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        Philadelphia, PA

        2:30 AM

      

      

      JB was finishing his shift. He hated working on the docks—the steel-toed boots, the gloves, the hard hat—all of it was cramping his style. And the physical labor? Yeah, he didn’t like that either. He’d much rather be getting blitzed in the back of his van.

      A lady friend would be nice too.

      It may have only been Thursday, but today was his Friday, because tomorrow was going to be the bachelor party of all bachelor parties. A night to remember! A day off and a night out—JB couldn’t wait. He was going to get so slammed, and maybe see a naked lady or two.

      All he had to do was move the last pallet off the container with the janky handjack—he was late, so he got stuck with all the janky stuff—the janky scanner, the janky forklift, and the janky handjack. He had already unloaded three full containers from the cargo ship that came in the previous night. It was one of those big ones from China filled with everything from paper towels to computer chips. The big cranes lifted them off the ship and stacked them all nice and neat for JB and his crew to unload.

      It was a monotonous job. And sometimes he had to entertain himself.

      “You should totally get high,” said Bad.

      “As a kite,” said Naughty. “Grab your stash. Nobody will notice.”

      JB had always struggled with his demons. They often manifested as two little devils on either shoulder—one was bad, and the other was downright naughty. He called them Bad and Naughty, and of course, the one on the left in the red lace lingerie was Naughty.

      JB thought about it. He peeked out of the container to see if his supervisor was around, and even though he couldn’t see that asshole Jenkins anywhere, he laughed it off.

      “Nah,” said JB, “Sorry ladies. Maybe later. I wanna have a clear head so I can get stoned tomorrow night, ya know? My buddy’s getting married.”

      “That’s too bad,” said Bad in her itty-bitty bikini. “Not even a little puff?”

      “Nah,” he giggled. “Not even a little puff, cuz one puff leads to two, and two leads to three, and next thing I know I wake up swimming in Doritos and Dew.”

      JB often discussed his personal desires with his demons—the idea of him discussing anything with imaginary devils lounging on his shoulders seemed normal. Didn’t everybody? Heck, even Tom and Jerry had shoulder devils, and they were cartoons.

      “Don’t say Dew,” said Naughty. “It’s such a turnoff.”

      “Sorry, Naughty,” winced JB.

      How depressing was it that he could make his own lady-demons go as dry as that dumb cinnamon challenge everyone was doing a while back—JB almost died from that stupidity.

      “Back to work,” he groaned as the ladies disappeared to wherever they went when they weren’t teasing and emasculating him.

      Work. It was so boring. Move things from point A to point B. Do that for three hours, then break for fifteen minutes. Another three hours, then another break. Another two and it was quittin’ time.

      At least it was the end of his shift.

      The pallet jack’s janky wheel was squealing, and JB steered it directly into the side of the container with a big loud bang that rang his ears. And maybe that was why he didn’t properly hear it.

      “ZAZZY HUNGRY. ZAZZY TEAR HEAD OFF AND EAT FROM NECK LIKE SLURPING FROM STRAW.”

      Was he still high?

      It was a workday, and he had stopped smoking at noon. But the stuff he’d been getting lately was strong enough to make him fall asleep in the middle of chowing on a big bag of chips. There was nothing JB liked more than chips, and to make him fall asleep during a feast was something to behold.

      JB backed out his way out of the container and looked over at Toby.

      “Bro, what did you say?”

      Toby shrugged. “What?” He removed his headphones.

      “Why were you talking like a fucking Muppet?”

      “What are you talking about bro?” said Toby.

      Toby was an irritable asshole, not to mention a liar. If he didn’t want to fess up to talking like a Muppet, then JB was cool with that.

      “To each their own, compadre,” said JB.

      Why was Toby talking to himself in that weird voice? And why would he deny it? It was just like a fart—if there’s two people, and one farts, they can’t go on and deny it. Just accept it. Take credit for that wicked ripper and it’s cool. It’s just a fact of life—we all fart.

      Then it struck him—Toby was just conversing with his own shoulder devils!

      “It’s okay, dude!” shouted JB as he pushed the pallet jack back into the container. “I have them too! Sometimes they make fun of my manhood, but all in all, they’re loads of fun, bro!”

      “ZAZZY DON’T WANNA SHUT UP—MAKE ME—ZAZZY GROWN UP. NO LISTEN TO EURIDIA.”

      BOOM!

      Something slammed against the metal wall of the container.

      “Damnit, Toby! Stop being a dick!” JB slipped his own headphones over his ears. “I thought we were bonding over our mutual interests, bro.”

      BOOM BOOM!

      He slid his pallet jack into the last pallet, cranked the jack, and pulled. When he exited the container, he didn’t even look over at Toby. The guy had been trying to trip him up all week, saying he heard something in one of the containers. Fuck that guy. He was an asshole anyway. JB would have been content if he never had to see Toby ever again.

      And if JB had been paying attention, he would have seen Toby one last time—in pieces and spattered all over the dock.
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      It was going to be one hell of a night. Yes, sir, the band was getting back together.

      Not literally.

      Carlos couldn’t sing. Heck, he couldn’t even hold a beat, nor did he have rhythm. That specific trait had skipped a generation. His mami was a talented dancer; strutting her stuff in jazz clubs was how she met his father.

      But Carlos? Gosh, he was an awkward kid. If he hadn’t fallen in with that group of boys, there’s no telling where he would’ve ended up. And by no means were they angels—far, far from it. Most of them had rap sheets, some longer than others. But Carlos, left to his own devices, would have become an unsociable rube.

      He was kind of a sucker. His uncle told him so after he fell for the dreaded “Hey, what’s that on your shirt” gag every summer when he came to visit from Puerto Rico.

      “Carlos,” he once said, “you’re a sucker. Your daddy was a sucker, too. You’ll fall for anything twice, just like him.”

      His dad had disappeared when he was five. Yeah, Uncle José was a jerk.

      But the boys? They were his crew, and without them Carlos wouldn’t have survived his teens. He had gotten pretty far since, but looking back on the good old days brought a smile to his face. Unfortunately, “the band” broke up for college. But that did not mean they stopped being friends, the band just disbanded for a year, then got back together in the summer to raise more hell.

      No, they stopped being friends much later.

