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Did you know that a person’s brain will explode if they hang upside down for too long? All the blood accumulates in the head until all the blood vessels just hemorrhage out. Then it's blood coming out of your ears. Blood coming out of your mouth. Blood coming out of your eyes. It can take about three days, but after that, you’re dead. Davey knows this because he read it on the internet.

Oh, and the last thing you’ll do is shit yourself. They never show that in movies, but your bowels evacuate themselves because your muscles aren’t keeping the previous meal you digested inside anymore. Hanging upside down, it will roll right up your back, past your neck and head, and onto the ground. What a humiliating way to go. Davey read that on the internet, too.

That’s how the cops are going to find Ronnie, Davey told him. Hanging upside down, leaking blood and shit all over the concrete in this basement. It’d break his mother’s heart, Davey says, hearing how her baby boy shit his pants right when he died. Lucky for Ronnie, cancer got her years ago, but she would get to see it all. That’s what Davey told him; they say dead relatives watch us from the great beyond.

“At least I won’t have to hear any more of his stupid internet facts when I’m dead,” Ronnie muttered. That earned him another punch in the face. Davey never could take criticism well.

Ronnie disliked Davey. Out of all the guys he worked with, Davey was his least favorite choice if he had to pick someone to kill him in the end. Maybe that was Fox’s idea. Perhaps he figured the idea of Davey Marsdon going around telling the story of how he did in Ronnie McMillian would be too embarrassing for Ronnie to stand. Ronnie would tell him everything he knows about what went wrong with the Luxor Tower job. That he knew why five of his guys, hell, five of his friends, were all dead, and he was still alive.

Ronnie had told his boss all he knew, but Fox didn’t buy it. Not for a second. Here was a man that was like a father to Ronnie. A man he trusted with his life. And he didn’t trust that Ronnie wouldn’t screw him out of half a million dollars and let five guys die in the process. Somebody set him up. The question was, who and why?

Davey started leaving the room, saying he’d return in a few hours. Give Ronnie time to jog his memory. Yeah, maybe if he took some time and ignored the blood rushing to his head, he could figure out what went wrong. Perhaps he could end up saving his ass if he could keep from passing out first.
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It was supposed to be a simple job. Luxor Tower was home to ten central corporation offices, and some of the wealthiest men in the world called it home. Of those ten, eight owed money to Raymond Fox. Three could be taken to court as the money owed was taken for legitimate purposes. Aquadine borrowed money to fund water purification programs in poor parts of Africa and had at least made efforts to repay what they owed. PlamaCorp had borrowed money to open a new operation in Japan that had tanked, and the company was filing bankruptcy; there was little chance Ray would see a dime from them. Winstons & Parker, a plastics manufacturer, planned to repay the last of their debt by the end of the fiscal year. Fox wasn’t too worried about those groups; he’d get his one way or the other.

It was the other five that had a bug up his ass. It was harder to come out to a judge and say that he knowingly provided funds for a major candy company to fund a civil war in Ghana, one of the top producers of cocoa plants, to drive up the price of chocolate. It also would be bad press for Mr. Fox if the deaths of essential witnesses in several of these companies’ lawsuits turned out to have been more than accidents. The fact that men connected with Fox caused these accidents would also not look good on him. 

And he wouldn’t even start with the drug companies and how they encouraged the abuse of several of their addictive pills to drive up the demand. Or the birth control pills that caused Nigerian babies to be born with fused limbs. Davey laughed when Fox told the crew about that one, “Hey, I bet they won’t want to have any more freak babies. If it scares them from fucking, that’s still doing its job, right?”

Davey was a heartless bastard, but Fox kept him around because he was good at what he did. Ronnie couldn’t argue that even if Davey made his skin crawl. Most of the time, Ronnie and the others ignored Davey’s feeble attempts at humor, which usually got him to shut up for a little while.

No, Raymond Fox—a legitimate businessman and philanthropist—did not need these blemishes coming out to damage his reputation; somebody needed to fix it. Ronnie didn’t know if the FBI and the local cops knew how many cases could be closed if they were to investigate how he gained his money and how that money was spent. Fox would spend the rest of his life behind bars, no doubt about it. It would be the end of one of America’s most giant crime bosses, and no one could touch him.

