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Trudy knew her words were wasted, but some malnourished vestige of matrimonial responsibility demanded she try to avert the coming disaster anyway.

“You are going to hurt yourself,” she said after pausing her favorite true-crime podcast to better assess the tragedy developing in her backyard. “Seriously, Ted. Just wait till tomorrow and your brother can help.”

Ted, as expected, waved off her entirely reasonable suggestion. He leaned over one rather large rock, nominally excavated from their backyard with pick and shovel, and gripped it on either side. Trudy did not know how much the stone weighed. More than she did, for sure. Probably more than Ted, too. She swore Ted did this sort of thing on purpose. His back flexed, his legs bunched, and a noise not unlike a wild animal being strangled emerged from somewhere deep inside her foolish husband.

Trudy mentally prepared herself for the several potential outcomes of this little adventure. If all went well, the rock would move, and Ted would put it where he needed it without incident. If all went sort of okay, then the rock would move, Ted would put it where he needed it and then spend the next three days pretending he was not in agony. Worst case, he was going to blow his back out. Again.

There was no stopping him, of course. Even as the age of fifty loomed in their near future, Ted could not let go of the exploits of his youth. Trudy had been there for many of them. She remembered the glory days at least as well as he did. Ted had always been big, always strong. He lifted weights like a madman and competed in MMA through his late twenties. However, as Father Time escorted Ted through the declining exploits of his thirties and then across the uncharted expanse of his forties, his body lost its ability to tolerate the abuse he liked to subject it to. This transition and the necessary adjustments might be obvious to most people, but Ted’s ego was not getting the message. He still taught jiujitsu and boxing, and he still spent too much time at the gym for a man his age. Despite his otherwise adequate intelligence, a streak of machismo a mile wide ran straight up the middle of that man’s soul, and the poor fool could not shake it. The rock was destined to be merely the latest example of this shortcoming. She loved him for it, as much as it drove her nuts. She liked her scruffy, brawly, brawny, goofball of a man just the way he was. However, she did not like to see him hurt. Lately, that seemed to be his default state. The injuries piled up, and none of them healed the way they used to. Watching him struggle with his new limitations always pained Trudy.

The rock rose from its hole, and Ted straightened with his burden wrapped in a bear hug. As large as his torso, the muddy stone wobbled in his grasp while Ted huffed and puffed in a manner most disconcerting to Trudy. She held her breath while he walked it gingerly to the edge of the yard and dumped it behind their shed. Satisfied, Ted turned to look at her where she stood on the porch. He flashed an idiotic smile when their eyes met. The rakish schoolboy smirk was a staple in Ted’s otherwise minimal catalog of facial expressions, and it elicited volcanic frustration or uncontrollable mirth from Trudy depending on the specific circumstances of its origin. She remembered that grin from their younger days, and it still did the job after decades of overuse. Perhaps even more so, framed as it was by a silver beard and a distinctly salt-and-pepper head of hair. He looked young when he smiled like that. He cracked his knuckles and flexed his neck. “No sweat,” he said.

And for a moment she was almost fooled. Maybe she wore metaphorical rose-colored glasses, but if one could ignore the gray hair and laugh lines, Ted still resembled the burly scrapper of his youth. The confidence, the swagger, the steel-hard resolve was all still there if you squinted just enough...  

And then the illusion dissolved when he began to walk back to his tools. Trudy saw the smallest catch in his step. Maybe no one else would have noticed, but one does not live with and convalesce a macho idiot for twenty years without learning the tells. Ted’s right knee was not happy about taking his weight. A strange sort of relief washed over Trudy as she watched him limp. As long as his back and neck were fine, the knee did not cause too much concern. His right knee had been bad since high school. The knee meant ice and rest, not an MRI and surgery. That was manageable.

“Think I’m gonna knock off for the day. It’s getting too hot,” Ted said to her. He began to pick up his tools.

“You want an ice pack for that knee?” Trudy asked. There was no chance she was going to let him walk away thinking he had gotten away with this latest stunt.

Ted, to his credit, took the loss with grace. “Yeah. That’s probably a good call. Wanna find me a thousand mils of ibuprofen, too?”

Trudy let her eyebrows rise. A thousand meant he was hurting pretty good, then. The ‘ibuprofen scale’ had always been a reliable metric for assessing how much any given indulgence in Ted’s stupidity cost him. Anything over eight-hundred meant real pain. “That bad?”

“Rock must have weighed two-fifty.” He grimaced and leaned the shovel and pickax against the garage. “Was a time that wouldn’t have taxed me. Mom would have me and my brothers hauling them all day.”

“Yeah, well that was a long time ago. Go hose off and sit on the couch before you break something important.”

