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“ZANDRI DOES A FANTASTIC job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror 
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“(THE INNOCENT) IS A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”
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"TOUGH, STYLISH, HEARTBREAKING." 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.
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“A TIGHTLY CRAFTED, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 
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“A CLASSIC SLICE OF raw pulp noir . . .”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob
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“That's all it takes, one drop of fear to curdle love into hate.”

—James M. Cain
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Fucking Fat Elvis. 

One minute we’re fishing off the back deck attached to my kitchen on the first floor of my brick two-story former ticketing building inside the abandoned Port of Albany, and the next, he’s drowning. 

But allow me to back up a bit. It all starts when a rather attractive young woman dressed in nothing but a skimpy bikini comes rowing past us in an aluminum canoe. Granted, she’s young enough to be our daughter, but when has the age gap ever stopped Elvis from thinking with his other head before? 

As if he’s about to entice the nice girl to dock her canoe and come up onto the deck for a beer and a shot or two, he plants his pole against the dock’s protective two-by-four railing and starts bellowing a rendition of “Love me Tender.” 

Okay, so what if he sounds just like the real King? He’s still serenading the wrong girl at the wrong time. But don’t tell him that. He’ll tell you you’re just spoiling the party or pissing in his beer or crapping on his party, which are just a few of the Kingisms he drops on me just about every day. 

I’ll be damned, but Pretty Young Lady slows down and stops the canoe. She keeps it steady by slowly paddling in reverse. The sandy brown-haired, pert-breasted girl breaks into a big smile and her eyes go wide like she’s mesmerized. That’s when a bass takes my worm. 

That’s supposed to be a good thing, right? Wrong!

“Fish on,” I bark. 

But Elvis can’t be bothered with me and my fish while he belts out, “Love me tender, love me sweet, all my dreams fulfilled...” 

Now that I’ve successfully hooked the big bass, it jumps a couple of times and lands in the same place where it broke the river’s surface. But, like I said, the mesmerized Elvis could care less. He’s so into his performance for the star-struck young lady, he takes a chance that a man with a beer gut the size of a basketball and a blood pressure reading that’s forever red-lining, should never take. He climbs up onto the railing and attempts to balance himself on the two-by-four. 

“Elvis,” I say, one eye on the fish and the other on him. “What the hell are you doing?” 

“...And I always will...” he sings. 

He ends the serenade by doing one of those Elvis karate chops, followed by a full right leg, air-kick. He might have actually pulled off the precarious balancing act on the narrow rail if not for that final, dramatic kick. Because it’s then he starts swaying back and forth. 

“Oh no,” the woman says. “Be careful, Elvis.” 

The fish is still fighting me. It’s got to be a record, it’s so big. The last thing I want to do is set my rod down and take a chance at losing the lunker bass. But clearly, Elvis is losing it...his balance I mean. 

It means he’s either going to fall hard onto the wooden deck and maybe break some boards while he’s at it. Or, he’s going to fall into the river which runs directly under the deck (it was constructed with the same kind of round telephone pole-like support beams you see under ocean docks). Either way, I can’t just stand there and see the big guy get killed. 

“Fuck me,” I whisper to myself while storing the grip on my pole into a rod holder fashioned out of plastic piping that’s attached to the left siderail. “Maybe the fish will still be on when I get done with saving Elvis’s life.” 

But the couple of seconds it takes me to store the rod means I’m too late. 

“Moonlight,” he screams in a high-pitched-about-to-poop-his-pants voice, “I’m goin’ overboard.” 

He drops off the railing and makes a belly flop in the river. The collision of King and river creates a tsunami that nearly causes the girl’s canoe to capsize 

“Oh, my god,” she says. “Are you all right, Elvis?” 

But here’s the thing. Elvis isn’t coming up for air. As it turns out, Fat Elvis truly can’t swim.
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I see that my pole is still bobbing wildly. The fish is starting to suffer. Pulling the switchblade from my jeans pocket, I mercifully cut the line and set the big bass free. 

Damn...

“If you love something, set it free,” I whisper.

