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            Foreword

          

          Happy Birthday, Fiction River

        

      

    

    
      Fiction River has a birthday with this volume. We now can officially blow out the first candle and move on into the second year. For any magazine or series, that’s amazing.

      Seven Fiction River anthologies are now out full of great original stories written by some of your favorite professional writers. And all seven books are all still in print and available. (Which was one of the main reasons we did Fiction River in this anthology format.) We wanted readers who discovered Fiction River and all the great stories inside each volume to be able to read these books at any time, in any format. So we put out all seven books in electronic format, in trade paper, and in audio.

      So why do Special Editions? The answer is really simple, actually.

      First, we wanted to mark the end of each year. That’s one reason this volume is called “Special” because it doesn’t fit in the regular bi-monthly pace of Fiction River, or in the numbering system.  This book is the mark that says, “Year one is completely out to readers. Seven books full of great original fiction in all genres.”

      There will be a Special Edition #2 one year from now as well. And so on into the future.

      The second reason is that when we started this we wanted the room to do more fiction. And while six books per year offered us a lot of room, it just felt short for some reason. So the idea of adding in a special edition between two regular volumes came about and just stuck. It allowed us one more book full of stories.

      Of course, seven books per year still doesn’t feel like enough room for all the great stories we can find, but we’re happy for now.

      At this birthday point, I want to stop for a moment and once again thank all the fine readers who supported this idea back on Kickstarter. This book ends just about all rewards we offered during that campaign. But we sure hope that many of you who supported this project will continue on with us, either subscribing or buying the books in your local bookstore or online retailer.

      Thank you all.

      And also a grand thank you to all the readers who have subscribed or bought Fiction River over this first year. We hope you also will stay with us.

      Kris and I and all the wonderful people at WMG Publishing promise to continue to bring you the top short fiction that we can find over the coming years.

      So Happy Birthday Fiction River.

      Now everyone, crowd around and blow out that single candle. Then let’s get back to work and let these fine readers dig into some of the best crime stories Kristine Kathryn Rusch could find written by some of the top crime writers working today.

      This is a very special volume. In far more ways than just one.

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        Lincoln City, Oregon

        Sept. 2, 2013

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          Miss Scarlet in the Library with a Crime Story

        

      

    

    
      Most people who don’t read the mystery genre have a skewed perception of what the genre is. They believe that all mysteries are puzzle stories—Miss Scarlet in the Lib’ry with a Wrench. They know about Sherlock Holmes and Miss Marple; they’re familiar with Murder She Wrote and Elementary. They believe that every mystery story has a bloodless corpse at its core, and a brilliant amateur detective who can ferret out the killer with a single glance.

      The mystery genre needs a new name.

      I propose crime fiction.

      Crime fiction encompasses what mystery has become. We can’t really say that it’s evolved past the body in the lib’ry, because the American father of the mystery is Edgar Allen Poe. He wrote about crime—The Tell-Tale Heart, which is about a guilty murderer, The Cask of Amontillado, a revenge story in which someone gets buried alive, and of course, that “first” detective story, The Murders in the Rue Morgue, which Poe himself called a tale of “ratiocination.” (Boy, am I glad that label didn’t stick.)

      Crime: murders, revenge, guilt—when bad things happen to good people or, even better in my opinion, when bad things happen to bad people. Crime encompasses everything from the cozy mystery, which is generally upbeat and bloodless to noir, which is generally bleak and blood-filled.

      We have both cozies and noir stories in this, our seventh anthology in the Fiction River series. As Dean explained in his foreword, this is our first special edition. I wanted to do an extra push on this edition because, honestly, I adore crime fiction in all its forms.

      All of the previous Fiction River anthologies had a crime story or two, but those stories were usually in a different genre: Urban fantasy detectives in Unnatural Worlds, evil mass murderers in How To Save The World, time-hopping criminals in Time Streams, kidnappers in Christmas Ghosts, magical murder in Hex in The City, and dead clones in Moonscapes.

      But this volume focuses on the here and now, or in some cases, the then and now. The real world, as the case may be. Crime-ridden and imperfect. Some stories have heroes who come to the rescue. A few have detectives who use their talents to solve crimes. A few stories have no heroes and no happy ending, just the darkness that can be real life.

      Each story features a crime, but not all the crimes in this volume are murders. Some crimes are small—traffic stops, cheating at cards—and others are so vast that they envelope an entire culture.

      Several stories have twists that you can see coming, and others are so subtle that you’ll have to stop and think about what kind of crime actually occurred. The stories surprise in other ways. Just by changing gender, for example, an old tale becomes new again. The stories also jump all over in time—from the Great Depression to the 1960s to the Reagan Era—and back to the present.

      I’m particularly proud of the mix of storytellers who’ve joined us for this volume, from newcomer Karen Fonville to award-winner Kate Wilhelm whose work spans genres and decades.

      When I invited the writers into this volume, the only parameter I put on them was that the story needed to be a crime story. I had expectations, though. I invited a mix of cozy writers and noir writers, writers known for dark fiction and writers known for light fiction.

      What I got surprised me. Freed from rules, the writers explored new territory. The cozy writers wrote dark tales; the noir writers wrote light tales. It all balanced, even though not in the way that I expected.

      This volume has become exactly what I hoped it would be: a snapshot of the modern mystery genre. Or, as the title says, the modern crime genre.

      I had a great deal of fun compiling this special edition of Fiction River. I hope you have as much fun reading it.

      
        
        —Kristine Kathryn Rusch

        Lincoln City, OR

        September 2, 2013

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hitler’s Dogs

          

          Doug Allyn

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      When we came up with the idea for a crime volume of Fiction River, I knew I had to ask Doug Allyn to participate. He is, in my opinion, one of the best short story writers of his generation. I’m not alone in this. His first published story won the Robert L. Fish Award from the Mystery Writers of America. He has won mystery’s highest honor, the Edgar award, twice. He also has four Derringer awards for novellas, and he’s won the Ellery Queen Readers Award an unprecedented ten times.

      About “Hitler’s Dogs,” he says that the story came from a casual conversation with another award-winning author, Clark Howard. “We were kicking around our experiences as young delinquents, and one of us used the term ‘wild dogs.’ It occurred to me later that it was true, in many ways, gangs do resemble wolf packs. Perhaps it’s the best thing about them…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hitler’s Dogs

          

          Doug Allyn

        

      

    

    
      The weight of the casket caught me by surprise. Fat Jack was no daisy, but with five pallbearers on the job—except there weren’t five. Not really.

      Directly across from me, Beef Malenfont was built like a barrel with a keg for a head, topped by a Marine brush cut. Sturdy as a Mack truck, Beef was definitely toting his share.

      But beside him, the Gimp was on the south side of sixty, grizzled and gray with a bum foot. Gimp was probably leaning on the box to keep himself upright.

      On my right, Benny the Banker was as round as a bowling ball, too squat to be much help. The new kid on the end was tall and blonde with shoulder-length hair. Tailored suit. Looked like he was carrying his percentage, but that meant Fat Jack’s bulk was basically split three ways.

      And nothing in this world is heavier than a dead friend.

      As we shifted the casket from the bier onto the gurney, Benny stumbled, knocking me off balance, and we nearly dropped the damned thing.

      It wouldn’t have mattered, I suppose. Fat Jack wouldn’t feel it and the only mourners were his sister Moira and an ancient aunt, who couldn’t remember who she was, let alone who Jack used to be.

      Back in ’06, when the rapper Proof got capped in a Detroit club, they say 5,000 people jammed the Fellowship Chapel for his wake.

      Fat Jack Cassidy had been loan sharking in Warsaw Heights for thirty years. Locals saw him every day. Some nodded or said hello. Some crossed to the other side of the street.

      But at the end, not a soul turned out to see him off. Not at the church, not at the graveside. No one.

      Which was a very bad sign.

      Afterward, our subdued little group gathered at Jack’s grubby storefront office in the Heights.

      The door was locked. No problem. Popping locks was the first skill Fat Jack ever taught me. I had us inside in under five seconds, showing off a little. Moira found the bottle of single malt Jack kept in the bottom drawer of his desk. Gimp passed out paper cups from the water cooler and Moira filled ’em up. But no one drank.

      We were all eyeing each other uneasily. Waiting for someone to say something, I suppose. I realized someone was missing.

      “Where’s Toto? Jack’s dog?”

      “He died last year,” Benny said. “Jack was bummed for weeks. He loved that lop-eared mutt.”

      “Well?” Beef said, raising his cup. “Here’s to Fat Jack.”

      “What the hell, Beef?” Gimp said. “It’s a wake. Is ‘here’s to him’ the best you can do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s the last toast we’ll ever drink to the man. Say something nice about the guy, for chrissake.”

      “I can’t think of nothin’ nice.”

      “Fine,” Benny the Banker said. “Here’s to Fat Jack. He was good to his dog.”

      “So was Hitler,” the kid cracked.

      “Fat Jack wasn’t no Hitler,” Benny said, bristling. “We all know thugs who’d cap their mother for ten bucks. If Jack busted some mope’s finger for bein’ a slow pay, that mope should count his blessings. Ain’t that right, Doc?”

      “Depends on which finger it was,” I said, holding up my scarred left hand. “I’m already short a pinky. As for Hitler, he actually was nice to his dogs. Shepherds, I think. Ever wonder what Hitler’s dogs would’ve said about their boss?”

      Dead silence. The others were staring at me.

      “I give up,” the kid said at last. “What would Hitler’s dogs say?”

      “Probably something like, ‘Hey, too bad about World War II and all, but Adolph always took good care of us.’ And Fat Jack took care of us. Didn’t he.”

      It was a rhetorical question. I waited anyway. Nobody said anything.

      “Jack’s word was a lock,” I went on. “If he promised something, he delivered. If you got jammed up, he had your back, and bail money if you needed it. He might piss and moan, but he never stiffed a friend.”

      “As long as you earned your keep,” the kid said.

      “The Heights ain’t no charity ward, sonny,” the Gimp said. “Jack expected people to carry their weight, but he always held up his end. Doc’s right, the man wasn’t no saint but he was always straight with us.”

      “For all the good it did him,” Moira said bitterly. “At the end, when he had trouble, where were his so-called pals?”

      “Whoa up, Moira,” Beef protested. “I was doin’ ninety days over at county.”

      “You’ve been out for two weeks, Beef,” Moira said. “Today’s the first time I’ve seen you. And Doc? How long have you been gone? Five years?”

      “Don’t lay Jack’s death on me, lady, or anybody else in this room,” I said. “It’s on whoever took him out.”

      “Cops said it was an accident, Doc,” Beef said. “He got clipped by a hit and run driver.”

      “Since when do Warsaw Heights cops give a rip about guys in the life?” I asked.

      “Jack was one less thug to worry about,” the kid chipped in.

      “Nobody asked you,” I said. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

      “I’m you,” the kid said, not a bit intimidated. “I took your old slot in the crew. I’m Jack’s paperboy, Bobby Zee.” He offered his hand.

      I ignored it. “What’s the Zee for?”

      “Zelinski. What’s the Doc for? Doctor Feelgood?”

      “More like Doctor Kevorkian,” Benny cracked. “Doc puts people to sleep. Permanent.”

      “You talk too much,” I said.

      “Jack called him Doc because he went to college awhile,” Beef put in. “Big freakin’ deal.”

      “Where?” Bobby Zee asked.

      “Here in Detroit,” I said. “I dealt X and high-end weed on the U of D campus. A new class of customers every hour.”

      “Took classes, too,” Gimp added. “Aced ’em all.”

      “What was your major?” the kid asked.

      “Philosophy,” I said. “Man’s search for the secret of life.”

      “Did you figure out the secret, hotshot?” Beef asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Life’s short.”

      “Shorter for people in our line of work,” Bobby Zee said.

      “Short for everybody,” I said. “Nineteen or ninety, when your time’s up, you’ll want a little more. A year. A day. Five more seconds. And don’t talk to me like we’re pals, sonny. I don’t know you.”

      “Bobby’s okay, Doc,” Moira said quickly. “Jack brought him into the crew last year.”

      “And now he’s dead,” I said. “Can I talk to you a minute? Alone?”

      [image: ]

      I followed Moira into the file room that served as her office, a windowless box that she swept for bugs twice a day. Jack never did business over a phone. Simple orders were whispered on busy street corners. More complicated setups were planned in this office. If these walls could talk, we’d all be doing life without parole.

      Moira sat on the corner of her desk with her arms folded. I leaned my back against the door jamb to be sure we weren’t interrupted. And found myself staring at Moira. Couldn’t help it.

      She and Jack couldn’t have looked less alike. Moira Cassidy was slender, almost gaunt, with haunted eyes. Black Irish to the bone, her hair was dark as a raven’s heart, her complexion had a faintly blue tint, like fine china. A hard line of a mouth. She wasn’t conventionally pretty, but she was…magnetic. For me.

      She was wearing black for mourning. It suited her. Moira seldom wore makeup, and in her heavy horn-rimmed glasses, you might pass her on the street without a second glance. But to me—she was eyeing me. Her dark eyes like laser scalpels.

      “Still single?” I asked. “I’m surprised some wild boy hasn’t carried you off by now.”

      “Not likely. How’s your family, Doc? Got a little wifey and a couple of rug rats stashed somewhere?”

      “No,” I admitted. “No family.”

      “I never had the chance for one,” Moira said. “Whenever a boyfriend got serious, Jack ran him off.”

      “He was looking out for you.”

      “He didn’t want to lose his bookkeeper,” she snapped. “Enough with the Auld Lang Syne, Doc. Why did you come back?”

      “For Jack’s funeral. How much did it cost?” I asked.

      “Forget it. Jack had insurance.”

      “Get a refund. Even with the lid closed, I could smell funk around the casket.”

      “Damn,” she winced, looking away. “I didn’t notice. I’ve gotten used to it.”

      “Used to what?”

      “The smell of death. Jack had morbid diabetes, Doc. Necrotic sores on both legs. He needed surgery but he kept putting it off. The stench was on his clothes. Dry cleaning only made it worse. I should have bought him a new suit.”

      “To bury him in? Jack would have broken out of that box to slap the crap out of you.”

      “Probably,” she agreed with a wan smile.

      “You should have called me sooner, Moira. He might have listened to me.”

      “They wanted to amputate his legs at the knee. He wouldn’t do it for you, me or the baby Jesus. You couldn’t have saved him, Doc.”

      “Maybe not from his illness, but that’s not how he died. Somebody ran him down in the street, Moira. Like a dog.”

      “They did him a favor.”

      “Then maybe I’ll look them up. To say thank you.”

      She caught the edge in my tone, and nodded slowly.

      “That’s the real reason you’re here, isn’t it? To square things for Jack?”

      “Somebody has to.”

      “Why you? It’s been five years, Doc. You can’t come waltzing back like you still belong.”

      “Jack was my friend.”

      “He was nobody’s friend,” she said bitterly. “Not even mine. You were smart to get out when you did.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. Are you angry with me about something?”

      “Jesus H. Christ,” she shrugged helplessly. “Do you have to ask? It’s like seeing a ghost, Doc. No word in all these years? I thought you were dead.”

      “I was in trouble when I left. I didn’t want it to blow back on you.”

      “On Jack, you mean.”

      “No. On you, Moira. I practically grew up in this office. Saw you every day with your game face on. Like now. A lot of edge to you. I used to daydream about you. Did you know that? How you’d look by candlelight.”

      “Candlelight?” she snorted.

      “Maybe over dinner? Someplace with linen tablecloths, silverware, soft music. I always thought you’d be beyond beautiful. By candlelight.”

      “You always were a crazy kid.”

      “You’re only a few years older.”

      “I’m a thousand years older, Doc. Old enough to see what you were becoming. Doc Bannan, Fat Jack’s teenage killer. You scared the hell out of people, Doc. Including me. You still do.”

      I didn’t say anything. My right hand unconsciously covered my maimed left, with its missing finger. “I’m not the wild kid who left, Moira. I’ve been some places, learned a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like there’s no way to get even for a death, Moira. No way to make it right. Ever.”

      “Then why—?”

      “There has to be payback. A reckoning. Who killed Jack, Moira?”

      “I don’t know, Doc. Truly.”

      “Who were his enemies?”

      “Are you kidding? Open the phone book. My brother was a loan shark, he collected street tax and protection. He didn’t have a friend in the world unless you count those clowns out front. And you. What difference does it make now?”

