
[image: Image Missing]



 


[image: Image Missing]


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]

www.mulhollandbooks.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Mulholland Books


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


1


Copyright © Joe R. Lansdale 2016


The right of Joe R. Lansdale to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 444 78721 4


eBook ISBN 978 1 44478723 8


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For the Kelley Boys—Danny and Dennis, our extended family




Just when you think you got things learned good, and life’s flowing right, a damn Mack truck comes along and runs your highly attractive ass over.


—Jim Bob Luke
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I don’t think we ask for trouble, me and Leonard. It just finds us. It often starts casually, and then something comes loose and starts to rattle, like an unscrewed bolt on a carnival ride. No big thing at first, just a loose, rattling bolt, then the bolt slips completely free and flies out of place, the carnival ride groans and screeches, and it sags and tumbles into a messy mass of jagged parts and twisted metal and wads of bleeding human flesh.


I’m starting this at the point in the carnival ride when the bolt has started to come loose.


• • •


The truck windows were rolled down and the heat wasn’t quite unbearable yet, but the air had the smell toast gets as it begins to brown and you know the butter will spread clean. In less than a half an hour, about noon, my butt crack would be completely filled with sweat and breathing the air would be like swallowing fishhooks. I was already looking forward to loose clothes, a big glass of ice tea, and lots of air-conditioning.


We were sitting in Leonard’s new-to-him pickup truck. He traded a lot. So did I. I’m not sure why, but we were always getting a different car or truck, usually used. This one was a Dodge and it was silver, and it was only a few years old. We were two blocks down from the house we were watching.


The guy who lived in that house, the fellow we were waiting on, had a wife who thought he was cheating and had hired the Marvin Hanson Agency to find out if he was and who with. She was brokenhearted and wanted everything to be all right, and if it wasn’t she wanted to divorce him in a serious and financially lucrative way that would cause him to have to sell his balls for a place to sleep.


We weren’t full-time employees, but we worked for Marvin quite a bit, a lot more lately. Divorce work, or potential divorce work, however, was not my idea of a good time, but the lady had hired the agency for two weeks of surveillance. We were on the last day of the job, and what we had pretty well determined was her sixty-year-old husband wasn’t cheating on her at all, but he was going at odd hours to the gym, and we had a pretty good guess he didn’t want to tell her.


Leonard thought it was because the idea embarrassed him, having to work out, or wanting to. That seemed peculiar to me, but Leonard understands that kind of thinking more than I do. For a gay guy he’s much more tuned in to machismo than I am, so I guess he could be right. I figured the fellow was just going to surprise her with his new body, hoping one day she’d look up and say how good he looked. Maybe he kept going so much because she hadn’t said anything.


Irony was, we had noticed that even in the last two weeks he’d dropped some pounds and muscled up a bit, and she had noticed over the last few months the same thing, but hadn’t mentioned it to him because she thought he was dieting and buying new clothes because he had a chippie piece on the side. That’s how she said it. “I think he’s got a little chippie piece on the side.”


I hadn’t heard the word chippie used in many a moon, but the sad thing was I was old enough to remember when it was more common. I was starting to feel as if I were getting along in years and the recent ones were angry at me. By the time you’re fifty you start to realize just how much of your time on earth you’ve wasted.


Anyway, we were sitting there watching him come out of the house, ready to follow, knowing full well by this time he didn’t have a chippie piece on the side and that this was our last day so we would coast it on out for the dollar and give her our report. She had paid in advance and wanted two weeks, so I didn’t feel we were sucking money she didn’t want to spend.


I had been on a diet myself. I always exercised, and hard, and was usually in better shape than I looked, but lately I wanted to look it again, because Brett, my red-headed woman looked so good. I wanted to make my body more like the way I felt. But truth was, I had had to change my workout methods. I had dropped lifting heavy weights and gone to doing more reps with light weights. Jogging a little, but doing more walking than before. It seemed to be working. I was never going to be pretty, but I preferred not being able to rest a glass on my stomach when I was sitting down, as if it were an end table.


Even Leonard, who normally looked firm and ready for action all the time, had changed his eating and workout habits a little, because for the first time in a long time fat had crept in around his middle. He claimed it was protecting his gooey chocolate center. But since he was black as rich chocolate all over, I told him that seemed kind of redundant. And on top of that I didn’t want to know about his gooey chocolate center.


There we sat, me reflecting on these things and holding in a wheat-bread fart out of courtesy, when Leonard said, “What the hell?”


He was looking at a yard across the street from our car. A man had a dog on a leash and the dog was cowered on its belly and the man was kicking it, and I could hear him screaming at it. The dog yelped a couple of times after the kicks.


Leonard was already out of the car by this time and crossing the street.


I got out and went around and followed, heard Leonard yell, “Hey, motherfucker, how about you try kicking me?”


The man stopped his dog abuse and looked up.


I let the fart ease out. I did it quietly, not wanting to frighten the dog. I left the fart where I had laid it like a rotten egg and moved away from the smell.


“Who the hell are you?” the man said to Leonard.


“I’m the man fixing to put that leash on your neck and kick you all over this goddamn yard like a soccer ball.”


“You’re trespassing,” the man said.


“That’s just where I start,” Leonard said. “How about I put one of your goddamn eyes out?”


Appeared like a start to a fairly ordinary day for us.


I stayed at the curb while Leonard stood in the yard talking. I was waiting patiently, ready to stop Leonard from the death blow, which I was fairly certain might be coming.


“Take two of you to do it?” said the man, checking us both out. He was a pretty big guy, about Leonard’s height, wider than both of us, bigger belly than us put together. He had the air of someone who had once run with a football and thought that gave him an edge for life. Maybe he should get with his neighbor who went to the gym, get some diet and exercise tips. Still, he was big enough to cause problems, even if it was just falling on you.


“No,” Leonard said. “Just one of us.”