      Carlos always listened to his gut. His gut was usually right about everything, from what food he was in the mood for, to more specific situations—like traveling from D.C. to Philadelphia to see his old mates. This, however, was one of the rare times he did not listen to his gut, and oddly enough, the last time he decided not to hear its protests was the last time he ever saw them…

      Tommy, JB, Frank, and Willy.

      The “band.” The kids from the neighborhood.

      Sometimes you did what you had to do, whether you wanted to do it or not. At least, that’s what his boss said when Carlos told him about the wedding.

      The car was new. A few coworkers told him it was a bit much, but what did he care, he had the money. Loads of it. And it wasn’t like he could take it with him in the end.

      He switched off the radio, jamming out to a Janet Jackson oldie—“Escapade,” for anyone curious—and asked Siri to load up the latest episode of his favorite podcast, The Spector Files. It took three tries to get Siri to load the correct podcast—she kept playing The Space Files. There was nothing he wanted less than to space out to outer space on his drive.

      “C’mon! C’mon!”  Carlos tapped the dash a few times, like he was expecting to pull off some kind of Arthur Fonzarelli, forcing Siri to correct herself with a little blunt force. “Top of the line stereo system and this is what I get.”

      After three or four attempts, Siri finally got it right.

      “Hello, and welcome to The Spector Files. I’m Thaddeus Spector, journalist for the Philadelphia Inquisitor and host of this program. On this week’s episode, they walk amongst us.”

      To Carlos, conspiracy theories and the like were the highest forms of entertainment—just above fantasy and science fiction. Some people called him a nerd, but why people were obsessed with everyday, mundane things was beyond his understanding. Imagination was the spice of life, and Carlos was all about that spice.

      The truth, according to Carlos, was out there...

      “Immortals. The undying. Gods,” said the host. “They have been called many things, but there is one undeniable truth—they are everywhere. In our government. CEOs of major businesses. Underground trade magnates. Shady business owners. They have assimilated into our culture and have strategically placed themselves into our lives.”

      “For real?” said Carlos, as if the host could hear him.

      Despite Carlos’s preference in consumable media, he was pretty well grounded. Heck, he was more grounded than his old friends. Those guys, they made some really bad decisions back then.

      Back then.

      They were twenty-two back then. Twenty-two when things fell apart.

      And now he was back for the first time in eight years, driving his Bugatti past the welcome sign into his hometown as pedestrians stopped to stare at the bright red sports car that scraped the pavement after every uneven bump in the road.

      Carlos was amazed at how many things hadn’t changed. The high school looked the same. The town center of the tiny village looked the same—maybe a store or two had turned over, but everything noteworthy was still there. The music shop, the paper store, the pizza place that made the worst pizza ever, but the best poppers—they were all still there. Heck, even the pharmacy where they got their weed around the back by the dumpsters looked exactly the same, as if stuffed into a time capsule and buried for posterity.

      Despite his gut, he was hoping nothing had changed with the guys—and yet, he prayed that everything had changed. After all, he was as shocked as ever to find the invitation in his mailbox.

      Tommy Lintman and Christy DeLuca were getting married. Part two.

      Part one was the reason Carlos left.
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        * * *

      

      Eight Years Ago

      “I’m going to kill you,” said Tommy. He wasn’t joking.

      Willy was standing nearby, listening.

      “Look man, I’m sorry,” said Carlos. “It just happened. I have no excuses.”

      “Carlos, I’m seriously going to kill you,” he growled. “If you don’t pack your bags, and get out of town, I am going to cut you to pieces.”

      “Tommy—"

      Tommy swung at Carlos, and Willy caught his arm.

      “Carlos,” shouted Willy. “Get out of here. Go!”

      Tommy raged, but Willy was holding him back. He was so angry, his face so red with rage, he lost all ability to communicate. It was just roars and growls and slobber.

      He had never been on that side of Tommy before. And seeing it now, directed at him, broke his heart.
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        * * *

      

      When he turned down Chambers Street, it was like he had gone back in time. Eight years had flown by, but he could still remember those days rushing over to Tommy’s on his bike after bussing tables at the diner. It was a shitty time in his life, like all formative years, and yet they were the best of times. Just Carlos and the guys and Christy.

      A party van was parked in front of Tommy’s parents’ place, and a familiar face was leaning against the hood as he pulled up. A face Carlos wasn’t expecting to see.

      “Sunnuva bitch,” said Carlos as he hopped out of the car before shifting it into park. He popped back into the driver’s seat, shifted, then deployed the safety brakes for good measure. The last thing he wanted to do was to ruin his ride after only driving it off the lot earlier that morning.

      “This fool? Really?”

      “Apparently they’ll let anyone out of jail these days,” said Carlos.

      “Bro, I’ve been out four years.”

      The little guy had changed. Most notably, he wasn’t a little guy anymore. He was big—meatier than muscular—which was a long way from the skinny short kid with the silly laugh Carlos remembered.

      Carlos wasn’t sure if this was a hugging situation. He hadn’t seen Frank since he robbed the local paper store for smokes and all of fifty bucks out of the register. He got six years.

      Frank went in for a hug, and Carlos hesitated. Frank pulled back and gave him a firm handshake instead. Then things got awkward.

      “Am I okay parked here?” asked Carlos. Half the buildings on the block were burned out. The fancy red luxury sports car stood out like Tommy’s parents’ house amongst the devastation. It was the only one with green grass and a front door.

      This wasn’t how Carlos remembered it. This neighborhood had fallen on hard times.

      “I think you’re good,” said Frank. His tone was sarcastic, but Carlos didn’t appear to notice. “You live down in D.C.? Working for the government or something?”

      “What?” said Carlos. “I’m just a pencil pusher.”

      Frank winked. “Sure.”

      How exactly Frank knew he worked for the government was kind of a mystery. It wasn’t like Carlos put that kind of stuff out on social media. All his profiles were private. The only person he had added into his inner circle—made up mostly of acquaintances and family members he hadn’t spoken to in years—was Christy…

      He had to think about this one a little more. No need to worry just yet.

      Carlos wanted to ask the million-dollar question—how, when, and why did Christy and Tommy get back together? And why did they invite him to a whole weekend of celebration, starting with the bachelor party through their wedding tomorrow evening? How had their relationship resurrected itself from the trainwreck that derailed it eight years ago?