Fox struck Ronnie as a man who would still do well in prison, given his wealth and power. Few would mess with him, and many would fight for his favor. He’d rule the inside of the system and has ruled the corporate world for the last two decades. And he always had his network of loyal guys to keep things on the outside running. Guys like Ronnie, or so he thought.

Ray was an intelligent man. Hell, he was a brilliant man. He knew how to manipulate a situation and use it to his advantage. A financial empire had been built around the myth of Fox, and he relished every moment of it. His heavyset six-foot-five frame and three hundred pounds of muscle made him just as physically imposing. At fifty, he looked in better shape than men half his age, and his salt and pepper beard made him look like a bear of a man. His eyes reminded Ronnie of a wolf piercing into you, searching your soul—a byproduct of serving as a Special Forces member for five years. When Ray walked into the room, he commanded everyone’s attention.

Ronnie came into Fox’s service not long after graduating high school. He was fresh out of school and deciding what to do with his life. College wasn’t an option for him, as his grades were not good. It wasn’t so much that Ronnie wasn’t brilliant; school bored him, and he was more interested in chasing the girls than hitting the books.

By the time graduation came around, Ronnie had barely a C average, and there was no way he would get help paying for a good college education. So he took a minimum wage job running deliveries for a local restaurant and took some classes at a community college. Usually, these deliveries were all over downtown, and Ronnie learned how easy it was to walk right through the front door of some of these businesses. All he had to tell the guy at the desk was that he had a delivery for such a person on such a floor, and he and bags of soups, salads, and sandwiches were whisked to the elevators.

It was not the most glamorous job in the world. He knew his mother wished he had applied himself more to make something of himself. He could get his grades up enough to get out of the community college and get a degree. Ronnie needed direction and often waited for opportunities to come to him. He knew he was going nowhere fast but had yet to make a plan for how to change it.

Ronnie’s luck changed after about six months of running these deliveries. He was dropping off some sandwiches for a Fox meeting at his office on Townsend Street. The office was on the top floor of an eighteen-story building with a great view of the city from Townsend Hill.

The Hill was Hartsburg's main business center, and everything was overlooked. The river was near downtown, and boats often traveled up and down. The Hill sat in the city's center, and the offices and business buildings radiated from the towers until they reached the sprawling suburbs beyond.

There were many evenings—a few years later- when Ronnie would stand on the roof of that building, cigar and drink in hand, and stand in awe that he was part of this great enterprise. Hartsburg wasn’t one of the biggest cities in the Midwest. Still, the industrial boom that Fox orchestrated had made it grow to be nipping at the heels of St Louis. Ray had told Ronnie how he planned on making Hartsburg the new Chicago. He put his arm around the boy’s shoulder, telling him, “One day, this will be the legacy I leave my son. If I ever have one.”

His fatherly look told Ronnie what he meant. He was on cloud nine.

But that would come much later.

Ronnie exited the elevator with the lunch order for the businessmen in the tower. In the boardroom, Fox was laying into one of his men. Money had gone missing, and Fox raged about how heads would roll if it wasn’t made up. Little did Ronnie know that Fox wasn’t speaking in metaphors. Several suit yes-men were bumbling through excuses and theories about fixing the situation when Fox saw Ronnie walk in with two bags of cold roast beef and ham sandwiches. He seemed to look right into the boy’s soul and was frozen.

“Hey kid, how old are you?” Fox boomed. Ronnie was stunned for a moment as all eyes fell on him. Some seemed put off by the interruption. The man that Fox had been yelling out looked slightly relieved that Fox had turned his attention to someone else for a moment.

“Eighteen, sir.”

“Eighteen, huh? You graduate?”

Ronnie nodded yes.

“You going to college?”

Ronnie shook his head and mumbled about his grades not being good enough and that he was just taking some classes at the community college.

Fox grinned. “You were good enough to graduate high school but not enough to get into a real college. But I bet you were smart enough to get my order right. Am I wrong?”

