesavers.”
“I remember those. I liked cherry.”
“I liked pineapple. Anyway, it was the first bubble gum with soft chewy centers. Someone started the rumor the company had made it with spider eggs. The rumor spread like wild fire. America was in an uproar! Lifesavers combated it with full page ads rebutting the attack and even put it in the New York Times! Can you imagine a secret ingredient of spider eggs?” She laughed.
She was so excited, passionate about it. I laughed.
“The thing is…” She played with the knife and smiled. “Mr. Adams, you know, Herb? He was responsible for the ingredients of Bubble Yum. And it was true. Spider eggs. They collected them from the South American spider called the Yumaca Spider. They loved the chicle evergreen tree, which the gum was originally made from. The hatchlings only hatch once every ten years, all at the same time. Lifesavers had figured they would skip collection on the year the spiders hatched, preventing any hassles with children finding baby spiders in their bubble gum. Turns out they miscalculated and got the year they hatched. Gross, right?”
I gagged on my bubble and spit out the Bubble Yum and remnants of whiskey. They didn’t go good together anyway.
The music up above turned to something newer, hipper. Rihanna sang “Disturbia.” This was getting weirder by the minute.
Shasta looked at the $5 Mil hak ! sign. A look took over her eyes. She aimed the knife and swung her arm like a baseball player. The knife spiraled through the air and hit the hak light bulb dead on. The hak part went out, leaving the $5 Mil on.
“Where did you learn that?”
“Parsley, Mrs. Adams… it’s the trick I’m going to do for the circus. They spin a clown dwarf around on a wheel and I throw knives at him. People bet that I won’t hit. But I will every time! You see the circus dwarf has a condition called Riley Day Syndrome. He can’t feel pain. Poor fella. Anyways. That crypt at Saint Mary’s won’t work remember. Where else?”
Her brother didn’t know anything about my dough. Something else was goin’ on here. I said, “I ain’t saying more ’til I got security.”
“Security is sitting in the hak sign over yonder.” She pointed at the sign.
“You promised me I’d get out of here alive.”
“No. I promised you I’d get you up top if you guess all four objects.”
“And I did.”
“You guessed three.”
Big Red. Juicy Fruit. Bubble Yum. Damn. She was right. Only three.
She said, “So tell me the hiding spot.”
I put my hands on my hips. “We need to get out of here before that contest is over. I’m not buying your séance of fate shit. Tell me what’s going on here, Shasta.”
She turned and faced me. Her face determined. Hurt. “Coincidence.”
“You’ve got enough coincidence to cram up your as –”
“Cut the vulgarities, Moody. I’ve had enough of that where I come from. Tonight my life changes forever.” Her voice cracked with emotion. She walked back to her chair and sat. “I don’t think you understand the implications. I could leave you high and dry at any moment. I hate to think what Hank’s men will do to you.”
It didn’t matter whether I believed her or not. She was feisty, hardheaded and stubborn. But so was I. “I ain’t telling you anything until you do your last little gum sniff thing.” I was acting tougher than I was feeling.
“But…” she argued, holding the gun in my general direction.
“We sniff first, Shasta Star.” I walked over and sat in the metal chair across from her. I placed my hands on my knees and stared her straight in the eye.
She pointed the gun at my chest.
The music stopped upstairs, then thundered with more fervor than before.
I felt nervous. Breathless. Sweaty. The room spun. I was seein’ shadows. They were dancing to music that’d gone from an innocent bluesy twist to a chase me with a butterfly net wink wink dance club straightjacket. Shasta made me feel funny in the head. Real funny. Especially holding the gun point blank at my chest, blinking at me as if she were considering having coffee or tea with her key lime pie.
“Oh, alright, you big bully. But then you tell me the best hiding place. Promise?”
I nodded, relieved.
She lowered the gun, placed it in her lap and drew one more object out of her purse.
I rubbed my hands on my thighs. She seemed to have an obsession with Wrigley’s gum. I started thinking of all the brands, ready to start naming them before I even smelt the gum. Air stirred in front of me.
“Doublemint?”
“Come on, Moody. Don’t be daft.”
“Uh, Trident?”
“Seriously!”
Okay. Okay. Maybe she was being sneaky. “Double Bubble?”
“No.”
“I know! I know. Bazooka Joe.”
She whipped it away. “You didn’t even smell it.”
Hmm… had a point.