Ted shuffled inside and Trudy popped her ear buds in and restarted her podcast. This one was particularly gruesome. Some guy with schizophrenia murdered his family in Wisconsin, and the local cops forgot to do most of what cops were supposed to do during the investigation. The guy ended up walking free for a long time while the local police tried to beat a confession out of a random drug addict who had nothing to do with it. Trudy thought of her own local small-town cops and shuddered. They all seemed like good people, but then again, they always did. Listening to these podcasts had altered her perceptions on crime and law enforcement in ways that did not always sit well. She loved the pathos of the stories, loved the intricacies of a well-honed investigation. Trudy excelled at puzzles, brain teasers, and non-linear problem solving. She could do the New York Times Sunday crossword in minutes, assemble a 1,000 piece puzzle in a couple hours, or fix her own car with nothing more than a video and hand tools. When she discovered all the insanity of crime statistics and investigations, she dove down that rabbit hole with all the enthusiasm of a tweaker trapped in a meth lab.

Trudy slipped through the porch slider and entered their kitchen to the sounds of her favorite ‘casters recounting the gruesome details of the murders with a level of glee that Trudy understood but found a touch disturbing. She pulled an ice pack and knee sleeve from the freezer and put them on the counter for Ted to find when he emerged from the shower. She grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen from a cabinet and pulled five pills out. Leaving those next to the ice pack, she went to the fridge and grabbed a beer, which joined the other items on the counter. This was tactical. If Ted had a beer, he was unlikely to get up and walk around. Operant conditioning was necessary when married to a creature like Ted. Establishing patterns helped her manage what was essentially an ambitious gorilla of above-average intelligence.

With Ted handled for the moment, Trudy’s podcast took over her attention. 

“...So, while this guy is out there talking to the news outlets about how someone busted into his house and killed his family, the cops are just pulling in random hobos and grilling them. Just sort of hoping that one of them would confess or something.”

“Yeah, well, a lot of these local small-town departments don’t have the resources to do real CSI type investigations. They just kinda ask around, see who looks funny, and then they go for that confession.”

“But like, the most obvious thing to ask is why this crazy person would kill everyone in the family except the dad. Like, no one stopped to say, ‘wait a minute, this story sounds weird.’ How hard is it to take one second and notice that kind of messed up detail?”

“Maybe when you’re on your third double-shift in a row you just stop caring.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. This guy almost got away with a quadruple homicide because the four high-school dropouts with badges were too tired or too untrained to do basic police work. Look at the interview videos. They aren’t even asking questions; they are just feeding this junkie open ended statements and coaching him on the answers.”

“And where the hell is the poor kid’s lawyer?”

“Right?”

The pair went on for a while about all the ways the cops screwed the case up, and Trudy let the back-and-forth melt into a satisfying drone while she assembled dishes and ingredients from their assorted cabinets. There would be a few more hours before she’d need to think about dinner, so it was a good a time as any to get started on the Gunderson cake. The Gunderson’s wanted something heavy on architecture, and that always meant a lot of weird layers and sculpture to hide the supports. For what Trudy intended to charge them, she could afford to get started early.

She had the first sheets in the oven when Ted emerged from the bathroom and sauntered into the kitchen. He wore cargo shorts that had never looked good on anyone and a blue tank top that was old when they met. His attempts to mask his limp might fool most people, but Trudy could see it. He grabbed the ice pack with one hand, popped the pills into his mouth with the other, and grabbed the beer. He winked at Trudy, then went to the couch and sat with that weird combination sigh and grunt that aging men seemed to acquire without conscious thought.

“Gundersons?” He asked after taking a sip.

Trudy paused her podcast and popped the earbud out again. “What?”

Ted winced. “Ah! Didn’t see the earbuds. I was asking if you’re starting on the Gunderson cake.”

“Yeah. They want a whole cascading thing, so it’s going to be a half-dozen dowels before I get done.”

Ted returned to his beer. “I like my cake edible, not structural, thank you very much.” He reached down to attach the knee sleeve and ice pack to his leg. “You can go back to listening about psychos. I won’t disturb you.”

Trudy put the earbuds on the counter. “Nah. I have to go to Patty’s Cakes in a bit. This monstrosity is going to require some exotic hardware. Wanna come with?”

“You just want my wallet.”

“I’m inviting both you and your wallet. We can get dinner while we’re out.”

Ted leaned back and pulled at his beer. “Sure, why not.”

“Knee good?”

Ted nodded. “Just tender. I’ll ice it when we get back, too.”

___________________________________________

––––––––
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PATTY’S CAKES WAS THE only baking supply store in their area that carried professional-grade equipment. Trudy could make a cake out of sawdust and hope if she had to, but once people started paying for them, she got addicted to good gear fast. It was something she and Ted had in common. Ted always pointed out that while a poor craftsman blames the tools, good craftsmen get the best ones they can. Being married to an engineer was a special kind of challenge. What Ted lacked in emotional range, romance, and empathy, he usually made up for in practical knowledge. Some women married their Prince Charming; Trudy married her own personal Mister Wizard. After twenty years, she was pretty sure she made the right choice.