Ronnie hesitated, not quite registering his question. He then started reaching into the bags and producing the sandwiches. “Yes, sir. Three roast beef, two with Swiss cheese, and one with cheddar. Six ham and cheese. One with everything but mayo on rye. Two large coleslaws and an order of potato salad. Oh, and one large dill pickle.”

Fox looked at Ronnie blank-faced for a second. His heart was in his throat. Ronnie didn’t know what he would say if he forgot something. Fox opened the paper wrapper on his sandwich. Lifting the top of his rye bread, he inspected his sandwich and looked at Ronnie. Then he grinned and started chuckling. “You know, half these guys here have Master’s degrees; hell, one has a PhD. And none of them are worth the damn. Then I got a kid who can’t get into college but can get a man’s lunch order perfect. What’s your name, kid?”

“Ronnie. Ronnie McMillan, sir.”

“Well, Ronnie, you can call me Mr. Fox. Raymond Fox.” He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and produced a business card. Handing it to Ronnie, he said, “If you ever want to get out of the sandwich business, give me a call. I know potential when I see it, and I’d hate to see you waste it.”

Ronnie thanked Mr. Fox and left with a little more hitch in my step. He got an excellent tip and had some cash to take Sophia out. She’d wanted to see some new chick flick. You know the one. The girl meets a guy that completely repulses her because he’s such a dick. But then something happens, and she learns to love and see the real him. They fall in love and have all kinds of crazy antics along the way. If nothing else, Ronnie hoped to get laid when it was all said and done.

Ronnie called Fox the next day and was invited to his office. To say he was an imposing figure would have been an understatement. His office was the size of Ronnie’s apartment. The walls were covered with paintings and tapestries that were worth millions. This is not the case with some abstract paintings where the artist seemed to dribble and splatter some paint all over the canvas and then put it in some gallery, expecting people to say how brilliant and original they were. Ronnie examined paintings that were hundreds of years old. Ronnie recognized some of them from an art appreciation class in high school; they were Renaissance. Two marble statues flanked his desk, both of some barely dressed Greek goddesses. Both women had stern but delicate expressions, looking at Ronnie as if to say, “You are in the presence of greatness; be careful.”

The walls were red, and the trim and doorways were black. The furniture was black, and so was the carpet. One of Fox’s top associates, Patrick Wallace, later told Ronnie how the guys called it the “Ninth Circle” because it felt like you were in Hell. The fireplace didn’t help the feeling either.

The fireplace was roaring, the yellow and orange flames casting dancing shadows behind Mr. Fox. He sat in a burgundy leather chair behind a mammoth dark mahogany desk. The shadow from the fireplace made him seem ten feet tall. He grinned at Ronnie as he approached. “I see you were admiring the Caravaggio. Quite an amazing and startling piece, isn’t it?”

Fox nodded towards the painting over the mantle, where the fire fought off the early November cold. The painting showed a young man wearing a loose white shirt, one half missing. He held a short sword in one hand, gripped tightly and ready to use. His expression was stern and almost disgusted as he gazed at the object in his other hand. The boy held the severed head of a bearded man, jaw slack and eyes half opened.

It was a startling image, yet Ronnie seemed to recall it from the recesses of his memory. “I think I saw it in a book for an art class in high school. Isn’t that supposed to be David and Goliath?”

Mr. Fox nodded as he took a sip from the glass of bourbon at his elbow. He smiled as he swallowed. “Very good. Oh, where are my manners? Would you like a drink? I only drink Kentucky bourbon. Reminds me of home.” 

He gestured towards the Maker’s Mark bottle on the sidebar near his desk. Ronnie nodded, and Fox rose from his desk and poured a drink.

“Yes, the story that Caravaggio depicts is King David slaying the mighty Goliath. But there is more to it than that. Do you know that story of Caravaggio and the symbolism?”

Ronnie accepted the glass and took a drink. He coughed as the warm liquor hit his throat. It was his first taste of bourbon. Fox laughed amusedly as Ronnie shook his head and half-coughed a reply, “No, sir. I can’t say I’m familiar with him.”