I said, “And you can choose which one. Just for the record, I can hit harder. But I was thinking I’d rather not get all worked up. The heat, you know.”


“He can’t hit harder,” Leonard said. “Faster, but I actually hit a little harder.”


“He’s a braggart,” I said. “We both know I can hit harder, and I’m faster, too.”


“You don’t neither one of you look so tough to me,” he said.


“Why don’t you show us how tough you are?” Leonard said. “You do pretty good with a defenseless dog wants to please you, but we don’t want to please you. Right, Hap?”


“Right,” I said.


“Tell him again.”


“Right. Not in the pleasing mood.”


“Tell you what, ass wipe,” Leonard said. “Give me the dog, let me take it with me, and we’ll call it a day, and you get to keep your face like it is. With a nose on it and everything. Without me punching a fucking hole in it.”


The guy laughed. “You are nuts. Both of you.”


“That’s what I’m trying to warn you about,” Leonard said. “But I don’t think you’re listening.”


By this point I could tell the man was starting to worry a little. That was a good idea. Leonard might truly be nuts. Some people didn’t even think it was open to discussion.


“You want him, or should I go on and beat the shit out of him?” Leonard said to me.


“I’ll just be here to stop you should you go too far.”


“Hey, now,” the man said. “You’re in my yard. I’ll call the cops.”


“I don’t think you’ll make it to the door,” Leonard said. “Got a cell phone in your pocket, you won’t have time to punch in the numbers. I promise you that. And if you call afterward, it ain’t going to help you none. The deed will be done. And they might have a hard time understanding you, as you might be missing some teeth, trying to talk with your nose gone. They might have to read your fucking lips you still got any. Now apologize to the dog and give the poor thing to me.”


“Apologize to the dog?”


“Yeah, apologize.”


“I’m not apologizing to any goddamn dog.”


“I would if I were you,” I said. “He means it.”


“Fuck you. She’s my dog.”


“Not anymore,” I said.


Leonard crossed the yard then. He moved swiftly. It was like those old Dracula movies when the vampire glides over the earth with the ease of a windblown mist. The man let go of the dog’s leash. The dog, a young German shepherd mix, maybe a year old at the most, remained cowed. I hated to see that. I loved dogs. I loved animals. People I’m a little more mixed on, so I didn’t hate what was about to happen to the asshole in the yard, though I had to consider the cops might take a different view if the guy lived long enough and was strong enough to call them. Or maybe some neighbor looking out the window had already given them a call. Probably filming the whole thing on a cell phone.


The man put his hands up, clenched his fists in what he thought was a boxing position.


Shit, I could tell from the way he stood this wasn’t even going to be a good fight.


Leonard didn’t even put his hands up, just walked right up to the guy. The man threw a haymaker so slow and cumbersome we could have damn near driven home, had a cup of coffee, and come back before it landed.


It didn’t.


Leonard looped his arm over the strike as he stepped in, most of the guy’s force going around Leonard’s back, the arm itself trapped to Leonard’s side. Leonard lunged forward and shot out a palm that caught the guy in the nose and knocked him to the ground, or as close to that as he could get with Leonard still clutching his arm, partially lifting the guy’s side off the ground.


The dog started to slink off on its belly like a soldier crawling in high grass. I went over and took the dog’s leash. When I did the dog winced.


“It’s okay, doggie,” I said. “Uncle Leonard is kicking the bad man’s ass.”


By this time Leonard had let go of the man’s arm and was kicking him sharply in the ribs, way that bastard had done the dog.


“How you like it?” Leonard said. “Enjoying that, asshole? Bark for me, cocksucker.”


The guy didn’t seem to be enjoying it. He started yelling, not barking. Hell, the dog had only yelped a little, this guy, you’d have thought was taking a real beating. And for him, I guess he was. Leonard actually seemed a little altruistic, I thought, considering it was all about animal mistreatment. Maybe he was getting old. Though actually he hadn’t had much breakfast, so it might have just been his blood sugar was down.


After a bit, I guess Leonard got tired, because he quit kicking the guy, bent down, and retied his shoe, the string having come loose. When that was done I thought he’d go back to it, but he didn’t.


The man, not learning his lesson, his face covered in blood from his nose to his chin, said, “That’s assault, nigger.”


“Couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?” I said.


Leonard had already grabbed him by the ears and was picking him up just enough to knee him in the face. Blood went everywhere, and the guy lay on the grass without moving. I hoped he had fallen in dog turds. I thought I saw one of his teeth gleaming wetly in the grass, like a cheap Cracker Jack prize.


Leonard came over to pet the dog. The dog let him. The dog seemed to know we were on her side. Leonard said to the dog, “When he wakes up I’ll get him to apologize and maybe lick your ass.”


“You didn’t kill him, did you?” I asked.


“No, but I wanted to.”


“Well, yeah,” I said. “Me, too. But maybe it’s best not to.”


“Reckon so,” Leonard said. “Still, not nearly as satisfying. Goddamn, what’s that smell?”


“I’m having a little intestinal disturbance going on. My body does not deal well with wheat.”


“Quit eating it. God, man. That’s just foul and wrong. Let’s move to some other spot.”
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I continued petting the dog, soothing it, and as dogs do, it stood up, wobbled, and licked my face. I think it would even have licked its crummy master’s face. It’s why I prefer dogs to cats. Cats aren’t independent, they’re just entitled assholes who want to be fed and do nothing. They’re your owners. A dog just loves you. It’s not about ownership or anything like that. They are sincere as death and taxes. They’re the best creatures on the earth. Still, had it been a cat being mistreated, the bastard would still have gotten his ass kicked. But I would have taken a moment to tell the cat how I felt about his species. Not that it would have been listening or interested in thanking me. It would already be making its plans for the day. Lie around and shit in a box, puke hairballs on the floor, scratch up the furniture, and expect a treat for the effort. All dogs go to heaven. All cats go to hell.