She liked bringing Ted to Patty’s Cakes for two main reasons. First, the man liked gadgets. The endless ingenuity of bakers never failed to delight him. Taking Ted into these places was like giving a captive bear a ball to play with. It provided mental stimulation and kept aggression to a minimum. The second reason was the neighborhood itself. The store, with its niche products and somewhat limited clientele, sat in a strip mall location where the rents leaned toward the extreme end of “affordable.” Well past the highway, the gritty beige buildings sat on real estate where social services were low, and police presence strained. Patty’s Cakes shared one end of a blocky building with a porn shop and a massage parlor, and Trudy was at least ninety percent certain neither establishment operated within the legal constraints of their business licenses. The other shops wedged into the meandering site ranged from ethnic food stores, thrift shops, two pawn shops, and one very sketchy bar. A grocery store and a hardware store anchored the smaller shops and provided the necessary foot traffic to keep things from going too far downhill. Trudy did not consider herself to be a shrinking violet or a helpless damsel, but this neighborhood was at least two notches rougher than her comfort level required.

Maybe it was all those hours listening to lurid true-crime stories or the countless nights spent watching salaciously edited Netflix documentaries, but Trudy could not stop her imagination from running wild whenever she saw the people coming and going from the cracked-glass doors of the strip mall’s various shops. The massage parlor was obviously a brothel, and in its defense, appeared to make no attempt to hide this fact. No self-respecting person looking for some shiatsu was going to cross over to this side of the highway so they could plunk down thirty-five bucks for thirty minutes. Conspicuous to the point of brazen, the parlor offered its services in block letter double-entendres stenciled into the windows. Trudy did not know exactly why anyone looking for a massage might want ‘warm towels’ or ‘sensual oils’ for an extra eighteen bucks. 

The porn shop made even less sense to her. She could not fathom what kind of person would actually drive to a store to buy pornography when it was more or less free to anyone with an internet connection. Logic dictated that the people who went into the porn shop were looking for more than mere skin flicks. The various podcasts in her playlist provided Trudy with an endless litany of what those things might be. None were pleasant.

Though none of the surrounding madness had anything to do with her, Trudy could not stop her mind from picking up the little pieces of information and building plausible narratives from them. To her mind, she was surrounded by dangerous criminal elements every time she stopped in to pick up some cake rounds. Bringing Ted always made the trip easier, and more fun.

His physical presence was nice, she could not deny that. Two-hundred and twenty pounds of aged beef wearing a bemused scowl and lugging a 9mm pistol under his shirt went a long way toward making the unsavory characters sharing this parking lot with Trudy less intimidating. Ted provided another service Trudy appreciated, though.

“Jesus, babe,” she gasped as quietly as possible. “Check out the mobster coming out of the massage place!”

Ted closed the door of the car and looked over at the specified man. “What makes you say mobster?”

“It’s eighty degrees out here and he’s wearing a jacket and hat. Probably hiding a gun.”

“Trudy.”

“Yes?”

“I’m hiding a gun. Am I a mobster?”

There it was, the dog-simple logic of a man who had most of his emotions removed to make room for more math. “No, but come on! Three in the afternoon on a hot Saturday? Jacket and hat? Leaving a known criminal enterprise? He’s probably picking up the week’s money.”

“Or he’s an out-of-town salesman trying to get a cheap rub-and-tug before he moves on to Sheboygan or wherever. Salesmen carry guns all the time. Being on the road is risky.”

Trudy could not deny that Ted’s version might be as plausible as her mobster theory. “Well. Maybe. I still say it’s a coin flip.”

Ted merely shrugged. “Sure. Want me to shoot him or something?”

Trudy graced her husband with one of her more scathing side-eyes. “No, Captain Empathy. Let’s just get what I need so we can get out of here.”

She saw that idiot grin on his face again. He asked, “Babe? My back is killing me from humping that rock across the lawn. Mind if I get a massage while you shop?”

Trudy did not dignify him with an answer.

––––––––
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Ted took Trudy’s withering glare in stride. 

Even her scowls were pretty, which blunted the desired effect more than Trudy liked. This also amused Ted. Besides, he knew the creature he was and accepted that Trudy was a saint for tolerating him most of the time. She was meticulous where he played it loose. She was neat and tidy, he could be a slob. He was technical, she was an artist. More to the point, Trudy was delicate, elegant, and beautiful. He amounted to a sentient golem constructed entirely from gray hair, scar tissue, and expletives. They waltzed through married life as a study in opposites, confusing their friends and delighting each other to no end. He had no complaints.