“He was an interesting character, Michelangelo Merisi de Caravaggio,” Fox began as he admired the painting. “He rose to prominence in the late Renaissance and became one of the fathers of the Baroque period. He gained favor with the pope for his dramatic use of light and shadow to create realistic paintings. For six years, he was the most famous painter in Rome and did not lack work. However, as often happens, his success was his undoing.

“Caravaggio had his vices, and the money he received from his patrons did not help this any. He was a drunk and a brawler, often roaming the streets of the city looking for a fight. He also may have been a closeted homosexual, which wasn’t a good thing for a man of his time. To say the man had a rough lifestyle was an understatement. In 1606, his violent behavior would come to a head when he murdered a young man over a gambling debt.”

Fox took another swig of his bourbon and walked towards the painting, studying it as it continued. “Four years of wandering from Naples to Malta, Sicily, and Naples again followed. He worked in Malta for a year before being arrested for another brawl but escaped. A man on the run always worried he would have to answer for his past transgressions one day. In 1610, he painted this,” Fox gestured to the image above the mantle. 

“He sent it to the pope’s nephew, hoping it would earn him a pardon. The severed head is a self-portrait of Caravaggio as a grown man; while David is him during his youth, the reckless ways of his past have destroyed the man he became. On David’s sword is the abbreviation for the Latin Humilitas occidit superbiam, which means ‘humility kills pride.’ It was the last ditch effort of a man fearing for his life.

“Sadly for Caravaggio, he would not live to gain his pardon. Supposedly, he caught a fever and died on his way to receive his pardon; others believe he may have been murdered. A tragic end to a brilliant talent who wasted his life, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, sir,” was the only reply Ronnie could make. Fox turned from the painting and stared down at Ronnie. It was the first time Ronnie would see his soul-piercing gaze, but not the last. “So, Ronnie McMillian. What is the lesson we can learn from Mr. Caravaggio?”

Ronnie took a long moment to ponder his answer. It was apparent this was a test that he was expected to pass. Ronnie thought it was one of the strangest job interviews he had ever heard.

After swallowing another gulp from his bourbon, Ronnie gave the best answer he could think of. “Caravaggio let his early fame and fortune get the best of him. He didn’t know how to handle his wealth in his youth, and it destroyed him later. His past mistakes led to his undoing later, and it was too late when he tried to fix it. Pride will destroy you, and only humility can save you.”

Fox stared at Ronnie for a long moment, then broke into a grin as he laughed. He patted Ronnie on the back as he returned to his seat and said, “Excellent answer. I knew I saw potential in you, Ronnie. I have built my reputation and fortune on making sound decisions and picking people I know who can handle the opportunities I give them. I see that in you, Ronnie. Even though you may not be the most educated man in the city, you have something special. Street smarts and common sense. For a man in my position, those skills are invaluable.”

Raymond studied his empty bourbon glass at his elbow as if contemplating pouring another drink. Instead, he let it rest and straightened his tie. He stared Ronnie in the eye for a second, stretching for eternity. 

“Ronnie, I am offering you an opportunity to change your life. You will make more money in a week, or maybe even a day, than you would in a year running sandwiches for that deli. But I also need someone who will not abuse said opportunity with poor spending or giving away company secrets. What I am asking for is loyalty. Do I have the right man?”

A long moment of silence stretched. Here was a chance to prove to everyone that he wasn’t some loser. Here was the most powerful man in town, offering Ronnie a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. But something made him uneasy; he did not specify precisely what Ronnie would be doing. Then, the other part of his brain told me to go for it; what did he have to lose? 

“Mr. Fox, I believe you do.”

“Excellent,” Mr. Fox grinned as he slapped his desk. Rising, he came around to shake Ronnie’s hand and lead him out of his office. “My secretary Gina will set you up with payroll and the address you will report to tomorrow. Welcome to the beginning of the rest of your life.”

As Ronnie left his office, he realized he still had no clue what he would be doing. “Uh, Mr. Fox. What exactly does my new job consist of?”