The cops pulled up. One car. We were a little surprised to see Marvin Hanson, our boss, get out of the passenger side and stroll across the yard, look down on the guy, and say, “He doesn’t look so bad.”


The officer got out of the car. I didn’t know his name, but I’d seen him around. Young guy. Leonard and I were no strangers to the police station. I tried not to worry too much about the cops’ names, since they came and went faster than a john on holiday in Amsterdam. The young cop came over. He said, “Lady across the street called, said a guy was kicking his dog and we ought to come get him for animal cruelty.”


“That’s a good thing,” I said. “But we thought it might take a little while, so we made a citizen’s arrest.”


“And trespassed and committed assault,” Marvin said. His worn black face creased in a half smile. At least I think it was a smile. He might have been baring his teeth. I couldn’t quite tell the difference. Marvin is not what you would call a pretty man.


“If you want to be that technical,” Leonard said. “Sheesh.”


“What are you doing with the cops?” I said to Marvin.


“He doesn’t care what company he keeps,” said the officer. He was a little guy, fat-faced, with stubby arms and legs, dark-skinned. He looked like a gingerbread man made with the last of the dough.


“Yeah, if my wife asks who I was with,” Marvin said, turning to look at the cop, “for God’s sake tell her I was buying drugs and was with a male prostitute. Don’t mention the boys in blue.”


“Done,” the cop said.


“But between me and you,” I said, “I still got to ask. What are you doing with the pigs, as we old rebels used to call them?”


“That’s just mean,” said the cop.


I liked this guy. I looked at his name tag. He might be worth remembering. Carroll was his last name.


“I been meaning to tell you,” Marvin said. “I got my old job back. Police chief.”


You could have knocked me over with a green pea. Before I could ask about the particulars, Marvin, who had recently abandoned his cane, though he had a slight limp if you knew to watch for it, strolled over and looked down at the guy, who was awake now and trying to sit up.


Marvin said, “Can you stand up?”


“I think so,” said the man.


“Why don’t you do that if you can?” Marvin said. “I’m with the cops.”


“He called me a nigger,” Leonard said.


“That’s a tiebreaker in this modern world unless you use it in a rap song,” Marvin said.


“I was just angry,” said the man.


The guy gradually got himself collected enough to get to his feet. Marvin put his left hand on the guy’s right shoulder, said, “Were you kicking this dog?”


“She kept pulling the leash,” the man said. “I was trying to teach her.”


“What were you teaching her?”


“To behave. To quit yanking me.”


“So you kicked her?” Marvin said. “That was your instruction?”


“Had it coming. Hell, it’s a dog. My dog.”


Marvin’s right hand moved then. It was quick, a slap to the guy’s bloody face, a back hand, another slap, a swift knee in the nuts, and the guy was on the ground again. Marvin looked at the officer. “Damn if I wasn’t just angry.”


“You were just trying to teach him,” Leonard said.


“I can’t believe that,” said the officer. “That son of a bitch tried to resist arrest. And to the brand-new police chief.”


“Yeah, ain’t that something?” Marvin said. “No respect for the goddamn law.”


“Sign of the times,” said the officer.


“Next the sun will go cold,” said Leonard.


“I hear you,” said the officer. “Just this morning, my coffee wasn’t quite right.”


“There you are,” Leonard said. “It’s already started. The end of the world as we know it. The goddamn fucking apocalypse.”
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She’s got a busted rib—cracked, really. Nothing major. Used to wrap them up tight. Not the way it’s done anymore.” The vet, a stocky young lady who had thick shoulder-length blond hair slicked back with mousse, was telling us this as if we were potential interns.


“So she’ll be all right?” I asked.


“Long as she takes it easy,” she said.


“She will,” I said.


“I’d like to have the bastard did this right here on my table,” she said. “I’d cut his balls off with a dull scalpel.”


“And we’d hold him down,” Leonard said.


“When he came around, because he had a kind of accident and was out for a while, he apologized to the dog,” I said.


“Apologized?” she said.


“Leonard there actually put the words in his mouth and made him chew on them and like it,” I said. “But he had him say: I am sorry, little doggie, I am a shit-eating asshole and am not worthy to wear your dog collar. I have fleas.”


The vet smiled a little, nodded at Leonard.


Leonard was sitting in a chair by the wall. He nodded back. Marvin was leaning against the open door frame. Officer Carroll had taken the dog abuser in. The dog was on a table, lying on her side. She was very patient and even cooperative. I liked that dog.


Marvin had let us take the dog to the vet. I guess he would have some paperwork to lie about, about how that bastard had jumped Leonard, who was merely trying to stop animal abuse, and then had turned on Marvin when he came to investigate. It wasn’t legal, but it was justice. I could still visualize those slaps from Marvin. Marvin had fast hands.


The vet shaved some of the dog’s hair and wrapped her up, but not tight. Just a little something to keep the rib firmly in place. She said it probably didn’t need to stay but two or three days, and told us again about how it used to be done and how it wasn’t done like that anymore. I guess she was practicing a lecture she was going to give. I paid the bill out of some of the money we had gotten for watching the guy go to the gym, and we drove Marvin to his car at the cop shop. He said he wanted to talk to us, said he’d follow us back to my place, that he’d come in a little while, had a bit of cop work to do. We went ahead.


Leonard had recently found his own living arrangements, a shabby place downtown in an old building that had once been a candy factory but was later cut up into apartments. Before the apartment, Leonard owned a house, but he had left that to John, then John left it, and Leonard sold it. Leonard actually made a small profit. This was rare for either one of us. A profit. Though for the first time in both our lives we had a bit of money tucked away and were what you might call almost comfortable. Redneck jobs are frequently short on career potential. You do one till you tire or get fired, and then you move on. We had moved on a lot.