“You’re just randomly spouting off brands without even smelling the flavor. Maybe my brother was right. Maybe you aren’t very bright.”
“Chiclet?” I guessed.
“Moody!”
“Okay. I’m sorry, Shasta, baby. Let me sniff again, huh?”
“Baby? Now you’re reducing me to pet names? We don’t know each other. We aren’t even friends. I don’t believe this.” Shasta stood and paced the floor. Music roared above. Feet dashed the floorboards like teeth. Lady Gaga’s “Monster” played. The click clack of Shasta’s heels matched perfectly with the bass above. “I thought you were a bit brighter. Thought things through. Time is running out upstairs. Twist will be over soon. I need you to tell me now. Where can I hide?”
“Let me smell again.”
She walked over and sat down. She reached her hand out, fingers quivering at my touch. I ducked my nose to them and sniffed her palm like there was coke on ’em. I closed my eyes. I smelled sarsaparilla, and something else… reminded me of Easter morning. Something I’d get in a basket with chocolate, peeps, jellybeans. That was it. Only this one tasted odd with jellybeans. Licorice. I looked up.
“Licorice.”
“Yes.” I couldn’t see her smile, but by the sound of her voice, she was having a tiny explosion in her chest.
I said, “I had it once. My Uncle Jack, had a farm high up in the blue mountains. We’d go stay with him on spring break. He told us stories about the goose that laid the golden egg. He was the one that got me thinkin’ about them pretty jewels. I wanted a goose that could lay golden eggs. But just like the story with that boy and the three magic beans, you gotta go steal ’em from the big rich folks that have them. Then chop down their beanstalks before they get out the door.” I stopped for a moment.
“Are you talking about Jack and the Beanstalk? ’Cause that ain’t the story I heard. I heard that –”
“Just a minute. I’m tellin’ you about gum.”
Shasta hushed, anticipating.
“Normally, Easter never fell on spring break, and my folks weren’t religious, but Uncle Jack liked the Easter Bunny. Said he was the only rabbit that laid eggs like a chicken. And they were chocolate. I wished they were gold, but only chocolate. Anyhow, we spent one Easter with him,” I said it slowly, “and he gave me a basket full of jellybeans and this gum that tasted like licorice, and I think it’s called –”
“Yes?”
“Uncle Jack said it was called…”
She gripped my face. Her palms and the gum smooshed against my nose and mouth. Waiting for it. Waiting for me to say the name.
“I just can’t quite seem to remember. It ain’t a popular gum is it?”
“No. But you can remember, I know you can. And we can both move on to –”
“Opportunity,” I said, face squished against her palms.
“Exactly.”
“May I? It might ring a bell,” I asked.
“Sure. Why not.”
I licked her hand long and hard, catching up the gum in my mouth. I heard her catch her breath.
“Still don’t recall. My poor Uncle Jack –”
She gasped waiting for me to say the name of the gum.
I said, “Rest his soul. Best stuff ever with this licorice and all. Maybe you can give me the history and then I’ll remember.”
“Sure. In 1869, after losing the Alamo and thereby being exiled from Mexico, General Santa Anna brought a ton of the evergreen chicle –”
“Hey that rhymes with tickle.”
“Gee, ain’t you smart? Anyways, brought a ton of chicle to New Jersey to make enough money to buy his presidency back in Mexico. An inventor named Thomas Adams noticed that Santa Anna liked to chew the stuff. Which the ancient Mayans liked to do, also, I may add.”
“Ahh, enlightening.”
“It is! Adams boiled a small batch on his stove and created chewing gum. In 1871 he patented a Snapping and Stretching Machine using pure chicle with no flavor. Later, he added licorice and called it –”
“Black Jack!”
“Yes, the very first chewing gum. Hey! You knew it all along.”
I laughed and slapped my knee. “Sure did, Shasta Star.”
“You lied to me.”
“I didn’t lie. I just wanted to lick your hand.”
Shasta slapped me hard across the face and started for the stairs.
I chased after her. “Hey, wait a minute.”
“We’re going up. Tell me now.”
“But what’s the plan?”
“There’s no plan unless you tell me where I can hide.”
I made a decision. “In the crypt under Saint Mary’s, there’s a second door.”
She stopped on the fifth step. My face planted in her tiny waist.
“A second door?” she asked.
“The priest never goes in there because it squeaks so loud. He thinks it sounds like a demon.”
“I didn’t know about that.”
“That’s because he keeps it well hidden.”
