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When George Tripko died, his crime and business empire followed him into the grave, like an ancient, faithful dog.

I was shocked.

The organization would likely continue fetching balls and going for walks with a new master, Jeffery Tripko, an eager heir apparent. The old man hadn’t exactly groomed his grandson to take over, but there was no denying that Jeffery had been impatiently waiting for the opportunity.

When the family gathered for a will-reading, however, they learned that George’s estate had nowhere near the money they’d expected, and enterprises that the family considered to be communal assets were almost valueless. Like most criminal-entrepreneurs, the Tripkos lived in a twitchy, perpetual present and never adequately prepared for the future. George’s relatives had counted on a testamentary windfall to elevate them above financial floods and droughts, to allow them to be consistently profligate. The surviving Tripkos listened with open mouths while the lawyer droned on, and the realization that they had been robbed settled like asbestos dust in their creases and crevices.

Jeffery Tripko, in particular, appeared gutted. He staggered out of that lawyer’s office holding an empty leash. Stunned and resentful, he twisted the cord around his fingers and looked for a suitable throat to garrote. He didn’t know how the theft of his grandfather’s estate had been perpetrated but chose to vent his impotent disappointment on me.

Typical.

***
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I’d been sitting at a table in Wallhangers, a diner/tackle shop in the community of Barks Bay, when I learned about George’s death. My companion, a woman named Ms. Adjer, stared at her phone for a minute then looked up and said, with a peculiar little smile, “I’m sorry, but I’ve just been notified that Mr. Tripko has passed.” She paused. “He was in the hospital undergoing a routine procedure when it happened.”

I ran restless fingers through my beard. George was an elderly man who’d been juggling risk factors for years, so, logically, it was only a matter of time before something lethal slipped through his arthritic fingers. Everyone had to die sometime.

Still, it didn’t feel right.

Hospital visits weren’t supposed to be treacherous, even for Mediterranean gangsters raised on lard and unfiltered cigarettes. And procedures were called “routine” precisely because they weren’t dangerous. Anyway, I’d seen George in his hospital room, two days prior, and he was perfectly fine.

I stared at the patch of Formica between my knuckles, and tried to decode the abstract pattern of scratches and heat scars. This table had obviously been rescued from the scrapheap, refurbished and given a second chance. It probably had wise things to say about the precariousness of existence.

No.

I shook my head. It simply wasn’t George’s time. He wouldn’t die during a routine medical procedure short of the doctor accidentally cutting his head off with a shovel.

George Tripko, part Macedonian and part cockroach, was incredibly resilient. Lymphatic cancer was supposed to kill him two decades ago, but he shooed the disease away as if it were a feral cat. More recently, a number of suspicious growths and cysts had been scraped off his little body, including one from the back of an eyeball. George had filled cases of biopsy jars while his girlfriend, Nan, arranged doctors’ appointments like Bismarck, but that didn’t mean he was a sickly person. George’s scrawny body was a reservoir of strength, like a bag of ropes.

I stared at Ms. Adjer and she seemed to understand that I was waiting for more detail. “Complications,” she said, waggling her fingers like insect palps. “That’s all I have.”

I had just finished performing one of the old man’s eccentric errands, delivering a baby shower present to one of his northern neighbors. In Bark’s Bay, George Tripko lived a completely “normal” life, playing the part of a retired businessman for an audience of cottagers.

Ms. Adjer only knew him in that context.

George’s gifts sat scattered around us: a Stokke stroller, an embroidered diaper bag, and a baby doll realistic enough as to initiate an amber alert. Ms. Adjer was in her fifties, so the gifts must have been intended for one of her relatives or co-workers.

George never explained things like that, he just told me to deliver the packages, and that was it.

I liked the old man, and happily climbed into my Silverado to provide messenger service between his separate lives. I was comfortable with my minor role in that drama.

But now George was dead.

I silently repeated the phrase several times, although the knowledge didn’t want to stick. I must have sensed, even then, that I was in danger, that the remaining Tripkos would see something sinister in my relationship with the old man. I breathed out, then in, slow and deliberately, worried that life processes would no longer operate on automatic pilot.