      “Carlos?”

      That voice. It was like stepping back in time.

      “Tommy?” said Carlos, spinning on his heel.

      Tommy looked the same as ever. Tall. Skinny. Just a lot less hair—both in length and the way it receded at the corners of his forehead.

      There was no awkwardness. Once he saw his best friend again for the first time in eight years, all the trepidation was gone. They hugged it out and gave each other a once-over.

      “Dude, you look the same,” said Tommy. “The fancy beard is a nice touch.”

      “Thanks. Grew it myself,” said Carlos.

      If it wasn’t for the letter that accompanied the invitation, Carlos would never have considered this reunion. It was heartfelt, honest, funny, and most notably, forgiving.

      They spent the next five minutes catching up on this and that, but neither of them mentioned Christy’s name, or the event that recently changed Carlos’s life. Perhaps it wasn’t intentional, but perhaps it was. Carlos wasn’t going to mention it until Tommy did, and Tommy hadn’t even tiptoed in that direction despite the opportunity to do so.

      That’s when an old van pulled up behind the Bugatti.

      “Is JB still driving around the Stank-Mobile?” asked Carlos.

      “JB is still living with his parents,” said Tommy.

      “So do you,” said Carlos, matter-of-factly.

      “Oh,” said Tommy. “No, I bought the place. My parents moved to Florida.”

      Carlos smiled and nodded. That wasn’t what he had heard.

      When JB leapt out of the old rusty brown van, the smell wafted over on the breeze trail behind him.

      “Fuck me! Is that Carlos?”

      JB was wearing a t-shirt that Carlos swore he’d been wearing for the last decade, with brown corduroy pants—the kind that swished—and a ratty old flat cap he wore backwards. His long hair needed a good brushing, and those sandals! The guy still wore sandals in all weather.

      “Tiz I, in the flesh.” Carlos winced for a moment. Being around his old pals had him acting like his old self—like a total dork.

      After everything that happened, Carlos had decided he needed to be a better man when he left town. And he did. He became a different man, but the better part was still up for debate. He found himself bouncing from relationship to relationship—he even had an affair with a married woman. He still hadn’t shaken off the guilt from that one.

      And that was the thing about Carlos. He wasn’t some jerk or some guy who went around destroying other people’s lives. That’s why he felt so awful, because after the affair he had done it twice…

      The four of them stood around catching up on good times when a set of car tires screeched around the corner. They all looked up in time to see the car—a tricked-out Subaru that looked like it was street-illegal—slam on its brakes just long enough to eject a man from the back seat before it took off again with squealing tires. The man rolled twice on the pavement, then stood up and brushed himself off. His suit was ripped at the knee, and he had a little blood on the collar from a busted lip, but all in all he seemed alright, even after such an entrance.

      “Gentlemen,” said Willy.

      “Willy, what the hell was that?” asked JB.

      “Ah, nothing,” said Willy. “Just a misunderstanding.” Then his jaw dropped. “Is that fucking Carlos standing before me in the flesh? Did he already make that joke?”

      They didn’t hug. Instead, the two shared a special handshake that splintered off into Carlos banging away on make-believe drums while Willy slapped the air like he was plucking the strings of a bass.

      “You fools,” said Frank. “Still pretending to be in a band?”

      “Hey now,” said Willy, “the rhythm section always sticks together.” He looked down at his knee and winced. “Any of you have a Band-Aid?”

      “I gotchu bro!” said JB as he sauntered over to the Stank-Mobile. “I know I got one in glove compartment next to my stash.”

      “A stash? In the glove compartment?” asked Carlos.

      “Sure! Where else should I keep my road weed?” said JB.

      “Damn, some things really don’t change,” said Carlos, as JB rummaged around in the glove compartment.

      “Wow,” said Willy. “Whose car is that?” He was eyeing up the Bugatti.

      “Mine, actually,” said Carlos. “Just got it last week. It doesn’t take turns very well. I have to slow way down or I get yanked into the passenger seat…” They were looking at him strangely. “…or the window. So, what’ve we got in store for tonight?”

      “Ah! Ah!” said Frank, waving a finger in their faces. “It’s a secret. As the Bestest-Man, I have a special night of surprises for the groom getting hitched to the love of his life.” He checked his watch. “Oh shit, we’re late. Get in! Get in! We have exactly thirty minutes to make our first stop of the evening.”

      “Where’s that?” asked Tommy as they filed into the party van—there was a blue cartoon hippo on the side next to the phrase Fun Bus spelled out in five different primary colors.

      “Reservations for light dinner at the best steak house in the city,” Frank proclaimed.

      “Barclay Prime?” guessed Willy.

      “What are we? A bunch of rich yuppie assholes?” shouted Frank. “No! Steak & Leggs! Strippers, baby! Strippers all night!”

      They filed into the party bus as Frank hopped into the driver’s seat.

      “Is this a kid’s party bus?” asked Carlos, just before he boarded. He looked back at Tommy’s house, his mind racing with thoughts—was this the right thing to do? Was he really going to go through with this? The front curtain moved, and he swore he saw Christy standing by the window. What he would give to know what changed her mind.
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      “Hey man,” whispered Willy. “It’s been a time.”

      “Yeah, it has,” said Carlos.

      They were sitting at the back of the party van while Tommy and JB harassed Frank, who was driving. If Willy had known Frank was gonna drive, he would have stayed with the fine fellas he had arrived with.

      “Have you and Tommy ever…” Either Carlos was playing dumb, or he was overwhelmed. The fact that he couldn’t pick up what Willy was trying to put down was suspect. It should have been obvious—or maybe Carlos was just that oblivious.

      “Ever…?” said Carlos, shaking his head. “Ever what?”

      “Spoken about it?”

      “No,” said Carlos, “The past is the past, ya know?”

      “No,” said Willy, “I don’t know.”

      He didn’t mean for it to come off like that. He removed his tie, unbuttoned the top few buttons on his shirt, and relaxed. Maybe he was feeling a tension that wasn’t there. After all, the Blanco Brothers did rough him up a bit before dropping him off, and his knee was still throbbing. They knew his affliction. They’d done it on purpose to prove a point—that Willy was skating on thin ice.