“This is wonderful. This means you’re telling the truth.” She turned and hugged me. “Thank you, Moody.”
Something didn’t feel right here again. “Listen, honey, how does bro know about all my hidey spots, hmm? And how do you?”
“What if I told you, bro don’t know and I just do?”
The hair on the back of my knuckles stood on end. “What do you mean?”
Laughter again up above. “Daddy Cool” by Boney M played. Seventies. Eerie.
“You see, somebody told him you’ve been giving his wife foot rubs. She’s a real sucker for that sort of thing, you know. He’s seriously ticked. He doesn’t know about the jewel stash. Only I know about that. I needed to get away. I didn’t want to be under his thumb forever. I didn’t want his money. And you have saved me. I want to join the circus, Moody.”
I felt something hard and cold stick into my ear.
“You’re gonna blow my brains out?” I asked, incredulously.
“I… I just don’t know. I mean. I wasn’t gonna. But. Opportunity hasn’t seemed to play out. Coincidence is there. And I really like you. But I can’t afford to be screwed over again.”
My mouth hung open. The gum almost fell out but I snapped it in before it did.
“Hank hit me a couple of times. More and more recently. I don’t like it. I’m ready to leave that shit and be my own woman, earn my own honest living.”
“Honest living. So you’re stealin’ from me?”
“What does it matter to you? You got that big ol’ stash you’ve been stacking up. You were never going to use it. Just pile it up. You were too greedy to ever stop. You like the thrill of the hunt, of them cops and gangsters chasing you down. You liked out smartin’ everybody. At some point, someone was going to catch up to you.”
She had a point.
“Mmm…” I said. I felt sad all of a sudden. Stealin’ them jewels, gettin’ away with it, made me feel on top of the world. And now talking with Shasta, I suddenly felt like I had nothing. Was a nothing. I should have taken that money and gone to Mexico.
“Shasta, why don’t you get a real job? You’re a smart girl. A lot smarter than the girls I’ve met.” I paused thinking about this, well aware that a big hunk of steel was loaded, cocked and ready to blow my brains out.
“And what if the ringmaster decides to beat on me like Hank. Like I was a dog. Like I was his property. Anyways, there are worse things that can happen than just getting hit.” She drew closer, pausing.
The song ended and Chuck Berry started up. Upstairs it quieted as if the crowd were intense on a dancing couple.
“One of Hank’s guys, big fella named Gustav, he’s always had a liking for me. He forced himself on me a year or so back, when he was real drunk. All the fellas knew about it except Hank. They tease me. Gustav threatened to tell Hank about my extracurricular activities, like researching you, if I told. I hate that son of a bitch. If I had a stack of cash like yours, if something bad went down at The Flying Unicorn, I could just leave and find somewhere else to go.”
I wondered if he was the brute that kicked me in the balls? I’d like to find Gustav and put a pretty knife right through his berries. “Shasta, you can’t spend your whole life runnin’.”
She sighed. Shifted. Looked at me. Nodded. “I don’t want to be a patsy anymore, Moody.”
I nodded back. Patsy. Uncle Jack was the only one I’d ever heard use that term. After he came home from being whipped at bingo every other night. Another coincidence. I whispered, “I don’t want to be greedy bastard.”
Shasta dropped the gun from my ear. “I tell you what. I’m gonna let you go. And if you can manage to make it outta here alive and meet me at the second crypt of Saint Mary’s…” She dropped off. Then, “Coincidence –”
“– and opportunity.” I finished.
She turned to go upstairs. I grabbed her arm. Turned her around. “And if not?”
“Then so long, Carl Moody.”
We stood there for a minute, the $5 Mil sign burning just for us. I wanted to kiss her full on the lips. I couldn’t see the color of her hair, but I imagined it a strawberry blonde, smelling like coconuts and lime. I couldn’t see her dress but I knew it was silk with polka dots. She could have all my money. I had one purpose in life.
“Miss Shasta Star, I’d like to escort you to The Flying Unicorn.”
She smiled. Bubble Yum.
Shasta turned and ran up the steps. I followed. Like a trained spy woman, she peeked through the door. I looked in behind her, but was temporarily blinded by the light flooding the darkness. I covered my eyes, and took a few steps back. When I opened my eyes again, I had a good look at Shasta. She was everything I had imagined. A real golden egg. And I didn’t have to steal it. It had stolen me.
