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There are people you meet for the first time and immediately recognize. Not in a past-lives, you-were-my-handmaiden-in-ancient-Egypt way (though I’m not saying that isn’t a thing). I mean you see them across a room and think, oh, there’s one of mine.


That’s what happened for me with Johnny Shaw.

It was 2014, and I found myself at the Left Coast Crime conference in Monterey, California, scheduled to moderate the inaugural Sex Panel. If you’ve never attended a crime convention, let me explain that this title is both extremely accurate and also misleading in every possible way. The general guideline given to me was to “lead a discussion about intimacy in writing.”


I decided to do this but also—when one of the panelists began to make some sense—hand them a snippet of writing from a past winner of the Literary Review’s Bad Sex in Fiction Award with the instruction to read it out loud, cold, to an audience of a couple hundred strangers.


Johnny Shaw, whom I’d met only ten minutes earlier, received the first snippet. He scanned what was that year’s worst-written sex scene. Something shifted in his face, some interior recalibration, and then he read it out loud with the absolute perfect comic timing of a man who had been waiting his whole life for exactly this assignment, somehow managing to deliver a scene involving supposed-to-be-sexy anatomical confusion as if he were auditioning for the Royal Shakespeare Company.

The room was howling. I counted two people falling off their chairs, where they just laughed harder

That introduction to Johnny Shaw told me two things about him that have held true ever since: 1) he is very funny, and 2) he’s fearless.


Both of those qualities are on full display in The Upper Hand.


At its simplest, the book follows the Ucker siblings, Axel, Gretchen, and Kurt, whose late father was a thief. When their mother dies and leaves the family home and money to a slick televangelist named Brother Tobin Floom, the siblings find themselves recruited by their formidable Aunt “Mother Ucker” to infiltrate the televangelist’s empire and steal back what they believe should have been theirs all along. What follows is an adventure that would make the Coen brothers proud.


That’s the basic outline, but the real magic of The Upper Hand lies in the thing that separates Johnny Shaw from writers who are merely clever. Anyone can construct a caper or write a joke. What’s hard is making us care. The Ucker siblings are not good people in the tidy sense. They make questionable choices, often for bad reasons, and you will still love them and desperately want them to pull this off. That’s what Johnny does. He hands you a family of disaster magnets and then somehow, without you noticing, makes them your family of disaster magnets.



So, if you’re opening this new edition of The Upper Hand, you’re about to spend time with a group of criminals who are far more charming than they have any right be and a plan that becomes increasingly complicated in the most delightful ways. It’s a page-turning heist novel laced with laugh-out-loud humor, but at its heart, it’s about family. Lumpy, difficult, priceless family, sometimes the people you’re born to but just as often the folks you pick up on the way, your ride or dies who would take a bullet for you but also wouldn’t hesitate to make fart noises while you were accepting an award.


In other words, this novel is the perfect escape, and you will not regret reading it.

Dig in.



Jess Lourey is the bestselling, International Thriller Award-winning, and twice Edgar-nominated author of crime fiction, young adult novels, and nonfiction. She lives in Minneapolis.


For David Downing

Thank you

PART ONE

CHAPTER 1

Call him sentimental, but when Axel Ucker planned a robbery, he thought about his old man. Larceny had been one of the few things they had in common.


Sitting outside at the Mexican restaurant El Rey de Los Chingones, Axel put down his well-worn copy of Emotional Alcatraz: Breaking Out of the Prison of Your Past and again turned his attention to the other side of the street. He’d read the Tony Rogers book twice and knew passages by heart. At present, the book acted as a prop to appear inconspicuous. A man reading a self-help book was as threatening as a three-legged kitten.


He spooned more guacamole onto his plate and made notes in his pad. Decked out in his Wilke Rodriguez suit, Axel blended in with the downtown lunch crowd. No one would suspect that he was casing the Little Grass Shack across the street as he dined luxuriously on his carnitas burrito and mandarin Jarritos.


The medical-marijuana dispensary did brisk lunchtime business. Because the Little Grass Shack was a cash-only enterprise, Axel considered it an upside-plus target. According to the May issue of High Times, it was one of the top three dispensaries in the San Diego metropolitan area. Five cannabis leaves out of a possible five. Only Global Chillage and Planet Hollyweed ranked higher.


Well-fortified with the same precautions as a pawn shop in a lousy neighborhood, the Little Grass Shack stood prepped for attack. Barred windows, razor wire on the roof, and security cameras where you would expect them: two in front, two in back, and six inside. No security guard, but there would be firepower under the counter. Marijuana dispensaries drew mostly amateurs. The robberies that Axel had read about were uncreative smash-and-grabs that lacked finesse. A good thief knew a gun was a precaution, not a plan.

Axel ate more chips and went over his calculations. Carrying out the robbery on a Friday would increase the odds of success by thirty-two percent. Closer to thirty-eight if it was a three-day weekend. Plus or minus three percent depending on downtown traffic. Plus or minus two percent depending on the weather.