Though she rarely said it out loud, Trudy did not like to come down to this neighborhood by herself. She could be tough as a coffin nail about a lot of things, but personal confrontation was not one of them. He did not mind accompanying her on these trips. The cake store was an interesting place once you got over how seriously some people took cake decorating.

Ted agreed with a degree of caution as well. Trudy may overstate the dangers of the neighborhood, but Ted supposed the perceived risk was relative. People generally left Ted alone, even bad people. An opportunistic criminal would need to be pretty desperate to consider Ted a viable target. Trudy, on the other hand, was a smallish, attractive, bespectacled woman with generalized anxiety disorder and the brightest smile in the world. Her short brown hair, snug jeans, and lightweight tee-shirt screamed “I’m a hot mom, friendly and harmless,” at volumes it would take an awful lot of fentanyl to drown out. Making things worse, Trudy had no concept of how the combination of her appearance and congenial nature altered the behavior of those around her. She would talk to anyone anywhere about anything, and she seemed oblivious to how certain people might misinterpret her friendliness. Then again, if she knew how beautiful and charming she was, she might have married better. Ted tried not to get too upset about it.

Their path from the car took them past the massage parlor and a small sandwich shop and attached convenience store. Two men sat at a table outside. Cigarettes trailed white smoke from ashtrays while they ate some kind of open sandwich that looked to be made from an entire baguette. He smelled mushrooms and strong cheese. Ted kept one eye on them, mostly because Trudy was probably going to have eight or nine theories about what kind of nefarious criminals they must be, and he needed to be able to counter those with logical assumptions not driven by an exotic mental cocktail mixed from equal parts anxiety and podcasts about psychos.

One man was larger than Ted and broad-shouldered to match. Ted noticed that first with a touch of chagrin. The other was smaller and leaner. Both were Caucasian and were wearing jeans in very snug cuts. That caught Ted’s attention, because both appeared to be well into their thirties. Most American men got out of their skinny-jeans phase before then. Loud shirts in garish colors and patterns coupled with elaborately coiffed blond hair completed a look that Ted felt comfortable describing as “European.” European men tended to be more fashion-conscious than American men, and Ted became acutely aware of how sloppy his cargo shorts and tank top ensemble must look. He had no one to blame but himself for that.

Two European men eating and smoking outside a massage parlor was going to be all Trudy needed to get going on an inventory of potentially dire circumstances. Ted began to prepare his counterpoints. Lots of people dressed fashionably. There is nothing weird about grown men eating a sandwich outside a sandwich shop on a hot Saturday afternoon. There was literally no evidence whatsoever that anything criminal was afoot.

They moved beyond the dining men and Ted opened the door to Patty’s Cakes for Trudy. She brushed by him, her face alight with a peculiar sort of delight that Ted noticed she only wore when in a baking supply store. He saw the same face on others inside, and he assumed that this was just one of those insider cake-decorator things he was never going to understand. The blast of cool indoor air hit him in the face, and he breathed it in. It was good to be in air-conditioning, at least. “What are we looking for?” Ted asked Trudy, as if he would be any help at all in finding anything.

“Gundersons want a lot of sculptural stuff, so I need a new set of fondant and modeling chocolate tools,” she replied without looking at him.

“And your old tools?” Ted asked this for no other reason than to hear the answer come from her mouth.

“Are old,” she replied, moving down the first aisle at a brutally slow cadence indicating a distressing lack of urgency. Her eyes meandered up and down, devouring the arrayed supplies and tools with naked avarice. This was going to take a while, he could tell.

“Uh huh,” Ted replied. “Can’t use old tools, can we?”

Trudy did not alter her pace or her gaze. “How many guns have you bought this year, dear?”

Ted winced. “Let me know if you need anything else while we are here, my love. Only the best for you.”

“You betcha,” Trudy said.

A young woman came down the aisle and greeted them. She had long brown hair and a tired smile. “Can I help you find anything today?” she asked. Ted detected some sort of eastern European accent, but her English seemed otherwise perfect. In fact, it hit Ted’s ear as more rehearsed than any other adjective.

“No, thank you,” Trudy said. “I’m here so much I know this place better than the owners! But thank you.”

“If you need anything, just ask,” said the girl. She turned and left the aisle.

Trudy shook her head. “I swear, this place has all-new staff every time I come in. They must be awful to work for. It’s a new crop of girls every single time.” She paused. “Huh. I wonder why it’s always girls. Like I’m pretty sure they only hire young girls here. Feels sexist.”

“Not a lot of dudes in the cake game?” Ted guessed.

“Honestly? Tons. Baking is pretty gender neutral.”

Ted considered that. “I do enjoy pastries. Huh.”

Trudy stopped in the aisle, at last deigning to look at Ted. “They’re always foreign, too. I think the owner is bringing hired help over from Europe or something.” She shrugged. “I hope it’s all legit. It’s nice to see immigrants coming over and landing good jobs. But wow, they really churn through them here.”