It’s one of those sayings you wish you made up on your own. I then climb onto the railing and jump into the river. I would have dived in, but the river is fairly shallow this close to the deck and the last thing I need at this point in my middle-aged years is to become paralyzed from the neck down due to a severe spinal injury. Who would take care of me? Manny the Wonder Dog? Okay, the little guy might do his best to make me smile and show me how much he loves and cares about me, but no way he’s carrying my five-foot-nine-inch, one-hundred-ninety-pound, short-haired, and scruffy-faced body to the toilet. 

I’m still underwater when I search for Fat Elvis. But here’s the thing. I see that Pretty Young Lady has already got her arms wrapped around his right arm, and she’s pulling him to the riverbank under the deck. When his head is finally far enough away from the dangers of the river, Elvis lies on his back, his eyes wide open but not blinking. His mouth is closed, and his lips are bluish purple while his facial skin is as pale as chalk. 

“He still breathing?” I ask, as I drag my waterlogged body out of the water and stand dripping under the deck. 

“I don’t think so,” Pretty Young Lady says. She places her left ear against the faux King’s chest. “I’m not getting a heartbeat either.” She lifts his dead-weight arm and places two fingers against his wrist. She shakes her head. “No pulse.” 

“Jesus, is he dead?” I ask, suddenly feeling completely helpless. 

After all, I’m the one with the little piece of bullet fragment lodged inside his brain. It means I could fall into an irreversible coma or even die at any second should the bullet shift beyond my cerebral cortex. It’s a hell of a way to live, knowing you can die at any moment. But then, I guess we all can die at any moment when you think about it. 

The girl goes to her knees, places her lips against Elvis’s, plugs his nose with her forefinger and thumb, and starts mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Here’s the thing: I realize Elvis is entirely unconscious, or maybe even a dead man, but he’s got to be loving this. I can’t remember the last time a beautiful young thing dressed only in a soaked bikini had her luscious lips pressed against his. 

She comes up for air and eyes me.

“Don’t just stand there, mister,” she insists. “Make a fist and start pounding his clavicle. Maybe we can jumpstart his heart.” 

Despite being soaked to the bone, I swallow something dry and bitter. 

Jeez, I think. What if Fat Elvis really goes and dies on me? It’s not like we’re great friends or anything. Okay, well, we’re sort of friends, I guess. I think I will miss him. Oh, shit, yeah, just admit it, Moonlight, you’d miss ole Elvis and his unhealthy fascination with a dude who popped too many pills, couldn’t shit to save his life, and who therefore eventually died trying to push out an impacted number two on the toilet. 

I go to Elvis, drop to my knees on the gravelly riverbank and, using the bottom of my right fist, begin pounding on his clavicle while the girl continues to blow air into his lungs. 

“He wasn’t underwater for that long,” I say. “How the hell could he possibly have drowned in that short amount of time?” 

“Could be he swallowed a ton of water as soon as his head became submerged,” she says while inhaling a deep breath. “Or he might have suffered a cardiac event. In any case, his heart is flat lining and if we don’t bring him back within thirty seconds or so, he’s gone baby gone. Get my meaning?”

She clothespins Elvis’s nose once more and brings her mouth to his. She injects a deep breath into his system. I continue to pound on his barrel chest. Maybe fifteen more agonizing seconds pass, and I’m getting this sickening feeling that “...now, the end is near...” when suddenly, the faux King heaves his chest, opens his mouth wide, and exhales a stream of rancid Hudson River water. 

That’s when Elvis does something else I never would have expected a few seconds ago. He sits straight up like his spine has become a heavy-duty spring. His eyes are as wide as a marmoset as he gives the scantily clad Pretty Young Woman an up and down and up again gaze. 

“I felt somebody kissing me,” he says. “I must be in heaven.” But then, sensing someone else, he slowly turns and eyes me. “Oh shit, I ain’t in heaven. Moonlight’s here.” 

“Thanks, Elvis,” I say. “I’m sorry I jumped in after you.” 

The girl stands. 

“We need to get you to a hospital,” she says. “Methinks you might have had a heart attack, sir.” 

“Me, a heart attack?” Elvis says. 

“You should see him eat,” I say. 

“You should see him bitch,” Elvis says. 