“Moody, come here.” Shasta motioned to me. I stepped up behind her again and looked, trying not to get distracted by the smell of her hair. I chewed my Black Jack.
Everyone was on the dance floor and looking at the stage. “And these two are the winners of Jack Rabbit Slim’s Twist Contest!” said the announcer. “Twist and Shout” played. Couples cheered and clapped. Some dark haired, slicked back dude stood there, looking as if Scotty had beamed him up and back down again hours ago. He appeared to be having the time of his life with a foxy little girl. She kept glancin’ at him with coy eyes. Someone was scorin’ tonight. I jolted and looked at her hard. Hey, wasn’t that Mr. Wallace’s wife?
“Can we have Earl up here to announce these two lovely young people’s names?”
“Surrreee can! Just wait ’til I get these blue suede shoes on, Pearl!”
The crowd laughed. Between bobbed heads, I saw Hank’s guys with made up wives. They were looking at the stage and laughing.
Shasta looked back at me. We both thought it.
Coincidence and opportunity.
One hundred feet to that swinging door of freedom. We both walked casually. I chewed my gum. Faster. Faster.
Earl’s voice. “Looks like our winners are Mia Wallace and a Vince Vega.”
I glanced back at the stage. Earl tap-danced like a dorky Elvis. The couple on stage smiled at each other, wide half moons on their faces. Yeah, they were smashed all right. Coke? Heroin? Both? I felt a mild jealousy. They took their trophies and bowed. Everyone clapped.
Shasta reached the door first, pulled it open, looked at me, slipped through. I grabbed the door, heard a “Where the fuck are they…?”
“Get ’em!”
And then I felt it. A bullet. IN MY ASS. I ran out the door.
Shasta Star was gone.
I barreled towards the alley, knocking over trashcans, almost slipping, kept on.
“Stop your mothafuckin’ ass, Moody!”
Two gunshots belted over my head, whistled beside me. A sting hit my shoulder. I slowed but kept running, then hit the end of the alley. Motors roared behind me. Buildings all around. There was nowhere to go but west on Main Street toward Saint Mary’s. I sprinted left with a limp.
I pumped my legs like I hadn’t done in years. A slow tired ache pulsed through my bones. It wasn’t just the sting and throb of bullets. This wasn’t what I wanted to do anymore, who I wanted to be.
Empty a moment before, Main Street swarmed with traffic like bees to a hive.
A car gunned up behind me. Voices.
Stoplight ahead. Law abiding citizens braked. Hank’s guys hit the gas. Vehicles collided and crashed in the intersection. More gunshots rang out.
I kept running right down the middle lane. I chewed gum.
Another car sped up behind me. I heard it weave in and around traffic. Fast. Cars honked. I looked around. Tried to dash off to the side. Get off the road. A semi laid on the horn. Bad idea. I jumped back to the middle and kept on running. I could feel blood leaking down my shoulder, thigh. My entire body ached. I kept chewing gum like a locomotive chugging on coal.
A red Thunderbird bolted ahead of me, twisted into a half moon turn and skidded to a stop. The passenger window rolled down.
“Moody!”
The prettiest site I ever saw.
“How about a cigar?” Shasta held a Cuban in the same hand she was gonna use to toss knives at dwarves on spinning wheels for a living.
Coincidence? Opportunity? Hell if I know. I dove through the open window.
Before I was upright in my seat, she’d left Hank’s goons in the dust. I lit my cigar as Shasta drove west toward Saint Mary’s, into the sunset. We had a demon door to open and a circus to catch.
-
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By AJ Hayes
It’s midnight when the cell phone rings. I scramble awake to answer. Only one person got that number. Hello Padre I say. How you doing? He talks a while. I say okay and hang up. Jimmy looks at me.
Padre needs us I say. Jimmy’s already out the door.
***
We get to the docks and I almost miss him standing back in the shadows. Jimmy don’t. He makes a bee line and grabs the old priest in a bear hug. Padre hugs him back tight and waits for me to catch up.
Hello Bobby he says. His creased, leather face wrinkles up in a smile and he pats Jimmy on the top of the head. Good boy James he says. It’s time to work now.
The kid moves away a little bit and gives him full attention. Like nobody else in the world exists right now. For an autistic twelve-year-old like Jimmy I guess that’s true.