Jackson Armored made its pickups on Mondays and Fridays. The money from weekend business would be larger—maybe by double—but the size of the haul wasn’t nearly as important as the not-going-to-prison part of Axel’s plan. The armored car drivers on Monday were police-academy rejects who took their jobs too seriously, gun range bros with trigger fingers itching for something other than paper targets.

A good plan hinged on finding the weakness in the security measures: a low-quality safe, an outdated alarm system, a disgruntled employee. No matter how seemingly impenetrable a wall, a patient thief could find the fissure. In the case of the Little Grass Shack job, that crack was ten feet wide with a “Take All the Money” sign at the entrance. That crack went by the names of Stanley Pruitt and Steven McCrary.

“Hello, boys,” Axel said as the banged-up GMC Griffin armored truck pulled up to the loading zone in front of the Little Grass Shack. One wheel went over the curb, the truck bouncing when it came off the sidewalk.

The two Jackson Armored drivers never showed up on time and looked stoned when they finally arrived. For a month, Axel had witnessed the pair leave one of the car doors open, get in a shoving match over whose turn it was to drive, and almost forget a bag of cash on the curb. Stanley was the senior employee of the two. In his mid-forties, he walked like his ass hurt. An otherwise thin man with a tight beer belly that made him look like a boa constrictor digesting a globe. Steven’s bodybuilder physique made his arms float at his sides like a marionette’s. He looked like everything confused him, and he never managed to tuck in his shirt all the way.

Exiting the armored car, Steven—true to form—tripped on the sidewalk. Stanley called him a “butt collector” and farted loud enough for Axel to hear across the street. The sound made a passing French bulldog bark uncontrollably.

“Unbelievable,” Axel said.

Even if these two couldn’t be coerced into abetting—which he was confident they could be—their incompetence would be enough to create a workaround.

Stanley buzzed the intercom outside the Little Grass Shack. Steven pushed on the door, but it didn’t budge. Stanley shook his head and pulled the door open, pointing at the “Pull” sign.

Axel flipped through the thirty pages of notes in his pad. Calculations, timelines, drawings, questions. For weeks, he had spent hours on research—background information about the dispensary employees, sketches of the armored car route, three trips to the county planning office for building specs, analysis of traffic patterns. He had monitored both armored car drivers over the last week to finalize the plan.

There wasn’t any more research or planning left to do.

Axel finished his orange soda, paid the bill, double-checked his tip, added another dollar, and walked onto the sidewalk. He stared at the Little Grass Shack and nodded to himself, satisfied that he had thought of everything.

It was time.

He wrapped a thick rubber band twice around the notebook and dropped it in his bag. He would put it with the other robbery notebooks that he had written over the years. Hundreds of robberies that no one would ever perform. Knowing that he could successfully rob a place was victory enough.

What didn’t make sense to him was why he was planning yet another robbery. He usually only did it as an outlet for stress, but everything was going well in his life. He had an incredible girlfriend, a new house, and an upcoming promotion. The only plan that mattered was the plan he had made for his life.

Axel turned the corner, looked up at the thirty-story building, and walked through the big glass doors. Working in the skyscraper made him feel like a grown-up. He pressed the call button and waited for the elevator. He had broken loose from his hometown, his past, and the stigma attached to his family. Nobody treated him like he didn’t belong. He no longer looked like he owned a pair of camouflage pants.

But if he was going to really move on, Axel needed a new hobby. Regular people didn’t case joints and do background checks on strangers. They didn’t sit in their cars in front of armored car drivers’ homes, pissing in Gatorade bottles. They did other things. They went to the gym. They played fantasy football. They were alcoholics.

Axel decided to buy a crossword puzzle magazine on the way home from work. Or maybe sudoku.

The Little Grass Shack would be his last hypothetical robbery. His days of thinking like a thief were over. To commit to the future, he had to let go of the past—which not coincidentally was the verbatim ad copy on the cover of the Tony Rogers book in his bag. It had been staring him in the face all along.


CHAPTER 2

Axel might have been the brains of the family, but Axel’s sister, Gretchen, had the balls.


When they were teenagers, she found his notebooks full of elaborate schemes. She had used one of the plans, without his knowledge, to steal a box of Playboy magazines from Mr. Hernandez’s garage. The “Women of Mensa” issue had been integral in the discovery of her sexual identity. That first burglary had catapulted her onto her current career path.


Gretchen Beetner fancied herself a second-story man, but due to her sex and the preponderance of ranch houses in the San Diego area, she was more of a sliding-glass-door gal.

She looked at the list of names and addresses that she had culled from her other brother’s computer, all the nerds that shared his love for role-playing games.

Disappointment followed. No danger or thrills today. Run-of-the-mill thievery. No laser tripwires or Indiana Jones–style booby traps. None of them even owned dogs, due to allergies and/or asthma.

The scores were lucrative, but Gretchen needed to reevaluate the long-term potential of stealing comic books. It was just too damn boring. She wanted to feel like a Viking warrior plundering a city for its spoils, not a petty thief stealing funny books from geeks.

With Comic-Con in full swing and the entire nerdiverse in attendance, there were a lot of empty houses waiting to get hit. This was her third burglary of the day, and it wasn’t even eleven o’clock. If she got to all the addresses on her list, it would be a new one-day record.