      “Maybe none. If somebody was settling an old score, it might be over. But if somebody’s moving in on Jack’s action, maybe they’re just getting started. You could be next, Moira. Or one of the crew. Beef, most likely. He‘s the most dangerous.”

      “Or you,” she pointed out.

      “Actually, I’m kind of hoping for that,” I said. “What about the crew? If Jack’s been sick, has anyone been angling to move up?”

      She hesitated, reading my face. Then took a deep breath.

      “Beef,” she said. “He’s been pushing Jack to step aside, let him take over.”

      “Jack wasn’t willing?”

      “Beef’s tough enough, but not smart enough. Can’t control his temper, can’t stay out of jail. When Jack turned him down, Beef got loaded, got into a brawl, wound up at county. He’s been out a couple of weeks, but hasn’t been around.”

      “What about this new kid? Bobby Zee?”

      “He took your old job, Doc, but he‘s nothing like you were. A talker, not a fighter. Works the U of D coffee shops dealing uppers and X. That’s his speed.”

      I nodded, absorbing that.

      “Last question,” I said. “Word about Jack’s illness must have gotten around. Have any Detroit crews been trying to muscle into the Heights?”

      She looked away, avoiding my eyes. “I was hoping you wouldn’t ask about that.”
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      The party was in full swing when we rejoined the others in the front office. The first bottle stood empty on Jack’s desk. A second was already half gone.

      “What’s up, Doc?” Bobby Zee grinned, doing a bleary Bugs Bunny.

      No one laughed. I realized the kid was more like me than Moira realized. Smarting off to impress her. I let it pass.

      “Moira tells me the Spanish Cobras have been leaning on Jack for a piece of the Heights. Has anybody heard anything?”

      The crew exchanged glances.

      “I’ve heard rumors about the Cobras,” Gimp admitted. “Nothing solid.”

      “If they weren’t pushing before, they will be now,” Bobby Zee said. “Jack was the muscle of this outfit, the one with the reputation.”

      “Hey, I got a rep too,” Beef said.

      “For getting locked up,” Benny said. “What should we do, Doc?”

      “Whoa up,” Beef protested. “Who elected him boss? Did we take a vote I didn’t hear about?”

      “Beef has a point,” Bobby Zee said.

      “We don’t need a vote,” Moira said. “Doc would have been Jack’s choice.”

      “Says who?” Beef demanded.

      “I do,” she said. “Does anybody have a problem with that?”

      “Not me, lady,” Bobby grinned, raising both hands in mock surrender. “If Doc’s got a move in mind, let’s hear it.”

      “No moves,” I said. “The opposite. Everybody goes back to the streets, no muss, no fuss, no explanations. Show the Heights it’s business as usual.”

      “But if the Cobras push in, we can’t stand against ’em, Doc,” Benny said. “We’re gofers, not gunmen.”

      “According to him, we’re dogs,” Beef griped.

      “Not just dogs,” I said. “Hitler’s dogs. Somebody forgot that when he killed our friend.”

      Gimp glanced up sharply, reading my eyes.

      “Oh man,” he said. “You’re goin’ after them, aren’t you, Doc?”

      “That depends on what happened,” I said. “Nobody’s safe until we know. If the Cobras greased Jack for his territory, we need to show them it didn’t work. Maybe they’ll reach out, offer a deal.”

      “Or maybe they’ll cap somebody else,” Bobby offered.

      “I don’t think so. Whoever did this doesn’t figure we count for much. Show them they’re wrong. We take care of business, the same as we did for Jack.”

      “And while we’re walking around with targets on our backs, where will you be?” Beef asked. “Hidin’ behind Jack’s desk?”

      “Nope. That’ll be Bobby’s job.”

      “Mine?” the kid echoed, surprised.

      “The campus can slide, sport. We need somebody here to look out for Moira. There’s a shotgun behind the door. No strangers get in, understand?”

      “They shall not pass,” the kid said, grinning like a putz. God. Was I ever that young?

      “What should I do, Doc?” Moira asked.

      “Keep your phone turned on. If the Cobras are on the make, they’ll call to ask for a meet. Whatever they ask, agree to it. I’ll take it from there.”

      “This ain’t right,” Beef said, glowering at me. “You can’t show up after all this time and take over. It should be me.”

      “You asked Jack about that a few weeks ago,” Moira said. “He laughed.”

      “He ain’t laughin’ now, is he?” Beef said. He stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

      “What’s with him?” Bobby Zee asked.

      “He seems normal to me,” I said. “But I’d hate to be the first slow pay he tracks down.”

      “Still, it was a fair question,” Bobby said, facing me. “If I’m holding the fort, where will you be?”

      “Time traveling,” I said.
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      Warsaw Heights is a hardcore Slavic enclave a few miles up I-75 from the dark heart of inner city Detroit. Locals call it White Harlem.

      The Heights is my home town, I suppose. I don’t know where I was born or who my parents were, but White Harlem is definitely where I grew up. Fast.

      In the years I’d been away, a lot had changed. Arab immigrants were supplanting the Serbs and Poles of the old days. Most shop signs had Arabic subtitles, and the cathedral bells of St. Stanislaus had to compete with tinny loudspeakers calling the faithful to prayer.

      I strolled the main drag, Kosciusko Avenue, like I owned it. But I barely recognized it. A dry goods store with Muslim headscarves on display, a shoe shop, boarded up now, a new dollar store gaily decorated for Christmas.

      Finally, a familiar place. La Texana Bodega, a party store with eleven brands of tequila in the front window. A heavyset Mexican woman, her bountiful bosoms draped in cheap jewelry, was parked on a stool behind the counter. A brass bell tinkled as I stepped in.

      “Hola, Mama Ruiz,” I said. “Do you remember me?”

      “No,” she said automatically, without glancing up.

      I took a newspaper from the rack and carefully placed it on the counter. This time she did look up. Her mouth narrowed a bit at the corners, but beyond that, her face showed nothing.

      “I don’t know you, mister.”

      “You should, Mama. I used to be your paperboy. I delivered the Free Press, and picked up numbers and betting slips for Fat Jack.”

      “I don’t know nothing about that.”

      “I’m still in the same business, Mama. But instead of delivering news, I’m buying it.” I counted out five twenties, placed them beside the newspaper.

      “Maybe I do remember you,” she said, deadpan. “What do you want, Paperboy?”

      “Street buzz,” I said simply. “Did you hear about Fat Jack?”

      “Got runt over,” she nodded. “Seen about it on the TV.”

      “Has anyone been around, asking about Jack’s business?”

      “No. Not lately.”

      “But someone came before?”

      She considered that a moment. Her eyes strayed to the bills. I pushed them toward her.

      “Maybe a month ago,” she said quickly. “Some street boys came around. Wanted me to pay so my windows don’t get broke. I say I pay Mr. Jack for insurance.”

      “Did you know these boys?”

      “They wasn’t from this neighborhood. From Eastpointe, I think.” She said something in machine-gun Spanish.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “I don’t—”

      “Spanish Cobras,” she said. “I know their gang tats. My cousin’s son is—anyway. I tell that Bobby Zee to tell Mr. Jack about it, he say he’d see to it.”

      “Did he?”

      “I guess,” she said, frowning. “Them boys never come back.”

      “How many were there?”

      “Three come inside. Two more on the street to watch.”

      “What were they driving?”

      “Didn’t see no car, but they must’ve had one. They sure didn’t walk here from Eastpointe. With they pants down around they ass, don’t see how them boys can walk no place.”

      “Did you catch any names?”

      “They didn’t say. I didn’t ask.”

      “Gracias, Mama,” I said, folding the bills into her palm. “Good to see you.”

      “Hey, paperboy,” she called after me. “With Mr. Jack gone, who do I pay the insurance to? You?”

      “No, I just came for Jack’s funeral, Mama. I won’t be staying.”

      “Good,” she nodded. “One funeral is enough.”

      As the door closed behind me, I noticed she crossed herself, murmuring something under her breath. I hoped it wasn’t a curse.

      Two more quick stops got me nothing. Had better luck at a newsstand run by a legless black vet. Sarge. The old guy remembered me vaguely. He was all smiles. At first.

      “Always good to see someone from the old days,” he said.

      But his gap-toothed grin faded as he gradually remembered exactly who I was, back in those old days. Sarge was vague about a few things, but he damn sure remembered Fat Jack’s star pupil. He avoided my eyes, answering my questions in monosyllables. It was depressing to see his fear. I kept our chat short.

      His story was much like Mama’s. A month back, a crew of gang bangers tried muscling the neighborhood. Spanish dudes, he thought. Not local. He got word to Fat Jack, and the thugs never came back. He assumed Jack warned them off.

      “The Heights is a rough neighborhood,” he said. “Nobody minds payin’ Mr. Jack his tax to keep the riffraff out. Tell him Ol’ Sarge said so, when you see him.”

      “I’ll tell him, Sarge. When I see him.”

      My last stop was at Sweeney Todd's, an Irish bar. It was Beef Malenfont’s favorite hangout and it suited him. Plank floors, a long, scarred counter, pool tables against the wall. Beef was in a dark corner, hunched over a draft. He saw me coming, scowled and shook his head.

      “Go away, Doc,” he said, as I slid into the seat facing him across the battered oak table, “I ain‘t feelin’ social.”

      Up close, I could read Beef’s mug like a history book. His temper’s gotten him into a hundred fights and his face carries marks from most of them.

      “I don’t care if the others go along with you takin’ over, Doc. I ain’t takin’ no orders from you.”

      “Just answer one question, Beef, then I’m gone. Or you are.”

      His eyes lit up at that. He slid his beer mug aside. Clearing for action.

      “You think you can handle me, Doc?”

      “Maybe we’ll find out. It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether you’ve got the balls to give me a straight answer.”

      “I wouldn’t bother lyin’ to you. I always figured you were lucky once and built a reputation off it. Ask me anything you want, Paperboy.”

      “Moira said you haven’t been around, Beef. Where were you?”

      “I got busted for a bar fight. Got locked up at county.”

      “You got out two weeks ago. You didn’t check in. Why not?”

      He looked away, considering his answer. It was almost painful to watch the big man think.

      “Okay, straight up,” he said, meeting my eyes. “Jack’s been terrible sick. You could smell the death on him. I couldn’t stand seein’ him like that. Dying an inch at a time.”

      “That’s all it was?”

      “Not quite. My parole officer’s a prick and Jack’s a known associate. If I got spotted with him, they’d throw me back inside. I hate bein’ caged up, Doc. Maybe I really am one of them dogs you was talkin’ about.”

      “Maybe we both are.”

      “Why don’t you say what’s really on your mind, Doc? Ask me if I done Jack. Give me an excuse to break your back.”

      “Maybe later,” I said. “We’ve got troubles enough.”

      “The Spanish Cobras.” It wasn’t a question.

      “What have you heard, Beef?”

      “Ain’t heard nothin’. But when I was locked up? A couple of Cobras came at me in the yard. Bad mistake on their part.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “At the time, I figured it was jailhouse games. Now I wonder if it was their first move.”

      “It’s been tried before,”

      “Last time, it was them Jamaicans from Ecorse,” he agreed. “They grabbed you up for a first move. Too bad they didn’t keep you.” He rose slowly, glaring down at me. “Pay for my beer, hotshot. I’m fussy about who I drink with.”

      After Beef stalked out, I tried to chat up the bartender. A waste of time. He was Lebanese, new to the neighborhood.

      “I got cold Coors on tap, corned beef and Lay’s chips, mister. Buy something or go peddle your papers.” His surly crack won a grin from me. He had no idea why.

      I ordered a corned beef on rye and a Virgin Mary, carried them back to Beef’s table, then ripped into the sandwich like a starving shark. Hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Took my time sipping my tomato juice, though, stirring it with the celery stick. Thinking.

      According to Mama Ruiz and Sarge, Spanish Cobras from Eastpointe tried to muscle into the Heights a month or so ago. Then they backed off. Why?

      Streetwise and violent, with cartel connections, the Cobras were a crew on the rise. Sick as he was, Jack couldn’t have scared off the Girl Scouts, let alone the Cobras. And with Beef locked up—

      Was that a coincidence? Or had they reached out to Beef in the slam? Angry at Jack for brushing him off, he could have agreed to stand aside, give the Cobras a free shot at Jack.

      Moira had misgivings about Beef. So did I. He’d always resented my rapid rise in the crew. Maybe that’s not all he resented.
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      Dusk was settling on the Heights when I left Sweeney's, street lights flickering on, Christmas decorations winking cheerfully in the shop windows.

      I paused in the pub’s shadowed doorway, automatically scanning the street for danger, an old habit.

      That saved my life.

      Down the block, a Cadillac Escalade was idling at the curb on the far side of the street. White exhaust rising in the chill December air.

      Black car, blacked out windows. I couldn’t see inside—a rear window was rolling down. I caught a glint of metal coming up. Gun? Couldn’t tell, didn’t wait to find out!

      Diving head first, I rolled behind a parked pickup truck as silent slugs punched into the wall where I’d been standing an instant before. No roar of gunfire, only muzzle flashes from the Cadillac’s rear window and the thump of lead hammering into the pickup truck, blowing out its windows, shattering the pub’s glass door into a thousand pieces. But the only sound was the breaking glass. The gunman was firing suppressed rounds.

      For a silencer to work, the slug’s velocity has to stay below the speed of sound, which limits their penetration. It’ll zip through a man or even a door, but they won’t punch through a pickup truck. I was safe as long as I stayed down.

      But I’d just buried a friend, and I was in no mood to hide.

      Crouching below the window level of the cars along the curb, I duck-walked along the sidewalk toward the Cadillac. I was carrying a .38 revolver, but didn’t draw it. All I wanted was a plate number—the windshield of the Buick beside me blew out, triggering its alarm system.

      The beeping car horn would scarcely raise an eyebrow in the Heights, but it was too much noise for the gunmen.

      The Escalade peeled out, tires howling as it vanished around the corner. I dashed into the street, hoping for a glimpse—but I was too late. By the time I rounded the corner, the Caddy was a memory.

      I kept running anyway.

      Even in White Harlem, a shootout will generate 911 calls. I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night cuffed in a squad car, answering questions.

      I had questions of my own.
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      Warsaw Heights police headquarters is a six-story concrete tenement built back in the Great Depression. It looks every grim day of it.

      I asked for Detective Bernie Czecho at the information desk. A bored patrolman said he was on his dinner break. Try the Verdict’s Inn, down the block.

      The Inn hadn’t changed a bit. It’s a tavern hangout for cops, lawyers and newsmen. You can order a burger and a beer, cut a plea deal or make a payoff without leaving your barstool.

      The joint was jammed, the jukebox thumping out Motown oldies while cops swapped lies and lawyers dealt their clients’ lives away like penny ante poker. Your criminal justice system at work.

      I spotted Czecho in a corner booth, slurping a bowl of roadhouse chili. Not a pretty sight. Slope shouldered in a cheap suit, he looked like a Neanderthal trying to pass for a sapiens. I slid into the empty seat facing him.

      Czecho barely glanced up. “I’m off duty…” He began, then hesitated. Cocking his head, he scanned my face. “I’ll be damned,” he said, grinning, leaning back in his seat. “Paperboy. Fat Jack’s favorite punk. What was your name again?”

      “Bannan. People call me Doc.”

      “I ain’t people, sport, I’m the law. I should bust you right now. You gotta be guilty of something.”

      “You’d better call downtown first, Detective. Ask Tony Zeman if he wants me busted.”

      “You’re not with Zeman, Doc. I’d know if you were.”

      “Which means you must still be on Zeman’s pad.”

      “Keep your damn voice down,” Czecho said, glancing around quickly to be sure we hadn’t been overheard. “Why would you think I’m hooked up with Zeman?”

      “Because you know I’m not.”

      Czecho leaned back in his chair, eyeing me with open contempt. “Fat Jack always claimed you were smart, Doc. But you walk into a cop bar, and get in my face? I could raise a finger and—”

      “You’d lose money,” I interrupted.

      “What money?” I had his attention now.

      “The best kind, Detective. Money for nothing. I’m not looking for trouble, Czecho, I only came back to bury Fat Jack. And to tie up some loose ends. I could use some help.”

      “Why on earth would I help you?”

      “How about cash? Ten cee notes in your hand, right now. I just need a few answers.” I slid a folded square of bills across the table. Czecho reached for it, but I quickly covered it with my palm. “Cash on delivery.”

      “What do you want, Doc?”

      “For openers, who killed Jack?”

      “Some drunk, probably. It was a hit and run. We get three a week in this town.”