Ms. Adjer held the baby doll on her lap and said, “My goodness, he’s cute.” Her gigantic eyeglasses bobbed up and down as she scrunched her face with grandmotherly delight. She smoothed stray wisps of fine baby hair on the rubber head, then embraced the figure and jiggled it on her knees. The baby-thing responded by curling a flexible upper lip, creating a dimple.

An older gentleman entered the store, paused at our table, adjusted his glasses, and said, “Cute baby,” before wobbling off to shop for surface lures.

For some reason, his misapprehension made me angry, and I had the urge to follow and club him with the doll.

Ms. Adjer continued to jiggle her “baby,” while my skull theater played a movie called “Last visit with George.” In it, the old man reclined in his hospital bed, and a novel lay like a dead bird on his stomach. He had sent Nan to a Starbucks to fetch coffee because, apparently, the hospital cafeteria was serving toilet water. While Nan was gone, George confirmed arrangements for the shower-present delivery. There was absolutely no portent of calamity. He was comfortable and happy, all of his considerable energy directed towards future projects.

George didn’t describe the probing and prodding to come but when Nan returned with our coffee, she casually referred to it as the “Rotor-Rooter.” Her words implied that a scope or tube would be shoved up George’s dick or his ass then twirled around, and since I found that viscerally repulsive, I didn’t ask for clarification.

Anyway, George wasn’t worried about it. He glanced at his watch, then ate a raspberry scone and slurped his coffee, getting it all in before the start of a twelve-hour medical fast.

Something untoward must have happened during that hospital stay, but I couldn’t solve the mystery while sitting in a bait shop that sold breakfast sandwiches and provided space for gift openings. I needed more information than that single word “complications.”

I hung my head, re-examined the cryptic Formica messages, and eventually Ms. Adjer recognized my distress. Still supporting the baby simulacra, she reached over our table, took one of my over-sized hands in both of hers, and said, “I’m very, very sorry.” The effect was ruined when she shifted her head slightly and her trifocals became a disturbing, insect-eye kaleidoscope.

Another person entered the store and said complimentary things about the puppet baby. I suggested to Ms. Adjer that we leave before play dates would have to be arranged.

She thanked me profusely and apologized again for George’s death, then we said goodbye. She packed the diaper bag onto a stroller tray and got the rubber baby comfortably settled into its chair.

I paid for our breakfast while she pushed her shower gifts toward the exit door. The young woman at the cash register looked past my shoulder to deliver two cheerful goodbyes. One tone of voice was used for the adult, but a second, playful falsetto was obviously meant for the baby—utterly ridiculous, because the cashier saw me pull the doll out of a plastic bag twenty minutes earlier.

I left the diner and stood on the sidewalk for a long time. I forgot where I had parked my truck, because George was dead. Eventually, I decided to zombie-stomp down the West end of Main Street, without particularly caring if that was the proper direction or not.

I happened to pass Ms. Adjer, sitting in the driver’s seat of a late-model silver Camry. She didn’t notice me shuffling by because she was violently twisting the head off her new infant.

***
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George Tripko came to Canada more than fifty years ago. It was imperative that he leave his native Macedonia, though George never explained the circumstances. I used to kid him about spending that period of his life shaking down goatherds, but George would just smile. He thought a murky, violent past was good for business.

The old man had three official ex-wives, but only one son, a sad bag of spare parts named Darius, who somehow managed to father Christopher and Jeffery, my best friends and enemies. According to them, Darius spent most of his adult life lying in hospital beds waiting for organ transplants. I stopped asking about his health ages ago.

Christopher and Jeffery thought of themselves as the prime movers in the Tripko crime and business empire. They were both currently unmarried and claimed to be childless. It would be a good thing for humanity if that last bit were true.

The most important member of the Tripko clan was, of course, George’s nurse/girlfriend, Nan. Though only slightly older than George’s grandsons, she’d been professionally and romantically attached to the old man for two decades, checking his back for new mole growth and reminding him not to listen to his idiot relatives. Nan was spectacularly beautiful, a striking physical contrast to the troll-like Tripkos.

My name is Peter Jarry, the family arsonist and errand boy. I once owned a cat.