The next name on the list was Chandler Price, a.k.a. mrawarrior6969 on 4chan, a.k.a. @redpillpopping on Twitter.

Gretchen sat in her Honda Civic in front of Chandler’s parents’ house at the end of the cul-de-sac in La Jolla. Huge house, huge yard, huge view. She wondered if Chandler got an allowance to mow the lawn or if that stopped after he turned thirty. Who was she kidding? Residents of La Jolla didn’t mow their own lawns. Mexican people did.

Chandler’s father was performing root canals. Chandler’s mom would be at her yoga class after dropping her son off at the convention center. The house would be empty.

Gretchen got out of the car, put on her backpack, and walked straight for the house. She held a flyer that she had pulled from a nearby telephone pole. If anyone stopped her, she was looking for Rascal, a missing calico cat.

Most sliding glass doors came standard with bolt locks. But locks didn’t do any good if homeowners didn’t engage them. In less than ten seconds, Gretchen had the back door open. Nobody would ever know she’d been in the house.

At the end of a long hallway, she found the door to the “comic book room.” It wasn’t difficult. A life-size poster of Deadpool greeted her with “Keep the Fuck Out” in a word balloon. Not heeding the sign, Gretchen walked the fuck in.

She stepped into the grand hall of the Museum of Stunted Maturity. Action figures and small statues of superheroes and monsters lined the shelves. At the center of the room sat rows of folding tables with long cardboard boxes on top and underneath, each of them full of clear plastic bags and titled dividers like you would find in a record store: Action Comics, Adam Strange, Adventure Comics, and so on. A dehumidifier hummed in the corner.

Posters adorned the walls, either of women with impossibly huge tits and eternally erect nipples, or of men with muscles where muscles didn’t exist bulging beneath skintight primary colors. Overcompensation at war with homoeroticism. Except for Evel Knievel and Prince, few straight men could pull off a cape. Not even Samuel L. Jackson on a good day.

De rigueur for any collector, the comic books were organized first by publisher, then alphabetical by title, and finally chronologically by issue number, with annuals and special issues in back. It was like looking for a needle in a clearly labeled package of needles. It would take Gretchen less than ten minutes to find the issues on her list, throw them in her backpack, and be in her car on the way to the next house.


Her comics du jour were bronze age Marvel, a stable commodity with good resale. The titles were familiar to her. The Amazing Spider-Man #129, Daredevil #158, The Incredible Hulk #181, Marvel Spotlight #5, The Tomb of Dracula #10, and The Uncanny X-Men #94 were the biggies, but there were plenty of second-tier books that fetched good coin. Chandler wouldn’t own all of them, but all serious collectors had a few key issues.



Wasting no time, she flipped through the comics and pulled out Iron Fist #14—a 9.4 CGC copy that could fetch as much as five hundred bucks.


A car pulled up outside. Without rushing, she stowed the comic in her backpack and moved to the window. A middle-aged woman and a well-built young man with a man-bun and Capris got out of a Ford Explorer. They grabbed their yoga mats and headed to the house.

Gretchen remained calm and went back to quietly flipping through comics, no doubt in her mind that Chandler forbade his mother from entering his sanctum sanctorum—which was definitely what he referred to the room as. A few minutes later, she had found fourteen of the comics on the list. Nobody had discovered her presence or tried the door, but she still had to get out of the house.

Sometimes you have to win ugly. She walked to the window. There was enough foliage between the house and the street that even if a nosy neighbor was snooping, she could exit unseen.

With maximum effort and a sharp pain in her lower back, she jammed the window up a quarter inch, making far more noise than she intended. Paint chips scattered over the carpet. Gretchen mouthed a few choice swears at the painted-shut window. She stared at the door, expecting it to open at any moment. After twenty long seconds, she exhaled. She dusted the paint chips from the floor and put them in her pocket.

She would have to go through the house. Gretchen moved to the door, closed her eyes, and listened. Nothing. She felt her heart beating in her head. She turned the knob and opened the door a crack. Enough to get a view down the hallway. Still nothing. They could be anywhere.

She found her just-in-case balaclava in the bag and put it on. One last big breath and she stepped into the hallway. Moving quickly but quietly, she took big, cautious steps. Then she heard Chandler’s mom.

The moans and heavy breathing from the bedroom weren’t loud, but they were distinct. Peppered with detailed instructions concerning pace and pressure, the conversation left no doubt what was happening behind the bedroom door. And it wasn’t yoga—at least not in the traditional sense.

“Don’t get fancy. That’s it. Keep it simple. Like eating soft serve. Eat that froyo, Alchemy.”

Good for Chandler’s mom. She knew what she wanted. And she wanted a guy named Alchemy to eat her froyo.

Taking off the balaclava and throwing the backpack over her shoulder, Gretchen strode down the hallway and out of the house. She put the flyer for the missing cat underneath the windshield wiper of the Explorer and walked to her car. Before she went to the next house, she would need to find a Dairy Queen. Suddenly, she was in the mood for an ice cream cone.