      “Don’t jerk me around, Czecho,” I said, leaning in, my face only an inch from his. “Guys in the life don’t die by accident. If he got struck by lightning, you’d be suspicious. Zeman wouldn’t pay you if you weren’t good at your job, so let’s have it. Who did Jack?”

      “We don’t know,” Czecho said, meeting my hard stare straight on.

      “And you don’t care?”

      “Not much.”

      I leaned back in my chair, considering that answer.

      “If you don’t care, then Tony Zeman isn’t worried. Has skimming the unions made him too soft to control the street? Or is he waiting to see who comes out on top?”

      “I don’t know what Mr. Zeman thinks, Doc. And if I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t discuss it with you.”

      “If Zeman’s not concerned, then it can’t be an out-of-town crew muscling in. He’d worry about that.”

      “If you say so.” Czecho slurped another mouthful of chili.

      “Earn your money, Detective. Tell me something I can’t read in the papers.”

      He considered that a moment. “Jack’s death wasn’t exactly a hit and run,” he offered.

      “How do you mean?”

      “He got hit, all right, and the driver ran. But first he backed up over Jack’s body. Twice. He made damn sure Jack was dead before he split.”

      “So it was definitely a hit, probably a pro. That explains Sweeney's. Somebody took a shot at me there. A crew in a black Escalade.”

      “Why do you think it was a crew? We don’t have gangs in the Heights, Doc, mostly because of what happened to those Jamaicans a few years ago.”

      “The shooter used a silenced AK. Only a pro can afford a gun like that. Or know where to get one.”

      “A pro like Fat Jack, maybe?”

      That stopped me. “What did that mean?”

      “A few months ago, I got a tip that one of Jack’s crew was smuggling silenced AK-47s in from Canada. ATF had a tail on him but he lost them in the Heights. They picked him up later, but he’d already delivered the guns or stashed them. Without the weapons they couldn’t make a case.”

      “Who was the guy?” I asked, leaning in.

      He told me. And everything changed.

      He must have read it in my face.

      “I guess I just earned my money,” he said, raking in the cash. “You didn’t know about that, did you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Some poet said you can never go home, Doc. It was good advice.”

      “It was Thomas Wolfe,” I said absently. “But while I’m in town? Why don‘t you do what you do best, Czecho. Nothing. I’ll see to this. Tell Mr. Zeman everything’s under control.”

      “I’ll tell him I saw a goddamn ghost,” Czecho chuckled. “I take back what I said about how smart you are, Paperboy. See ya around.”

      He turned back to his chili. I headed for the door.

      Outside, I breathed in the cold December air. Exhaust fumes, stale beer. Eau de White Harlem. As familiar as my face in the morning mirror. But Wolfe was right. You can’t go home again. It isn’t the same.

      Neither are you.

      ‘Paperboy.’ I ditched that nickname when I left the Heights. But some things can’t be undone. Like a missing finger.

      People in White Harlem still remembered my name. And how I got it.

      Like most things in my life, it came from Fat Jack.
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      I arrived in Warsaw Heights as a ward of the state. The foster care system dumped me into St. Stanislaus’ Home for Wayward Boys, a massive old gothic cathedral with castellated revetments that make it look like a medieval prison.

      Which it was, in effect.

      Back in the eighties, the diocese converted the rectory into a halfway house for juvenile offenders. Home sweet home for me and a hundred more young toughs. The dank stone walls and open barracks were better than the steel cages in juvie hall, but not by much.

      My first day in the Heights, I got caught shoplifting in a bodega. I punched the clerk in the face and ran like a scalded cat. Laughing all the way. Thought I’d gotten away clean.

      I was wrong.

      The next day I got called into Father Proctor ’s office. I had a visitor. Fat Jack Cassidy. The priest left us alone together.

      Jack didn’t waste words. He explained that merchants in Warsaw Heights paid him to keep punks like me from stealing them blind. If I did it again, he’d find me and break both of my arms. He meant it, too. I told him to screw himself.

      I expected a beating. He offered me a job instead. He needed a paperboy, a kid to deliver the Free Press and pick up betting slips for his sports book. I started that afternoon.

      The job was a major jump in status at St. Stan’s. Fat Jack was a local legend, and a great teacher. I picked up the finer points of felony, arson, burglary, extortion. Street Crime 101. For a foster kid whose only family memories were beatings and blood, life in White Harlem was Sugartown.

      Unfortunately, a Jamaican crew from Ecorse noticed how sweet it was, and tried to muscle into Jack’s action.

      For openers, they grabbed a hostage. Me. Snatched me up as I was leaving Mama Ruiz’s bodega with the daily numbers take.

      Their first mistake was holding me for ransom. They told Jack to fork over five grand or they’d send him my head in a hatbox. Jack told them to tie a ribbon on it. He could find ten punks like me at St. Stan’s any day of the week.

      No surprise. I knew Jack wouldn’t pay a dime to get me back.

      To prove they were serious, the Jamaicans cut a finger off my left hand. With a box knife. They said if I yelled, they’d cut my throat too. I believed them. I didn’t yell.

      Their second mistake was giving my finger to some Rasta stoner to drop off at Jack’s office. Before he vanished into a landfill, the stoner told Jack everything he knew.

      But the Jamaicans’ worst mistake was locking me in a closet. Like the kid I appeared to be.

      I’m claustrophobic. Locked in that coffin with my throbbing hand wrapped in a bloody rag, I was terrified out of my mind.

      I knew their pal wouldn’t be coming back. When he didn’t show, they’d realize I was useless, slit my throat, and toss me in a dumpster. I was fifteen. I knew I’d be dead before dark.

      A jam like that tends to focus your thoughts. I was too small to fight them. I needed a weapon, but there was nothing in the closet but a ratty bathrobe and a few coat hangers... One was the wooden kind. With a metal hook.

      Straightening out that hook with my maimed hand was savagely painful, but I managed it, without making a sound. When I was finished, I had a workable jailhouse shiv, a wooden handle with a seven-inch steel tine that protruded from my fist. Straight as an ice pick.

      Then I crouched down in the dark. Waiting.

      Around six, the Jamaicans went out for food, leaving one guy to watch me.

      When I was sure they were gone, I started bawling, wailing at the top of my lungs. When the guard yanked open the closet door to shut me up, I exploded up from the floor like a coiled spring, driving the coat hanger into his throat.

      He went down, gagging, choking on his own blood. But as I raced for the door, I heard footsteps thundering down the hall. His friends were coming back! I was frantically frisking the guard for a weapon when someone kicked in the apartment door.

      But it wasn’t the Jamaicans.

      It was Fat Jack. He’d come for me.

      As it happened, he came late. I’d already saved myself. Still, it meant a lot. That he cared enough to come. No one ever had. Ever.

      When the Jamaicans came back, they found me gone and their guy hanging from the clothes pole in the closet, like a trout on a fish stringer. Killed by a kid? Impossible.

      And yet, there he was. And the story grew wilder with every telling.

      Within days, two more of the Jamaican crew were dead. The two who’d grabbed me off the street. The cops found them in their car, both shot in the head at close range with a twenty-two caliber Saturday Night Special. A woman’s gun, they thought.

      But they were wrong. It was a kid’s gun.

      Jack made a counteroffer to the Jamaicans. They’d lopped off my little finger and had three corpses for their trouble. He figured things were about square. If they returned the money they took, plus ten grand, they could go home to Ecorse and he’d keep me in the Heights.

      If not, he’d turn me loose on them.

      Even coked-up psychos like the Jamaicans could do the math.

      They took the deal and went home. No hard feelings. Another day in the Life. Everything was as it had been before.

      Everything but me.

      Some things can’t be undone. A missing finger can’t grow back. And I was not the same boy the Jamaicans locked in that closet.

      Huddled in the dark, more terrified than I’d ever been in my life, my options were to die on my knees, begging for my life. Or to go down fighting, though I knew it was hopeless.

      I chose to fight, and I survived. And received an amazing revelation.

      Human life is incredibly fragile. A grown man can be killed by a boy armed with nothing but a coat hanger. Or a twenty-two pistol so small it looks like a kid’s toy.

      In a moment of murderous fury, I felt my first hunter’s rush, a feral buzz more potent than dope. Stronger than hate, stronger than love. Stronger than death.

      Jack recognized it, of course. When he found me crouching over the corpse of the Jamaican gangster, he knew exactly how I felt.

      And that kill changed everything. At fifteen, I graduated to full membership in Jack’s crew. I continued my regular route, delivering the Free Press, picking up numbers receipts and betting slips.

      But when trouble came up, Fat Jack kept me in the room, like I belonged there. And I did.

      I had a gift for battle tactics. I could analyze a situation, grasp the elements, and come up with a plan. I was an honest to God prodigy, like Mozart or Stevie Wonder. A towheaded kid with a loopy grin, born with a flair for violence.

      I barely tipped a hundred pounds soaking wet. With my paper bag slung over my shoulder or schoolbooks under my arm, I could wander into almost any setup without raising suspicions. An obvious innocent.

      Harmless.

      “Beat it, kid, go peddle your papers,” the mark would say. Sometimes it was the last thing he ever said.

      But soon, people started making the connection between the clueless kid and the homicide rate. Rumors began circulating, whispers on the wind at first. But in time my reputation grew out of control. If a body turned up, the cops came looking for me first.

      Which was just as well. The rage that had seized me during the Jamaican kidnapping had long since worn off. I recognized the battle madness for what it was. And realized where it would lead me.

      So when Fat Jack told me Detroit was getting too hot, that I needed to disappear for awhile, I didn’t argue. He gave me an envelope with a year’s pay, paperwork for a new identity, and an address in Chicago where I’d be welcome.

      And I went.

      But not to Chicago.

      I never used the alias Jack gave me. I drifted across America instead, working at odd jobs, then moving on. Until I hit New Mexico.

      Arty, upscale and bathed in sunshine most of the year, Taos was as far from White Harlem as I could get. I took an entry level gig selling used cars. It was easy work and I was good at it. So I stayed on.

      But soon I was restless again. And in the clear desert air, I faced a hard truth about myself.

      I needed the action. It was part of my nature now. And it paid better than selling cars or anything else I could do.

      So I analyzed the problem, and came up with a solution. I contacted Chicago, and contracted for the tricky, dangerous, freelance jobs. Hits no one else wanted. Professionals only. No women, no kids, no civilians. Only thugs no one would miss.

      Contracts that pay top dollar.

      I stayed on in Taos. I hide in plain sight, working as a used car salesman on a lot I secretly own. Occasionally, I get a call from Chicago, and I drive to Vegas, or L.A., or Jersey in an unregistered car from the lot. No airport security, no baggage checks. No record that I’ve ever been there. Or anywhere.

      If I do a job properly, the vics just disappear. No one’s certain there’s actually been a crime, let alone who did it.

      Until now.

      I’ve been successful because I’ve been objective. Cool. Analytical. Uninvolved.

      But not this time. This time wouldn’t be business. It would be personal.

      I came back to Warsaw Heights for Fat Jack.

      The same way he came for me.
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      I did a lot of thinking on the walk back to Jack’s office. The lights were still on, so I rapped twice, waited a minute, then stepped in. Very slowly. Bobby Zee kept the shotgun centered on my chest, making sure I was alone. Benny the Banker was at Jack’s desk, sorting through the day’s betting slips. So far, Jack’s death hadn’t affected business. The only funeral that keeps a gambler from betting is his own.

      Moira was pacing. And steaming.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she snapped. “There was a shooting at Sweeney’s—”

      “I’m in one piece,” I interrupted, waving her off. “What’s the problem?”

      “Your plan worked,” Bobby Zee said. “You said we’d get a call and we did.”

      “But not from the Cobras,” Moira said. “From Tony Zeman.”

      “No kidding? The Man himself? What did he want?”

      “A meet,” Moira said. “Oakland Avenue, at the tracks near the Chrysler Freeway. Seven o‘clock.”

      “I’d better move,” I said, checking my watch. “We don’t have much time.”

      “You can’t go alone, Doc,” Moira said. “I don’t trust Zeman.”

      “Neither do I,” I agreed. “But we don’t really have a choice. The Zemans have been a power in Detroit since Prohibition. Jack ran the Heights with their permission and paid a tax for it. If they want a meet, I have to go.”

      “Then I’m going too,” Bobby Zee said. “You’ll need backup on this.”

      “There could be trouble.”

      “You’re not the only one here who owes Fat Jack,” Bobby said. “I want in, Doc.”

      “Then leave the shotgun and take my piece,” I said, pulling my Smith Airweight out of my waistband. “You can’t handle a long gun in a car and they’ll pat me down anyway.”

      Bobby hefted the small weapon doubtfully. “A revolver?”

      “They never jam,” I said. “But let’s hope you don’t need it. If they start shooting, you take off, understand? I’ll already be gone.”

      “Works for me,” Bobby said dryly, sliding the Smith into his jacket.
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      We took my car, an anonymous three-year-old Buick that looked like every other family sedan in Detroit. Which was the point.

      Bobby drove, I rode shotgun. He kept glancing over at me as he wheeled expertly through traffic.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. From all the stories about you, I guess I thought you’d be bigger. And older.”

      “If you’re as old as you feel, I’m a thousand and two,” I said. “Where did Jack find you?”

      “At St. Stan’s,” Bobby said. “I was peddling phony Ecstasy around the U of Detroit, dodging campus security and former customers. One day Jack was waiting on my corner. Told me I wouldn’t live through the week, but he liked my style. Gave me your slot. Want it back?”

      “No. I’ve got a new life now. Good luck with my old one.”

      “Actually, I’m not sure how lucky I was, hiring onto a crew of losers with a sick boss. You were smart to get out when you did.”

      “I didn’t get out. Jack sent me away.”

      “Why? You were the best man he had.”

      “No, I was just one of the crew. He had no trouble filling my slot. He always did have an eye for talent.”

      “Some eye,” Bobby snorted. “I could pick a tougher posse out of a rest home. He should have ditched those losers years ago. He was getting soft, near the end.”

      “No way. Jack was the coldest sonofabitch I’ve ever met. Everybody on his crew earns their keep. He took care of them, and they took care of him. You’re a smart kid. I’m surprised you didn’t pick up on that.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Bobby shrugged, unconvinced. “We’re here.”

      He eased the Buick to the curb at the end of the last block on Oakdale, a dead end street, facing the D and R tracks. Deserted as the back of the moon. Eyeless, abandoned buildings. A stray dog skulking up an alley, hunting rats. No other cars in sight.

      “We must be early,” Bobby said, glancing around nervously.

      “Or it’s a setup,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” he said, startled.

      “Relax, kid. If it was an ambush, we’d be dead already. When you set up a mark, you should take him out right away, before he gets suspicious. Like now. Zeman’s not coming, is he?”

      He was quicker than I’d expected. In a heartbeat I was staring down the barrel of my own .38. It was quivering. His knuckles were white around the grip. He was nervous. And excited. But at this range, he couldn’t miss.

      “Damn it, Doc, I didn’t want it to come to this. This isn’t really my thing, you know.”

      “What is your thing Bobby? Using a car to run down a dying man? Or blasting away with a silenced AK?”

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “I understand more than you think. This is all Moira, isn’t it? Fat Jack was sick and the Cobras were pushing in. She cut a deal with them. You two would run things for them, but Jack had to go. And now it’s my turn.”

      He didn’t answer. Which was an answer, of sorts. He’d been honest about one thing, though. He definitely wasn’t a gunman or he would have capped me the moment we stopped. The only thing I had going was his inexperience. Killing a man up close, looking him in the eye, is a big step. He wasn’t quite ready for it.

      Yet.

      “Moira planned it,” he admitted. “She’s got more guts than—”

      “One of Hitler’s dogs?”

      “Something like that,” he nodded grimly. “I got nothing against you, Doc, but Moira said you wouldn’t let it go. You’d figure it out.”

      “I’m sorry I did,” I said, turning to face him. Knowing we were finally down to it. He’d never done this before, but I had. I knew he was ready now. Even so, his speed surprised me.

      Raising the revolver, he pulled the trigger. Its muffled pop was no louder than a cap pistol.

      Bobby froze in stunned surprise. I slid a twenty-two automatic from my sleeve into my palm. Jamming the tiny gun against his chest, I fired twice. A double tap that exploded his heart. He gaped at me in baffled amazement, wide-eyed, as if waiting for an explanation.

      “Dud rounds,” I said. “Did you think I’d let you kill me with my own gun?”

      He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. His eyes were vacant, his jaw slackened. He was already gone.