Leonard’s apartment was a kind of loft with a partition for the bedroom and the bathroom. The landlord was letting him build some new walls for some of the rent. Work he had to have done by a certain time. Leonard decided to hire someone to do it. It was not cheaper than the rent reduction, but it gave him a nicer place to live, and in time it would even out. There was talk of the landlord applying the rent toward a sale. The owner was old and tired of property and renters, and Leonard wanted to buy.


Leonard had been living there for only a short time, staying at our place a lot until some of the work on the place was done. Before that, he lived at our house full-time. We even had a room built onto it. I loved him—dearly—and so did Brett, but I must be honest: I was glad he wasn’t there all the time anymore. Brett and I were happy empty nesters. We could have more time to ourselves, and we didn’t have to be quiet when we were playing doctor, and my vanilla-cookie-and-Dr-Pepper budget would go down dramatically. This would also help Leonard’s waistline. He loved those vanilla cookies and Dr Peppers severely, but he loved them even more when he didn’t have to buy them. I think he saw eating my cookies and soft drinks as an accomplishment of great importance and took it as a matter of pride.


It had turned hot by the time we got out of the vet’s, and it was only ten thirty or so. The sun lay down on us like a coat of heated chain mail.


When we got to mine and Brett’s house and came in with the dog, Brett was home from her nursing job. She had quit nursing several times but was so good at what she did that she always got hired back. She looked tired but pretty, her red hair tied back in a ponytail. She said, nodding at the dog, “So we’re having company for dinner? And I don’t mean Leonard.”


“Hey. I make good company,” Leonard said. “What are we having?”


“Whatever you’re buying,” Brett said.


“Oh,” Leonard said. “That limits things.”


I looked down at the dog. “This is our true guest. This is … well, I don’t know who this is.”


“Follow you home?” she asked.


“Not exactly.”


“Your new dog, Leonard?” she asked.


Leonard roved an eye my way. “Could be,” he said. “Could be yours.”


“Can I have her?” I said. I tried to sound winsome and wistful at the same time. Actually, I’m not sure which part of how I sounded was wistful and which part was winsome. Maybe you can’t do both at the same time. Maybe one sounds a lot like the other.


“Will you throw a hissy if the answer is no?” Brett said.


“Probably.”


“Oh, he can throw a grown-up big-ass cracker-style hissy,” Leonard said. “I’ve seen him do it, and I got to tell you, I was embarrassed. It wasn’t very manly.”


“I can try throwing the hissy in a deep voice,” I said.


“Nope,” Leonard said. “That’s not how a hissy works.”


“First how about telling me how we’ve come by a dog?” Brett asked.


We all ended up around the table, the dog lying at my feet, and I told her while we all had glasses of ice tea.


“I can’t believe people like that,” Brett said. “This dog looks like a lover, not a biter.”


“I don’t think she’s old enough to know what she is,” I said.


“Well, I like dogs,” Brett said.


The doorbell rang. I answered it. It was Marvin Hanson.


“So,” I said as he came in. “Hello to the police chief who didn’t tell us he was the police chief.”


He sat at the table, and I sat down again. He leaned over to give the dog a pat on the head. “Nice dog.”


“Police chief?” Brett said.


“Yep,” Marvin said. “You know, that man might want this dog back, and I’m not sure how that will work out in court. He’s going to get a fine for animal abuse and resisting arrest, but he could still throw some stink around.”


“Give Hap some wheat bread,” Leonard said. “He’ll match him out, I bet you.”


“I’m serious,” Marvin said. “Could be some court stuff coming up.”


“I don’t know about court,” Leonard said, “but I know how it worked out on his lawn. Not too well.”


“We were bullies,” I said.


“No,” Marvin said. “We were the Fresh Fists of Vengeance.”


“To be precise,” Leonard said, “you were the Slap and Backhand of Vengeance.”


“Don’t forget the knee,” I said.


“Yeah, and the knee,” Leonard said. “But that lacks a certain ring.”


“What’s the legal damage?” I asked Marvin.


“For me or for you guys?” Marvin asked.


“Give us the whole package,” Leonard said.


“Well, the police officer saw him attack me,” Marvin said.


“Yeah, well, all right,” I said. “Should we say we saw him attack you, too?”


“That would be handy,” Marvin said. “But the lady next door saw it all happen, and she filmed it on her cell-phone camera. Got word of that on the way over. She called it in.”


“Of course she did,” I said, having expected just that sort of thing.


“But she said she didn’t film the part where Leonard knocked cheese dick around, and she didn’t film me slapping the poo out of him. She’s just got the part where he kicked the dog. Said she thought he looked as if he was going to attack you two, and then me, so she put the blame on him.”


“She’s such a sweet liar,” I said.


“Yeah,” Marvin said. “And she’s an old lady and looks very trustworthy, I hear. A little crusty, but all right, I think. I just got my description from Officer Curt Carroll, who had to drive back over there. He said the man who owned the dog was out on the lawn on his hands and knees looking for his missing teeth, thought maybe if he put them in ice they could be put back in. He’s one of those guys thinks he knows all manner of shit but couldn’t tell the difference between shit and wild honey.”


“Very convenient the old lady looks trustworthy,” Leonard said. “As for ass wipe, I hope he doesn’t find his teeth.”


“How many was he missing?” I said. “I only saw one.”


“Two, I think,” Marvin said. “Anyway, Gummy, as I like to think of him, isn’t pressing charges. He at first had a different point of view, but I pointed out you guys were just good Samaritans who saw an animal mistreated and went to help. I think he bought that. There’s some truth in it, but then there’s that whole lying part about how we were attacked.”


“He did swing at me,” Leonard said.


“We’ll let that count for something,” Marvin said. “Thing is, he’s done, you’re safe, so am I, and besides, I’m the police chief.”


“You were just trying to frighten us with that stuff about how he might want his dog back, weren’t you?”


“Just a little,” Marvin said. “I have to get my licks in on you guys somehow. You’ve certainly given me enough grief.”


“There’s a little something we’re all curious about,” I said. “How did that whole police chief thing happen? We work for you, you know—seems that would have come up.”