“I’ll call from my canoe,” she says with a roll of her eyes. 

“Say, miss,” I say, “how do you know so much about saving lives?” 

She glances at me over her shoulder and shoots me a grin. 

“I’m a doctor,” she says. “And in case you hadn’t noticed, a sexy one at that.” 

Maybe Elvis is right. It’s possible we’ve both died and gone to heaven. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3

[image: ]




As I watch Pretty Young Woman using her cell phone, I realize she’s not wearing a bikini. Instead, she’s dressed in panties and a matching push-up bra. Good stuff too. Expensive stuff. Who leaves their house via canoe in their skivvies? It’s exactly how I pose it to Elvis. 

“A woman who was in a big ass hurry, that’s who,” he says. 

We both gaze into one another’s eyes. We’re both soaked to the bone to the point of shivering (it’s warm out, but not that warm), and yet I can tell we’re both thinking the same thing. The dame is in trouble. 

When she returns, she grins and looks into my eyes, then Elvis’s eyes, then back at me again. She also gives herself an up-and-down look. 

“Oh,” she says, “in all the excitement, I sort of forgot that I’m dressed only in my undies. But I have an explanation for that.” 

“You don’t need to do no explainin’ for me,” Elvis is quick to jump in. “I like you just the way you arrrrrrrreeeee, arrrrrreeeeeee, ohhhhh, wo wo wo wo...” 

He’s doing a rare Billy Joel impression from the seventy’s, Kasey Kasem, American Top 40 classic hit off The Stranger album. Something that’s a rarity for Elvis since he pretty much sticks steadfastly to his Fat Elvis 1977 brand. But seeing as The Stranger came out in ’77 it’s possible Fat Elvis covered the song during one of his concerts prior to officially leaving the building for good via the men’s room. 

“Why thank you, Elvis,” the woman says. “Is that what I should call you? Or do you go by your real name?”

“The real name is Roland Hills,” he says. “But you can go with Elvis since I feel in my bones that when the King died on the crapper in August 1977, his soul was immediately transferred into my body.” 

Elvis makes a fist and despite the very real possibility that he might have suffered a small heart attack when he fell into the river, pounds his chest. 

But for a long beat, the pretty doctor just stares at Elvis like he actually believes what he’s telling her. And trust me when I say, he does. 

Biting down on her bottom lip she says, “Okay, then.” 

Now coming from out of the distance, the sound of sirens. 

“That would be the EMS van I requisitioned,” she adds. 

Elvis and I automatically start making the climb out from under the deck and up the small incline to the deck top. 

“Not you, Elvis,” the doc says. “I don’t want you exerting yourself at all until you get checked out.” 

“But I don’t want to go to no hospital, Doctor...Doctor...” 

He’s obviously looking for a name here. To be honest, I am too since I’m still finding it pretty freaking odd that a hot young doctor paddling a canoe just happened to stumble into our lives like she did. Or fall overboard into our lives, I should say. 

“Morrison,” she says, “like the dead singer from the sixties. Hazel Morrison.” 

“Hazel,” Elvis says with his already big wide eyes going wider. “Who on God’s earth names their kid Hazel in this day and age?”

I immediately shoot the faux King a look, shake my head, and roll my eyes. 

“Jesus, Elvis,” I say. “This woman just saved your life and you gotta take a weewee all over her name?” 

He shoots me a look back with dagger eyes. 

“I ain’t makin’ fun of her name,” he says. “I’m just sayin’ you don’t meet many Hazels no more in the twenty-fuckin’-twenties. You would know that if you was more sociable, likeable, and had more than one friend, Moonlight.” 

Now I feel my blood heating up, which is all too easy for me. 

“You know what, Fat Elvis,” I say. “I hope you need a fucking heart transplant this week, and the only donor they can find is a dead pig because it would fit perfectly into your chest cavity and—”

“Boys,” Doctor Hazel barks. “Enough. How old are you gentlemen anyway? You bicker like school kids.” 

Elvis turns to her. 

“What?” he says, with scrunched brow. “We’s just talkin’ like normal.” 

“I bet you are,” she says. “If you must know, my mother was a fan of the old ‘Hazel’ reruns on television. So, therefore, I’m Hazel.”