      I hauled his body out of the car and left him behind a dumpster. With luck, he wouldn’t be found for days. Maybe weeks. One more crime statistic in a town famous for them.

      By the time I fired up the Buick and pulled quietly away, I was already forgetting his face. I had things to settle up.

      In one helluva hurry.
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      Moira was alone in Jack’s office, working at his desk like I’d seen her a million times before. If I’d had any doubts about her involvement, they vanished the moment she saw me. Her face crumpled like a paper cup.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. It was all I could think of.

      “Bobby…?”

      I shook my head.

      She buried her face in her hands. But only for a moment. Then she straightened up, and faced me.

      “I swear to you, Doc, he didn’t tell me about Jack until afterward. I wouldn’t have agreed to it. You know that.”

      “Spare me the lies, love. I’ve known you since I was boy, Moira. Worshipped you, in fact. And the thing I always admired most about you was your intelligence. Even in this. Bottom line, taking Jack out was the smart thing to do.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “His health was failing, his guys are worker bees, not fighters. Cutting a deal with the Cobras made perfect sense. You’ve got some flaws, lady, but stupidity isn’t one of them.”

      “Doc, I swear—”

      “Don’t beg, Moira, it’s insulting. You’re like a sister to me. To all of us. I won’t harm you. Jack wouldn’t want that. But you don’t get a pass for what you did. You’re done in Detroit, Moira. Get out, tonight. For good. If I see you again, it’ll be the last time anyone sees you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she nodded, sniffling.

      “I don’t think you do, love,” I said coldly. “Or you’d already be gone.”
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      I didn’t tell the others that Bobby ran Jack down, or why Moira was suddenly missing. I just said they were both done. For good. No one asked why. My tone was all the explanation they needed.

      There was no formal election. I stepped into Jack’s slot and the crew accepted it. Even Beef. Dogs intuitively recognize an alpha, a born leader. Jack had been the boss dog. Now it was me.

      Benny the Banker took over Moira’s job as our business manager. I recruited a teenager from St. Stan’s to handle Benny’s bookie action. The boy’s in a wheelchair but he’s terrific on the phone.

      Beef found our new paperboy in the county lockup. A car thief, a roughneck punk with a bad attitude. He took Bobby’s place. As Bobby once took mine.

      Beef and I sat down with the Cobras, together. Nobody brought up the Jamaicans, but the Cobras knew who I was and they’d heard the stories. We all agreed to keep to our home ground. In peace.

      Then I met with Tony Zeman, to explain the new setup. He had no complaints, as long as his checks cleared.

      Before long, White Harlem was running as smoothly as before.

      I had intended to move on as soon as things settled down, but I didn’t. Instead, I rented a loft near Jack’s office, then started looking around for a used car lot. A busy one. Where I can hide in plain sight.

      Moira said people in our Life don’t have families. She was wrong. Jack’s crew may not be blood kin, but they’re the only family I’ve ever known. I need them. And they need me.

      The truth is, men and dogs come into this world poorly equipped to survive. We don’t have turtle shells or a lion’s strength. We compensate for our weakness by forming packs.

      Gangs, tribes, nations, corporations. Call them whatever you like. At heart, they’re all packs. And when men and dogs hunt together in packs, we’re the most efficient predators on the planet.

      Jack understood that. Every member of his pack was important to him. Even a fifteen-year-old boy.

      I never kidded myself that Jack came for me out of love all those years ago. It doesn’t matter why he came. It only matters that he did.

      And there’s only one way I can repay that debt.

      I will stay on and look after his people, the way he did. And maybe one day I’ll earn the same epitaph.

      It was the only nice thing you could say about Jack.

      Or Hitler.

      Or me.

      We took good care of our dogs.
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      When a magazine or anthology shows up with a story by Steve Hockensmith, I always read that story first. The tone of his fiction varies from humorous to extremely dark, which I appreciate. And I’m a big fan of his Holmes on the Range mystery series. The first book, appropriately titled Holmes on the Range, was a finalist for the Edgar, Shamus, Anthony, and Dilys awards.

      Lately, he’s been collaborating, first with “Science Bob” Pflugfelder on Nick and Tesla’s High-Voltage Danger Lab, and then with Lisa Falco on The White Magic Five & Dime.

      “Wheel of Fortune” is a standalone chapter from that book. He writes, “I ended up writing a flashback that explores our heroine’s strange, sordid childhood. Not only did it turn out to be one of my favorite chapters, I thought it could stand alone as a short story. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one who thought that!”
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      It was morning in America, and the girl was in either a small city or a large town in the Midwest. She didn’t know the name. What did it matter?

      They’d just come from another small city/large town a week before. And another a week before that and another a week before that. In a few days, they’d be someplace else.

      It was a slow-motion Cannonball Run, Biddle had joked when it began.

      The girl knew the movies he was referring to. She’d seen both of them in the theater, the second one just a week before, though pre-teen girls were hardly the target audience. Over the course of one long, dark day, she’d sneaked into Cannonball Run II, Star Trek III, The Natural, Bachelor Party and Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter. She spent a lot of days like that. Abandoned in cineplexes, wandering from screen to screen, story to story, world to world.

      But she didn’t get the joke.

      Biddle started to explain. Something about insurance policies they were taking out on cars that got stolen and wrecked and stolen and wrecked (and paid for and paid for and paid for) all across the country. But the girl’s mother cut him off.

      She’d been calling herself “Veronica” lately. She had brand new jet-black hair. In a few weeks, she’d have new hair again. And a new name.

      “You know the rule,” she’d told Biddle.

      The girl knew the rule, too.

      Some quick change raising or till dipping they could use her for. The precious pet scam or the Jamaican switch, too. She was an excellent roper, a competent cap. But there were plays they didn’t need her for. A lot of them. And this was one.

      So, the rule: Don’t talk to her. Don’t tell her anything she didn’t need to know. Keep her in the dark. A prop in a closet, gathering dust.

      “Right, right, O.K.,” Biddle said to the girl’s mother. And he turned back to the girl and winked.

      Biddle knew the rule. He just chose to ignore it from time to time.

      Now, weeks later, here they were in Genericsville USA, and the girl was watching yet another game show on yet another motel television.

      Morning TV sucked. The Price Is Right, talk shows, detergent commercials, news. There weren’t any stories, and it was stories the girl needed. Other people, other places, other lives. Anything other. Anything.

      Veronica was getting ready to go to work—though her “work” wasn’t anything like what the girl saw on TV. There would be no wacky officemates, no gruff but lovable boss, no laugh track.

      The girl’s mother was going to spend the day visiting every insurance agent in town. She was “dressed to impress,” as she liked to call it. Biddle said it was more like “dressed to undress.”

      “Everywhere you go, you’re gonna have guys trying to give you a piece of the rock,” he said.

      Veronica laughed.

      Only Biddle could get her to do that.

      Then she was gone. She didn’t say goodbye. Why bother? She knew the girl would be there when she got back. Do you say goodbye to a chair, a lamp, the paper-thin towels hanging in the bathroom? Of course not. You use them when you use them and you don’t when you don’t.

      Biddle would be leaving soon, too. He had mail drops to set up, mail drops to close down, connections to make, connections to break. But first he’d take the girl wherever she wanted to go. Almost.

      One time she’d walked into a school and found a classroom of kids her age and tried to pass herself off as an exchange student from London. She did an excellent English accent courtesy of James Bond movies and PBS, but it hadn’t mattered. Questions were asked, things got complicated, and she’d ended up running out of the place and laying low at their motel the rest of the week.

      The girl never told her mother, but Biddle knew. And he didn’t tell on her, though he never took her anywhere near a school again. Not the kind other kids went to, anyway.

      “I think I can take the day off,” he announced as a contestant on TV suddenly went bankrupt, lost it all, and had to do so smiling. “Wanna have some fun?”

      “Sure.”

      Biddle’s fun and other people’s fun weren’t quite the same. But the girl never said no.

      First they went to a Bob Evans and stuffed themselves.

      “Can’t skip the most important meal of the day,” Biddle said. “Those chocolate chip pancakes might feel heavy in your gut now, but before long they’re going to be pure energy.”

      “For running?” the girl asked.

      Biddle smiled. But there was no need to run. Not then.

      They left without paying and did it so smoothly no one noticed for ten minutes, though half the eyes in the restaurant had been on them as they ate. “The Reverse Oreo Effect,” Biddle called it. It sometimes complicated things, but he didn’t seem to mind a little complication in his life.

      He was black, the girl and her mother white.

      After leaving the restaurant, they went to a party supply store and bought a roll of pink raffle tickets. Then they drove around while Biddle scanned storefronts and signs.

      “Jackpot!” he eventually announced.

      He pulled over in front of the Boys & Girls Club of Who-Cares? County. A few minutes later, he was walking out again with a stack of brochures and newsletters.

      “People sure do love it when a man takes an interest in the youth of his community,” he said.

      “What’s the pitch?”

      “Fundraiser, of course. Raise five hundred dollars and your soccer team gets to go to Indianapolis for the state playoffs. It’d be a shame if you couldn’t make it. Your coach was going to pay for the trip out of her own pocket, but after she came down with Legionnaire’s Disease—”

      “Biddle.”

      “O.K., you’re right. Too much gravy on the steak and you get no sizzle. Just stick with the trip to Indy. Now let’s see those fishhooks.”

      The girl pouted and opened her eyes wide.

      “Beautiful,” Biddle said. “You’ll be reeling ’em in non-stop.”

      They found the right neighborhood—middle class, quiet, white—and the girl worked a few blocks while Biddle went to get cigarettes and “call a guy about a thing with some people.” When he came back, she was sitting on a curb waiting for him. Half her raffle tickets were gone, and she had almost a hundred dollars in her pocket.

      “Are you going to stay now?” she said. “I don’t want to be out here by myself anymore.”

      “Hey, it’s the Boys & Girls Club, not the White Girls and Big Black Guys Club. I shouldn’t even be sitting here talking to you. You just know the police are going to get a call about that.”

      “Then let’s go do something else. Something we can do together.”

      “This isn’t fun?”

      “No. And I don’t need the money anyway. I can’t buy anything. My suitcase is too full as it is.”

      “You liked your Atari. Don’t you want another?”

      “So Mom can make me leave it behind like she did last time?”

      “We have to travel light. You know that. And just look—you got the money for another like she said you would.”

      “Well, I don’t want some dumb game I have to play back in our room. I want to do something out in the real world. With you. Can’t we see if they have an amusement park or a waterslide or something around here?”

      “An amusement park?”

      Biddle looked thoughtful.

      There are a lot of scams you can pull at an amusement park.

      Movement caught his eye. A flutter of drapes in a picture window.

      “Time to roll. I think someone’s about to come rescue you from me.”

      “Let ’em try,” the girl said, though she often fantasized about getting caught, arrested, even kidnapped. Just a few years before, she’d become obsessed with Sasquatch and the possibility that he’d come carry her off to his moss-covered cave. It would be scary, and she’d miss movies and TV and books and Biddle, but at least it wouldn’t be another Holiday Inn. Then one day her mother walked in on her watching an In Search of... about Bigfoot, and the woman had laughed one of her rare laughs and said, “All this fuss over a guy in a gorilla suit? And I thought the biggest bullshitter on TV was Jim Bakker.” And the girl had stopped waiting for the missing link to steal her away.

      Biddle talked to a guy at a gas station. The nearest amusement park was three hours away, and it might not open till Memorial Day anyway. So Biddle bought ten scratch-off lottery tickets and gave half to the girl.

      “What are these?” she said.

      Official lotteries were something new. Most people weren’t used to states running their own scams yet.

      “Those raffle tickets gave me an idea,” Biddle said. “Scratch off the gray stuff on these cards. Here, gently, like this. Just enough to see the numbers. No words. Just numbers. Then we’ll have us some real fun together.”

      “You promise?”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “Right. Like you were ever a Boy Scout.”

      Biddle pinched the girl’s cheek.

      “That’s my girl,” he said.

      All the tickets were losers, but it didn’t matter. They found two candidates. On one, a seven could become a nine after just a little careful work with a black Bic. On the other, a five could become a six.

      Biddle did the seven, the girl the five. They agreed that hers looked better.

      They had a winner.

      “Now we just have to find the right neighborhood,” Biddle said. “We may be in the Wonder Bread capital of the world, but they’ve gotta have a wrong side of the tracks around here somewhere.”

      It took them half an hour to find it.

      Another half hour after that, the girl stepped up to a middle-aged man pushing a shopping cart out of a discount grocery store.

      “Can you help me? I’m lost.”

      The man stopped.

      “I can see that,” he said.

      He was black, and so was everyone in the store and the parking lot and the streets around them.

      “I was on the bus and I must have gotten off at the wrong stop,” the girl said. “But I didn’t realize it at first and I started walking around and now I can’t even find my way back to where I started from.”

      “Alright,” the man sighed, “here’s what you want to do.”

      He started giving directions. The girl nodded as if she cared. Then another man walked up.

      “Excuse me, please,” he said. He had a thick accent of indeterminate pan-Caribbean origin. “I need your help.”

      The older man rolled his eyes. “This is my lucky day.”

      “Maybe it is, sir,” the other man said. He held up a scratch-off lottery ticket. “I think this is a winner, but I can’t turn it in.”

      “Why not?” the girl asked.

      “I’m not from here. I’m not supposed to be here. I don’t have papers. I can’t collect a hundred dollars from a state lottery.”

      “A hundred dollars? Let me see!” The girl grabbed the ticket. “Wow. You’re right. It’s a winner.”

      The older man peeked over her shoulder. He didn’t get much time to look. Just enough to see that the right numbers seemed to match.

      “Where’d you buy it?” the girl asked.

      “Right here. In this store.”

      “And it can be turned in here, too?”

      “Yes. You’d get the money immediately.”

      “And then I’m supposed to come out and just give it to you?”

      “No. I’d give you...twenty dollars.”

      “Hey,” the older man said. He had a “What am I—chopped liver?” look on his face.

      “How do I know you wouldn’t take it all?” the girl said.

      The man from Trinijamahaiti looked offended.

      “What a thing for an innocent little girl to say! How do I know you wouldn’t try to keep it all? Maybe you would accuse me of being a thief when I tried to collect my money!” He snatched his ticket back and turned away. “I’ll find someone else to help me.”

      “Hey,” the older man said again.

      “Wait! I know how we can do this!” the girl cried out.

      She jammed a hand into her Jordache jeans and pulled out a wad of crumpled bills. She counted quickly.

      “I’ll give you twenty eight dollars right now. Then you just give me the ticket, and we can be done.”

      “Twenty eight dollars? I don’t know....”

      The older man whipped out his wallet.

      “I can give you thirty nine! No! Forty! That’s practically fifty percent, cash on the barrelhead.”

      He thrust the money at the other man.

      The other man took it and handed over the ticket.

      “No fair,” the girl whined.

      “The only fair’s the one with farm animals and cotton candy,” the older man said. He swung his cart around and headed back into the store. “Good luck catching that bus.”

      The other man and the girl stalked off in different directions.

      They met again two blocks away, on the quiet side street where they’d left the car.

      “Told you it’d work,” Biddle said.

      He unlocked the passenger door and let the girl in, then walked around and slipped behind the wheel.

      “It’s crude, though,” Biddle went on. “There’s gotta be a way to spin it into something more than a nickel-and-dime short con. The big lotto jackpots—that’s the angle to play.”

      The girl was looking out the window. The houses lining the street were small and old. A few were boarded up. The rest looked like they should be.

      “I don’t like it when we take money from poor people.”

      “If it’s good enough for McDonald’s and Mogen David, it’s good enough for me.”

      “I’m not joking.”

      “Neither am I. Hey, I’ve got family in neighborhoods like this. Believe me—plenty of these people are just as greedy and stupid as the rich people up the road. So why discriminate?”

      “But it just doesn’t seem....”

      The girl stopped herself. She wasn’t even sure if she’d been about to say “fair” or “right” or something else. But she knew the look she’d get.

      She got it anyway.

      Biddle cocked his head and gazed at her with eyes filled with pity.

      “Sometimes I forget you’re not a midget,” he said.

      “Oh, blow it out your ass.”

      “My word!” Biddle gasped. “Wherever did you learn such nasty language?”

      Then he smiled.

      He knew.

      “Look,” he said, “are all rich people bad?”

      “No.”

      “Are all poor people good?”

      “No.”

      “So what makes them different?”

      “Money.”

      Biddle shook his head. “Luck. Dumb luck. Some people are born Kennedys, and some people are born here. It has nothing to do with who deserves it. Hell, nobody deserves anything. We don’t deserve a Russian bomb to fall on us, but it might any minute. So we may as well buy us some ice cream with the money we didn’t deserve to get today.”