“Does, doesn’t it?” he said. “But it didn’t. And I’ll tell you why. I thought maybe I was being foolish, trying to get back on the cops. But now my leg’s healed up and I’m able to work and I had a good record there, and better yet, the city council came to me. Seems they can’t keep police chiefs or officers. They change all the time. They got a lot of quitters, one in jail for this or that. By the way, you know they painted the jail pink and make the convicts wear pink jumpsuits now?”


I held up my hand. “Been there, wore a jumpsuit.”


“Pink,” Hanson said.


“Yep, and a little loose-fitting, I thought, though more attractive than you might think. Comfortable because it was loose, I guess. The pink is supposed to be a deterrent to crime, embarrassing and all that.”


“Do you think it works?” Hanson said.


“Not so much.”


“Me, either. First thing I do next week is have all the jail cells repainted. They can keep the pink jumpsuits until they wear out. No. You know what? I’m ordering the standard orange ones right away. They can afford that. Can you believe that shit? People raping and murdering, and their conclusion is to paint the jail pink and have the shits wear pink jumpsuits. The goddamn death penalty doesn’t stop them, but they think butt-hole pink will.”


“It’s a mystery,” I said. “But I’m still more mystified that you’re police chief.”


“Yep, me too,” Leonard said.


“I like pink,” Brett said.


“The conversation has moved on, Brett,” I said. “So why you, Hanson?”


“Oh, there’s been some good chiefs, but so far the good ones have left because they can’t stand how things get done in this town or because they got better jobs doing the same thing in places they like better. There’s some good cops here, though. Kid that was with me you met. Some of the detectives like Drake and Kelso, few others. They’ve lasted awhile. But they want someone they think can hold things together better. They heard how I had an agency, was doing good physically now. How I had all that experience in Houston and here, so they came to me, hoping they could lure me away. They could.”


“Don’t they have elections for that sort of thing?” Leonard asked.


“That’s sheriff,” Marvin said. “Here police chief isn’t an elected office, it’s a pick-and-choose on the part of the city council. I got picked. I officially started today, but mostly I just rode from the office out to where you guys were. When I came in first thing, first day at work, first crack out of the box, I hear that a guy who’s been kicking a dog was getting an ass-whipping in a yard near where I sent you guys to scout. I knew who it was, of course.”


“We’re so predictable,” Leonard said.


“In some ways, yes,” Marvin said. “Thing is, well, I can’t keep the agency.”


“There goes about a third of our employment,” Leonard said.


“More like three-quarters,” I said. “We’ve been prosperous these last few months, and now we won’t be prosperous. It’s back to day labor and field work.”


“There’s always bouncing, janitorial work, and sexing chickens,” Leonard said.


“Yeah. I forgot we had so many options.”


“It’s a conflict of interest to have that kind of business and be in the law business, too,” Marvin said. “Besides, I got to go more by the law now. I’ve turned back to being respectable.”


“Clean underwear and all that,” Leonard said.


“That’s right,” Marvin said. “I even change socks daily.”


“You sure gave your first day a swell start,” Brett said.


“Yeah, I know. I could have been back at the agency after one day, but it worked out.”


“This what you want?” I said. “Police chief?”


“I loved my work there as a lieutenant, and I was practically police chief then, so I’m taking the job. I’m back in law enforcement. But thing is, I got to close the agency or sell it. I was thinking you two might want to take it over.”


“What’s the price?” Leonard said.


“What I was thinking,” he said, “is you buy all the office equipment, take up the payments on the place, cause I’m buying the building, and you can start right away. Owner financed.”


“Us?” I said. “You’re really talking to us about owning a business? I don’t know our names and ‘business owners’ ought to be said in the same breath.”


“I know,” Marvin said. “It’s a scary thought.”


“I don’t know I want to run a business,” I said. “I like the work all right, but that’s just getting paid, not running the business—paying property taxes, insurance, and the like. Keeping up with this and that. What if a pipe breaks?”


“Fix it or get it fixed,” Marvin said.


“One I don’t like to do, the other one costs money,” I said.


“Yeah,” Leonard said. “That’s not for me, either. Fixing pipes or running a business. I tried a lemonade stand once and had to fight two little white boys who called me a black cocksucker. I whipped the shit out of them. Hell, it was ten years after that before I sucked my first cock.”


“It’s good to be precise on cock sucking,” I said.


“Have it your way,” Marvin said. “But I’m selling out, and I’m offering you the best deal I’ll offer anyone.” He looked at Leonard. “Call it my cocksucker discount.”


“That’s nice of you,” Leonard said.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“I’ll do it,” Brett said.


We all looked at her.


“I’m nursed out,” she said. “I’m tired of the hours, and I’m tired of wiping asses and changing bandages. I’ll buy out the equipment and take over the business, pay the bills. Hap and Leonard can work for me.”


“You’ll be our boss?” I said.


“We can make it work,” she said.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“You know,” Marvin said, “that’s a good idea. Gets me out from under it, and you can make it work, Brett. You don’t even need these two dopes. I can get you a private investigator license easy peasy. I know folks that know folks.”


“I was thinking that,” she said. “That I didn’t need these two guys.”


“Wait a minute,” Leonard said. “Did I say I was out? I don’t think so. I don’t even like Hap.”


“I’ll provide a certain amount of vanilla cookies as part of your payment,” she said.


“Dr Peppers?” Leonard asked.


“That, too,” she said.


“Hell, then, I’m surely in,” Leonard said.


“Hap?” Marvin said.


“Yeah,” I said. “I guess so. We go on like we are? No license for us two, just slave labor?”


“Of course,” Brett said.


“Yeah,” Marvin said. “You work under Brett’s license like you did mine.”


“When does this start?” Leonard asked.