Mr. Fox looked at Ronnie and then at Gina, who grinned as he replied to Ronnie, “Why, deliveries, of course. Then, the sky’s the limit, my boy.” 

With that, he shut the door, leaving Ronnie with more questions than answers. Did he just sign on for another delivery boy job? Fox said he would make more money working for him, and Fox implied there was growth potential. 

Gina was a mousy-looking petite brunette. She seemed quiet and shy. Ronnie smiled at her while she filled out some paperwork for him. “So, what kind of deliveries will I do for Mr. Fox?”

Gina barely looked away from the computer screen. “You’ll be doing pickups and drop-offs for various business holdings of Mr. Fox. You’ll meet Mr. Carmichael, who will show you the ropes. Everything else will be explained to you when you come in tomorrow.”

She grabbed a stack of papers off the printer. She had a no-nonsense way about her. She was probably ten years older than Ronnie. He found her instantly attractive. In return, Gina handed Ronnie the papers. “Now sign these forms.”

Ronnie flipped through the papers and scribbled his signature on forms confirming his identity and for insurance reasons. Gina then informed him to be at the loading docks at seven the following day at an address she gave me. Though he was slightly confused, Ronnie felt something good was coming.

Had he known where that fateful day would lead him, would Ronnie have made a different choice? If he had a crystal ball, perhaps he would have walked out of that conference room with the receipt and tip for another sandwich delivery. Sure, he would not have the money and power, but he also would have avoided a lot of heartache and danger.
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Ronnie’s memory was interrupted by the sound of the door opening. He painfully turned his head towards the sound of footsteps, lightning shooting down his neck. Gina's figure appeared in front of him. She wore a tight white dress, showing enough legs to entice the right man. Her mousy hair was cut short, and her blue eyes looked at Ronnie with a sullen quality. She placed her small black purse on a chair. “Good Lord, Ronnie. What have you done?”

Ronnie cracked. “I was thinking the same thing when you walked in. I don’t know what happened.”

“Well, for starters, Marcus and the others are dead. Did you lead them into a setup? That's what everyone is saying.” Gina’s eyes were welling with tears. “For God's Sake, they were your friends. Hell, you and Marcus were like brothers. Why would you lead them into a trap? Who bought off? Was it the cops? And you’re the only one that walked away. You know this doesn’t look good for you.”

Ronnie tried to shake his head as pain spiked its way through his skull again. “I had no idea it was a setup. It should have been an easy in-and-out job. Somebody knew about it and made sure they were ready for us. Dammit, Gina, you know I wouldn't betray Fox. I would have nothing to gain and everything to lose.”

Gina squatted down in front of Ronnie, just enough to show her ample cleavage. It made Ronnie want to laugh; after all these years of wanting to see what she had, all he needed to do was get branded a traitor. Her look got very serious. “Ronnie, I need you to listen to me. Everyone is convinced you knew something and came out without a scratch. The big problem for me is the only people who knew about the job were Fox, you, Marcus, Berstein, and myself. Marcus is dead, so he is beyond suspicion. Berstein would have too much to lose. Fox thinks it was either you or me. Since I’m his secretary, it makes sense; I’m one of the few people with access to every aspect of his business, legal and otherwise. If he comes after me, I’m dead. I’ll do anything to avoid that,” she reached along the neckline of her dress and bit her lip, “I mean anything. Fox sees you as his son. He may even spare your life. I’m expendable.”

She was desperate, as she had never come onto Ronnie like this before. Ronnie would lie to himself if he said he hadn't thought about it. Before he broke up with Sophia and started dating Michelle seriously, some of him thought about shooting his shot with her. But that time was gone now. She knew Ronnie had a girl and that he was loyal. A lesser man may have taken the deal Gina offered. Maybe he would at least get one last thrill before Fox had him put down like a dog.

Ronnie sighed and looked back at her. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you didn’t know anything about what happened. But neither do I. Unless you can help me to figure out who the leak was, I can’t do anything.”