      It wasn’t a life-threatening cut to his knee, but he would have to keep an eye on it. Still, he would’ve preferred to enjoy this night without any pain or discomfort—while wearing an unsoiled, unruined pair of pants.

      “So, what’s going on with you?”

      “You know, the usual,” said Willy. “Financial job downtown. Some side hustles.”

      “Ah, so you finished your degree?” Carlos looked proud of his old pal.

      “No,” said Willy. “Do you know how easy it is to fake that kind of stuff? Nobody ever checks.”

      “Sure,” said Carlos. He didn’t appear to be persuaded.

      “Hey Frank!” yelled Willy. “How about you learn to properly drive a van this size without hitting every pothole and bump, huh?”

      Frank flipped him the bird just as they hit a pothole that sent Willy and Carlos careening to the ceiling.

      “No love lost between you two, huh?”

      “He’s a dick,” said Willy, as JB and Tommy rummaged through the liquor stash in one of Frank’s old party coolers.
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        * * *

      

      The drive from Tommy’s house across the Ben Franklin bridge into Philadelphia was a breeze. The gang was all there, and they were having a great time. They joked, they laughed, they busted balls, JB resurrected an old game of Nut Tag with a brutal slap to Frank’s groin, and Willy gave them investment advice over a steak dinner with a stripper dancing above their plates from a pole that was bolted to the very center of their table.

      The second stop on their tour was a piano bar that got great reviews—or so Frank said before he spit on the bouncer as they were being ushered out.

      “I’m never coming here again!” said Frank with his baby-face smile.

      “I doubt they’d let you in, even if you tried,” said Tommy.

      “That’s okay, bro,” said JB. “Their beer selection was lame. What the hell is a Stella? Just give me a Corona or something with Lite at the end, bro. Ya know, the classics.”

      “Not everybody has the palate of a teenager, JB,” said Willy.

      “Hey man, just because I ordered Chicken Nuggies at Steak & Leggs doesn’t mean I don’t have a refined palate, dude. I mean, I work the docks, bro. Do you know how many pallets I move in a single night? I’m refined, bro. Totally refined.”

      Stop number three was to the famous McGillin’s Ale House. They spent a grand total of fifteen minutes there before they left.

      “Bros, I swear, I did not know that was a dude. Hipsters, man. He had long luxurious hair,” said JB.

      “You have long luxurious hair,” said Carlos.

      “Los, I love you man,” said JB. “Thank you for noticing.”

      Stop number four was an Irish pub—one of Christy’s favorites, from what Carlos could remember. They were there only an hour before some guy bumped into Tommy on his way back from the restroom.

      “I don’t get it, man,” growled Tommy. “Normal people walk on the right. How hard is it to use the laws of the road when walking through a narrow hallway?”

      Carlos nodded. “I agree, I agree.”

      “Did he forget to use his blinker?” asked Willy.

      “He sure as fuck did not. Bumped right into me.”

      “Cool it, bro. We can go to the next place and chill, alright,” said JB. “A place where people use their blinkers when taking a piss.”

      “Where to?” asked Tommy.

      “You know where we’re going,” said Frank, nearly shouting.

      “What?” said Tommy. “Are you serious?”

      “Where are we going?” asked Carlos. It was weird—in the years since leaving, and despite being locked up, Frankie and Tommy had become close. Close enough to make Frank his best man. It made Carlos feel a little jealous. But the night was going exactly as he thought it would.

      Carlos was never a troublemaker, but his friends were. Did he forget all about this in the years since, romanticizing their friendships?

      JB was a pot dealer. The guy never trafficked in anything more, except the one time he helped the Blanco Brothers move a few thousand dollars in hot stereo equipment. To Carlos’s knowledge, JB had never been caught, but it wasn’t like he was careful. It seemed only a matter of time.

      Willy was a gambler. The guy could visualize numbers and complicated math like he was a wizard. And because he was good at it meant he needed to flaunt it. Whether that was counting cards, betting on horses, sports, even the opening coin toss of the fucking Super Bowl—Willy knew the odds and played them to varying degrees of success. That’s the thing about numbers—you can be right nine out of ten times, but that tenth time was a bitch.

      Tommy had a mean streak. The guy put his fist through Christy’s driver side window when they first started dating. He’d thought one of the Blanco Brothers was hiding in the back seat. Carlos had seen Tommy him break ten noses and two jaws. But it wasn’t that those guys didn’t deserve it. They were all scumbags. It was just that with Tommy, he used his fists before he used his brain—and that landed him a few nights in the slammer and a few more court dates—including those three months in juvie when he set Principal Wainright’s front lawn on fire. The thing was, Tommy’s dad was a lawyer. Mr. DeLuca’s lawyer, to be exact, and there wasn’t much Mr. Lintman couldn’t do with fancy words—before he lost it all.

      And Frank? The one and only time that kid decided to do something dumb, he paid for it with six years. Not even Mr. Lintman could sweet-talk a judge and jury out of that one. They caught him on camera, gun and all.

      But all of them were loyal as hell. Which was why Carlos’s fuckup was so bad. He was the one who ruined it. Not by breaking necks or noses. Not by breaking the law. He broke something far worse than that. He broke their trust.

      “Wait, so where are we going?” asked JB. He was as confused as the rest of them as they marched down Spruce Street.

      “Drinkers!” shouted Frank.

      “No way, bro!” said JB. “I haven’t been there since college, bro.”

      “You didn’t go to college, JB,” said Willy.

      “I know, dude. Since you guys were in college.”

      An unmarked black van cruised by, running a red light. Someone at the intersection laid on the horn and Carlos watched the van as it disappeared around the next corner.

      “You okay?” asked Tommy. “You look spooked.”

      “Yeah,” said Carlos. “Spooked. I’m fine. Just reminded me of something.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Carlos,” said JB over the noise.

      Drinkers was a rowdy place on a Friday night. The jukebox was blasting and there were so many people jammed into that old bar that it was standing room only. But, they were all having such a good time, that Carlos barely realized JB was trying to get his attention.

      “I’ve got a little business deal going on. Do you want in?”

      “What is it?” It was the kind of question that brought Carlos back down to earth. He was having such a good time, he nearly forgot about…everything.