“Right now the business is going to close. I turned in the report to the lady with the gym-conscious husband, and that was the last of it. She owes one more payment. But the business can restart when Brett wants it to start, long as it’s before the next building payment, and of course there’s paperwork to do. Thing is, it’s not going to cost that much to get started. It doesn’t pay like nursing, though, Brett.”


“Trust me,” she said. “Nursing isn’t exactly big money. Good, steady money, but not big money. Besides, like I said, I’m worn out with it. I’ll give my two-week notice when I go in tomorrow. And I think they’ll let me leave right away. They owe me vacation time.”


And that’s how I went to work for my girlfriend at what became the Brett Sawyer Agency.
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At least Marvin had liked the paint. It wasn’t pretty paint, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure what color you would call it. Faded rust, perhaps. But it was the paint that had come with the inside walls, and there was nothing about it that bothered me, but Brett, she had other ideas. Leonard and I ended up painting the office a light mint green. It did look better, but I thought of it as a waste of time. It wasn’t like we were trying to run a boutique. Next thing you knew there’d be flowers in vases, a bird in a cage, and a painting that looked like a bag of crayons had exploded.


Then again, we did work for Brett, and the boss was the boss. Course, what sucked was that she wasn’t paying us for the paint job. Not that I expected her to or wanted her to. I’m just grumpy.


We got it painted, and Brett bought a new desk without coffee-cup circles on it, put out some coasters, and purchased comfortable office chairs and a new, streamlined computer. At least there were no flower arrangements or any of that other stuff I feared. She let me buy a movie-poster reproduction of the Robert Mitchum version of Farewell My Lovely, and I had that nicely framed and put on the wall. It was the only time in my life I actually did something more than buy a picture at a place like Walmart and frame it myself. I had someone who knew what he was doing frame it. It made me feel a little more like a real private eye, having that poster there. Of course, you got right down to it, I’m about as much like a real private eye as a weasel is like a kangaroo, but I like to dream a little.


The bathroom was kept simple. Clean place to do number one and two with plenty of toilet paper. There was a painting on the wall of water lilies. I thought that was silly. Really, did we need a painting in the shitter? And of water lilies?


Brett also got a better coffeepot for our kitchenette, as she called it, bought some gourmet coffee, and put a bag of vanilla wafers in the desk drawer. The vanilla cookies were the same cheap-ass brand we always bought, primarily for Leonard. He had three kinds of vanilla cookies he liked. The plain wafers, the ones with the cream in the middle, and any other kind that were vanilla. The drawer had a key. Two. I had one, Brett had the other. Leonard couldn’t help himself. Came to those cookies, he was like a crack addict. We were there to protect him from himself. And the other thing I liked about it was it was kind of funny. He enjoyed tormenting me by wearing goofy hats and such, so I liked to return the favor now and again. It’s what brothers do.


There was a little fridge with soft drinks and water in it, including Dr Peppers for Leonard, and there was a couch that could be pulled out into a bed. Brett and I tried it out one night when we were working late. Leonard had gone home to his new digs, and it was just us. We decided to break it in, so to speak. It was only a little more uncomfortable than the rack at the Inquisition. Next morning our backs were out of whack. Brett bought a thin foam mattress that she rolled up and put in the closet. You pulled the couch out, all you had to do was put that mattress on it and it turned the rack into something a little more serviceable and almost comfortable. We thought we might as well be ready. You never knew when you might need sex to bolster your serotonin, or whatever that stuff is that makes you feel happy. I always just thought it was fucking that makes you happy, so there you have it.


Our new dog stayed at the office with us during this time, wrapped in her not-too-tight but tight-enough bandage. While we were making love that time in the office, she watched us with curiosity from her doggie bed. I felt she was a little young for all that information. But I guess since I was taking her back to the vet for an operation that would end that whole having-puppies thing, it was all moot.


Night we were up there trying out the foldout couch, Leonard and John were having a get-back-together dinner. Leonard was making spaghetti with his famous sauce that he bought at the store ready to go. I hoped it worked out for him. He had been trying to put things back together for a while. He had just about thrown in the towel, and then John, who decided he was supposed to like women because he got religion, found out that women didn’t really do it for him after all and maybe God would give him a pass on the whole male-on-male thing. Least that’s where his head was at. I was beginning to think John, nice guy that he was, was just too confused and messed up to know what he wanted. Frankly, these days I avoided him. There was part of me that wanted to punch him in the mouth.


So the day after the night on the foldout, right after Brett bought the mattress and put it in the closet, it was just me and her, doing this and that to spruce up the new office. Mostly little things that I didn’t think needed to be bothered with but that she thought were desperately important. We paused in our work and were both looking at the dog lying on her doggie bed in the corner of the office. Brett said, “You know, we got to quit calling her Her.”


“You think?” I said. “It could be like that H. Rider Haggard novel She. That woman knew who she was. She was all the name she needed. Our dog could be Her.”


“I don’t think our She, or Her, is that confident,” Brett said. “And besides, She actually had a name. Ayesha, I think.”


“You got a point there.”


“But she is starting to feel better, and she’s getting fat, like you,” Brett said.


“I lost five pounds.”


“You need to lose twenty-five, dear boy.”


“Yeah, at least.”


“What have you been feeding her?”


“Nothing.”


“Liar,” Brett said.


“All right, now and then we go through the drive-through at Dairy Queen and I buy her an ice cream cone, plain, no chocolate. Chocolate is bad for dogs.”


“I used to share chocolate candy bars with my dogs when I was a kid,” Brett said. “None of them died.”


“So they’re all still alive?”


“Of course not,” she said.


“See? Chocolate got them. It just took a lifetime.”


“Ha,” she said. “I think we should call her Spot.”


“She doesn’t have any spots,” I said.


“That’s the joke.”


“We will not joke about our dog. I say we name her Ace.”


“That’s a boy dog’s name.”


“I always wanted to name a dog that because Batman’s dog was named Ace.”


“No. Not Ace. How about Buffy?”


“Like the vampire-slayer girl?” I asked.