      “I don’t know, Biddle.”

      “You don’t know if you want to go to Baskin-Robbins?”

      “No. I don’t know if—”

      There was a hard rapping sound. Metal tapped to glass three times.

      The glass was the driver’s-side window.

      The metal was the barrel of a gun. Pointed at Biddle.

      The girl made a sound that wasn’t a word and wasn’t quite a scream. She wasn’t surprised, though. Not entirely. Some part of her had been expecting this for a long, long time.

      How long could you do wrong and not be punished? Forever?

      No. There had to be a sometime. There had to be a finally.

      And here it was.

      “Gimme your money!” someone said. He sounded young and angry. All the girl could see of him was his plain white T-shirt. It hung on him limply, like a toga. The body beneath was lean.

      Biddle pulled out his wallet, then rolled down the window and handed it over. He was moving very, very slowly.

      “Men with guns either want respect or to kill you,” he’d told the girl once. “If they don’t kill you right off, just give them the respect and you’ll be fine.”

      “Hers, too,” the boy or man outside the car demanded. He pressed the gun against the side of Biddle’s head. “Come on, come on!”

      Slowly, calmly, Biddle held a hand out to the girl. Her hands were shaking so badly the bills she pulled from her pockets rustled and fluttered like wings. But she managed to give Biddle every dollar she had, and he brought it all to the window, and then it was gone.

      The gun and the T-shirt disappeared, too. The girl could hear footsteps slapping on asphalt hard and fast.

      “Don’t look back,” Biddle said.

      He was staring straight ahead. After a long, silent moment, he started the car and put it in gear. He was still moving slowly, slowly, slowly. He drove away slowly, too.

      The girl felt light-headed. Her scalp and feet tingled. There was a low buzzing in her ears that sounded like the static between TV channels. Her hands were still shaking. A sob was welling up in her chest.

      Biddle burst out laughing. He laughed and laughed and laughed. More than a block went by before he could even speak.

      “Round and round she goes!” he said. “Where she stops, nobody knows!”

      “It’s not funny, Biddle! It’s not funny!”

      Biddle stopped laughing. But he couldn’t keep the grin off his face even as he looked over at the girl and saw that she was crying.

      “Oh, don’t be upset, sweetie. Everything’s fine. The universe just has to mess with you every once in a while, that’s all. It’s over now. Before you know it, you’ll be eating rocky road on a sugar cone.”

      “What are we gonna do—steal it? That asshole took all our money!”

      And the girl began crying even harder, though it wasn’t the money she was crying about at all.

      Biddle let her cry for a while. Then he pulled something small and stiff from his shirt pocket and put it on the girl’s lap.

      “Now, now,” he said. “See there?”

      The girl looked over at him, sniffling.

      Biddle was still smiling.

      “We’ve got another lottery ticket,” he said. His smile grew wider. “People like us always do.”
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      Right now, the current crop of mystery short story writers is among the best the field has ever seen. The superlatives I’ve piled on Doug Allyn and Steve Hockensmith could easily be placed on Brendan DuBois as well. His short work repeatedly appears in Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine, Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, and many anthologies. He’s won the Shamus Award from the Private Eye Writers of American twice, and is a three-time Edgar nominee. His short fiction has also appeared in The Best American Noir of the Century and The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century. Plus, he knows things. He’s one of those illusive characters—a Jeopardy! game show champion.

      About “The Good Brother,” he writes, “I’ve always been fascinated about the ‘good brother’ and the ‘bad brother.’ Born and raised in the same way, for some reason each will make different choices. Think of Jimmy Carter and his ne’er-do-well brother Billy or the brothers Bulger in Massachusetts: one becoming a State Senate president and the other becoming a convicted murderer.”

      Of course, Brendan puts his own spin on this topic, with chilling results.
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      That night I was working at home on a speechwriting project that was going about as well as the Hindenburg’s final trip, so I decided to step outside to clear my mind. It had been a long time since I’d tried to come up with a speech of my own, and it was turning into a hell of a challenge. But instead of clearing anything, I nearly had a coronary when someone whispered from the shrubbery, “Hey, John, is that you?”

      I froze. “Luke?”

      A nervous laugh. “Yeah.”

      I came closer to my house, near a large stand of juniper bushes. In the dim light from the living room’s windows, I made out my older brother, sitting with his back against the concrete foundation. It had been a while since I had last seen him. He was wearing dirty, torn blue jeans, work boots and a plain gray hoodie sweatshirt. His hands were in the front pockets of the hoodie.

      “Luke, what’s going on? How the hell did you get in here?”

      He laughed. “What, you think a gated community like this can keep me out? Hah.”

      Lots of thoughts were tumbling through my mind, none of them particularly good. “So you’re here. Do you want to come in?”

      “Ah, well, is your wife home?”

      “Terry? Of course. And the kids.”

      He hunched over. “I don’t want to come in. I’ll just mess things up.”

      It was a warm night but my feet and hands were getting cold. “Luke, what’s going on? What did you do?”

      “Ah, shit, bro, I’m in trouble. Lots of trouble.”

      It felt even colder. “What did you do? Does your parole officer know?”

      “Of course he doesn’t know! Christ…”

      “Luke….”

      “There was this guy. We were at a bar. He was dissing me… and I had to knife him.”

      “You had to knife him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You had to knife him?”

      “John, heard you twice the first time. Look, you don’t understand, you’ll never understand, let’s leave it at that. Your life, my life, it’s all different, I know.”

      Out in the woods I could hear some birds calling around. Such a sign of peace and tranquility. Or so someone once said.

      “So what now?” I asked.

      “John, you gotta help me…”

      “Luke…”

      He pulled out an arm, checked his watch. “There you go. I’m already overdue at the halfway house. Pretty soon my P.O. will get the word that I’ve missed bed check, and then every cop in the state will be looking for me.” He paused. “Not only because of me, you know… but because of—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, cutting him off. “So how can I help?”

      A short laugh. “You’re the one with the smarts, the money, the connections, the big house, wife and kids. Can’t you figure something out?”

      More thoughts bouncing around in my brain, including the deadline I was trying to meet.

      But I had no choice.

      I had to take care of my brother.
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      I took a breath. “You found your way in, you think you can find your way back out?”

      “Sure.”

      “You know Toland Road?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There’s a Seven-Eleven at the intersection of Toland and Spring. I’ll see you there in about fifteen minutes.”

      He sounded suspicious. “Why not put me in your car now?”

      “You really have to ask me that?”

      “Hah.” Luke shifted some on the ground. “All right, I’ll do it. But John…”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t get any ideas about calling the cops to pick me at that Seven-Eleven. You won’t like what happens next.”

      “Never entered my mind,” I lied.
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      After my older brother slipped into the shadow of the woods, I took another deep breath. What a night. What a mess. I walked around to the other side of the house, went into the large and shiny kitchen. Sounds of a television came from the adjacent living room. On a pegboard were two sets of car keys. I grabbed the ones belonging to my wife Terry and called out, “Honey, going for a little ride to clear my head! Be back as soon as I can!”

      “Hey!” came a voice from the living room. “Shouldn’t you wait…”

      I ducked out through the door leading to the garage, went to Terry’s black Lexus. Got in, started the car, toggled a switch that smoothly opened the door behind me. I backed out and went down the wide and empty streets with the big homes.
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      There were two main entries to our little neighborhood, but there was also a little-known access gate that was used for landscapers and deliveries, and which didn’t have much in the way of prying eyes. I went down a narrow side road, went up to the gate, lowered the window. There was a keypad on a post, I punched in the code, and in a few minutes, I was on Toland Road, a residential street with a couple of convenience stores and gas stations. I slowed down, and from the shadows at the rear of the 7-Eleven, Luke came out, and got in.

      “Thanks, bro.”

      “It’s what I do,” I said, as we sped off into the night.
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      From the illumination of the dashboard, I spared a glance at Luke. His brown hair was stringy and tied at the back in a ponytail. His face was gaunt, with a wispy beard. His eyes flicked around. His hands were moving in his lap. I looked again.

      “That blood on your hands?”

      “What do you think?”

      I slowed down, reached over, popped open the glovebox. Thanks to Terry and our kids, there were a collection of napkins and Handi-Wipes. I pulled a handful out and tossed them into his lap.

      “Clean up if you can.”

      “Thanks.”

      His hands shook as he wiped himself, best as he could. I kept on driving. He looked around and said, “What should I do now?”

      “Dump them on the floor.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I’ll clean it up later.” I couldn’t help myself. I added, “That’s what I’ve always done for you, isn’t it.”
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      By the dashboard clock, Luke stayed quiet for five minutes, and then spoke up. “That was a cheap shot.”

      “It was a true shot.”

      “So say you.”

      “Oh, come on, Luke. How many times did I cover for you when you were out late at night, telling Mom and Dad you made it back before curfew? How many times did I slip a few bucks to you for beer and smokes, when I was working after school and you just dicked around with your friends? How many times did—”

      “Oh come on, give me a break. You’re still pissed at all that school stuff?”

      “I have a long memory.”

      “A pissy memory, I’d say.”
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      There were exits up ahead for the nearest Interstate, which I passed. Luke turned his head as I drove past the green-and-white highway signs.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Why are you asking?”

      “Hunh?”

      “You wanted me to help you out, so I’m helping you out. Why the questions?”

      He sunk some into his seat. “I just want to know. Don’t I deserve that?”

      “Maybe. Let me think about it.”
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      I drove north, best as I could, by taking back roads and tiny state roads. Luke put his hands back into his hoodie pocket, sighed.

      “So what happened?”

      He shrugged. “You want to really know, or are you just going to give me some shit?”

      “I really want to know.”

      “All right. Went to a bar in Porter, and—”

      “Hold on. I thought you’re not supposed to drink, part of your parole.”

      “You giving me shit?”

      “No, I really want to know,” I said.

      Another sigh. “I didn’t drink, honest. I just went in for a ginger ale. That’s all. I swear. Check with the bartender if you don’t believe me.”

      “Even if I didn’t believe you, I don’t think I’ll make the call. Go on.”

      “So I was just having a drink or two, watching the ball game, just chilling. Okay? You know the job I got, part of my release? I bag groceries. That’s what I do. A bag boy!”

      “Maybe if you had stayed in school, you… sorry, that wasn’t fair. Go on.”

      “A bag boy. So I wanted to go someplace where I could just relax, pretend I was a man, and do something normal. Okay? But I made a mistake, so sue me.”

      “What mistake?”

      “It was warm in the bar, so I had my sleeves rolled up. Showing off my tats. My biker tats.”

      We came to an intersection, marked by a flashing yellow light. I went through, my heart thumping right along. “Your biker gang tats, you mean.”

      “Whatever. So I was minding my own business, and a couple of big guys, they belonged to the Mountain Men, and they started ragging on me. About my guys, about the Tacnic Brothers, about who I was… called me a pussy, called me a fag.”

      “That all?”

      “You don’t understand, they were dissing me!”

      “So why not walk away?”

      “Walk away? Let those guys push me out like a pussy?” my brother asked.

      “Why not? Walk away, go back to your halfway house, things are cool, you do your thing, I do my thing…”

      “I don’t run away.”

      “You’re here. Doesn’t that mean you ran away?”

      “No. It means I don’t want to go back to prison. Different thing.”

      My turn to sigh. “Okay. Guys are dissing you. What happened?”

      “Had to take a leak. Went to the rear of the bar. One of the guys followed me. Kept on ragging on me. Asked me if I wanted to take it outside. I said, sure. There was a service door. Went out back by the dumpsters. He came at me, I went back at him… he pulled a knife, so did I, and—

      “Not giving you shit, just verifying, you’re not supposed to be carrying weapons as part of your parole. Right?”

      “Yeah, but if I didn’t have weapons, I’d be dead, right?”

      Another mile passed. I said, “So what happened.”

      “I was better than him. I got inside of him, turned him, and I was able to slip it into his ribs a couple of times.”

      “A couple of times?”

      “Maybe four, five. Really wasn’t keeping track.”

      My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Luke, how bad did you hurt this guy?”

      “Pretty bad, I guess.”

      “Well guess some more.”

      A shrug. “He wasn’t moving when I ran out of there…”

      “Was he breathing? Talking? Anything?”

      “I didn’t stick around to find out.”

      Had to ask it, although the words wanted to stick in my throat. “Luke, did you murder that guy?”

      No answer.

      “Luke?

      He shifted in his seat. “Bro, you gotta help me.”
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      A few more miles passed. “You know how many times Mom and Dad told me that you were the good son, that I should follow you? Me? Follow my younger brother?”

      “Sure. About as many times as they ragged on me if I got a B on my report card. Told me if I didn’t step up, I’d end up like a loser, like Luke.”

      “Guess we both served a family purpose, then, hunh?”

      “Guess we did.”
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      On a length of road we got stuck behind an old passenger van, going about ten miles below the speed limit. I had to slow down the Lexus real fast and for a couple of miles, passing through farmland and woods, we tagged along.

      Luke spoke up. “Why don’t you pass him?”

      “We’re in a no-passing zone. Don’t you see? Double-yellow lines.”

      He laughed. “God, you’re such a goody-goody, even now.”

      “Not as goody as you think,” I shot back. “Not to be where I am now, that’s for damn sure. Plus, what do you think would happen if I passed this clown and a cop pulled us over? You like that idea?”

      “You see any cops?”

      “They’re out there.”

      “In this small town? Only one cruiser, if that, if they don’t rely on the state police for coverage. Look, the road’s straightening out, why don’t you drive—”

      “Hey.”

      “What? You want me to shut up or something?”

      “No, just answer the question. Driving. Porter’s about fifty miles away. How did you get to my house?”

      “How do you think?”

      “Stole a car?”

      “Borrowed, that’s what I did.”

      “Borrowed? Like, I got permission from a buddy of mine, I borrowed his car, he said bring it back, whenever you want. Or borrowed, I needed a ride, found a car, drove it out, left it on the street.”

      “The second one, I guess.”

      “So a stabbing and a car theft. Did you knock off a bank while you were coming out here?”

      My brother folded his large arms. “Didn’t have the time.”
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      The van pulled to the side, to a dirt driveway, and I glanced down at the gas gauge for the Lexus, said, “Damn,” and Luke countered with, “What’s up?”

      “Going to need to gas up in a few minutes.”

      “Oh. So we’re driving for a while longer?”

      “We are.”

      “May I most humbly ask, younger brother, where you’re taking me?”

      There was an edge to his voice but I couldn’t blame him. We had been driving for nearly a half hour, and I was glad my cellphone was back at the house. No interruptions, plenty of time to think through things.

      “Carver Lake,” I said. “We have a house on the lake, and—”

      “Oh, that’s a great idea,” he said, sarcasm oozing over his words. “By this time tomorrow, the cops will be hunting my ass, and the first place they’ll go to is your house, and the next place will be your second home. Great idea. Makes me wonder how you’ve gotten so far in this world.”

      “You interrupted me, Luke. Care to hear the rest of what I have to say, or should I pull over now and let you fend for yourself?”

      A grumpy sigh. “Yeah. Go on. One of my many faults. Always responding too quickly. You, though, you always seem to be the guy who thinks five or ten steps ahead. I’m always planning for tomorrow, or tomorrow night. You… I get the feeling you’re planning months or years ahead. Like a lifetime, hunh?”

      “Right now my planning is focused on Carver Lake. Like I said, we have a place there, and on the property, there’s a small cabin, used to be used for a caretaker when the previous owners could afford it. Nothing fancy, but it’ll hold you tight for a while. Has a good view of the main house. You stay inside, keep cool, you’d be able to see if there’s any cops roaming around. I’ll show you a hidden room in the cellar, where the caretaker used to stash deer carcasses when he shot them out of season. You see a cop or two poking around, you can get into that room, stay quiet until they leave.”

      “That… that sounds great. Then what?”

      “Don’t rush me,” I said. “I’m working on it.”
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      The country road we were on slid into a small town that had a couple of business buildings, and some service stations. I passed one brightly-lit station, and then another. Luke turned as I passed them both. “What, this Lexus takes special gas?”

      “No,” I said. “Didn’t like the look of them.”

      “But you’re running low on gas…”

      “I know. I’m the driver. I got it covered. For once in your life, just shut up.”

      Luke settled back in his seat at that and I looked ahead through the windshield, relaxed when I finally came upon what I was looking for. A combination convenience store, breakfast grill, and bait shop, with two pumps out front. I turned in and pulled ahead as far as I could.