CHAPTER 3

Kurt Ucker pushed away from his desk and walk-rolled his chair over to the mini-fridge. He grabbed a Snickers from the freezer. The first bite deliciously hurt his teeth. With the phone cradled in his neck, he talked through caramel lockjaw. “Wow, that sounds like a score.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it,” Gretchen said on the other end. “It was like the guy didn’t know what they were worth. You’re sure you don’t mind helping me sell some of them?”

“Not at all. I’ll put them in the stack with the others.”

“You’re the best, Kurty. I’ll come by tonight. When does band practice end?”

“Around nine.”

“If I get in early, I’ll meet you over at Louder’s.”

“And you know, around Mom, it’s not band practice. It’s Bible study.”

“You’re still lying to her? You’re an adult.”

“It’s not her kind of music,” Kurt said. “Did I tell you? Some rando on the internet called the Skinripper song ‘Kokytus: River of Lamentation’—and I quote—‘sort of okay basic doom metal if you’re into that kind of thing.’”

“You should needlepoint that onto a pillow.”


Kurt loved that comic books had brought him and his sister together. Gretchen was the bad girl in the family. Sometimes Kurt wished he were more of a bad girl. They ended the call. Kurt returned to the eBay auction he was listing: a CGC 9.2 copy of Giant-Size X-Men #1 that Gretchen had scored a few weeks back.


Kurt glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen. Lunchtime. He posted the listing and lifted his large frame from the chair. His back and legs ached. He leaned on the desk, suddenly light-headed. He hadn’t stood in three hours. He needed to stand more. He’d read an internet article that said sitting too long led to a shorter life. It was time to get a standing desk or a Fitbit or to stop reading internet articles.


He opened the basement door to the kitchen, and the familiar voice of a bloviating preacher blasted from the other room. Kurt recognized the baritone of Brother Tobin Floom, his mom’s longtime preacher crush. She never missed his Health, Wealth, and Salvation broadcast. Three jam-packed hours of charismatic evangelism and bad music.



Kurt smiled every time he heard the HWS slogan, “Heaven is a phone call away.” It was the same phrase used by an old phone sex ad that once played on late-night TV. Some adman had gotten a lot of mileage out of that line.


In the living room, Bertha Ucker sat in her vintage Barcalounger. A cigarette emitted a thin line of smoke from the ashtray next to her. Kurt’s mother rarely took more than a few puffs nowadays but liked to have a butt burning. The smoke in the room was thicker than an after-hours jazz club in Winston-Salem. The white curtains had turned the color of flypaper years ago.

Kurt leaned against the doorframe and watched Brother Floom do his thing. The early-seventyish man with a majestic white pompadour wiped sweat from his brow with a gold handkerchief. A large gold cross around his neck complemented his chunky gold watch and gold rings. Stalking the stage like a caged albino panther, he looked out to the hundreds of members of his congregation.

“When I look out into this sea of Christian faces, do you know what I see?” Brother Floom smiled. “I see the beauty of Christ Jesus. I see the faith inside each and every one of you. In your eyes and in your hope. Anointed in the blood of our Lord and Savior. Praise Jesus.”

Kurt walked to the TV.

“I’m watching that,” Bertha said.

“But I also see doubt,” Brother Floom said before Kurt turned down the volume.

Bertha searched for the remote as Kurt quickly asked, “Is tomato soup and a turkey sandwich okay? That’s all I need to know.”

“Is that all we got?”

“I had planned a menu of oysters Rockefeller to start, halibut poached in truffle oil with ramps and shallots for the main, and an individual baked Alaska for dessert, but then I remembered I don’t know how to make any of that.”

“Is the turkey that low-sodium garbage?”

“We have ham, but it’s low-sodium-garbage ham. Or unsalted-garbage peanut butter. Pretty much anything in the low-salt-garbage sandwich pantheon.”

“Tastes like wet paper,” she said. “Don’t matter. I’m missing my show.”

“How much new material can Brother Floom have? He quotes from one book.”

“Don’t blaspheme,” Bertha snapped. “Show some respect.”

Kurt had grown up with a Bible in every room and mandatory church on Sunday. After Kurt’s father’s death when he was six, Bertha ramped things up. Kurt attended sermons three days a week, after-school Christian clubs, and Bible camp in the summer. He avoided homeschooling only because Bertha was so focused on her own devotion.

Kurt prepared the food and set a TV tray in front of Bertha.

“You need anything else?” Kurt asked.

She glanced at the food and shook her head. “You going to sit with me?”

“Of course.” Kurt took a seat on the couch.

Bertha ate as the two of them watched Brother Floom clap along to a performance by the Young Lions, a three-person boy band in hoodies singing a song called “The Coin in the Fish’s Mouth.” Kurt ground his teeth at the saccharine pop. Rock and roll used to be considered evil, but now it was okay—so long as it was performed by pretty white people and was awful.

He told them homies he could trust in thee.

He told them, dawg, cast your rod to the sea.

When you look in the mouth of the fish you caught,

There be a coin. Son, you been taught.

This ain’t a story. We ain’t satirical.