My life has been entwined with the Tripkos ever since I sat in front of Jeffery in grade-eleven geography class. I’d sold him most of the essays and projects he handed in that term. He hired me to help him steal and burn a car. That vehicle happened to belong to his grandfather’s third wife, and the immolation was part of their separation agreement. George was impressed with my work and hired me to burn a neighbour’s garage. I think the old man was struggling with anger-issues because he hadn’t met Nan... yet.

Anyway, I was hooked.

Jeffery and I, and his older brother Christopher, initiated the series of arson frauds that would eventually become criminal works of art. Like most people, I had an inflated idea of my own importance.

Until George died, I didn’t realize how much the old man had been propping us up with the sheer force of his personality.

Jeffery couldn’t keep the family station wagon on the road for five minutes once George’s boney fingers had been removed from the steering wheel. We ploughed through hedges and guardrails, screaming obscenities at each other while clumping down a steep embankment towards the inevitable explosion.

It was pathetic.

Incidentally, I may have given the wrong impression when I mentioned George’s depleted estate. He hadn’t died indigent; the surviving Tripkos weren’t burdened with funeral expenses or credit card debt. The old man was a multi-millionaire, and even in the current bloated economy, that still meant something.

I wasn’t an official family member so, despite my decades of service, I wasn’t a beneficiary and didn’t attend the will-reading. My knowledge of the document was all second-hand gossip, but angry scraps of conversation indicated that total assets available were on the weak side of three million. The grandsons sniffed at that figure like my cat used to turn her nose up at yesterday’s kibble.

If several million sounds like a lot of money to you, well, you’re a reasonable person.

In our alternate reality, that amount was a sad little juice box whose contents had to somehow irrigate the kidneys of one spendthrift son, two sullen adult grandsons, and one very sensible common-law wife. A horde of thirsty great-nephews had also expected legacies but were completely ignored.

Not being personally involved, I didn’t appreciate the depth or intensity of the perceived betrayal. The great-nephews acted like decommissioned medieval soldiers: angry and impoverished, roaming the countryside looking for something to pillage. They had all been enthusiastic participants in shady family enterprises, and expected their loyalty to be rewarded. Two thousand years ago, in their native Macedonia, they would have shared the spoils of war, perhaps been given small estates and a few slaves.

The actual Tripko beneficiaries were even more resentful. The clan had never been particularly good at sharing, and their cupidity only increased when amounts were small. George’s estate must have seemed like a single piece of cake being carved into transparently thin slices. Each beneficiary would have secretly coveted the entire desert, such as it was, for themselves. The seven hundred thousand dollars that Darius, Christopher, Jeffery, and Nan were each about to receive would be an insultingly small portion.

The Tripko heirs had expected to receive three or four million in loose cash—each—and twice that amount in real estate equity.

That seemed a reasonable, evidence-based assumption.

George diversified—that is, laundered—his criminal portfolio by accumulating a lot of commercial real estate. The old man had built or bought little nondescript plazas in communities all over southern Ontario. It was easy to tick them off on your fingers, adding up his net worth in increments of five or six million dollars. The current economy, and a recent glut of ugly suburban strip malls, had flattened the value of George’s real estate holdings, but the file remained impressive. Christopher and Jeffery used to chat about those properties in the near-future tense, planning to leverage their value against projects nearer and dearer to their hearts.

Unfortunately, the will-reading demonstrated that all of George’s holdings sagged under the weight of gigantic mortgages.

That came as a complete surprise because the old man had consistently preached the value of outright ownership, and always seemed to have peach baskets full of cash to back it up. I didn’t know about his formative years in Macedonia or as a recent immigrant to Canada, but for as long as I knew him, his hatred of banks was legendary. He had the commercial accounts necessary for rent collection and maintenance transactions, but he found any other form of partnership repulsive. He considered banks to be corporate lackeys for the Canada Revenue Agency, part of a socialist conspiracy. You see, George didn’t really consider himself a criminal who had become rich perpetrating insurance frauds. He saw himself as an innovative business pioneer and economic driver who should be left alone for the good of the country.

Of course, George was the boss and never asked his relatives, or me, for input about long-term wealth management strategies. So, it was possible he had modified his philosophy about debt, but I considered that unlikely. Over the years, the brothers and I had personally delivered dozens of shopping bags full of wrinkled bills to dozens of sweaty lawyers at dozens of real estate closings, and George had never once muttered the phrase, “monthly payment,” so what were we supposed to think?