Suddenly, the sirens can be heard coming from outside the old ticketing office. Elvis seems to go suddenly pale again, and he dry heaves. 

“I’m not liking what I’m seeing,” the doc says. “I’ll go greet the EMTs.”

She heads up the riverbank and disappears as she goes around the building. 

“Nice going, Elvis,” I say, while he regains his composure. “Now she thinks we’re a couple of retards.” 

“Retard is a bad word now, Moonlight,” he mumbles. “That’s something else you’d know if you lived in the real world instead of Moonlight world.”

Seconds later, Hazel returns with two uniformed EMTs, one male, and the other female. Both seem impossibly young to me. But they’re carrying a big yellow first aid kit and their attitudes are all business. 

“This is the man I spoke to you about,” Doc Hazel says pointing to Elvis. “The other man owns the property. He’s unhurt.” 

“Lie on your back, please,” insists Female EMT. 

“I’m all wet,” Elvis complains. 

“Do what she says, Elvis,” Hazel insists. 

He exhales what I’m guessing is a bitter breath and lies flat on his back on the angled bank. The EMT unbuttons his shirt on his behalf and brings the business end of a stethoscope to his bare chest. 

“This is gonna feel cold,” she says. 

“Jeez,” Elvis says. “Is that thing made of ice?”

Meanwhile, Male EMT is preparing a shot of some kind using a hypodermic needle. Elvis takes notice of it and once more his eyes go wide. 

“You gonna poke me with that thing?” he says. 

Female EMT pulls the stethoscope pods out of her ears. 

“Definitely irregular heartbeat,” she says. She then places her ear on Elvis’s chest and listens with her naked ear. “Don’t like what I’m hearing either.” She then proceeds to measure Elvis’s pulse by pressing the pads of her index and middle fingers to his left wrist. “Shoot him up. I’m guessing a small cardiac event occurred here. He needs observation at the medical center and a consultation with a cardiologist.” 

“If you’d both back up a little,” Male EMT demands. “I need a little space to perform the injection.” 

“Ahhh shit,” Elvis says. “I hate needles.” 

“You can either learn to like them or die,” Doc Hazel says while applying a blood pressure wrap around the faux King’s left bicep. “It’s a sedative.” 

Her words make me grin. That’s when I give her another good look. She’s half-naked in front of all of us. Sizing her up, I can see that she’s about the same size as the ex-love-of-my-life Lola is. 

“Listen, Doc,” I say. “While they’re working on Elvis, why don’t we get you into some dry things before you die of hypothermia.” 

She gives herself an up-and-down gaze again. 

“Good idea,” she says. “It’s easy to forget about my wardrobe or lack thereof with all the excitement going on.” Then, “Hang on one second.” 

She heads back down to the water and drags her canoe up onto the stony bank. She approaches me once more. 

“Shall we?” she says as she begins climbing the riverbank. 

My eyes planted on her beautiful black silk panty-covered butt, I say, “We shall indeed.”
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When I get Hazel into my flat and steal my first really good face-to-face with her, I’m stunned at how much she reminds me of Lola. It’s not that she looks just like her. It’s just that her smile, her big brown eyes, her long dark hair, her shapely not-too-thin, not-too-heavy womanly body, and even her mannerisms, remind me so much of Lola. 

“If you wanna hop in the shower real quick,” I say, “go for it. My old girlfriend left some clothes behind that I’m sure will fit you, Doc.” 

She nods. “That’s probably a good idea. The EMTs will be here a bit longer, and then we can follow them to the hospital together if you like.” 

She does something then that not only takes me by complete surprise, but it makes all the little electric sensors in my nether region light up like a Christmas tree. She reaches around her back, and unclasps her bra, allowing it to drop to the wood floor, exposing pert breasts that are pale, the nipples standing at rapt attention...staring me down. 

She then peels off her wet panties and allows them to lie on the floor beside her bra. Her sex is finely trimmed and so inviting that my jeans suddenly become two sizes too small in my midsection. I must be standing paralyzed, my mouth ajar. 

“What’s the matter?” she says. “Cat got your tongue?” 
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