Jesus was real, yo. That coin is a miracle.

Bertha picked up the remote, lowered the volume, and turned to Kurt. “I miss the old hymns. Be a good boy and get me a pickle.”

“Sodium.”

“If I’m killed by a dill pickle, I absolve you of all guilt.”

“The smallest one in the jar.”

Brother Floom’s voice reverberated as Kurt pushed the dills around the jar with a knife. “That fancy car you always wanted. That big house on the hill. The finest clothes and jewelries. Do you think God gives those things to everyone? Hands them out willy-nilly? No, he does not. He provides to those with faith. Those that show the faith of sacrifice. I want you to pledge your faith today.

“If a millionaire gives one hundred dollars, is that generous? Is that sacrifice? Chump change. Is our Lord a chump? No, he is not. Can I get an amen? You’ve heard people say, ‘Give ’til it hurts.’ That’s what God wants, what he deserves, what he demands. He wants you to give ’til it hurts. If you have fifty dollars, he wants you to give twenty. If you have a thousand dollars, he wants you to give five hundred. Because those that put their true faith in our Lord, they will be rewarded for that pledge tenfold. Both here on earth and in the eternity of heaven.

“Take out your Bibles and your checkbooks.”


CHAPTER 4

Axel, briefcase in hand, stood on the sidewalk in front of his new Spanish-style house with its manicured lawn and the square hedges. It was a Jimmy Stewart moment, the epitome of suburban life. The American Dream was alive and well in Encinitas at 148 Xanadu Lane.

He called the house “his,” but it was really his and Priscilla’s. And the bank’s. Mostly the bank’s, but the bank couldn’t have felt the same as he did. Financial institutions were considerably less sentimental about their possessions.

It was more house than he and Priscilla needed, but the extra bedrooms created the incentive to start thinking about children—something he thought he’d never consider. Priscilla made Axel a better man. She inspired him to action. Not just making plans, but following through.

As a real estate agent, Priscilla had used her knowledge not only to find their four-bedroom castle, but to negotiate the deal, too. She knew just the right amount to bid above the asking price. She had even helped Axel secure the bank loan. Every penny of his savings had gone into the down payment. Ten years of pinching pennies, but you couldn’t put a price on a dream.

It made his promotion at work that much more essential. Six years at an entry-level position, watching employee after employee leapfrog over him. It didn’t matter if he was smarter, better read, and more experienced. If you were dumb on paper, that’s what they saw.

On Priscilla’s urging, Axel had marched into Mr. Stringer’s office and demanded the recently open financial consultant position. The confidence that she had in him was contagious. It made him strong. Mr. Stringer saw that strength and gave him the job right then and there. On a trial basis with no bump in salary but a modest commission.

In the foyer he dropped his keys in the bowl and set down his briefcase. He smiled at the thought of having a foyer, ninety-nine percent sure he was pronouncing the word wrong in his head. He pronounced it the other way, and it still sounded wrong.


Axel thumbed through the mail. Mostly junk, a couple of bills, and a DVD of The Flim-Flam Man he had ordered online. He bunched up the junk mail to chuck in the recycling bin and threw the bills and DVD on the table.


That’s when he saw Priscilla’s note.

It wasn’t a pick-up-some-milk-and-eggs-at-the-store note. Those weren’t written on three lined pieces of paper. They also weren’t adorned with frowny faces every third sentence. Those didn’t have the house keys sitting on top of them.

Priscilla’s handwriting looked like the calligraphy on a wedding announcement, the loops and lines so perfect they appeared computer generated. Against his better judgment, he read the first few sentences.

“My dearest Axel, I almost texted you this afternoon, but a text felt like an impersonal and heartless way to break up. (frowny face) I read an article online that said handwritten letters were a lost art. It made me want to write you a letter, not only to connect personally but to do my part in keeping the art alive. I’ll send you the link to the article. (smiley face)”

Axel set the sheet of paper back on the table and walked into the kitchen. He dropped the junk mail into the recycling bin, kicked the recycling bin several times, found some duct tape in the junk drawer, duct-taped the hole in the side of the recycling bin, kicked the ever-loving shit out of the recycling bin again, retaped the recycling bin, and returned the duct tape to the junk drawer.

The only hard liquor in the kitchen was a half-full bottle of Smirnoff Fluffed Marshmallow vodka that someone had brought to the housewarming party to make a drink called the “S’More Drunk Than You.”


Axel poured himself a tall glass. It smelled like aftershave that a circus clown would wear. He took a big swig. It tasted like poison that a circus clown would try to kill you with. He took another gulp, refilled his glass, and walked back into the foyer. He now hated the word foyer.


He stared back at the note. In that moment, Axel understood. He saw it. He saw the whole thing.

“It’s beautiful,” he said. “It’s awful, but beautiful.”

“Uncage Your Inner Tiger and Learn to Tame Your Supreme Dragon.”