Her face changed to rage as Ronnie's right cheek exploded in pain. She held her hand; the slap hurt her as much as it hurt him. Tears mixed with her eye makeup, causing smoky trails down her cheeks.  “Dammit, Ronnie! Every file I have Fox took. Haroldson and Frank are going over everything. Emails, accounts, letters, everything. I don’t think they have anything that would make it look like I know anything, but I don’t know. For both our sakes, I hope you remember something.”

Gina started to walk away. She grabbed a tissue and mirror from her purse and cleaned up her makeup before she left the room. Ronnie called out to her as she left. “I’ll try. But if you find out anything that might help us both, go straight to Fox with it. If it will at least help you, use that too. I’m sorry you got messed up on this. I am.”

Gina turned and gave Ronnie a weak smile. She placed the mirror and tissue back in her purse.  “You know, Ronnie, you were always one of the good ones. Fox said I could contact Michelle for you. What do you want me to say?”

“Tell her I’m tied up in a meeting. I’ll be late, don’t wait up for me.” Ronnie replied with a pained look. He hoped that she would not wait for him and get the subtext of the message.

Gina smiled back at him. “You always protected her from the business. I hope she stays protected.”

The door closed. Gina’s last words rang in Ronnie’s head as she left. If he couldn’t figure out what happened, did that mean they would go after Michelle? He hoped she would remember the code word if things went wrong. Michelle may not know everything about how Ronnie made his living, but she did know that he was more than the manager of a shipping warehouse.

Ronnie didn’t think Fox would do such a thing as go after Michelle. Not after all they had been through. And Ray was not one to go after a person's loved ones. This was seen as a business, nothing personal unless Fox made it personal. Ronnie also felt that whoever did this was more than just business. 

However, given his current situation, Ronnie wasn’t sure of anything. Ronnie only knew that more lives were at stake if he couldn’t put things together. Ronnie needed to think; who had something to gain from what happened at the Tower?

Through the fog or memory, Ronnie tried to piece things together. He had to reach further back, back to when he first began working for Fox.
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On the first day of the job, Ronnie arrived at six o’clock in the morning as instructed. He had stopped by a gas station to grab a cup of coffee as he left the house and checked his watch to see that he had arrived on time. Ronnie reached into his pocket to check the address on the paper he had been given: 825 Bank St.

The building wasn’t much to look at. The sign above the white wooden door said Carmichael’s Deli. A little corner shop right by the docks probably slammed come lunchtime. The only customers were three rough-looking guys drinking coffee at a corner table. One of the men had a scraggly beard, and Ronnie couldn’t help but notice how he had to hold his coffee mug by the side, as his hand was too big for the handle. He eyeballed Ronnie as he looked around. Ronnie saw no one behind the deli counter and wondered if I was in the right place.

“Can I help you, son,” asked Rough Beard. His two friends looked over their shoulders at Ronnie.

Ronnie swallowed hard. These men appeared to be the tough dockworker types. Men that guys like Ronnie did not want to get on the wrong side of. “Uh, I’m supposed to talk to Frank Carmichael. Uh, Mr. Fox said he had a job for me.”

“Is that so? What kind of job is Mr. Carmichael supposed to be giving you? He doesn't need another meat slicer here. As you can see, this place ain’t too busy.” Rough Beard and his friends chuckled at his joke 

Something about the guy rubbed Ronnie the wrong way. His two friends laughing didn’t help the situation either. Ronnie felt his face reddening. While they may not be the type of men Ronnie didn't want to mess with, he would hold his own if things got ugly. Still, he was on a job for Raymond Fox, so he wouldn't get bullied on his first day. “Well, apparently, he’s busy enough to need a new delivery driver.”

Rough Beard lost his grin. Wordlessly, he got up and walked over to Ronnie. He had at least a good foot on Ronnie and glared down at him. He caught the slight hint of whiskey mixed with the coffee on his breath. “You giving me lip, boy?”

Ronnie’s first instinct was to turn around and get out of there. Maybe Bernie would take him back if Ronnie told him it was all a bad joke. He’d return to his old routine and probably avoid anything with Raymond Fox’s name. Of course, that would be easier said than done in this town. One couldn't spit on the sidewalk without hitting someplace that Fox had his hands in.