Some wealthy people disinherited their parasitic relatives as a form of tough love, supposedly inspiring them to succeed on their own. That didn’t seem to be the issue with George. His will didn’t contain any corny admonitions about the value of yanking one’s own bootstraps, and he hadn’t left his estate to a favourite church or charity. The money had just disappeared.

The brothers were shocked to discover that their dream of a hedonistic future had turned into a gigantic soap bubble, but their surprise inevitably morphed into anger. At first, Christopher and Jeffery suspected that Nan, their step-grandmother, had squandered the equity and covered her tracks with worthless mortgage paper. But, deep down, they knew that wasn’t the case.

The brothers had seen Nan in action for years. She indulged herself with lots of clothes and spa treatments, but balanced it with an otherwise frugal lifestyle. George and Nan never went on vacation, drove fifteen-year-old vehicles, and cooked almost every meal in their own kitchen. George even installed a state-of-the-art wind turbine near his giant cabin so he wouldn’t have to pay utility bills, and he actually got a credit by pumping his unused power back onto the grid.

Christopher and Jeffery, on the other hand, would have wiped their asses with hundred-dollar bills, except the security foil on Canadian currency is too cold. Overpriced time share condos hung from their necks like giant dead seabirds, they were constantly flying to or from casinos, and only used their refrigerators for making ice.

Jeffery was currently trying to construct a golf course on one-hundred-and-ninety-five acres on the western edge of Toronto, and was feeling an unusual amount of financial pressure. “The Dragon’s Lair” had opened as a restaurant and driving range, and eighteen holes had been roughed out, but it would take five or six million in landscaping to transform the project into something other than a corporate joke.

I think Jeffery had been counting on legacy money for most of the topsoil, and his grief was palpable. He dropped hints that his business partners were apt to demonstrate their disappointment in unpleasant and violent ways.

I’d been listening to Jeffery whine about “The Dragon’s Lair” for three years, but I never took him seriously. If he wound up in the trunk of a Monte Carlo, it would be because he was simultaneously banging a business partner’s wife and daughter, not because an investment group had to go through the bother of refinancing.

Christopher had his own problems. He was a wasteful dick who couldn’t control any of his addictions: booze, prostitutes, or sports gambling. One specific project had nearly left him bankrupt, however: a partnership in a Formula One race team. Christopher enjoyed hanging out at hotels with the physiotherapists and lawyers and other members of the entourage during race weekends. They all used colourful racing gear to pick up women, but that seemed to be the extent of their interest in the sport.

Darius was in a hospital with tubes sticking out of his nose, so I couldn’t vouch for his moral or financial outrage at the soft value of George’s estate. I assumed he was upset, based on my knowledge of how far apples usually fall from trees. Who knows, maybe he needed George’s cash to clone humanoids to produce extra colon or viscera. I heard that sort of thing could be pricey.

Anyway, bottom line was the brothers couldn’t convince themselves that Nan had let fifty or sixty million dollars slip through her beautiful fingers. They were self-centred and oblivious, but had to admit that Nan’s existence was abstemious compared with their own.

So, the Tripko males limped to the conclusion that the old man himself had orchestrated the outrage. He had deliberately diverted the family fortune into a hidden slush fund for his beloved nurse/girlfriend.

George had spent a lifetime subtly disrespecting his son and grandsons, so it was easy for them to believe his last will and testament was just another middle finger, attached to a fleshless fist thrust through the cemetery grass.

***
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They held George’s funeral in Ormond because he had a pre-purchased plot there. George might have preferred to have his ashes scattered near a favourite fishing hole up north, but he had an immigrant’s aversion to wasting money already spent.

Nan was preoccupied with specific funeral arrangements and absolutely refused to be drawn into any snide discussions about estate value.

Darius, Christopher, and Jeffery therefore turned their hooded eyes in my direction, figuring that I must have been part of George’s insult delivery system.