That was the name of the Tony Rogers retreat where he and Priscilla—if that was even her real name—had met. Despite the unwieldy acronym, UYITALTTYSD (pronounced “You-Ital-Ti-Sed”) was her sixth Rogers event that year alone. She had the vocab down, more confidence than a drunk bodybuilder, and a stare that made him three-quarters erect. She had five- and ten-year plans, an ambitious career path, and an exercise regime that kept her body stare-worthy. She grabbed hold of whatever she wanted and made it hers.

Apparently, she discarded things as quickly. But this wasn’t really a breakup. This was the icing on a four-month con game that Priscilla had played on Axel. That moment their eyes met hadn’t been love. She had found a mark.

How much had she made? The commission on the listing was substantial—maybe fifty grand. If he dug, he would probably find that she had owned the house through some shell. He had bid well above the asking price—on her recommendation. A hundred-grand profit, maybe two, depending on what she had bought the house for. Not bad for four months’ work. A straightforward Gold Brick Scam. If the house went into foreclosure, she could even rebuy it and stiff another sucker.

Axel drank more circus vodka. “Screw her. I can make this work. I still have my promotion. Nice guys don’t finish last.”

He picked up his briefcase, plopped down on the couch, and cracked open the reading materials that Mr. Stringer had given him. Priscilla and her frowny note could go to hell. He would fully devote himself to his new job. He’d become the best personal financial consultant on the West Coast.

Fifteen minutes of reading was all it took to burst his bubble. To burst his bubble and then take a shit on the soapy residue of that same bubble. Fifteen minutes was all Axel needed to recognize a con game—a totally different con game, but a con game nonetheless. The bank had just promoted him to be their lead huckster.

A personal financial consultant’s job, apparently, was to advise clients to invest in predesigned company funds while assuring them that those funds were the best option, regardless of whether or not there were better options or if the funds were bad options. At the same time charging consultant fees up the wazoo along with a slew of additional hidden costs. He wouldn’t be doing any analysis or research. He would be selling trust and, in return, giving his customers a knowingly inferior product. The definition of a confidence game.

He read the documents twice, shocked at their unambiguousness. They read like straight-up fraud, some of the tactics derived from classic boiler room scams. Axel immediately recognized common cons like the Budapest Shuffle, the Fried Liver Attack, and the Malachi Crunch.

He took another drink, looked toward the kitchen, and considered giving the recycling bin a few more kicks.

“This demands fire!” he shouted.

He got up and tripped over the coffee table. Back on his feet, he chucked the work papers into the empty fireplace, filled his mouth with vodka, spit-sprayed it onto the papers, and lit them with a fancy long match.

He stumbled into the foyer—seriously, fuck that word—and picked up Priscilla’s note. He spotted her jacket on the coat rack and grabbed that, too. They both went into the fireplace.

“Her gluten-free crap!” Axel shouted.

He went into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and pulled out the bread, some muffins, and all the other gluten-free swindle-food that Priscilla had demanded he buy.

The sound of the smoke detectors and the smell of burning synthetic leather alerted Axel that the flue was closed. With the burnt-pleather fumes searing his eyes, Axel navigated the smoke-filled room, opened the flue, and continued the immolation of the physical evidence of Priscilla’s existence—one inedible muffin at a time. Mostly sawdust, they burned well.

Watching the burning baked goods, he had a moment of clarity—as clear as one’s thinking could be when clown-drunk and arson-raged. He knew what he needed.


CHAPTER 5

Gretchen hated Warm Springs.

With a name that evoked the part of the public pool where someone had recently peed, Warm Springs hit the shit-hole trifecta: a desert town, a border town, and a prison town all rolled into one sweltering turd town. Everything in Warm Springs was second-rate. During World War II, it had a camp that housed Italian prisoners of war. It couldn’t even get Nazis. The current prison was second-rate, too. Not a prison at all, in fact, but a juvenile ranch facility—the junior varsity of the penal system.

To call it a town was a kindness. The downtown was a three-block stretch that had a mediocre Mexican restaurant, a hardware/feed store, a Dairy Queen, and a grocery store with overpriced toilet paper.

Gretchen parked in front of her childhood home. The house wasn’t much to look at, but it was home. She walked the three blocks to the Laudens’ house. As she approached, she felt the vibrations of heavy bass through the soles of her shoes. When no one answered the door, she picked the lock and let herself inside.

The weighty sound of Skinripper’s doom metal rose from the basement. The slow, tuned-down heaviness shook the floorboards. Gretchen couldn’t make out all the growled lyrics, but she made out the word “crepuscular.” No idea what it meant, but damn if that wasn’t the metalest word she’d ever heard.

She walked into the kitchen, ripped some paper towel off the roll, stuck it in her ears, and opened the door to the basement. The power of the big arena sound almost knocked her backward.

Skinripper was a power trio. Amanda “Louder” Lauden on drums. Jose “Pepe” Marrero on bass. Which left Gretchen’s brother Kurt “No Nickname” Ucker on guitar and vocals. One hundred decibels of plodding dread that sounded like Chewbacca in a suit of armor slowly falling down a staircase. In a good way.

Gretchen sat down on the bottom step and watched them play. Kurt strummed, stomped his foot, and wailed.

A journey of terror.

Gauntlet of an iron hand.

Crushing the peasants.

More than one man can stand.