“Yep. I like that name. More for dogs than for girls.”


“That fits,” I said.


“Let’s call her Buffy the Biscuit Slayer. She does like dog biscuits.”


I studied on that a moment, said, “Buffy the Biscuit Slayer is for formal occasions, when she has to wear an evening gown or be at a queen’s coronation, but for at home and rides to the Dairy Queen, it’s Buffy.”


Our new dog was christened.


As this christening was going on, I was looking at Brett’s legs. She was leaning up against the desk. She was wearing shorts and her legs were shiny and I was wondering if maybe we might try the couch bed again with the new mattress. That thought was destroyed when I heard someone on the stairs. It was a heavy sound, like a elephant loaded down with a raja and his escorts, and there was a clicking with it, like maybe the elephant had a large cricket for a friend or perhaps was wearing a tap shoe on one foot.


That’s when the door opened and a lady came in who was older than dirt but cleaner. She had a cane, which explained the cricket, but the elephant walk was a little more confusing, as she wasn’t much bigger than a minute. She had more dyed red hair than she had the head for. That hair seemed to be an entity unto itself, mounded and teased and red as blood. You could have shaved her like a sheep and knitted a sweater with all that hair, maybe have enough left over for at least one sock or, if not that, a change purse.


Her face was dry-looking. She had a lot of makeup on it, as if she were trying to fill a ditch, or several. Her clothes were a little too young for her age, which was somewhere near to that of a mastodon that had survived major climate change but was wounded by it. She had on bright red tight jeans and a sleeveless blue shirt that showed hanging flesh like water wings under her arms. Her breasts were too big, or maybe they were too exposed; the tops of them stuck out of her push-up bra. They looked like aging melons with rot spots, which I supposed were moles or early cancer.


She eyed Brett and me, said, “You two weren’t about to do the dog, were you?”


“I don’t think so,” said Brett. “Our dog is a lady.”


The lady eyed the recently christened Buffy on her bed in the corner. Buffy had lifted her head to check things out, but she quickly lowered her head again and lay still. I think all that hair bothered her. She probably thought it was a vicious animal ready to pounce.


“I mean screwing,” said the woman.


Like Brett, I knew what she had been referring to, but still, she wasn’t what I expected, though I suppose when I got that old, if I did, I’d still talk the same way I do now. Actually, the more I looked at the old lady, the more I thought the language suited her. She looked like a retired hooker.


“Why, yes, I was just fixing to drop my shorts and bend over the desk and ask Hap here to drive me home.”


“You aren’t shocking me, honey,” the old woman said.


“Or you us,” Brett said.


I was actually thinking I might be a little shocked.


“That was your game, wasn’t it?” Brett said. “To shock us.”


“Naw,” said the old woman, finding a client chair and settling into it as if she were a bag with a bowling ball in it. “I’m just a vulgar old shit.” She laid a heavy eye on me, said, “You’re Hap Collins, aren’t you?”


“I am,” I said. “Do we know each other?”


“No, but when I was forty I’d like to have. You and me could have burned a hole in a mattress then. Course, you may not have been born. But you might want to lose a few pounds, honey. You’re starting to chub up.”


“He’s taken,” Brett said. “Pounds and all.”


The old woman studied Brett. “Aren’t you the Southern belle? I bet you could earn a pretty penny on a Louisiana shrimp boat and never have to toss a net.”


“Listen, you old bag,” Brett said. “Either say what you want or I’m going to stick that cane up your ass and throw you down the stairs so hard the dye will come out of your hair.”


The old lady let out with a howl. “You are a pistol, aren’t you?”


“And all six chambers are loaded,” Brett said.


“Don’t get your panties twisted up your ass,” said the old lady. “I’m just fucking with you. I want to hire Hap here.”


“I charge a little more for the position of male escort,” I said. “And just so you know, I don’t do anal.”


“I might could arrange that—the male escort part,” she said. “And I do do anal and use toys. Or used to. These days I’m so dry I have to grease up to pee.” She said that and laughed. It was a good laugh and sounded young, right up to the end, where she got choked and suddenly sounded like a boiler about to blow.


When she got her pipes cleaned out, I said, “I don’t know you, so how come you know me?”


“I saw you and your colored friend out in the yard the other day. And there’s that sweet dog that got kicked. She looks much happier now.”


I thought: colored friend? Really? Then again, she was old. Hell, she might have been near ninety. A spry ninety, but at least that age. I guessed she was entitled to the old proper style of identification for black people. Then again, the term black was fairly past its shelf life, too. The new word was African American, a variant of Afro-American, a term used in the sixties and seventies. Leonard always said it was obvious he was American and that the closest he’d been to Africa was a geography map. He thought of himself as black. Then again, me and him are about the same age. We like a lot of the same terminology. I just about always say pussy instead of vagina.


The old lady stirred a hand around in her purse and came up with what I still call an electronic device and everyone else calls a tablet. To me a tablet is writing paper between cardboard covers. I especially liked the old-style Big Chief tablets. I don’t even know if they still make them.


She ran a bent finger around on the tablet, then turned it toward me. It was a very nice video of Leonard beating the shit out of the dog abuser. The sound was down. That was okay. I remembered everything that was said, and the machine probably hadn’t picked that up anyway.


And then I understood. Of course I did. She wasn’t just an old lady who had seen what had happened. She was the one who recorded the dog abuse, said she didn’t have Leonard and Marvin recorded—but she did. She had filmed everything from the minute we showed up to the moment everyone left. It was pretty cool to watch, both Leonard and Marvin. I almost asked for a replay.


What kept me from asking for that, however, was I had a sinking feeling that I knew why she had come in.
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Here’s what I expected. She had blackmail material, and though I wasn’t involved in the actual ass-whipping, I was there and was part of the deal by proxy, and the way it would come down was all of us on that video, and that included Officer Carroll, were about to get rubbed raw as hamburger meat.