      “You know those photo huts, bro? Back in the day, there were these little huts in the middle of parking lots where you could drop off your film and they’d develop it for you.”

      “Yeah, I sort of remember those,” said Carlos. “Are you buying into a franchise?”

      Willy laughed.

      “No dude, I wanna do that, but with tacos, bro,” said JB.

      “Isn’t that like a stationary food truck?”

      “I guess,” said JB. “But it’s my dream, bro. I don’t need much. Whatever you can give.”

      Carlos thought about it for a moment. JB saw the Bugatti. Was Carlos being tested? He grabbed his phone and punched a special code into the lock screen, then allowed it to scan his face before the phone opened.

      “Whoa,” said Tommy. “That’s a lot of security on that thing.”

      “Yeah,” said Carlos with a nervous chuckle. “I need it.” He opened an app, then punched a few digits in before looking at JB. “Are you still JBJBJB at A-O-L dot com?”

      “That’s three JBs! Right on. That’s it, dude.”

      “I’m gonna Venmo you some money.”

      “Dude! You’re the best, bro!” JB yanked out his phone to check the transaction.

      For a moment, Carlos thought he had done something very wrong.

      “Bro,” said JB. “Did you accidentally hit an extra zero or something?”

      “What? No,” said Carlos. “Do you need more?”

      “Shuttup,” whispered JB, looking at his shoulder. It was something he did every now and then since they were kids. Something about bad and wicked, or whatever. “An extra five would be great.” He looked like he had just swallowed a Dorito sideways.

      “Sure,” said Carlos. What was an extra five at this point?

      Everyone was quiet despite the noise.

      “Are you okay, JB?” asked Tommy.

      “Sure, bro,” he said. He sounded spacey. “Carlos just sent me twenty-five thousand dollars to start my taco hut business.”

      Frank said, “No way.”

      They all glared at Carlos.

      “What?” he shrugged. “Just trying to help a guy out.”

      “Congratulations, JB!” said Tommy, breaking the silence.

      “I know, bro! Carlos, I promise, I’ll name a taco after you.”

      “Yeah,” said Carlos, feeling paranoid. Had he gone too far? “You don’t have to do that.”

      Tommy had a look on his face that Carlos could not decipher. He took his beer and raised it.

      “Guys! Guys guys guys. I have something to say.”

      He had their attention, and even though they were all his closest pals, he looked nervous.

      Tommy Lintman was never the best-looking guy, or a gifted athlete. All he ever wanted was his friends close and Christy closer. At thirty, he seemed slower, matured, less hot-headed and more understanding. Carlos liked this version of Tommy. Carlos wanted to be best friends with this version of Tommy, even if Frank had beaten him to it.

      Tommy took a breath and said what he was thinking.

      “I’m here with my best bros. Some I haven’t seen in a long time. I’m glad you’re all here. I’m getting married to the love of my life! But tonight. Tonight, my friends, we live like it’s our last night on Earth.”

      And with that, they all cheered, drank, snuck into the restroom, and began smoking something JB had stashed in his shorts.
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        * * *

      

      11 Years Ago

      “What do you think it’s like?” asked Tommy.

      “What what’s like, bro?” asked JB.

      The Stank-Mobile was parked in the middle of the woods at night. The only place they could go to dip into JB’s stash without getting caught in their small hometown. The local cops had chased them out of their previous spots, and none of them wanted to risk getting caught again.

      “Same thing Tommy’s been dreaming about his whole life,” said Willy, lounging on the hood and blowing smoke rings up into the starry sky.

      Across the lake was the DeLuca estate. They could see the lights and hear the dogs barking as Mr. DeLuca went out to feed them whole raw steaks for dinner. When one of them acted up, he took out a gun and fired into the air. They could even hear him yelling at the dogs to calm down or “next time it’ll be in your keester.”

      Carlos chuckled, but not because he found it humorous. In fact, he found it scary as hell. The whole family scared him—except Christy. She didn’t belong with the rest of the DeLuca tribe. The father was a sociopath, and the younger brother might be worse, and he was just nine or ten. There were stories about the family, but nobody dared to say those things out loud. Words had a way of getting back to Angelo DeLuca, and nobody wanted that kind of heat.

      “What’s that, bro?” asked JB as he took another hit on his bong, cross-legged on an old wooden stump. “What have you been dreaming about your whole life?”

      “What it would be like to have that much money and power,” said Willy, speaking for Tommy.

      “Nah,” he said, next to Carlos, sitting in the open door to the Stank-Mobile on the stinky shag carpet. Despite his words, they all knew he was lying. Tommy’s dad had been doing business with the DeLucas since before he was born, and he spent more time up in that estate running around in those gardens than anyone else alive. “What do you think it’s like to date Christy DeLuca?”

      “Boring,” said JB. “I’d be too scared to make a move. I’d be rounding second base with one hand and holding onto my balls with the other.”

      “Her dad would cut them off,” said Frank, basking in the high from a tree limb. “Feed them to his dogs.”

      “Exactly!”

      “She’s sweet,” said Carlos. “I talked to her a few times at school. She’s not what you expect.”

      “You into Christy?” said Frank. It sounded like a razz, but Tommy looked at him like it was an accusation.

      “Nah,” said Carlos, waving it off, “That’s Tommy’s future wife we’re talking about.” The words felt like a betrayal coming out of his mouth.

      “Wife?!” laughed Tommy. “I just want to have some fun with her. Play with her boobies.”

      “Boobies?!” laughed Frank after taking a long hit on JB’s bong. “What are you? Twelve?”

      “Gentlemen,” groaned Willy, “if we’re going to be adolescents and discuss the female body, I hope we can at least do so in a mature manner.”

      “Mat-oo-urrrr,” said Frank, mimicking Willy’s pronunciation.

      “Tommy, bro, go for it,” said JB. “I don’t know what’s stopping him!”

      “Who’re you talking to?” asked Frank.

      “Nobody,” grumbled JB. “Just bad.”

      “You’re so fucking high,” laughed Willy.

      “He’s talking to the aliens,” said Carlos.

      “Aliens?” grumbled JB. “How do you believe in that shit?”

      “The truth is out there,” said Carlos.

      “JB’s the only stoner I know that doesn’t believe in aliens.” Frank laughed. “Dude gets high, then thinks about normal stuff, like politics and the economy.”