Visigoth nightmare.

A wizard’s pox on the land.

Horror and violence.

The womb of the cursed child be damned.

On “damned,” Kurt let out a sustained scream for twenty seconds. His neck muscles bulged, and his face was beet red. Big drum flourish, cymbal crash, then silence.

Gretchen stood and clapped. “You guys sound good. Ass has been kicked.”

“I don’t know,” Kurt said, breathing heavily. “The basement’s got strong acoustics.”

“He’s being modest,” Louder said. “Of course we’re awesome.”

“You staying the night?” Kurt asked.

“Yeah,” Gretchen said. “I’m going to say hi to Mom. We can chat when you get home.”

“Awesome. Looking forward to seeing those comics.”

Gretchen went back up the stairs, turned, and waved. “Good to see you guys, too.”

Pepe waved. Louder shot her some finger guns.

Kurt turned to them. “We crushed ‘Berzerker Bloodquest.’ Let’s see if we can get through ‘Chaotic Evil (Horak’s Journey).’”

At her mom’s house, Gretchen stopped in front of the fifteen-year-old Sears family portrait of her parents and siblings. She had often found herself examining the photo, trying to find its secrets.

At first glance, she saw their normalcy. Opening presents on Christmas mornings. Summer camping trips to Kitchen Creek. Fishing trips to Lake Morena. Dove hunting in the Imperial Valley. The events and images that filled a photo album.

Three months after the photo was taken, they found Henry Ucker’s body in the desert. Twelve when he died, Gretchen remembered him as a child does, no longer sure whether the memories were real or manufactured from the sparse photographs and video.

According to multiple newspaper accounts, two off-roaders had found the lifeless body of Henry Ucker approximately nine miles south of Highway 8 in the Yuha Desert between San Diego and El Centro. The cause of death: a single gunshot wound to the chest.

Three days after the discovery of the body, video surveillance surfaced of Henry Ucker and an unidentified male accomplice burglarizing Haskell Diamonds in San Diego. Gretchen’s father’s face was clearly visible. According to the insurance company report, an estimated three hundred thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds, gold, and precious gems were stolen.

The police questioned Gretchen’s mother relentlessly, never treating her like a widow, but always as a potential accomplice. Rude, aggressive, and unnecessarily cruel. They searched the house multiple times, flashing warrants and breaking items without apology. They threatened house seizure, foster care, and forfeiture. Innocent until proven guilty didn’t apply to the family of criminals.

Warm Springs had a decision to make: have the Uckers’ backs, or turn their own backs. Martha Ramirez summed up the sentiment of the town in her statement to the papers: “I’m never going to feel completely safe knowing there had been a criminal next door. Until my husband is released from prison next year, these doors stay locked.”

At the conclusion of a yearlong investigation, fifteen individual thefts spanning a year were attributed to Henry Ucker. In most of the cases, there was little doubt of his participation. A few cases appeared dubious, tossed in to clear an open case. The fact remained: Gretchen’s father had been a professional thief.

The unidentified male accomplice at the Haskell Diamonds theft was never identified.

The Imperial Valley Sheriff’s Department investigation into the murder of Henry Ucker remained open.

Not a single suspect was named in his murder.

Not a single item of the stolen merchandise was ever recovered. In total, over two million dollars’ worth of stolen cash, jewelry, bearer bonds, coins, and stamps was attributed to Henry Ucker.

Everyone in Warm Springs focused on the revelation that Gretchen’s father was a thief. Nobody showed compassion for the kids who lost their dad. After all, the children were probably thieves, too. Bad blood and all that. Friends were no longer allowed to play with them. They became the town scapegoats. When something went missing at school, they were accused of the crime. They became “those Ucker kids.” The year her father died was the same year Gretchen learned how to fight.

She kissed her hand and pressed it to the image of her father.

Gretchen knocked on the door and entered her mother’s bedroom. “Mom? You up? It’s Gretch.”

“Come in. Come in,” Bertha said, setting down the book she was reading and sitting up in bed.

Gretchen sat on the edge of the mattress. She knew that her mother hated to be asked how she was feeling, so she asked, “How are you feeling?”

Bertha shook off the question. “You’re the one that’s too thin. Are you eating? Taking care of yourself? Is that another tattoo?” She pointed to the stick figure with a halo on Gretchen’s arm.

Gretchen wondered if her mother recognized the image as the calling card for gentleman thief Simon Templar, the Saint.

“Your angel doesn’t have any wings,” Bertha said. “Why do you mark your body up like that? You staying out of trouble?”

Gretchen winked. “It isn’t trouble if you don’t get caught.”

“What about the new job?” Bertha asked. “What was it? Sales trainee?”

“Sales associate.” Gretchen was offended that her mother had diminished her pretend job title.

“Are you seeing anyone?” Bertha asked.

“You’re burning through the questions tonight. I’ve sworn off men for a while.” Gretchen had dated a few women in the last six months, but she didn’t want to have that conversation again.

“Don’t give up,” Bertha said. “You were too young when you married Richard. There’s a good man out there. If you went to church, you might find him.”