Ted heaved a theatrical sigh. “Well, you know that the cake game is a real pressure-cooker. You gotta have the heart of a warrior or its gonna chew you up and spit you out.”

“I detect sarcasm,” Trudy said, her voice flat.

“Not at all,” Ted said, one hand pressed to his chest in mock shock. “Everybody knows that decorating cakes is one of the most stressful and dangerous careers out there. I heard of a guy who actually left cake decorating to go be an Alaskan crab fisherman. Said it was easier and safer. These poor girls are probably brought over on tales of riches and glory.” He shook his head, solemn. “Only to have the brutal world of pastry decoration break their bodies and crush their souls. Some of them probably die. It’s sad, really.”

“Okay, you are obviously having fun with this, I can see that.” Trudy wanted to sound irritated, but Ted could always tell when his jokes were landing against her will. “We’ll see if it’s still funny when the cops find all the dead bodies.”

“Now who’s making it weird?” Ted said. “Yeesh. You need hobbies with less murder.”

“It’s all the stress from baking,” Trudy said. “Makes me morbid.”

Over the next thirty minutes, Trudy’s trip to the store for a few modeling tools morphed into a full-on shopping spree. Ted might have been upset, but he knew before they ever got in the car it was going to end like this. Trudy deposited her armload of treasures onto the checkout counter where a different young woman waited with the same tired smile her co-worker wore.

“Will that be all?” she asked. Ted heard the accent again. Light, but noticeable.

“I think so,” Trudy said. “I brought my own bags.”

As Trudy pulled several reusable shopping bags from a giant pocketbook, a commotion from behind the counter interrupted the transaction. From beyond the door separating the front of the store from what Ted presumed to be the stockroom, angry shouting erupted. Ted’s eyes narrowed and Trudy stopped fiddling with the bag. The cashier froze, and Ted saw panic in her eyes. His blood chilled in his veins when something old and familiar woke behind his eyes.

The shouting was not in English, but Ted did not need to know the language to understand that this was not some mere workplace dispute. A woman’s voice, shrill and terrified wailed against the deeper rumble of a man’s growling. Ted could feel the threat in the man’s tone and tempo. Men with violent impulses had a sound Ted knew better than most. Without thinking, he stepped past the counter and toward the door behind the cashier.

“No!” the cashier cried out; one hand extended. “You can’t go back there!” Her near-perfect English collapsed into something thicker and harder to decipher. “Not for customers!”

Ted tried not to frighten her anymore, but the adrenaline in his blood turned his voice sharp. “Yes, I can.”

Before his hand could touch the latch, the door burst open, nearly smacking Ted in the face. The young clerk from earlier flew through the opening and collided with his chest. Her face shone bright red and slick with tears. Ted saw an abrasion on her cheek and recognized it for what it was: a handprint.

The young girl tore herself away from Ted and careened off the counter. Ted did not have time to follow, because the doorway filled with the shape of a man in pursuit. Ted reacted without thinking. He caught the man around the neck with one hand, then twisted. The stranger flew head-first into the checkout counter and promptly crashed into a heap on the floor.

Trudy yelped in combined surprise and fear. Ted simply barked, “Trudy. Cops.” He never took his eyes off the man squirming across the tile, trusting Trudy to handle it. “Stay down, pal,” Ted rumbled at the man. “Cops are on the way.”

The man rolled to his feet, eyes wide and enraged. For an instant, it looked like he might charge or take a swing. Ted bit down on the swell of fear that rose in his guts. No matter how many times he found himself in a scrap, he never got over the panic. Over the years he had learned to control his reaction to it, but the mandatory instant of terror remained stubbornly non-negotiable. He shifted his weight and raised his hands to meet whatever assault his opponent brought. At this point, Ted finally got a good look at his opponent and wondered what the hell the guy was thinking. The furious man stood six inches shorter and probably thirty pounds lighter than Ted. Thin arms poked from short white sleeves and a doughy midsection strained the integrity of his shirt’s buttons. Bloodshot eyes sat under gray eyebrows, and they climbed up all six feet and two-hundred twenty pounds of Ted before stopping at uncomfortable eye contact. All the fear in Ted’s body seemed to transfer into the other man in that moment. The moment when they both realized that any physical conflict between the two could only end one way.

The smaller man lowered his arms and spoke with a thick accent. “This is all misunderstanding. Very sorry for disturbance.”

Ted could smell the fear coming from the other man, and it sickened him. He thought of the hand mark on that girl’s face, and how angry the shouting had been.

“I get the impression it’s only a misunderstanding when the one you want to hit is big enough to hit back.”

The other man swallowed hard. “No hitting, sir. Just argument with employee.”

Ted’s fear had been entirely replaced with rage. He stepped closer. “Well, now you and I are having an argument. Is this where I get slapped? Or is that only for girls half your size?”