      I switched off the engine. “Can I trust you now? Can I trust you to do one thing, and one thing only?”

      “Cripes, yeah, of course.”

      “I’m sorry, I want to hear it. I want you to promise me right now that you’ll do exactly what I say. And if you don’t, we’ll part ways, and when the crap hits the fan, I’ll just muddle through, as painful as it’ll be.”

      “John, no fooling, I promise, I’ll do whatever you tell me.”

      I took my wallet out, passed over a twenty-dollar bill. “Go inside and pay for twenty dollars worth of gas, for pump two. Okay? That’s it. Twenty dollars for pump two. Don’t get a craving for beef jerky, or cigarettes, or Yoo-Hoo. Don’t steal anything, don’t bump into anything, don’t do anything that makes you stand out. Don’t flirt with the cashier if she’s a woman, don’t argue with the cashier if he’s a guy. If the guy’s wearing a Hells Angel T-shirt and tells you that you have carnal knowledge of your sister, you’ll just nod politely and get the hell out. All I want you to do is to go in and pay for twenty dollars worth of gas, and then come back here. Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you have any questions?”

      “No.”

      “Is there anything you don’t understand?”

      “No, no,” he said, taking the twenty-dollar bill from my hand. “I’m not one of your damn clients from back then.”

      “If you had been, you’d be in a better place.”
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      When I was done pumping gas and stood by the Lexus, Luke came over, gave me a sloppy salute. “Mission accomplished, sir. Dropped off payment, ignored everyone and everything, and got back, safe and sound.”

      “Wonderful.” We both got in and I started up the car.

      “Hey, why did you choose this place instead of the other ones? The gas price is about ten cents a gallon more.”

      “It’s run-down, a local place. Less chance of surveillance cameras keeping a view on the pumps.”

      “Oh.” He put his hands back into his hoodie pocket. “So that’s why you sent me in to pay, right?”

      “Right.”
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      After we left the small town and resumed driving north, Luke said, “You know, you keep on saying what a loser brother I am. Okay, I’ve made some bad choices. But I tried to stick up for you, you know? Help you out when I could.”

      “Name one time,” I said.

      “Back in high school. I was a junior. You were a freshman. You were getting the snot kicked out of you, as usual.”

      My hands tensed some on the steering wheel. For that and a host of other reasons, I’ve never, ever, attended a high school reunion of my class, as profitable as that might have been for me.

      “Whatever.”

      “You remember how you were treated?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t want to share anything more?

      “No.” Funny how going back to that time made my chest and stomach all queasy, like I was thirteen years old again.

      “Let me remind you, because I remember. You walking down the hallway at school, guys knocking books out of your arm. Stealing stuff out of your locker. Putting duct tape around your arms and legs, tossing you into the girls’ shower room. Remember that? Girls laughing at you? All those girls?”

      I checked the odometer. Getting closer. Luke said, “What I never understood is why you put up with it. Eh? Why did you let everyone do stuff to you, day after day?”

      “Because I had more important things to do!” I snapped. “Getting into fights, getting into trouble, what would that prove?”

      “It’d prove that you had a set, that’s what. Instead of proving you could be a stand-up guy, what, you got debating team trophies, had internships at law firms, crap like that. But I took care of business, didn’t I.”

      “If that’s what you like to think, go ahead.”

      Luke laughed. “You don’t want to remember this, but after a month or so, I went on a hunt. Knocked some heads together, put the fear of God into people. Told ‘em to leave you alone. And they did, didn’t they.”

      “To a point.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      I flashed a look at him. “You left something out, brother of mine. I didn’t ask for your help! Not at all! You did it on your own… and you told those creeps to leave me alone at school. Which is what they did. So they started beating me up on the way home from school, on my debate field trips, and anyplace else they could. You couldn’t stand the thought of your younger brother being teased at your high school, so you made it stop. For you. Not for me. Outside of school, I was still fair game. So everything got worse. Not better. And for that, you expect me to thank you? The hell with that.”

      I turned back to my driving. “The hell with that.”
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      We entered another small town as the night went on. The usual bandstand, white churches, little shops, and a service station. As I drove by the last service station, which was closed, headlights from a partially-hidden vehicle flashed on, and the car pulled in right behind us.

      “Cop,” Luke announced.

      “Okay.”

      “How fast were you going?”

      “Around the speed limit.”

      “Around? What do you mean, around?”

      “Not sure,” I said, hating to be put on the spot by my older brother. “Might have been over. Might have been under.”

      He turned his head once, twice. “He’s still behind us.”

      “Then for Christ’s sake, stop looking back there! He’ll get suspicious, and that might make him stop us.”

      “Your speeding will make him stop us.”

      “You don’t know if I was speeding!”

      “Yeah,” Luke shot back. “And neither do you.”

      I kept my eyes focused on the night landscape ahead of me, the spread of my headlights, and the speedometer. I resisted the urge, over and over again, to glance at the rearview mirror. I sensed a motion. Luke had his right hand down by his boot. He noticed me looking at him. “I’m not going back,” he said. “Don’t care about you, don’t care about that cop, all I care is, I’m not going back.”

      A sudden flare of blue and red lights illuminated the interior of the Lexus, as the cop behind us switched on his lights. Luke moved again. I said something foul. I started pulling over and Luke said, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “You think I’m going to outrun him?”

      “You could try! Sweet Jesus, there you are, wimping out, giving up without a fight, and you call me a loser…”

      I was thinking of what to say to him when I pulled over, the police cruiser sped up and passed us by, roaring ahead, its blue and red lights flashing in a rhythm over the country landscape.

      After waiting a few long seconds, I pulled back out.

      Luke tried to make light of it. “Boy, that was close, hunh?”

      I didn’t say anything else.
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      Three miles later Luke announced he had to take a bathroom break, and on a long and empty stretch of pavement with pastureland extending on both sides, I pulled over and he did his business. I waited in the expensive and paid-for car, well-crafted and tuned engine murmuring, and my sweaty, dirty and tattooed criminal brother piled himself back into the front seat, loudly passing gas in the process.

      “Thanks for not driving off and leaving me behind,” he said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Another laugh. “Of course, what choice do you have? Hunh? No choice, am I right?”

      I didn’t want to answer him, so I didn’t.
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      We were approaching the lakes district when something came to me. “You know, I tried to help you out, too, Luke. You seem to forget that.”

      “Hunh? In what universe?”

      “The universe where I was a sophomore and you were a senior. You had this military history class, a real gut course if I remember, but it was still too hard for you, Luke. Remember? You had a term paper due at the end of the year, you had goofed off like you always did, and then it was crunch time. Either the paper got done, or you’d flunk and not get your diploma. So I wrote the paper, remember? Wrote a nice paper, with footnotes and sources, and you passed your class.”

      Luke chuckled, but the sound had no humor. “Yeah, I remember that. It was a good paper, wasn’t it? About the Greeks fighting the Persians, something like that. Sparta, if I remember right. The teacher, Mister Allard, he gave me an ‘A’ for that paper. Was so impressed he had me stand up in front of the class, read it to them.”

      “Good for you.”

      “The hell it was!” Luke suddenly shot back. “You could have written about the Civil War or World War Two, something easy to remember, but no, you had to choose something thousands of years old. Everyone in class was laughing at me, I was stumbling and bumbling through it, and then Mister Allard took the paper away, scratched out the ‘A’, gave me a ‘D.’ Thanks to you.”

      “Oh, I should have asked you before I wrote your paper if you knew how to pronounce Leonidas and Xerxes, right?”

      “You knew I couldn’t do that! You did that to set me up, didn’t you, John. I know you did. Wanted to show off, once again, how damn smart you are, and how dumb I was. That’s what it was all about.”

      I turned away again, not wanting to answer him.
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      I made a few turns, and we were really in the backwoods. We hadn’t seen a house or a streetlight in nearly twenty minutes. Luke was quiet, moody, and said, “Christ, how much longer, hunh? How much longer?”

      “Soon enough,” I said, spotting a familiar stretch of road coming up ahead. “Hold on, I need to stretch my legs for a moment.”

      There was a narrow bridge with low guardrails on either side, spanning a wide stream that emptied into a nearby pond. I pulled over into the middle of the bridge, put the Lexus in park, and switched off the headlights, leaving the parking lights on. I got out and said, “C’mon, Luke, get some fresh air, why don’t you.”

      The engine noise was soft and murmuring as I walked on the cracked concrete. It was an old bridge. I could see all right with the half-moon light and the illumination from the parking lights. Luke came around and stood next to me. He grunted. “Damn sure quiet.”

      “And empty.”

      We stood there in long empty and sad silence, two brothers who were really never ever friends. Luke said, “Everybody thinks you’re the good brother, and that’s a load of crap, isn’t it. I’ve read about you, seen enough about you, to know what you really are.”

      “Pretty bold talk for a guy with another guy’s blood on his hands.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “Just worry about yourself, and how you’re gonna get me out of that cabin, someplace really safe.”

      “Canada,” I said. “I’ve got contacts. People who owe me favors. We’ll keep you up here for a week or two, until things quiet down some. Then we’ll get you across the border, put you up someplace safe, go on from there.”

      “All right, then.”

      A loon cried out somewhere there on the dark waters. I turned to him “Luke… why didn’t you just leave me alone, hunh? That’s all I ever wanted. I didn’t want a big brother to be my best friend, or a mentor, or somebody who’d look out for me. I just wanted you to leave me alone. Stop picking on me, short sheeting my bed, breaking my toys, ripping up my books, stuff like that. Why couldn’t you just leave me alone? Even now, years later… why can’t you just stop?”

      Luke said, “Why didn’t you just stop being a crybaby for Christ’s sake? Whine, whine, whine… it’s a miracle you’ve gotten this far in your life. And without me, you’re not going any further, and you know it. Shit, thirty years after high school and you still haven’t grown a pair.”

      I grasped the low railing. Cold, cracked concrete. “We’re almost to the cabin. Hand it over, please.”

      “Hand over what?”

      “The gun you have in your boot. Earlier you said you had weapons, plural. Which means more than the knife. And when that cop was behind us, I saw you reaching down to your boot. So hand it over.”

      “Like hell I will.”

      “Like hell I’ll let you stay in my property, an armed fugitive. Not going to happen, Luke, and that’s not goddamn negotiable. So give it to me now, I drop it in the stream, it disappears, and we go on our way.”

      Luke stared at me, and I stared at him, and for the first time in a very long time, I felt like I was his equal. I was not backing down. I was not shaking with fear. I was not cold with anxiety.

      It went on and on.

      “Ah, the hell with it,” Luke said. He raised up his right foot, planted it on the low railing, reached down and pulled out a small revolver.

      “Here,” I said. “I want to look at it.”

      Luke passed it over. A small, evil looking thing. I hefted it in my hand.

      “Pretty light,” I said. “What is it, a .22?”

      “No,” he said. “Christ, don’t you know anything? It’s a .32.”

      I pulled the hammer back on the revolver, placed it against the side of his head, and I shot him.
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      The bark of the report shattered the quiet, there was a bright flare of light like a flashbulb going off, and Luke grunted, stumbled, and fell. He started choking, gasping, on his knees. Both hands were on the guardrail. Blood was streaming down the side of his head. His feet quivered. I walked around and got behind him, put the revolver at the base of his skull, through the long ponytail, and I shot him again.

      It was easier the second time.

      He slumped forward.

      I waited. Trying to ease my breathing.

      Nothing moved or quivered in front of me.

      I reached down, grabbed his lower legs, pushed and lifted. His body balanced for a moment or two on the guardrail, and then he was over, splashing in the water. I looked down. His body bobbed up, and then the slow-moving current took him away. I put the revolver down on the guardrail, went back to the car. With additional Handi-wipes and napkins, I cleaned off the revolver, and tossed it into the water as well, and then tossed in the cleaning stuff Luke had used earlier.

      Then it was done.

      I stood there alone in the night air, breathing regular, breathing deep, and then I went into my wife’s Lexus, made a careful three-point turn, and drove home.
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      As I crawled into bed with Terry, she murmured. “Long night?”

      “Yeah, but I got everything done. The drive did me good.”

      She snuggled up against me. “So glad. So proud of you.”

      “Thanks.” I kissed her forehead and said, “Oh, one thing. I got a milkshake while I was out driving around, managed to dump half of it on the floor. We’re going to need the Lexus cleaned and detailed tomorrow.”

      I kissed her again. “Sorry.”

      She snuggled closer. “Clumsy man.”

      “I do all right.”
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      Some days later, I sat alone, in a room far from home, feeling pretty nervous. Luke’s body had been found, questions had been raised, and stories had been written.

      The single door to the room was unlocked, and a police officer looked in.

      “Sir? If you’ll come with me, please?”

      I got up wordlessly and followed him. In the tile and concrete corridor, a number of police officers swung in behind us, and I was in the middle of their somber group. We approached another door. It too was unlocked.

      I was nearly propelled forward by myself.

      Emerged alone on a narrow stage with a lectern in the center. Mind clear, breathing well, I stepped behind the lectern, looked out at the very bright lights, cameras, and expectant men and women.

      “Good morning,” I said. “Thanks for coming here today. Before I start with my prepared remarks, I’d like to extend my thanks to those in law enforcement who are currently investigating the recent murder of my brother. I have full confidence that those who were involved in this heinous crime will be arrested. I’d also like to extend my warmest thanks as well, to the residents of my state and those other citizens who have extended their prayers and good wishes to my family during this difficult time.”

      Paused, choked up some, looked out at the people. A question. “Sir, do you know any more about the circumstances of the crime?”

      “Only that which has already been reported. My brother… who’s had a very difficult life… was involved in a fight at a bar in Porter, where a man was subsequently killed.” I took a deep breath for the benefit of everyone out there. “The police believe my brother’s murder may have been in retaliation to this attack. But the fact that my brother had a rough life in no way excuses what he did at that bar. It was his decision to make.”

      I waited for another question. It finally came. “Sir, if I may… do you have any thoughts of how the two of you differed in your outcomes? I mean, it’s almost a cliché, of the good brother versus the bad brother. You were both raised by the same parents. Both went to the same schools, had the same opportunities. But how did the two of you turn out so very, very different?”

      I gripped the side of the lectern, looked down for a moment. Then raised my head. “A very good question, for which I have no answer. Who really knows what’s inside of people, what drives them, what makes them make decisions that have so many consequences… I think that’s a struggle we all face, in our day-to-day lives, in the way we choose to lead our life, in the way we choose between good and bad.”

      That seemed to quiet things down. I looked around. “Any more questions about my brother before I proceed?”

      A voice from the rear. “No, Governor, I think we’re fine for right now.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Kate. Again, thank you all for coming today.” I relaxed as I eased into the speech I'd just finished. “I would like to begin by saying how honored I am that the President today has placed my name in nomination for Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court.”
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      I gotta admit: it’s hard to write these introductions about myself. But I’d be slacking if I fail to note that I, too, am a multiple Edgar-nominee under both my Rusch name and as Kris Nelscott for my Smokey Dalton series. My Shamus nominations come in Rusch/Nelscott pairings as well. But only Rusch has been nominated for the Anthony Award and won the Ellery Queen Readers Award twice. Of course, Nelscott received a Herodotus Award for the Best Historical Mystery Novel and lots of accolades from reviewers and libraries, so it sort of evens out.

      As you can tell, I write mystery under both names. Kris Nelscott usually writes about Smokey Dalton, a private detective in the turbulent 1960s. The long-awaited new novel in the Smokey Dalton series, Street Justice, has just appeared from WMG Publishing. But I also publish crime novels as Rusch, including two last year, a noir called Spree and Bleed Through.  

      “FoL” came from a challenge to write stories about rich protagonists. I don’t believe the F. Scott Fitzgerald quote about the rich being different—except that they have funds to pay off people they’ve wronged. And that’s how the story started for me…
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      Red lights churning against the black sky: fire engines, ambulances, cop cars—all red lights; flames flaring, then collapsing, sending red sparks into the darkness; faces red from the heat, black from the smoke. Nico stood on the other side of the driveway, facing the burning frat house. His back was cold, but his face, arms, and legs felt hot. If he took a step closer, he’d be enveloped by the heat radiating off the frat.

      The sirens echoed. The noise level rose, low conversation, screams, shouts, the spray of the hoses, music from the nearby sorority, a car horn honking in the distance.

      Nico’s mouth tasted of smoke—the air tasted of smoke. Someone had wrapped him in a blanket, and he didn’t remember who or how.