Only thing that tells you Padre’s a priest is the collar. Otherwise he looks like an old club fighter. Crew cut. Flat nose. Cobweb of scars around the eyes. Black turtleneck and washed-out jeans with scuffed knees. The eyes though. They tell you. That kind of blue like old Mexican tiles. Sometimes they look right inside and see everything there is. Everything that’s ever been. People don’t forget those eyes. Some see them in their dreams. Some see them in their nightmares.
He tells us what he wants.
***
We round the corner of a warehouse and Demitri’s standing under a work light by a sea container at the end of the dock. Big fucker. Russian. Got those gulag tats tell what kind of a bad motherfucker he is. Looks by himself but I know better. Son of a bitch’es never alone. There’s a kind of swoosh by my side. Jimmy’s gone. We keep walkin’ Padre and me.
What you want priest Demitri says. I’m watchin’ close. Ready to hit the ground.
Padre says I want to buy your merchandise.
The Russian laughs big like it’s the best joke he ever heard. Buy? he says. What you going to buy with Priest? Little Sisters of the Poor money? You steal from the nuns? Another big laugh.
Show me the merchandise Padre says. If it’s not damaged then we’ll talk payment.
Demitri scowls. You not trust me Priest? You think I’m cheat? But he turns and motions us to follow him to the container.
He removes the padlock on a rusty door and pulls it open. He reaches inside and flips a switch. Harsh fluorescents light up and we see six young women all so pregnant they look like beach balls. They’re crammed together tight as far back into the container as they can get. The place reeks so high with the smell of piss and shit it burns my eyes. The youngest of them looks about fourteen. The Russian closes the door and steps away.
There he says you see? All alive. Healthy. No problems. Everything good. You buy now?
Padre nods. Yes he says I’ll buy them. What’s your price?
Hm, he says. Let me see. He looks up. Like he’s making calculations in his head. Smiles.
Okay he says. They all Afghani. Good Muslim girls. Clean. But. He holds up his index finger. They all got G.I. babies inside. Soldiers you know. All same when Glorious Soviet Invasion happening only then Russian babies.
His grin shows off gold teeth in front. Good Muslim parents gonna kill these not so good Muslim daughters. But I buy. I save good Muslim girls for five hundred US dollars each. Family happy. Girls happy. I’m great man. Humanitarian you know?
He shrugs. But I’m businessman too. So I sell girls for whores. But whores cheap. Whores everywhere in US. He winks at Padre and me. Whore only bring two three thousand each. Maybe more if young and pretty. So for six whores I get maybe thirty-five hundred each. Makes total of twenty-one thousand. He looks at Padre.
But it gets better he says. Babies come before we sell the whores. I get babies right after they are born and take away. Take to doctor I know. He chop up babies and sell parts to a place. You know parts. Blood cells. Skin. Organs. Stem cells. Stem cells very popular. Save lots of American babies. Nobody care where come from. Newborn. Pure. No defects. Docs think this is feast of healing. Think this is some serious gourmet shit.
His grin gets wider. I’m great humanitarian again he says. See? Get easy fifty thousand for parts times six make three hundred thousand. He looks at Padre with dead black eyes. So. Priest. You got three hundred twenty one thousand US to buy merchandise?
Padre smiles his gentle smile. No my son he says. Something far more valuable.
The Russian’s laughter doesn’t reach his shark-dead eyes. Make your offer Priest he says.
I can save your soul from the eternal fire that waits for you. Padre’s voice is soft and sad.
The gun’s in Demitri’s hand faster than a blink. Looks like a forty-five but fucking end of the world bigger.
Soul he yells. My soul? You come down here and waste my time? Blabber religion? My time worth more than that. Much more. Maybe my time worth your lives you fucks.
The gun swings my way. The hole in the end black and dark as a tunnel to hell.
What you think altar boy? Think priest parts and altar boy parts bring good price huh?
Not so much I think. But who knows.
He clicks the hammer back.
Padre don’t move. Just shakes his head. I’m sorry he says.
From behind him something arches up and over. Looks like a small flock of birds fluttering down on the asphalt. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. Plop. We all look down. Six severed hands. Three matched pairs leaking small pools of blood. So much for the hired help I think.
The Russian swings the gun and lets off a round into the darkness behind him then goes down hard with a scream of pain. The gun skitters away across the dock and I hear it splash into the dark water.
Jimmy rises from the shadows behind him and walks toward us wiping his straight razor on his red hoodie. Bad man fall down he says.
Yeah I think. Bad men tend to do that when their Achilles tendons have been cut clear through.