“Ted.”

It was Trudy’s voice, and it calmed him instantly. She knew him better than he knew himself, and he was grateful for it. He was dangerously close to doing something ill-advised and she had caught it. He exhaled, letting his rage leave with the expelled air. To the man he said, “Cops are on the way. You sit tight till they get here.”

The man held up his hands. “Of course. You will see. All misunderstanding.”

Ted looked over to Trudy at last. “Can you go check on that girl? Wait with her till the cops get here.”

“You going to be alright?” Trudy gave him a stern look. “Let’s not add a second battery charge to the situation, okay?”

“I’m good,” Ted said. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Trudy. Then she backed away from the counter to find the other girl. As she exited, the two men who were eating outside walked in. They passed Trudy without a word and went straight for the checkout counter. Ted’s captive saw them and seemed to shrink even more. The larger of the two grunted something Ted could not understand and the man from the stock room replied with a clipped syllable. These people knew each other, and that meant Ted was now outnumbered. His thoughts went to the pistol still hidden beneath his shirt and the panic returned. He had never drawn a gun on anyone before, and the icy knot of fear hit his guts like a wrecking ball.

“What the fuck is going on?” said the big one. Ted placed the accent as generically Slavic but lacked the linguistic sophistication to go deeper.

The smaller one addressed the cowering man at the counter in what Ted assumed to be the same language they all spoke. The exchange was hot and loud, neither participant appeared pleased with the other. From the door, Trudy’s voice broke into the argument. “Cops are on the way. She’s not hurt, but they’re sending an ambulance.”

The big one looked over. “You have called cops?”

Ted answered for her, knowing she would not be comfortable with the challenging glare. “Of course we did. That was assault at a minimum. Now we will all sit tight and wait for them to get here, right?” Ted tried to fill his question with a confidence he did not actually possess at the moment.

The big one snapped his head in Ted’s direction. His eyes ran up and down like a butcher assessing a carcass. Ted saw them pause over his hand, still near the butt of the unseen pistol. Their eyes met again, and both understood. 

For an instant Ted wondered if the big one might make a violent move. The sheer destructive potential of the moment pressed on Ted’s emotions in waves of anxiety. He had a gun on his hip. Maybe this guy did too. Life was not an action movie. If shots got fired at this range, they were both probably dead. Ted had not woken up this morning prepared to die. He certainly did not want to die in a goddamn cake shop wearing cargo shorts and a tank top. Despite the years of martial arts and hours at the shooting range, Ted did not know exactly what he was supposed to do in this moment. He could feel Trudy’s eyes on him as she stood in the doorway. She would be scared, and that meant he could not be. He swallowed and found his mouth completely dry.

“Of course,” said the big man after what felt like hours. “That is probably best.” He turned to the man at the counter and snapped something at him. The man shouted something back and then looked over at Ted.

“He will wait in back for police,” said the smaller man from outside. “Best if you and he not so close, yes?”

Ted did not like the sound of that but felt forced to concede. “As long as he doesn’t try to run.”

“He will not,” said the larger one, with an edge of command.

Relief coursed through Ted’s body like ice water. “Yeah. Okay. That sounds like a good idea, then.”

He wondered, at that moment, if he should try to get into the back room. He imagined the angry man shuffling illegal workers out the back door and hiding mountains of incriminating evidence. Evidence of what, Ted had no idea. After a quick assessment he dismissed the idea of kicking down the door like a comic-book vigilante as pure stupidity. The younger woman was at least safe for the moment, and Ted figured that was as good an outcome as he could hope for. If the asshole escaped justice because Ted failed to chase him down in his lair with no back-up, he could live with that. This day was going poorly enough already. No sense borrowing more trouble than he already had.

With the threat of a shootout safely behind him for the moment, Ted returned to the more pressing matter. Trudy was still standing in the doorway with her phone in her hand. Ted realized she had been recording everything, and he could not mask his approval. No wonder everyone was so accommodating. “Trudy? Why don’t you take the girl to the car while I wait here with our new friends?”

“You okay, Ted?” she asked, not lowering her phone. Ted heard the fear in her voice. He liked to protect Trudy from scary things, but she was too smart to fool most of the time, and she must have already picked up on the festering tension. It was like she could read his mind sometimes.

“Peachy,” Ted said, slapping his favorite smirk onto his face. He hoped Trudy would buy it. “Thinking of getting me one of those sammies.” He nodded to the big man. “What’s in those, anyway? They smell great.”

“Is zapiekanka,” said the big man, somewhat bemused. “Cheese and mushroom on bread with ketchup. Toasted.”

“Why don’t we go get me one while we wait for the cops,” Ted said. “Unless you are in a rush to leave? I can tell the cops what happened for you.” All he needed was for these two to stay focused on him, not Trudy and the girl. It would all be fine if they stayed away from Trudy.