“Speaking of something completely different, I was looking at the family portrait in the hall. The one with all of us together. With Dad.”

“You can almost see Henry’s secrets in that photo.”

“I thought we were happy,” Gretchen said. “But when I look at our smiles, I only see teeth.”

“There’s more under the surface.”

“I wish I had known Dad better.”

“You and me both.” Bertha reached for her cigarettes. “When you leave, take that picture with you. I don’t want it in this house anymore.”

“Okay.”

“Your father was an Ucker. People warned me. People that knew that family. They told me not to marry Henry. Not to marry an Ucker. We always trust the wrong people.”

“Do we still have family out there?”

Bertha dug out a cigarette from the pack, lit it, took a deep drag, and hacked a cough that sounded like crinkled plastic wrap. “You don’t want anything to do with those people. Liars and cheats. Thieves and sinners.”

“It’s not up to you whether or not we meet them. We should know.”

“‘Watch ye and pray, lest ye enter into temptation,’” Bertha said.

“Don’t try to Bible your way out of this,” Gretchen said. “How do I find them?”

Bertha coughed uncontrollably for twenty seconds. She stubbed out the cigarette. “You want a grilled cheese?”

“Are you serious?” Gretchen asked. “I’m not going to let this go.”

“It’s for your own good,” Bertha said. “Ask your brother to make you a grilled cheese. He makes the best ones.”


CHAPTER 6

Kurt, Pepe, and Louder loaded the last of the equipment into the back of the Skinrippermobile. Kurt shut the sliding door of the van and sat down on the bumper next to Louder. The Skinripper logo and their mascot, Bloodface, adorned the side of the van. Bloodface was a badass, zombie-like creature with red, bloody scratches from forehead to chin.

Pepe found a joint in his shirt pocket, lit it, and took a huge hit.

“A few steps back, Pep,” Kurt said. “I don’t want Mom to smell pot on me.”

Pepe nodded and backed up.

“I might have got us a gig,” Kurt said.

“Not another wedding?” Louder said. “You made me learn ‘YMCA’ and ‘Celebration.’ I had to wear a dress.”

“We played the ‘Macarena,’” Pepe said. “Twice. Love that tune.”

“They hated us,” Louder said.

“This is a Skinripper gig,” Kurt said. “Straight-up rocking. Bringing the Warm Springs metal revolution to the people. La Choperia in Tecate.”

“The place we saw Baculum with Queef Jerky?” Louder asked.

“That was badass,” Pepe said. “Someone pegged the singer with a full bottle of beer.”

“He was unconscious for fifteen minutes,” Louder said. “There’s no air-conditioning. They’re violent.”

“The toilet paper roll in the bathroom was on a screwdriver jammed into the wall,” Pepe said.

“Now that’s just ingenious,” Kurt said. “Doing my best. Not a lot of people knocking down our door offering us gigs.”

“There’s got to be a sweet spot between the chicken dance and aggravated assault,” Louder said.

“I can cancel,” Kurt said, defeated.

“Screw it,” Louder said. “I’m in the back of the stage anyway. You and Pepe can shield me from projectiles.”

“Do you guys care about what I think?” Pepe asked.

“Not really,” Louder and Kurt said in unison.

“Cool,” Pepe said, putting the joint out on his tongue and climbing in the driver’s seat. “I’ll bring the van back tomorrow. See you later.”

Kurt and Louder walked the three blocks to his house. They argued about how bad the Receptionists, their wedding band, had actually been.

“Come on, admit it,” Kurt said. “Our reggae cover of ‘White Wedding’ was inspired. That one dreadlocked dude hippie-danced to the whole thing.”

“Whose car is that?” Louder asked, pointing at a fifteen-year-old BMW parked on Kurt’s lawn.

“It looks like my brother Axel’s,” Kurt said.

As if on cue, Kurt’s older brother got out of the car. “Got out” was generous. In truth, Axel opened the car door, vomited, and fell out into his own puke. He then closed his eyes, curled into a ball, and squiggled in the glop until he found the sweet spot.

“Yeah, that’s all you,” Louder said. “I gag too easy. Great rehearsal.” She gave Kurt a high five, followed by a big hug.

“What was that for?” Kurt asked.

Louder shrugged and walked back in the direction of her house.

Kurt turned to Axel and kicked the bottom of his foot. “Ax? Get up. You’re sleeping in throw up.”

Axel opened his eyes and stared at Kurt. Grass blades stuck to the side of Axel’s face.

“Did you drive here from SD?” Kurt asked.

“Kurt, little bro!” Axel yelled. “What’re you doing here?”

“You’re in Warm Springs,” Kurt said. “How did you not die driving through the mountains?”

“It’s a Christmas miracle.”

“It’s July.”

“It’s a Halloween miracle.”

“Cheese ’n’ rice.” Kurt walked to the side of the house. When the cold water from the hose hit Axel, he shot to his feet and ran serpentine around the yard. Kurt chased him until Axel was thoroughly soaked.

“I’m wet,” Axel said. “I’m dripping, soaking wet.”

“You shouldn’t have asked me to spray you with water.”
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