Padre walks quickly to Demitri. He kneels beside the big man and bends his head to hear what the Russian’s trying to say. The dead black eyes are showing something now. Maybe fear I think. Maybe something he sees coming.
Priest he says so low I can hardly hear him. You keep promise. You got girls now. You save me. His eyes look past Padre staring at that something in the dark. You keep promise. You are priest. He clutches Padre’s forearm. Breathing hard. The black light is fading fast from his eyes.
You keep promise he says. Padre gently lifts the big man’s head and stares deep into his eyes. He smiles his gentle smile.
I lied he says and watches the light fade to nothing.
***
Back at Padre’s church I settle down and listen to the river outside. It’s warm and the old building whispers to itself. Small creaks and groans and every now and then a little sound like baby birds chirruping softly. Candles throw patterns of light and shadow across the walls. It’s a good place that church. A peaceful place. I’m dozing as dawn begins and Jimmy and Padre come out of the confessional. Jimmy’s smiling and Padre he looks like Padre always does. He walks us to the door and Jimmy darts off down the sidewalk.
The girls will be all right I ask. Padre nods. My friends have a lot of experience at this kind of thing he says. Good I say and turn to go. A thought hits me and I turn back to the old priest as he’s shutting the door.
Padre I say what does Jimmy confess to? He laughs quietly. You have it wrong my son he says. I don’t hear Jimmy’s confession. He hears mine.
The door closes behind me and I walk to the corner where my friend is waiting.
-
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By Sandra Seamans
Madelyn Cooper awoke to find herself duct taped to a straight back chair. An elderly woman, who looked like a bag of cotton balls had exploded on her head, stood with her arms crossed over her sagging breasts clutching a cast iron frying pan in her hand. Madelyn moaned, the frying pan certainly explained the pounding headache.
Coon Randall, the reason she was duct taped to the chair, was lying dead on the floor near Madelyn’s feet. If it hadn’t been for the housekeeper and that lethal frying pan, she would have been long gone. Damn it to hell, what was she thinking, coming back to Stillwater? For twenty-five years she’d managed to keep this place in her rearview mirror. Now here she was, trussed up like an UPS package. Bad luck was about the only thing that thrived in this shithole of a town.
The sound of heavy boots and the slap of a screen door on the doorframe caught her attention. She tried to turn but the tape held her fast.
“She’s awake, Sheriff,” said the ferocious watchdog with the frying pan. “You want I should slap her upside the head again?”
Madelyn could hear the smile in his voice. “Thanks anyway, Sadie, from the looks of it, you took the fight right out her. We’ll take it from here.”
Sadie looked thoroughly disgusted. “Tain’t right, you know, the likes of her coming in here and shootin’ Coon like she done. Weren’t no cause for her to do that.” Sadie paused her rant long enough to spit in Madelyn’s direction. “Damn whore, you shoulda stayed gone.”
Madelyn couldn’t have agreed more.
Chuckles came from the sheriff and his deputy as Sadie shook the frying pan in Madelyn’s face then shuffled out of the room still sputtering about whores and Coon’s death.
“Your turn, Kid, are you sure you’re up for this interrogation?”
“I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life, Jackson.”
“Yeah, but are you sure you can do what needs doing?”
“Have you ever known me to fail when I put my mind to something?”
There was a moment of silence, then, “Not so’s you’d notice. You’ve got all the give of an ice berg. Just don’t let her get to you, Kid, she’s been manipulating people for a living and she’s damn good at it.”
Madelyn listened intently to their conversation, searching for clues among the words that she could use to her advantage. From the sound of it, she was probably going to be dealing with an inexperienced young man, something she was very adept at. She might have shot Coon, but a few tears, a little cleavage, and a sob story about attempted rape could get her free of this mess.
The screen door slammed again and a young deputy stepped in front of her, pulled a chair over and sat down facing her, arms folded over the back of the chair. Madelyn was hard put to figure out if the deputy was a young man with a decidedly feminine face, or a dyke. The ice white hair was short-cropped and spiked, strong muscular arms poked out of the short sleeved deputy’s shirt, in fact, the entire uniform hid any sign of curves on the slender body. She shook her head, it didn’t matter, she could make it work either way.
“You got a name, lady?”
Madelyn sighed, even the husky voice didn’t give the deputy’s sexual preference away. She leaned forward, wiggling her shoulders just enough so the front of her blouse opened to display a bit of plump white breast.
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