The smaller one finally spoke. His voice rang thinner than Ted might have expected, with a nasal tone that grated against his ears. “We will wait. With you.” His eager smile appeared fake and deceptive.

Something about those last two syllables raised the hair on the back of Ted’s neck. He tried to figure out what was going on here, and all the obvious answers made him extremely nervous.

Despite his growing anxiety, the lackluster attempt at intimidation hit Ted with all the force of a spring breeze. The little one was no threat. Ted could see that he was the guy who stood behind the bully, not in front.

The big one gave his partner a look both annoyed and amused. Clearly the runt’s mouth got ahead of him on a regular basis. He took the hint and stepped back with a nervous shuffle.

Ted said nothing at first. Something in the little one’s posture felt wrong. The hands tucked in his pockets, the quick retreat to his partner’s shoulder, all of it told the tale of a coward who watches fights and hopes for blood. 

“Zapiekanka it is, then,” Ted said at last. He started to walk toward the door and the pair parted to let him pass. They fell in a step behind him and as one they all left the shop. Ted was just glad they were staying with him and not looking for Trudy or the girl. When they got inside the sandwich shop, the big one snapped something to an ancient man wrapped in a stained apron. The old man looked at Ted through one squinted eye and gave a slow nod in reply.

“I ordered for you, new friend,” said the big man. His smile almost looked genuine. “Traditional Polish street zapiekanka. Like mom used to make. Tell me, what is your name?”

For a moment, Ted considered lying. But he could not figure out why he should. “Ted. You?”

“I am Peter, this is Paul.” He gestured to his companion. 

“Best Polish deli in town, this,” said Paul. “Not that people around here seem to appreciate it.”

Ted asked, “You guys come here a lot?”

“Well, we own it, so yes.”

“Ah,” Ted said. “You own any of the other businesses here?”

“We own all the buildings in this strip mall,” Paul cut in, the eagerness back in his reedy voice. “We are entrepreneurs. Self-made men!”

Ted nodded and leaned against the counter. “So, what do you think that was all about, then?”

Peter shrugged. “That is a terrible tenant. He is a lecherous old man. Good to his customers, bad to his employees. But pays his rent, so?” He shrugged. “We let him stay.”

“That sort of thing happen a lot?”

Paul scoffed, rolling his eyes skyward. “Always fighting with employees, that one. He is old. He doesn’t get that in America, you have to coddle the help.” Paul’s sneer stretched his thin lips into an ugly line. “When the young girls come to work, they have American sensibilities. They want paid time off, good money, reasonable hours. Old man? He does not understand this. In the old country, employees work until told they can leave.” He shrugged. “So, they fight.”

Ted hated the counterfeit nature of Paul’s bravado. Paul came off as a real tough guy... so long as Peter was nearby. “Just a routine domestic, then?” Ted said. “Tough racket, I guess.”

A paper plate with a steaming zapiekanka dropped onto the counter by Ted’s elbow. “No charge,” wheezed the old man. “Enjoy.”

The aroma hit Ted’s nose, and he could not deny that it smelled delicious. “Thanks, man,” he said to the cook. To Peter and Paul he added, “Let’s take it outside,” Ted said, turning toward the door. “I’m sure the cops’ll be here any minute.”

Peter laughed. “Hah! You think so?”

Paul snorted. “Thirty minutes, minimum.”

Paul turned out to be correct. It took another half-hour for the first police officer to arrive. Ted had finished his sandwich by then and had to admit it was pretty damn good.

Ted met the squad car in the lot and brought the lone police officer to his car where Trudy waited with the victim. Peter and Paul kept a respectful distance, mumbling to each other in what Ted now assumed to be Polish. The cop, a lanky man in his early thirties, began by trying to talk to the woman. Her English proved to be minimal. Ted figured she must have memorized a few key English phrases and little else. In any event the cop quickly gave up trying to ask her anything. The cop saw Peter and Paul nearby and called out, “You two wanna translate for me?”

Ted hissed, “They own the place, they’re probably involved!”

The cop glared. “You see anyone else here that speaks Polish, sir?”

Ted did not. He looked over and saw Trudy’s barely contained fuming and gave her a slight shake of the head. This was not the time for her to light this cop up over a clear procedural misstep. Then he saw the phone in Trudy’s hand, down by her side and two feelings hit him at once.

The first was pride. Recording this interaction would probably help any case that ended up being brought. It was a smart play. On the other hand, Ted knew in that moment that this day was going to result in a whole lot of bullshit he was not going to enjoy.