“You think I’m here to blackmail you, don’t you?” she said.


“Never crossed my mind. Why would a nice lady like you blackmail anyone?”


“Shit, boy, you’re a bad liar. If you were a woman you couldn’t fake an orgasm.”


“All right,” I said. “It crossed my mind. And just for the record, I think I could fake an orgasm.”


“Totally,” Brett said.


“I want you to take my case,” said the lady, “if that’s what it’s called. Think that’s what they say on the TV shows, or maybe it’s movies. Are there private eye TV shows anymore?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Those were always kind of fun,” she said. She seemed to be thinking about a favorite episode of something before she shifted to: “Here’s the way I see it.” She patted the tablet. “I want you to find my granddaughter. The cops gave up. For them it’s a cold case, and from what I can tell it’s not getting any warmer. I’ll be honest. I don’t have any illusions. I’m too old to have any. She’s most likely bones by now, but I want her body found, and I want to know what happened to her.”


“You don’t need threats,” Brett said. “We just need payment. Actually, I own this agency now, so it’s me you deal with.”


“Well, that’s the rest of the problem,” she said. “I got some money, but not what it takes to do the deed, cause I presume it’ll take awhile, and usually this stuff is by the hour, right? That’s why I brought the tablet. What’s on it is my down payment. And if you’re thinking of pushing me down the stairs, I got a copy of this elsewhere, somewhere where you can’t get it. I’m pretty tech-savvy for an old geezer.”


“I think you’re a lying bitch,” Brett said. “How much money you got?”


“How much you need?” the old lady said.


They went back and forth with that for a while until it was determined the old lady had about half of what Brett charged for a couple of weeks, having raised her prices from those Marvin used. I guess she was thinking about paying for the paint and the new furniture and a lot of vanilla cookies and the toilet paper for the snazzy bathroom.


When the money talk was done, and an inferior sum was agreed to, the old lady pulled a manila envelope out of her purse. Inside were some papers and photos of her granddaughter. She was a good-looking girl in a short white dress and those Greek lace-up sandals. She had thick red hair like Brett’s and like maybe the old lady’s original hair used to be. The girl was striking a model pose, which was appropriate, because her grandmother said, “She wanted to be a model when she was a kid, then she wanted to be a journalist. Her name is Sandy Buckner.”


“What’s your name?” Brett asked.


“Lilly Buckner.”


“We have a painting of lilies on the bathroom wall,” I said.


“What?” Lilly said.


“Never mind,” I said.


Brett asked her a few questions, and I listened. Five years ago Sandy had gone missing. She had graduated college with a journalism degree and found that the newspapers and magazines that did hard news had gone the way of the dodo bird and drive-in theaters, so she tried being a weather girl, but she was no good at it. She looked wonderful on camera, but she had zip charisma, as her grandmother put it. It’s odd how that works. There are people who in life are beautiful, but on film, beautiful or not, they have all the personality of a ham sandwich without the pickles, and then there are those who look all right, nothing special, a little too thin, but the camera loves them, spruces them up, makes them glow. Sandy didn’t glow. She was just pretty. She ended up taking a job at a used-car lot that only sold high-end used cars—Mercedes, Lincolns, Cadillacs, muscle cars, that kind of thing—mostly old cars that had become rare and classic.


Sandy worked there six months and was making some money, then one day the boss called Lilly Buckner looking for Sandy. Hers was one of the numbers Sandy had left as a contact. She hadn’t come to work, and she never showed up again. She hadn’t been seen for five years. Her car, which wasn’t up to the level of those she sold but was pretty nice, had been found in the parking lot of the apartment complex where she rented. It was a nice complex, and it and the pretty nice car led Lilly to think Sandy was making money that was a little too good.


The whole missing-person business had gone through cop channels without any solution. Lilly hired a private agency that had taken her money and told her what she already knew, then went out of business. The owner of the agency decided being a private eye lacked some of the excitement he had hoped for and had gone into real estate. Ms. Buckner said it made her happy the bottom fell out of the market right after he made that decision.


Then she saw us and the dog. She talked to the cops and got Marvin’s name, and then she researched him, and that led to all of us. She did it, she said, because all she had to do was shit and eat. She discovered Marvin had an agency, and now Brett had it.


She researched us to brag on us saving the dog. She did in fact do that while she was with us, said good things about us, but thought Brett might could use a little less eyeliner, told her she had to watch tight shorts when they got sweaty. “You get a camel toe you’re not careful,” she said. It sounded like a sincere suggestion. Brett gave me a look that said: What the hell?


Ms. Buckner rambled on. She thought Leonard was good-looking for a colored man. Said she always voted against any politician if he smiled too much. She told us a lot about herself, pretty much everything there was to know except her personal laundry tips.


“This granddaughter,” I said. “I take it you two had special feelings about one another.”


That reeled her in a little.


“I understood her,” she said. “I had been the black sheep of the family years before, and now she was. Modeling and journalism, any plan but marriage and being Suzy Homemaker, wasn’t something my daughter Kate understood. Maybe that was my fault. I didn’t set a good example for her. I had this stupid idea when I was younger that art trumped all things, including family. I thought I had great talent and great pride, but what I had was hubris. I still have a substantial dose of it.”


“Oh, you don’t say?” Brett said.


“You are a shit, aren’t you?” Ms. Buckner said.


“Takes one to know one,” Brett said.


“I was a bad mother, no doubt. I was always worried more about me than her. My daughter wouldn’t have anything to do with me. She treated me like gas from a calf’s ass after she left home. Not that I blamed her. She wanted things more conventional. Damn if I didn’t outlive her. Cancer got her. Self-righteous and proper and all that, praying all the time, and she ended up wired up like a spaceman and easing away in inches and shitting in a bag. I saw her right near the time she died. I thought we might at least close our ledger. Kate didn’t even know who I was. Poor thing, she looked then like I look now, and she was middle-aged. That cancer sucked the juice right out of her.
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