      He stared at the frat. He hadn’t even been there. He’d been in the history library, doing the damn primary research for Professor Chadwick’s all-or-nothing, 30-page paper. Nico hated the dumb library card catalog stored in those bulky alphabetized drawers, the even dumber microfiche machines, the dorky gloves he had to wear before anyone would let him touch old newspapers.

      Do not leave this for the last minute, Old Chad had said. You won’t be able to get it done.

      Well, Nico’d had no choice. The stupid idiot he’d hired to write the paper—an overpaid intellectual snob who’d come highly recommended—bailed two days ago, actually handing the money back and stammering something about seeing the light. The other dweebs who wrote term papers for money wouldn’t take the assignment—No time to do a new one, man. Old Chad’s seen all my papers on this one. Sorry.

      Nico couldn’t fail, not Old Chad’s class. Not if he wanted to get into a good law school. He’d been thinking of calling one of his dad’s fixers when someone he didn’t really know—one of the real dorks, floppy hair, cheap clothes, clearly on scholarship—ran into the second floor room and yelled that Nico’s frat was burning.

      Nico ran here, got here ahead of the trucks, and tried to run in, only to get pushed back by flames. The frat had gone up like a pile of matches, and the alarms hadn’t gone off. But none of the guys had been inside. Someone said—jeez, who? Everything was blurring—they’d heard Nico’s voice through a bullhorn, telling them to get out.

      It hadn’t been him. He’d been in the history library or running, but he kinda liked that they saw him as a hero. As the voice that’d saved them. He was the de facto leader of the house, even if he didn’t hold the official position. Some men didn’t need titles to show power.

      Not that there was any power left.

      The firefighters had given up. They were hosing down nearby buildings, the grass, cars, to keep the fire from spreading. Voices—loud, authoritative—said the fire was abnormally hot, very strong. Clearly arson. Probably started in the upper west corner of the building.

      His room.

      His stuff. Jesus. Everything he’d brought—clothes, shoes, the twenty grand he kept in a lockbox under his bed (pin money, his mom called it), the dope he’d bought just two days ago, not that no one’d ever see it. Papers, books, a few trophies—and pictures.

      Christ on a crutch. His pictures—three and a half years of frat life, pictures he’d never take to his folks’ house. Gone. Everything. Gone.

      He tried to wrap his mind around it, couldn’t stop staring at the bits of ash floating in the air, tiny bats against the burning sky.

      “Awww. Lookie little Nico. Gonna have to call Daddy for some fresh underwear.”

      A girl’s voice.

      He turned, saw Valda, fucking feminist lesbian bitch, wrapped in a shapeless coat, leg warmers over her fat unshaved thighs, hair in its usual messy knot. She looked uncommonly pleased—and she didn’t even have her usual “Take Back The Night” entourage.

      “You do this?” he snapped.

      “Wouldn’t you like it if I did?” She tugged on her fingerless gloves, pretending nonchalance. “Wow, Nico. Now you’ll get to see how the other half lives.”

      She smiled. He’d never seen her smile before. She almost looked like a real girl. Then she waved at him and wandered down the sidewalk, into the growing crowd.

      He didn’t give her a second thought until—

      The cops woke him up. He was sleeping on the floor in Bruce’s dorm room, showered, wearing borrowed jeans, and an old sweatshirt that smelled faintly of piss. Still couldn’t get the stench of smoke out of his nose. Wasn’t really sleeping either. Heard the cops below—they were investigating everywhere, barging in, taking control, scaring kids not used to authority.

      Two cops came through Bruce’s door, fat middle-aged guys with round bellies and dead eyes, followed by two in uniform, trim and in shape. With guns.

      “Jonathan Alexander Nicholas Ashworth?” the fattest cop asked.

      Nico got up, smoothed the smelly sweatshirt, drew himself to his full height, and said in his driest, most dismissive voice, “You need to be clearer, officer. I’m Jonathan Alexander Nicholas Ashworth the Fourth. The Third is at his bungalow in the Vineyard, the Second is in Palm Beach because the winters are getting too cold for his thin skin, and the First is in Sun Valley with the rest of the elite, plotting the end of the world.”

      “We’re looking for the one called Nico,” the cop said, clearly humor-impaired.

      “Which is so much better than Kiddo or Junior or Sonny Boy, or Trey like they call my poor father,” Nico said.

      “You’re Nico?” the cop said.

      “Jesus, what do I have to do, spell it out for you?” This time, Nico had his mother’s tone, the one she used with housekeepers on the verge of instant and involuntary retirement.

      “Perhaps I need to spell it out for you, son,” the cop said. “You need to take us seriously. The fire started in your room, with a gasoline accelerant. Your gas-covered clothes were found in a Dumpster not a block away. And two witnesses saw you light the match and place it on the gas trail, then watch it run from the street to your window, before you walked calmly away.”

      Nico’s stomach clenched. He hadn’t done that. He wouldn’t do that. But he was his father’s son, and he’d learned early how badly things went when he didn’t let his father’s people step in.

      So he stopped talking, let the uniformed officers lead him out of the dorm, saying only, “There’s no need to use the handcuffs,” not because he was afraid of them, he was afraid of the photograph that someone might take, the photograph that would then go into the papers and the tabloids and follow him for the rest of his life.

      He went quietly out the back, and said only one more thing—a request for a lawyer—and clammed up the rest of the way. Thinking about the fake witnesses, thinking about Valda and her snide Now you’ll get to see how the other half lives.

      He used that—or actually, his father’s lawyers used that—and they used the strange letter he got two days later to his campus post office box. A charred photo of him and the rest of the frat—not his photo, but one half-burned, and a business card with an odd logo. FoL. And nothing else.

      FoL. Fool. That’s what the lawyers thought. That’s what his dad’s fixer thought too. The charges went away as if they had never been. The witnesses vanished. And the frat got rebuilt, bigger and better—not just with insurance money, but with a little of the Ashworth family fortune.

      Not that Nico got to live in the new palatial digs. He’d moved on to the best law school in the country because his family insisted he learn a trade. Trust me, his grandfather said, someday you’ll need something to do with your time.

      But by the time his grandfather had given him that nugget of wisdom, Nico had already figured it out. He did a lot of thinking that night in the jail, wearing the borrowed clothes whose piss-smell didn’t quite overwhelm the odor of sweat and fear that surrounded him. Not to mention the foul toilet at the far end of the room. Or the men who leered at him and called him Pretty Boy.

      He would have wagered that even Valda didn’t know how the other half lived—how this half lived. She just envied his money, even though she wasn’t that poor herself. She wasn’t a scholarship student. Her family just didn’t have as much money as his.

      Not many families did.

      He’d always thought his dad a sanctimonious asshole for talking about the obligation of the haves to the have-nots. And the have-nots in the jail didn’t exactly inspire him. But that moment, standing outside in the strange ash-covered hot-cold night as he watched a world disappear in flames, that moment had.

      He couldn’t do anything much about the have-nots. Trying to stop poverty was like putting your finger in a river, in an attempt to create a dam. His mother’s paraphrase of Matthew 26:11, the one she used when his father got too preachy, stuck in his mind: The poor shall always be with us. No matter what we do.

      He didn’t want to use a finger to dam the river. But he needed a purpose, and law was as good as any.

      He even thought of criminal law, but decided he didn’t want to set foot into too many more piss-scented jails, and you had to do that, no matter what side you took. So he followed most of his classmates toward corporate—not for the money (Lord knew, he didn’t need money) but so he could understand what he and his siblings would inherit one day.

      It all went swimmingly until his third and final interview with the most prestigious law firm in New York—the most prestigious law firm in the country, really. What should’ve been a hale-fellow-and-well-met moment felt furtive, Daniel Jorgensen, the partner pushing his candidacy, closing the door to the plush office, frowning, and saying, “I don’t appreciate being lied to.”

      Nico hadn’t even sat down in his usual chair, the thick leather one to the left of the desk. Instead he stood in the middle of the room, uncertain what to do with his hands. Through the glass window beside the door, he saw associates peering at him, one of them giggling behind her hand before someone hurried her down the hall.

      “I haven’t lied to anyone,” Nico said, and he hadn’t. He even told them about the arson arrest, although he didn’t have to, since the charges vanished, and the entire incident got dropped.

      “Sixteen letters say otherwise.” Jorgensen was a friend of Nico’s father from some charity board or another. Nico’s grandfather had wanted Nico at an old D.C. firm, the one the family had used since the first million accumulated, back in the Depression.

      “Letters about what?” Nico asked.

      “Your character,” Jorgensen said. “Considering one of them is from a major client in this firm, our interest in you is officially terminated.”

      “Terminated?” Nico asked, feeling slow. “But I haven’t lied about anything.”

      “Sorry,” Jorgensen said, without a trace of sympathy. “My hands are tied.”

      “Shouldn’t I know what people are saying? Shouldn’t I know who is making the accusations?” Nico’s palms were damp. He resisted the urge to wipe them on the front of his suit.

      “If it were just one person, we’d consider telling you. But sixteen, from various parts of the country….” Jorgensen shook his head. “We can’t take the risk. Clearly, there’s a lot more to you than your family, your excellent grades, and your seat on the Law Review. You’re not the right material for this firm.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sure you know the way out.” Jorgensen sat heavily behind his desk, and stared at Nico.

      Nico stood for just a moment, unable to move. He hadn’t done anything. Unlike some of the other guys he knew, guys whose families were as rich and influential as his, he actually worked hard in law school. He didn’t end up in the middle of his class. He had good grades and a brain and a stellar record. He’d even given up drinking—to excess anyway. No more parties. A beer now and then. Some good wine from the family cellar over the holidays. Nothing more.

      He had no skeletons—

      “Do I have to call security?” Jorgensen asked.

      “No, sir. Sorry, sir.” And Nico let himself out.

      He walked through the wide, carpeted corridor, toward the elevator, conscious of the associates still watching him, smiling at his defeat.

      He wasn’t sure why he wanted law anyway, or why he needed a place like this. He had money. He even had influence if he wanted it. He could get the power, reflected glory off his family.

      He’d just wanted to do it himself.

      He got in the elevator, with its rich wood paneling and gold trim. There were other options. Maybe the D.C. firm wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe.

      He turned over possibilities in his mind as he made his way back to the apartment his family kept near Central Park. And as he walked in, the doorman handed him a letter, addressed to him. Plain white envelope, just his name in gorgeous calligraphy.

      Nico turned it over in his hands. “Who left it?” he asked.

      “Bike messenger,” the doorman said. “I was to give it to you as soon as you came in.”

      Nico nodded, and opened the envelope.

      Inside, a business card embossed with three letters.

      FoL.
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      His father agreed: whoever had sent the business card had sabotaged Nico’s chances at the New York law firm. And the entire family did damage control with their D.C. firm, the kind of damage control Nico hated: the threats of lost business, the demands that Nico join or else.

      Nico didn’t want that. He didn’t need that. His dad’s fixer had found the sixteen letter writers—none of whom had ever met Nico. They’d all been paid a fee to tell a variation of the same story, a story of sticky fingers and cheating on exams, a story of other iffy evenings that ended in gasoline-induced fires.

      The fixer couldn’t find who had paid the letter writers. Nico’s father hired several private detectives and they couldn’t track the funds either.

      Nico couldn’t think of anyone who would go after him like this. He figured—and his family figured—that a nutcase was harassing him because he was wealthy. Eventually, we’ll catch him, the fixer said, and Nico believed him.

      Maybe if Nico cared more about the New York job, he would have fought for another interview. Instead, he felt a bit relieved. He understood why they hadn’t hired him.

      Nico wouldn’t have hired himself either, if any of the charges were true, which they weren’t. And as his father said all the firm had had to do was investigate; they’d’ve realized these were lies.

      But his grandfather pointed out there was no reason to investigate. The lies were enough. There were always a lot of sons of privilege looking for a sinecure at a prestigious law firm. They didn’t need to take Nico, not without the family tie. So they didn’t.

      But the D.C. firm did.

      And Nico settled into the expected role as the son of privilege whose ambition took a back seat to the silver spoon dangling ostentatiously from his mouth.
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      Not that it made him happy. None of it made him happy—the same old people, the same old clubs, the summers in the Hamptons or the Cape, the winters in Palm Beach or Malibu or Aruba. He’d done all of this since he could remember, and his work at the firm was to keep people like him and his father and his grandfather happy, which he was unbelievably good at, because—after all—he’d been doing it since birth.

      The only bright spot was Molly. Molly, whose real name was Caroline Modestina Havier, who hated the family pressures as much as he did, who called herself Molly because it irritated her mother. The family called her Caro, her enemies—and she had a few—called her Modesty, and those who loved her, truly loved her like Nico did, called her Molly.

      She’d had an actual debut in Washington society. She’d had another in Paris, because of all the family ties. Her gowns were written up in Vogue, her Paris debut became the subject of a column on the children of the rich and powerful in Vanity Fair, her good works made her the darling of the society page of The New York Times.

      She was, as his father said, a catch.

      But Nico cared less about who she was and more about how she made him feel. He’d finally found a kindred spirit, one as lost in this world as he was, doing the expected thing, but rebelling in tiny ways.

      She had a loft in Soho—all hers, hip and beautiful, inspiring him to find a place in D.C. instead of the family manse. She insisted on vacationing in Madera and St. Petersburg, none of the usual places. She hated dressage, and loved Las Vegas. Her only real nod to the privilege she’d grown up in—the only place among the rich and powerful (or the R&P, as she called them) that she truly loved—were the fashion shows. She took time away from her job at an upscale New York P.R. firm, a job as much of a joke as his, to go to Milan and Paris for each fashion season.

      That spring, he didn’t go along—he saw no need to. She didn’t really want him there. Besides, they’d already had their big moment in a cheesy diner outside Saratoga Springs where they’d gone because she wanted to see “the ponies.”

      The ring he gave her probably cost more than the diner itself. But the patrons had waited breathlessly when he got on one knee on the filthy linoleum floor, and proposed, and applauded when she accepted.

      They had to have a big society wedding because, after all, It Was Expected. She had debuted, and he was the eldest in his family, and their union was to Society as important as a corporate merger.

      They picked a date one year away. They wanted to marry in three months, but his mother had a fit. They tried to find something within six, but her mother caught them, and straightened them out. No one should expect their friends to clear their calendars for a marriage, unless, of course, there was a reason for the haste…?

      It took him a while to realize she thought her daughter might be pregnant. But he couldn’t understand why, in that case, she’d want to wait even six months.

      Even though he’d been born to this world, he didn’t always understand it.

      They booked a date at all the proper venues. A famous fashion photographer, a friend of Molly’s, took their engagement photo—or, more accurately, photos, so that a different one could go to the Times, Le Monde, and the Post. Molly wore a specially designed dress, which got them in Vogue, and his family threw a special party for the elite, which got them into Town and Country.

      It was a Big Deal, perhaps the largest thing he’d ever been involved in, and required more troops than the Invasion of Normandy, or so it felt to him. Even though no one insisted he pick his groomsmen with care, they did insist that his friends (some of whom were societally challenged) go through an extensive three-week evening course on the social graces.

      The courses were underway, the hall paid for, the chamber orchestra booked, when he went to Molly’s Soho apartment to pick her up for their first quiet evening out in nearly a month.

      He knocked, the sound echoing on the empty floor. The only thing he didn’t like about her loft was that it was on the top floor of a warehouse in a neighborhood that could be dodgy at night.

      When she didn’t answer, he knocked again, feeling his heart pound.

      Finally, the door banged open. Molly was barefoot, wearing her oversized U-Conn sweatshirt and a pair of briefs with sweetie written in hearts across her delectable ass. Only he didn’t dare say anything, since her face was blotchy with tears. She held a Big Gulp cup in her left hand, and judging from the smell, that cup was filled with beer.

      “What the hell do you want?” she asked.

      He frowned. “I thought we had a date.”

      Her mouth curled upward and she mimicked his tone. “I thought we had a date. Moron. Why the hell would I date you?”

      He was beginning to recognize this feeling, this the-world-has-shifted-on-me feeling. “We, um, planned the date yesterday…?”

      She snorted. “Yesterday. Yesterday’s gone, asshole. Didn’t you get my message?”

      “I haven’t been home,” he said.

      “Home,” she sneered. “You don’t check voice mail?”

      “I came straight here.”

      “Of course you did,” she said in a tone that meant she didn’t believe him. “Well, go home, asshole. You’ll know what happened then.”

      He put a hand against the door, meaning to slip into the loft, but she blocked him. “Tell me what happened now.”