But at the same time, Ronnie knew that if there was some kind of issue here, Fox wouldn’t be happy, and probably not this Carmichael guy. Ronnie decided to take another tack and took a step back.  “No, sir. I’m just trying to find my new boss so I can get to work. So you can either help me or get out of my way. I’d appreciate it either way.”

Rough Beard’s jaw flexed. Ronnie braced himself, knowing he was about to get his head knocked out. Then Ronnie heard the guy’s friends start laughing. One called out, “Dammit, Frank. I think you got one with balls here.”

Ronnie glanced over at his friends, then back at Rough Beard, who laughed gutily. “I think you’re right, Marcus. Sorry for messing with ya, kid. I got to do something to entertain myself. I’m Frank Carmichael.” He held out one of his massive hands. Ronnie cautiously took it and felt controlled power in a hand that could easily break Ronnie’s if he wanted. “What’s your name?”

“Ronnie McMillan, sir.” Ronnie blinked while his brain was trying to compute what just happened. He was sure that this roughneck was about to pummel him within an inch of his life, only for Ronnie to discover this was his new boss. 

“Alright, Ronnie. These two are Marcus and Victor. Victor works for Mr. Fox at one of his other businesses, and Marcus works here, too. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew here as they trickle in. We don’t open for business for a couple of hours. Join me in the office, and I’ll give you the down low on what your job will include. Marcus,” Frank called out to the crew-cutted blonde, “Keep an eye out front. And tell Tony we need more egg salad and tuna for today. The stuff we got in the walk-in won’t be good after today.”

Carmichael led Ronnie to the back office. He gestured for me to sit across from him as he sat behind his desk. As Frank lit a cigarette, Ronnie glanced around the room and saw a picture on his desk. It was him with a short blonde woman. They both were smiling and looking very much in love. Ronnie nodded, “Your wife or girlfriend?”

Frank laughed and blew out smoke. “Well, it’s my wife, but that was taken when we were still dating. As you can tell, I had way more hair back then,” he ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Yeah, that’s my Erin. We have been together for twenty years this July. You got a lady?”

Ronnie nodded. “Yes, sir. Her name’s Sophia, and we have been dating since we were freshmen in high school. She was excited when I told her this job would pay more than I’d ever done. We may finally be able to get a place together.”

Ronnie noticed Frank’s face got a bit hard when he said that. “Ronnie, I need you to remember two things if you will be working for me. First, don’t go flashing your money around. You won’t be making much more than you were to start, but if you prove yourself—to me and Fox—then you will be pretty much set for life. Understand?”

Ronnie nodded. He was right; Ronnie needed to be smart with my money. And something in the way he told him that Ronnie shouldn’t be going crazy with his spending when the money rolled in. “And the other thing?”

“Money can change people. If that girl wants you to spend, spend, spend when you start doing well, you need to watch out. Trust me, people you thought you could trust only want you for what they can get from you. I’ve learned that lesson more times than I can count.” He puffed out another plume of cigarette smoke. “But enough about that. Let’s get to the meat of what your job is.”

Frank stubbed out his cigarette and paused to light another. A plume of smoke escaped his nostrils, and Ronnie resisted the urge to cough. Frank leaned back in his chair and scratched at the rough beard on his chin. He steepled his finger and stared at Ronnie before entering the job details. 

“Most of our money comes from deliveries. You probably won’t need to come in as early as you did today since your job won’t start until around eight most days. We do some breakfast, a lot during lunch. You’ll take the deliveries to the addresses and only give them to the person whose name is on the order. That is the important part: no secretary, no receptionist, only the person whose name is on the order. They will give you the money, and you put it in the lockbox. Then you give me the box when you get back. After I check you out, I’ll give you the tips, and then you can go. Understand?”

“Sounds pretty easy for me. Anything else?” Ronnie had a feeling this would not be unlike his previous job. The only weird part was the specifics of making the deliveries. Maybe Carmicheal had gotten complaints about the wrong person getting people’s lunch orders. It could happen in larger buildings. Regardless, he wasn't going to ask questions on something so trivial.