      “Fiscal shit is my jam,” said JB.

      “No,” said Willy, “fiscal shit is my jam. Your jam is that shit growing on your sandals.”

      “Eww. That’s the wrong kind of fungus.”

      “I bet if I ate it, I’d still trip balls,” said JB.

      And they all laughed…except Tommy.

      Carlos threw a twig at JB, who grabbed it out of the air and pretended like he was going to smoke that too.

      “I should,” said Tommy, standing up.

      “You should what?” asked Carlos, and his stomach tied in knots. Was he going to do what he was so afraid Tommy was going to do?

      “I’m going for it.”

      “When?” asked Frank.

      “Right now,” said Tommy, as he took off his shirt and dove into the lake.

      “You’re going to swim over there?” shouted Carlos.

      “Yeah! Wish me luck, jerkoffs!”

      And she said yes. She said yes that night. Carlos had to admit, it was a heck of a gesture. And Tommy got to play with more than just Christy’s body—he played with her heart the most. On again. Off again. Breakups. Blowouts. Threats. Cheating.

      Why they kept getting back together was a mystery.
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        * * *

      

      Carlos was high, but he wasn’t that high.

      On the grand scale of highness, Carlos was hardly high—though he was higher than he had been in years. Not since the last time they were together.

      His chest itched. It reminded him of what tonight was all about.

      “Hey man,” he said to Tommy when they had gotten back to their little spot by the pool table. Tommy was eyeing up some woman at the bar, and Carlos felt obligated to distract him. “So, what have you been up to all this time? Financially speaking.”

      “Huh?” asked Tommy. “Dude, you see her? She’s been smiling at me all night.”

      “Yeah, I see her,” said Carlos. “You and Christy, how are you guys paying the bills these days?”

      “What? Why are you asking?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “Aha! There’s my future son-in-law!” said a familiar voice that sent shock waves down Carlos’s back. Two big leathery hands descended onto Tommy’s shoulders and began to massage them like he was being tenderized. One of them had a giant pinky ring with a big blue stone. He knew all too well whose ring that belonged to. He’d once seen the imprint it left behind in another man’s forehead.

      When Carlos turned, he was looking into the face of the devil himself.

      “Mr. DeLuca,” said Tommy. “How’d you know we were here?”

      “Come on now, son,” said Mr. DeLuca, eyeing Carlos up like he was a rotten, smelly fish. “I have my ways.”

      Mr. DeLuca looked as scary as the last time Carlos had seen him. He had more silver in his hair, and there was less of it, but those steely blue eyes and leathery tan skin with that Jack Nicholson smile were as devilish as always. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and jeans, which was like seeing a grizzly bear without its fur—Carlos had never seen the man in anything less than a suit. Mr. DeLuca still wore a big, gold Catholic cross around his neck. He was flanked by his son, Sal—who hadn’t changed in eight years except to accumulate zits and a crooked nose—and his bodyguard, the enigmatic Mizuki.

      Mizuki had been employed by Mr. DeLuca for the last few decades and still looked like he could slice and dice a man three times his size. He was tall and slender, but mean, and there was nobody Carlos feared more…

      …except…

      “Carlos,” said Mr. DeLuca as he settled in next to him.

      “Mr. DeLuca, how are you, sir?”

      “You owe me seven-hundred-fifty grand,” said Mr. DeLuca.

      Sal smiled. The kid always looked like he had been created in a lab combining the more wicked parts of both human and weasel.

      Tommy started giggling. Then JB and the others.

      “I’m just fucking with you, Carlos,” said Mr. DeLuca. “Jeez, kid. Lighten up.”

      Carlos laughed. “Sorry, sir. I’ve always been intimidated by you.”

      “I know,” Mr. DeLuca said.

      A single corner of Mizuki’s mouth curled into a semi-smile—the rest of his face was hidden behind his black shades. Carlos had seen the man break someone’s neck, but he’d never heard him speak.

      “Alright, gentlemen! What are we doing tonight, huh?” said Mr. DeLuca. “We’re celebrating my baby getting married, right? To this fool right here, eh?” He punched Tommy on the arm, and he nearly fell over into Willy.

      “It’s a surprise!” said Frank. “A trip down memory lane. All Tommy’s favorites. We still have six more spots to hit before midnight.”

      “Oh, I like surprises,” said Mr. DeLuca, “especially when the surprise is getting my dick sucked.” Everyone laughed but Willy and Carlos, who both chuckled along uncomfortably. Carlos hid his discomfort by taking a swig of his beer.

      “Ew, Dad!” whined Sal.

      “Shut up, faggot!” spat Mr. DeLuca. Then he turned to Carlos. “Did that make you uncomfortable, Carlos?”

      His son, Sal, leaned forward onto the table, ignoring the slur to watch someone else take his father’s heat.

      “What?” Carlos lied. “Not at all, sir.”

      Carlos was well aware of Mr. DeLuca’s xenophobia. If you weren’t straight, Christian, and white, Mr. DeLuca made sure you knew it.

      “Good,” said Mr. DeLuca. “I’m glad. I didn’t want you to go around thinking poorly of me, Carlos. But don’t worry, underage Sal here won’t be getting his dick sucked tonight.”

      “Damnit, Dad!” said Sal, his cheeks growing rosy.

      “What? You’re underage,” said Mr. DeLuca. “I couldn’t leave you home alone, pouting in the basement all night.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Mr. DeLuca raised his arm as if to backhand Sal—but he quickly decided against it—perhaps because they were in public. Sal however, flinched. It didn’t seem to be a joke to the kid.

      “How old are ya now, Sal?” asked Willy, breaking the tension. Willy was good at that. He always knew when to move the conversation along.

      “I’m almost twenty,” said Sal.

      “Why not just say nineteen?” said his father.

      “Nineteen?” said JB. “Wow, bro, when we were nineteen, we were getting into so much trouble, dude! That was the year Willy got arrested for underage gambling, and Tommy and Frank were caught taking that car for an extended test drive⁠—”

      “—we were gonna take it back,” laughed Tommy, nodding to Frank.

      “—it takes time to fully try out all the features and get a feel for how it handles tight turns,” said Frank.

      “Exactly!” laughed Tommy. “They let us go the next morning.”