      “I sent your fucking ring back, that’s what happened,” she said. “It’s off. You’re a damn pig, and I can’t believe I fell in love with you. Piggy.”

      He hadn’t seen her. He hadn’t sent a message. He hadn’t told anyone to talk with her. He hadn’t done anything.

      “What went wrong, Molly?” he asked.

      “You.” She shoved him away from the door, but he didn’t budge. “Get out of here.”

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on,” he said.

      “What’s going on?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re harassing me, that’s what’s going on. Get. Out.”

      She shoved him again, and when he held his ground, she brought her knee up sharply and hit him full force in the balls. Pain radiated through him. He bent in half, and she slammed the door. For a moment, he thought he was going to puke. He clutched the wall, unable to catch his breath. When he did—when he finally did—he turned toward the door.

      The deadbolts clicked shut, one after another, until all three were engaged. She’d been watching him, and had done that deliberately, just so that he would know that he wasn’t welcome.

      “Molly!” he shouted.

      “Calling 911,” she shouted back. “You wanna be in the news? I’m calling the tabloids first. Your daddy would love to see you on the front page of the Enquirer.”

      She knew how much both families would hate that.

      He stood for a minute, uncertain what to do.

      “I’m dialing,” she shouted.

      He raised his hands in supplication, but knew it would do no good. So he turned his back and headed for the stairs. He’d call her in the morning when she sobered up. He’d apologize for whatever the hell she imagined that he had done, and he’d make it up to her with an even nicer ring and maybe a matching necklace. Something custom-made, specially designed just for Molly.

      He limped down the stairs and took a cab back to the family place, where the doorman—a different one—handed him an envelope.

      Nico looked down, expecting calligraphy. Instead, he saw a font used in 1970s rock posters. He held the envelope between his thumb and forefinger, and asked the doorman for a letter opener. The doorman had one and watched with great interest as Nico slit the envelope open.

      A business card fell out. Embossed in gold in the same font as the envelope, the card said simply: FoL.
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      This time, he got mad. Not why-me self-pitying mad, but full-blown anger, powerful enough to scare the doorman. An anger that Nico hadn’t indulged in since he stopped drinking. It took all of his strength to maintain control.

      Nico used the phone in the lobby to call his father, who called in all the fixers, who were going to solve this.

      And so was Nico.

      Nico hadn’t really cared about the NY job. The loss had been a blow to his pride, and it had angered him that someone had messed with him and his life.

      But he loved Molly, and he wasn’t going to let go without a fight. He called her, and left messages, which she didn’t answer. He didn’t go to her loft—she had made that clear, and his father reiterated it (the last thing you want the press to call you is a stalker, boy), but he sent her mail and he called and he sent a few friends over, all to no avail.

      Soon he found out why.

      His father’s best fixer, a burly man named Stansbury who had rumored CIA connections, came over with copies of “the evidence.” He poured photo after photo on the dining room table, and within minutes, Nico was glad he was the only family member in attendance at the family apartment.

      Photos—graphic photos—of every sexual encounter he’d had since college. The girls, sometimes unrecognizable, always looked pained, or drugged, even though they weren’t. He’d stopped combining sex and drinking after the fire, and he’d made damn sure that every girl he’d been with since then had given sober and aware consent.

      Some of the articles about the fire had postulated that a group of girls, angry at the way the frat boys took advantage at drunken parties, had gotten their revenge. He never thought so because if that were the case, the girls would’ve gone after one other frat, the one that prided itself on screwing the most unscrewable girls. Someone there even claimed that a member had gotten Valda into bed.

      Nico hadn’t believed that either.

      But these photos—jeez, they did make him look like a pig. Especially so many of them, especially with the women’s eyes closed or their faces in a pre-orgasmic grimace.

      Molly had known he wasn’t a virgin. She’d even known he wasn’t a saint. But she hadn’t known how many women there had been. Even if these women had all been smiling, she would’ve been angry.

      The fact that they weren’t—

      Well, that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part were the letters. Dozens of them, supposedly from the girls, saying that he’d paid them and they hadn’t enjoyed it.

      The letters were fakes. They didn’t have the right names, not that it mattered. The girls in the photos were mostly unrecognizable.

      And Nico had never paid for it in his life, not that that was a defense.

      “Did my dad see these?” he asked Stansbury who gave him a whadda-you-think-kid look.

      Nico nodded, and sighed. Then he handed Stansbury the envelope with the FoL business card.

      “We have to find these people,” he said. “They’re ruining my life.”
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      Stansbury did a tremendous job. He tracked down the girls—the real ones—and they were all willing to defend Nico (after Stansbury explained that Nico hadn’t taken the pictures, someone else had without Nico’s permission). Stansbury tracked down the fake girls too, and found they’d been paid just like the letter writers from the NY case. He even found the photographers—some human and some operating remote cameras planted in Nico’s various bedrooms.

      Lawsuits, harassment suits, criminal investigations, all of them public at Nico’s insistence, didn’t sway Molly.

      She talked to him, though, long enough to say, through tears, that she’d never ever ever get those pictures of him out of her mind. She was sorry, but the wedding was off. The relationship was off. She’d never been so humiliated in her entire life.

      You? he wanted to shout. What about me? I just found out that I’ve been watched at the most intimate moments of my life. I’m humiliated.

      And violated. And shaken.

      But he didn’t pursue her any longer. Although his father talked to hers, gently letting the man know that whoever had photographed Nico had also photographed Molly. They’d gotten those pictures from the various photographers with more finesse than they’d used on the others, just to protect her privacy.

      Not that it did much good.

      The flunkies all went to jail. But no one could trace the perpetrator of these crimes.

      “It’s gotta be personal,” Stansbury said. “It’s gone on too long to be otherwise. Know anyone who hates you with a passion, kid?”

      Nico didn’t. But he’d never paid attention to the haters. The only one he remembered was Valda and that was because of her comments on that fiery night all those years before.

      His father put the full resources of two upscale private detection firms on the problem. They found nothing. But they did do a profile for the family, a profile that Nico could’ve done for free.

      In fact, Nico had already figured out most of it. The perpetrator, whom they were calling by the letters of that business card—F. O. L.—for lack of a better name, seemed provoked by the press. The law school had published an interview schedule for its best candidates, including Nico, and of course, his engagement to Molly had made societal news worldwide. The only attack that couldn’t be explained was the frat fire, and there was no real proof that it was aimed at Nico. None of the other frat members remembered getting a letter with a business card stashed inside, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t.

      Still, the detectives figured there was a campus connection.

      They just couldn’t find out what it was.

      Nico let them look. He already had his solution.

      He was leaving the East Coast, leaving his prominent position in the family, stepping out of the limelight and into obscurity.

      He went to California and didn’t move into any of the family houses. He bought a modest house in Santa Cruz because he liked the hippie vibe. He didn’t even buy anything with a view of the ocean. And he drove a VW Bug.

      He started going by Jan Ashworth (which he pronounced Yahn)—J.A.N. being his first three initials—and he quietly invested in some interesting companies, all start-ups, all worth his time, all either at the cutting edge of technology or with some admirable social goals.

      He became, as his great-grandfather sneered, a hippy-dippy California type, completely unrecognizable from the frat boy who went into the family law firm and nearly married the most eligible deb in all of society. His great-grandfather might sneer, but Nico was finally happy.

      And he finally felt free.
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      Eventually, he married, and made his own fortune, based on his own business savvy and his ability to manage the tech bubble. His wife, also Caroline, only this one adored her name, knew his entire past from the boy he’d been to the dark frat years to the strange FoL incidents.

      She saw the pictures before he’d let her say yes to the engagement, and she’d laughed, saying that if someone took a picture at the wrong moment during sex, everyone would look unhappy. She read the detective reports, listened to the stories, and declared herself unconcerned.

      She lived up to that, too, bearing him two daughters and raising them with a firm hand. Supporting him in his unwillingness to go to the family haunts, instead insisting on meeting his family off-the-beaten path, or at least, off the R&P path. He never went to Aspen or Vail or Palm Beach or the Hamptons or the Cape. He didn’t use the family apartment on the few visits he made to New York. He bought his own condo in D.C. for the necessary business trips.

      And for twenty years, he didn’t hear from FoL. In fact, entire years went by without anyone giving a thought to those business cards. The incidents were, he assumed, long in his past.

      They didn’t come up when he moved to San Francisco and got elected to the City Council. They didn’t come up when he took his place in the California legislature.

      He wasn’t private any longer. He’d become a political animal with Caroline’s enthusiastic support. And he was good at politics—that natural charm combined with the deference he’d learned at his father’s knee. He knew how to get the most intransigent people to compromise by appealing to their better selves and their own best interest.

      He was, according to the San Francisco Chronicle and the LA Times, a Politician To Watch.

      He got his own fixers—not at the level of his dad’s—but just in case. He’d learned that lesson long ago. And a group of backers approached him, convinced him that—at fifty—he had the chops to follow the Golden California Path. Legislature to Governor, Governor to Senator, Senator to President. Or maybe he could skip the Senator to President step. Reagan had.

      Nico was good: he gave the handlers all of the information, had them search for FoL, gave them the photos and the history which his handlers slowly leaked to the press, putting his spin on everything.

      It wasn’t smooth sailing, but the bumps weren’t extreme. He came off as human, a man who had lived and had shed the burdens of his heritage. Eventually, it looked like he might be a shoo-in for his party’s nomination, depending on the debate.

      The debate. No one watched debates, particularly primary debates between candidates vying for their party’s nomination. No one, except the party faithful and the press, who would use the occasion to eviscerate anyone who made a gaffe.

      Nico was usually gaffe-proof. Not because he was robotic, but because he was good at debate. He’d excelled in it at law school, which was one of the reasons he’d nearly decided to go into criminal law. He didn’t skip the prep then, and he didn’t skip the prep now. In fact he over prepared, particularly when it became clear that his opponent was the formidable Tinsley Monroe.

      Tinsley Monroe, a tall striking blonde with a history amazingly similar to his. An Ivy League education, a top sorority, a top law school, and a refusal to debut. She had moved to California to pursue her own dreams regardless of the family demands. She hadn’t married money, and she’d come up through the ranks just like he had. Unlike his, her daughters had returned to the Ivy, and were already making names for themselves. His daughters had gone into the UC system and kept a low profile, which he applauded.

      He’d run into Tinsley a hundred times since he’d started his political career. She’d been helpful, even contributing to his campaign for City Council. Her help stopped, understandably, when she entered politics herself. Her agenda was proto-feminist, although she didn’t use the words: programs for women and children, better work laws, more shelters. He’d supported those initiatives as well, and still tried to have a pro-business attitude. He figured the pro-business side would help him in the larger campaign, but he never counted Tinsley out.

      If anyone could best him in a verbal contest, it was Tinsley Monroe.

      So when he met her backstage at the largest auditorium on the UCLA campus, television cameras set up, podiums on their marks, he silently congratulated himself for his tendency to over prepare. Not because he thought he’d win, but because he would at least have a fighting chance.

      She looked stunning—a mane of golden hair around her well-made up face, glasses that caught the highlights of her dress and made her look like a particularly intelligent CEO. She wore a simple black dress, which slimmed her, and heels that showed off her tremendous legs.

      He didn’t have the flash—what man could in a simple suit?—but he knew he looked as serious and intelligent as she did.

      He extended his hand, and she smiled a moment before she took it looking, he thought, like a particularly well satisfied cat.

      She slipped paper into his palm. He looked.

      A business card that read FoL.

      His heart lurched. “Who gave this to you?”

      She tilted her head, more catlike than ever—a lioness with her prey. “No one, Nico,” she said. She called him Nico. Before, she had always called him Jan. “I’m a member of FoL.”

      “A member of…?”

      “Friends of Liz. You remember Liz Bodey, right?”

      For a moment he didn’t. For a moment, the name was just a name, and then he did remember.

      “You knew Liz Bodey?” he asked.

      “Still do,” she said, and headed toward the stage.

      His handler pushed him forward. Nico had missed the bell, warning him that he was about to go on. He knew he looked ashen, knew he was shaken. For a half second, he debated walking out, then decided that no one would chase him away.

      The lights glared; it was already hot. They had practiced the on-stage handshake, only this time, she pulled him close and whispered:

      “I’m not going to mention Liz in the debate. I don’t see any need to invade her privacy.”

      Instead of reassuring him, the sentence shook him worse. He found his podium, listened to the introduction and damn near forgot his opening speech.

      Liz Bodey. He could still see her face, swollen so badly on one side that she looked deformed. She’d been a virgin—he hadn’t known that—she’d been sober and unwilling and terrified, and he hadn’t been any of those things. She had been tiny and he could hold her down so easily. It wasn’t until the end that he realized his slap to her face had actually broken her jaw, the twist he’d given her wrist had snapped it.

      He’d been drunk, but not that drunk. He’d known he fucked up. Literally. The hospital report disappeared, the police case vanished—if one had ever started. His final indiscretion—that was what his father called it, an indiscretion, just like all the others— that final indiscretion had cost a quarter of a million dollars plus legal fees for the confidentiality agreement. That was just for Liz Bodey. He had no idea who else had gotten paid.

      Nico stammered his way through the debate’s first few questions, tried to shake it off, couldn’t, not quite. The answers to his entire past were right beside him. Tinsley answered debate questions smoothly, sweetly, even offering to give him a moment to gather himself.

      He looked at her, saw the glint in her eyes. Friends of Liz. FoL. God, no wonder they couldn’t track anyone down. There wasn’t one person to track.

      The debate went on forever. He got belligerent when it came to the women’s issues questions. He’d done enough, more than enough, he had daughters for heaven’s sake, he understood what women went through. Every guy is insensitive young, some worse than others, but men—the best men—learned, improved, helped, grew.

      Tinsley let the statements stand, didn’t argue, didn’t walk through that open door. She was professional, competent, and she won on points. He could tell that, with fifteen minutes to go.

      Off stage, finally, he pushed past his handler, headed toward the men’s room. Tinsley found him, stopped him.

      “There was a bunch of you, wasn’t there?” he asked.

      She nodded. “We all saw her that night, took her to the hospital, helped her. We knew you’d pay people off. We knew there’d be no case. We all come from money too. We know how it’s done.”

      The room spun. He felt ill. He put a hand on the wall. “You could’ve brought it up years ago. I’d’ve owned up to it. I’d’ve apologized and helped her more if she needed help.”

      “Ah,” she said, “but that’s what people like you miss. What happened to Liz wasn’t a one-time event. People like Liz live with the trauma—the memory—every day of their lives. She has post-traumatic stress. Attacks show up at the strangest times. She’ll pay forever for what you did.”

      “So I have to too?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t you?” Tinsley asked.

      He didn’t answer that. He knew what answer she wanted, and he wasn’t going to give it.

      “What do you want?” he asked. “Me to leave the campaign?”

      She smiled. She looked so sweet when she smiled. “You will, but not because I want it. Wait until your backers see that performance.”

      “You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?” he asked.

      “I probably will,” she said. “But I don’t know if Liz’s other friends will.”

      “You committed arson,” he said.

      “When?” she asked. “Your frat fire? I was in an entirely different town, taking an exam. With a hundred other witnesses. Really, Nico. You’re paranoid.”

      “I can tie you to this now,” he said, feeling desperate, feeling angry. “I have the card. With your fingerprints.”

      He held it up, expecting her to grab it.

      “That business card?” she asked. “The one you dropped before the event? The one I picked up for you?”

      His breath caught.

      She patted his shoulder, the perfect example of a graceful winner to anyone watching from a distance. “Think it through, Nico. Who has the most resources here? And who is the most determined?”

      He couldn’t think it through. Not even after she walked away, not after he stumbled into the men’s room and lost the steak dinner he’d consumed with his best backers before his woeful performance.

      He’d reformed. Dammit. He’d been respectful and nice from that night on. He stopped drinking. He changed his attitude. He donated time and money to women’s causes, shelters, rape crisis centers.

      He had daughters, for god’s sake.

      He paid. He was paying.

      And he paid some more.

      Cold hard cash, to his fixers, his father’s fixers, detectives. Once Tinsley told him who FoL was, it was easy to find the other members. Only nothing tied them to any attacks. No money trail, no leaks on the arson, alibis everywhere.

      Ten women, all with the same resources he had. With fixers of their own, people to hide the evidence, bury the past, sink anyone who got in their way.

      Like he had.

      He knew how the game was played.

      From the other side.

      Usually he stood with the winners.

      Except when he faced off with the FoL.
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