Peter, the cop, and the woman proceeded to have a three-way conversation where it became clear to anyone with a room-temperature IQ that the woman was giving the answers Peter wanted her to. The statement ended up being almost exactly as Paul had described in the sandwich shop. No charges were filed, and no arrests were made. Ted was not sure how he felt about that. Normally it was Trudy who went down the worst-case-scenario rabbit hole while he was the one that hauled her back. Maybe it actually was as simple as the statement read; a culture clash that got a little out of hand between an employer and an employee. There was no reason not to accept that explanation.

But he did not accept it. A brief moment of eye-contact with his wife made it clear that she did not, either.
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“That girl was being trafficked!”

Trudy could not restrain herself. She slapped the dashboard with her palm hard enough to make Ted flinch. Ted sat in the driver’s seat, eyes forward and jaw set so tight she could see the muscles of his cheek straining. She looked at that face, the rigid posture, the thousand-yard stare, and stopped the diatribe that was about to burst forth.

“You okay, Ted?”

Ted’s jaw relaxed. “Yeah. I think so.”

“What’s going on?” Ted usually needed help to express emotions more complex than anger, hunger, or lust.

“I was ready to kill a guy. No. I was not ready to kill a guy. I was ready to shoot a guy, but I wasn’t ready to kill him. Feels dumb, but I hadn’t really put it together that the one begets the other.”

“Was it that close?”

Ted shook his head. “Probably not. Things were happening fast and I just... I don’t know. I was ready to draw if I had to, I think. No. I would have drawn. I’d have pulled the trigger too, I’m pretty sure. It’s just... I guess I just wasn’t ready.”

“I’m sorry,” Trudy said, meaning every word of it. “That had to be intense.”

“Then he bought me a sandwich.”

“That was weird,” Trudy said with a smile and a nod.

“I had to de-escalate before something bad happened. Those two own the whole strip mall. They know what’s up with that place and I’m pretty sure they are okay with it. I needed them to think I was not going to be a problem, but that I wasn’t going to go away, either. I really couldn’t think of anything other than that stupid sandwich.”

“You do tend to think with your stomach,” Trudy said. “And I bet those two run the whole operation there. There was a place in Florida like that. I heard about it on one of the podcasts. These two guys basically bought an entire shopping center just to hide their smuggling and money laundering. They rented all the spaces to their friends and cronies, and they were able to make it all so complicated that the cops and IRS never figured it out. The stores would get stuff like drugs or guns smuggled in as inventory, and they rotated the shipments on a schedule between the different vendors to keep any one in particular from getting noticed. They ended up getting busted because they killed one of the shopkeepers for skimming.”

Ted bobbed his head. “I can’t say anything about the accounting, but it definitely looked like all the people running stores there were from the same place. I think it’s Poland.”

“How do you know that?”

“Zapiekanka,” Ted said. “Polish street food. Also, delicious.”

“Speaking of,” Trudy said. “You promised me dinner.”

“Yeah, but I just ate.”

Trudy contemplated throwing something at him, but he was driving. “Feed me, or face the consequences, Theodore.”

“Yes ma’am,” Ted replied. “And what is the lady’s preference this evening?”

“Seafood.”

“You only picked that because you know I’m not a fan.”

Trudy shrugged. “But you’ve already eaten. Sit and watch me eat if you want. Don’t worry. I’m sure the kids’ menu has chicken fingers.”

Ted laughed. “You joke. But I love chicken fingers.”

They settled on Trudy’s favorite dine-in restaurant with a good raw bar and a tap list that would keep Ted from complaining too much. Ted, for all his complexities, was a simple man at heart. Give him something carb-dense to eat and a good Bavarian lager and he was pretty easy to keep happy. The carbs and beer were not particularly good for him and his elevated cholesterol, but it had been a strange afternoon and Trudy thought he could use some comfort food.

When they were seated and Ted was well into his first beer, Trudy returned to the events at the mini-mall. “What do you think will happen to her?”

“The girl?” Ted considered. “I want to say that she will quit, file for whatever social services she qualifies for and then move on with making a life for herself that doesn’t involve getting slapped around by dirty old men.”

“But?” Trudy knew what he was going to say and agreed. However, she wanted him to say it first.

“But she will probably get dragged back in, forced to keep working, and never escape the cycle of abuse and exploitation.”

Trudy exhaled. “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking, too. It’s so shitty. You think the cops will do anything?”

“What can they do? She didn’t press charges, and they have no probable cause to enter the place unless she gives them one. She didn’t. They’ll file a report and that will be the end of it.”

“Do we know anyone that speaks Polish?” Trudy asked.

Ted put his beer down and gave her an even look. Trudy knew that particular expression rather well. It was Ted’s “this is a bad idea” look. Ted would back her play no matter what, but this look was his way of telling her that when it all went wrong, it was going to be her fault. At which point she would be making it up to him in ways the Pope would not condone for a very long time. Finally, he said, “Yes. I know someone who speaks Polish. I presume you have designs on that secret recording you took of the cops?”
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