      “And Carlos,” said JB, “he got caught with a whole backpack full of weed.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “That was your weed, JB,” said Carlos. “You stashed it on me when the cops showed up. I was lucky enough that Tommy’s dad had a silver tongue.”

      Tommy laughed so hard, there were tears in his eyes.

      “And bro!” continued JB, “I got punched in the face at the Rocky Horror show. I peeked into the dressing room and got coldcocked by Frank N. Furter!”

      They all laughed, but Mr. DeLuca didn’t seem happy.

      “What are you guys doing?” he said. “Don’t teach my boy about all the delinquent things you did when you were nineteen.”

      “Sorry, Mr. DeLuca,” said JB. “Just having a little fun, bro.”

      “You all sound like a bunch of illegals the way you behaved,” he said. His eyes lingered on Carlos for a moment. He was the only brown man in the group.

      It was strange. Carlos knew what Mr. DeLuca did for a living. Guy wasn’t exactly legit.

      “Whatever the case,” said Mr. DeLuca, finally thawing, “we’re men, and we’re gonna act like men tonight. Right, boys?”
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        * * *

      

      “Is this it?” asked JB.

      Oh, he was tripping. Balls. The weed he stashed in his shorts was some of the best he ever had the pleasure to smoke. It was premium bud from some mysterious, exotic place… Al-ber-ker-kee? He wasn’t great at geography, but he couldn’t even find it on the map.

      Maps were pretty cool. He always wanted to draw maps. Maybe that was what he wanted to do. He could get high and draw maps and sell tacos. Whatever he did, he wanted to work with his hands. His fingers were magic, and he knew it. He could fill taco shells with all the fixins’ as well as he could twiddle the bean, you know what I mean?

      Gosh darn, JB was always a trip—his friends thought so. That’s why they kept him around. He was a fun guy, supplying fungi when the mood was right, ya dig?

      He also had a serious case of ADHD and didn’t hear Frank reply.

      “Bro, is this it?” he asked again.

      “Damn dude,” groaned Frank as he put the party van in park. “I just said, yes! This is the place.”

      “Oh, I thought it would be bigger.”

      “C’mon, gentlemen,” said Mr. DeLuca. “My father took me here for my bachelor party. It is literal heaven.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Carlos whispered to Willy.

      “What did you say?” asked Sal.

      “Oh, nothing,” said Carlos.

      The place was a dump. It was a strip club somewhere in West Philly called the Venus Flytrap, and it smelled like ripe butt hole on a hot 4th of July. JB was familiar—it was one of his core memories: being squeezed by his Aunt Tilda with the worst case of swamp ass he ever had the displeasure of sniffing at close proximity.

      There were a few cars in the lot, mostly beaters, but one that stood out. The Aston Martin caught JB’s eye. How much weed did he need to sell to get him one of those?

      “How much weed do you think I need to sell to get me one of those?” he asked.

      “Brand new?” said Carlos, “About 325, off the lot.”

      Mr. DeLuca sneered.

      “Three hundred twenty-five? Dollars?” asked JB.

      “Thousand,” said Willy. “Three hundred twenty-five thousand.”

      “I test drove one last week,” said Carlos, and they all looked at him again. JB couldn’t tell if he was joking. The whole thing had to be a joke, right? That and the Bugatti? Right? He was fucking with them, like the nerd who rolled up to his class reunion pretending to be a hot shot.

      He gave his friend a quick inspection—he was wearing fancy clothes. That sports jacket looked expensive, and that shirt? It was definitely not in JB’s paygrade. Even those shoes! Gosh darnit, those shoes were fly as fuck! Were they wingtips? JB had no idea what a wingtip shoe was, but he knew they were fancy.

      For the sake of arguments, JB typed Carlos Rodriguez into the search on his phone. He didn’t realize how many there would be, but the article at the top stood out.

      Sal said, “JB, you’ve been selling since I was in middle school.”

      “True,” said JB as he scanned through the article, meandering after the others as they made their way to the front of the Venus Flytrap.

      There was a bouncer with a handwritten sticky nametag—it said “Hello, my name is: Brutus,” and JB got distracted searching for his ID.

      “Hey fellas!” said some rasta-looking guy by the entrance. He was grabbing a smoke. “You looking for a good time? Or are you looking for a great time?” The entire top row of his teeth were gold—and he wore more frosty bling around his neck than JB thought was possible for a skinny guy that size.

      “We’re good,” said Mr. DeLuca. “Go back to doing whatever shady business you have going on over there. We don’t need any prostitutes.”

      Mizuki glared at the man, and he stood down.

      “Sheesh, motherfucker, I’m no pimp,” said the man. “I was tryin’ ta help ya out.”

      Brutus laughed.

      “JB,” said Sal, “After all those years of selling pot, how close are you to owning one of those Aston Martins?”

      “Not very.”

      “Exactly,” said Sal. He sounded like a bratty kid.

      JB was all about peace and love. He was a hippie at heart, but Sal rubbed him all the wrong ways. That kid was creepy as fuck.

      Mr. DeLuca slipped the bouncer a wad of bills, and he agreed to let Sal through.

      “C’mon, JB,” said Frank. “There’s definitely some geriatric titties in this place you’re preventing us from seeing.”

      JB was still browsing through the article while mining for his ID in his baggy pocket. He didn’t know why he was so enamored with the article. JB may not have been the smartest man in the world, but he did know there were a lot of Carlos Rodriguezs in the world…

      …And that’s when JB saw the photo.

      “Holy shit balls, bro!” shouted JB. He pointed at Carlos.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Carlos.

      “Fucking Carlos, man!” said JB—he kept jabbing his finger at Carlos like he was stabbing him.

      Mr. DeLuca rolled his eyes.

      Brutus perked up. So did the rasta-guy having a smoke.

      “What?” asked Tommy, grabbing JB’s phone.

      “He won the fucking lotto. Biggest Mega Millions jackpot in years.”

      Carlos looked embarrassed.

      “Secret’s out,” he said, shrugging. “I guess…”

      “Let’s get going,” growled Mr. DeLuca. “I need a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey ladies! This is our buddy, Carlos! He’s rich as fuck and he’s buying dances for all of us!” shouted Frank as they entered the Venus Flytrap.