Carmichael broke Ronnie’s train of thought.

“Yeah, one more thing. Never look at the orders. They'll call us if something is missing that needs to be fixed. Everything should be fine, though. Now, you have a while before we get started. Go ahead and grab some coffee. There are some bagels if you’re hungry.”

Ronnie walked out of Frank’s office and headed to the front again. Tony, a little Italian guy, was the cook and had finally shown up. He nodded to Ronnie, made him a bacon and egg bagel, and grabbed coffee. Victor had left, but Marcus was still there. 

He waved Ronnie over to the table.  He had a pleasant grin as he watched Ronnie get settled in. He appeared a few years older than Ronnie, with a blond crew cut and clean-shaven face. “So you’re the new recruit.” 

Ronnie nodded as he took a bite of his sandwich, wiping the runny yolk from his face with a napkin. It was made just the way he liked it. The bacon was still chewy and not too crisp, and the egg was just undercooked enough that the yolk was runny. “Seems easy enough. I'm just running deliveries, and I have some experience with that. What do you do?”

“I was doing deliveries too, but that will be your job now. I’m getting a promotion, but I'm not sure exactly what. I don't know if  I’ll still be here or not. But I'll show you the ropes for the next few days.” 

Marcus leaned back in his chair, a smile of accomplishment on his face. He had that easy confidence of a many who knew he was good at what they did, and knew that things were going his way. Ronnie envied him a bit, and hoped that he would be in a similar position one day.

“I’ll try not to disappoint you,” Ronnie said, sipping his coffee. The two men made some small talk. It turned out Marcus had gone to the same high school Ronnie had attended only five years earlier. He got burnt out in his first year of college and came home for the summer. Then Fox offered him a job.

Marcus and Ronnie headed out around 9:30 to start deliveries. Their vehicle was a small delivery truck with several shelves bolted on the walls. on these shelves were crates secured with bungee chords that allowed the delivery boxes to be placed without them rolling around. The truck was loaded with a couple of dozen boxes with different names and addresses written on papers taped to the boxes. They had a list with the same names, addresses, and times that each delivery was expected in order. Ronnie looked at the list as Marcus drove, and he noticed that their last delivery was at one o’clock. “So we run deliveries until one, then what? Are we done, or is there a dinner rush?”

Marcus shook his head and gave Ronnie a sideways smile. “Nope, we head back to the shop after the last run. When we return, and the old man counts the money, it will be past 3:00. Unless he has another job for you, you’re free to go.”

Ronnie had to admit, it didn’t sound too bad. Carmichael had said Ronnie wouldn't need to get there until around eight or nine every day, so no more eight-hour or more work days. Ronnie couldn’t complain about that. Especially if they could expect the big paydays Fox had promised.

Ronnie tried to keep an open mind. Sure, he was still a delivery boy, but maybe one day, he’d show some kid the ropes and move on, just like Marcus. While it was more of the same, he had a feeling that this would be the easiest and most profitable job he ever had.

Their first stop was a small office park a few blocks away. Marcus pulled up to the front of the building and opened the back of the truck. There were two boxes labeled “Fred Warson; Image Realty.” Marcus grabbed one while Ronnie grabbed the other. The box was a little heavier than Ronnie expected, like a box of books instead of sandwiches and potato salad. “Man, these boxes are not as light as I thought.”

Marcus shrugged. “Some people like their sandwiches loaded up.” 

Though Ronnie knew that didn’t sound right, he ignored it and followed Marcus. The woman at the desk smiled at Marcus as we walked in. “Got Mr. Warson’s lunch order. Big meeting today?”

The receptionist nodded. “Yes. He and the others have some clients coming in from out of town. We may be expanding branches.”

“Nice to hear, Lucy. This is Ronnie; he will take over the route for me in a few days. I'm showing him the ropes for now.”

“Oh, well, nice to meet you, Ronnie.” Ronnie nodded to her, the box of sandwiches still in his hands. Lucy then turned her attention back to Marcus. “Are you getting promoted?”
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