      Carlos had to admit, this wasn’t the way he expected them all to find out about his fortuitous situation. He didn’t like to talk about it much. Heck, he still went to work like anyone else, despite his bloated bank account with twice the amount of whole numbers than decimal places, which was a first for him.

      Still, he wasn’t sure he wanted the whole establishment of the Venus Flytrap to know.

      Then again, when the haze of the room lifted and his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Carlos realized there wasn’t much he had to worry about.

      There were no more than five dancers—two of whom were age-appropriate. There was a bartender falling asleep with a cigarette in his mouth, and the DJ was an old iPod on shuffle. Besides the eight of them entering, there was a grand total of ten patrons in the room…

      “Did I hear drinks on this guy?” said the rasta-man, standing with their group.

      …eleven patrons—all of which mumbled some form of affirmative as Carlos shuffled over to the bartender and opened a tab for everyone, including the dancers.
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        * * *

      

      One of the gringos called him “rasta-man.” That really pissed Jester off. Of course, his real name wasn’t Jester—it was Chester—but when the King gave you a nickname, you took it.

      Stormy was waiting for his call. He was running short on suckers this week. One more week under par and she was going to cut him loose. Being cut loose by Stormy would ruin Jester. All he had was his street cred, and she would have put the word out that he wasn’t worth the trouble…or worse.

      Yeah, he had an attitude problem. And yeah, he may have been a bit of a loose cannon and a coke fiend. But he was good at his work. He was a recruiter, of sorts—a concierge, of sorts—a party man, of sorts—a fixer, of sorts. You could not find a job like his on Indeed.com. There was no resumé for what he did best.

      BUZZ

      His phone went off. Stormy was waiting, and he may have just hit the jackpot.

      JB—the stoner—got up to hit the head.

      “Gotta break the seal!” he said, even though he had been to the john three times over the last half hour—and not a moment too soon. They only had another hour before lockdown.

      Jester followed JB, proclaiming, “Me too, my brothers from other mothers.”

      The groom-to-be laughed. It wasn’t funny, but Jester was good at his work. He leapt from the stool next to the stage—a dancer with a cesarean scar was hitting it like she had five kids at home to feed—and Jester tipped her a twenty out of pity.

      If these fools were having fun here, he couldn’t imagine what they’d do when they saw Finity…

      He followed JB to the john—it was a small room with two urinals and Frank was in there finishing up.

      “JB, didn’t you just take a piss?” said Frank.

      “Bro, my seal is faulty, bro. Naughty says I just like shaking it.”

      “Oh, yeah, Naughty…” Frank shook his head and left without washing.

      Jester then settled into the next stall beside the pothead.

      “Hey bruv,” said Jester. “I have yet to properly introduce myself. I’m Jester.”

      “Oh, cool,” said JB, offering a free hand to shake.

      Jester glared at him, and JB quickly retracted his hand.

      “Right! Two hands are better for aiming, bro.”

      “Two hands? Wha!?” growled Jester—but he cooled himself. Did this cat really use two hands on his junk just to piss? “No harm no foul, bruv.” Although it was foul. “Listen, is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      His eyes were at half-mast. The guy was already drunk as hell.

      “Your friend. Carlos? Is he rich?”

      “Yeah, man! He won the lotto, bro! Gave me twenty-five K an hour ago for my taco hut. Bro is just giving it away!”

      “Just giving it away?”

      “Yeah, he took his phone with all this security and shit, and he sent me twenty-five bones for nothing more than being his friend.”

      “Wow,” said Jester. “What a good guy.”

      “Yeah, Carlos was always a good guy. Haven’t seen him in years. Rolls up into town in a Bugatti, man, for Tommy’s bachelor party.”

      Jester turned back to re-aim. He had gone off-course after that revelation.

      “Say, JB?”

      “Yeah, bro?”

      “Me and my partners, we own an establishment across town that would take this bachelor party to the next level. Would you and your friends be down?”

      “Oh bro, totally down. This place is rank, bro. It smells like 4th of July butthole, bro.”

      “Yeah,” said Jester. “That it does.”

      Had it been said yet? Jester was good at his work.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. DeLuca stepped into the restroom just as the black kid with the gold teeth and the pothead, JB, had finished speaking. They got quiet when he arrived, and Mr. DeLuca would have been concerned if it wasn’t for the best.

      He didn’t care for them. Hell, he only cared for himself.

      And Tommy.

      And his son, Sal.

      And Mizuki was on his payroll.

      “Gentlemen,” said Mr. DeLuca. “Wash up.”

      Mr. DeLuca finished as they were washing, and he waited for them to leave before he pulled out his cell phone and quickly dialed a number.

      It picked up after two rings.

      “Are you on your way?” he asked. “Venus Flytrap, off of 65th and Passyunk. Half hour? Make it twenty. I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.”
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        * * *

      

      “My friends, my friends,” said Jester, “listen up. I have an exclusive opportunity for you and your party to come with me to a place unlike anything you have ever seen before, ya dig? I will be your guide and give you the VIP treatment. But we must go now. The doors close at ten. No admittance thereafter, ya dig?”

      “What’s at this place?” asked Frank. “What’s it called?”

      “I cannot tell you that, man,” said Jester. “But I have a limo waiting outside to take you and your party to my party. We have the best women, the best gambling, the best drinks, and the best fights⁠—”

      “Fights?” said Tommy.

      “What kind of place is this?” asked Carlos. “You just rattled off a Vegas trip.”

      “They call Vegas the City of Sin, do they not?” said Jester. “Let me say, Vegas is a tiny white fib compared to what we offer.”

      There was something about the way Jester spoke—the seriousness of his brag that seemed to mystify them all.

      Jester looked at Tommy. Tommy looked at Frank. Frank looked at Willy. Willy looked at JB. And JB looked at Carlos. Carlos nodded.

      “When do we leave?” asked Tommy.

      By the time Mr. DeLuca had gotten back from the restroom, they had already decided to go.

      “Gentlemen,” said Mr. DeLuca clapping his hands. “Round of drinks?”

    

  


OEBPS/images/chapter2.jpg
- TWo ‘
TO THE GROOM





OEBPS/images/scales-official-logo_infinity.jpg
DEPENDENDUM





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
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