It was true that George often bypassed his blood relatives and asked me to run personal errands, but there was never an intention on my part to curry favour and undermine the family. Still, looking back, I could see how my behaviour might have seemed more duplicitous than it actually was. Christopher and Jeffery were jealous of my outsider-insider status, so I always tried to deflect their paranoia with self-effacing humour and a few mildly disrespectful anecdotes about the old man. Apparently, that wasn’t enough.

I learned that the Tripko males had held a family-only meeting in Darius’s hospital room immediately after the will reading. Over weak tea and pudding cups, they reviewed my recent activity with the old man and decided it was traitorous.

Coincidentally, that very same evening, I glimpsed danger in a continued association with the surviving Tripkos. The sensation was deeply unsettling, like finding a human toe in a hamburger—someone in the kitchen didn’t like me, and it would be wise to eat elsewhere. I would wait until after George’s funeral service, then visit a safe deposit box where I kept my alternate identities hidden, and disappear.

I didn’t know how close I was cutting it, though.

***

[image: ]


I’m going to try to explain what happened during those hectic days, but I warn you that I might be mistaking the time frame in a fairly significant way. I’ve recently suffered a brain injury, but I’m also admitting, up front, that I have some significant mental health issues.

In grade three, we are all told that we are special, but unfortunately, my specialness involves occasional hallucinations and memory gaps. Stress probably makes the condition worse. At any rate, for large parts of this narrative, I had my hand stuffed into a brocaded tunic and was preparing to invade Egypt. So, things might not have happened at the times I say they did. For example, in my memory, everything happens in warm temperatures. From a strictly logical perspective, that’s unlikely. Some of the events took place deep in the fall, late at night, and should have been chillier than I make them sound. If I have screwed up basic perceptions like weather, I may have also misinterpreted more complex things, like the motivations of various individuals. To put it bluntly, people may not have been as stupid or devious as I’m making them out to be.

But as George always used to say, just because you’re paranoid, it doesn’t mean that your ex-wives’ lawyers aren’t out to get you.

So....

***
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In my mind, George died on a Monday or a Tuesday and the will was read immediately after, perhaps the following day. Upon reflection, it seemed awfully insensitive to take care of that sort of business before the corpse slid into the hole, so that may not have been the case. But George was buried on Friday or Saturday of that week, and it was difficult to account for all the turmoil unless the terms of the will were widely known.

Although I wasn’t there when the document was read and George’s corpse was trying to cool off, what seemed to truly gall the grandsons and kick-start their suspicion was the scrupulous fairness of George’s last testament. The old man left his beautiful nurse/girlfriend exactly the same amount as he left each of his closest family members. An equal division of assets was grossly inappropriate, and all the Tripkos recognized it. George truly loved Nan, while his interaction with them was more like an ungloved rectal exam.

So, at some point in the proceedings, Christopher and Jeffery must have refined their resentment and shifted the bulk of it from Nan to the old man himself. They would have reasoned that Nan couldn’t orchestrate a cash-grab under George’s nose; he had to be the mastermind. George wasn’t stupid, they granted him that. He wouldn’t have been fooled or bullied by a gold-digging common-law wife.

Also, George couldn’t have expected his relatives to be fooled by the modest financial picture he had scribbled in his will. His last testament should have been a portrait of Modigliani giving Edward Hopper a blowjob. Furthermore, George must have known his greedy progeny wouldn’t think they were all exactly equal in his heart.

The Tripko males would have been forced to consider two possible explanations:


1) George really had figured out how to take it with him;

or;

2) George’s will was a theatrical distraction, designed to muddy the waters just long enough for Nan to activate whatever escape plan she and George had cooked up together.



Whichever scenario ended up being true, I was an active participant. I was the person who could ensure Nan’s physical safety until she got her pedicured feet onto an airplane aisle; I was the person who could bribe the appropriate demon with a basketful of souls so that George would be permitted to transfer his wealth to a shadow-world ATM.

It sounded like a joke, but the brothers really were capable of drawing those types of conclusions, and Nathaniel Parker, the lawyer who drew up George’s will, soon confirmed my suspicions.

I called Parker to cash in a couple of personal favours in exchange for information. At first, the lawyer was flustered and actually hung up on me. But a minute later, he called back, all apologies, and re-thanked me for some services I had rendered in the past. Then, he told me about that meeting in Darius’s hospital room, and explicitly warned me not to get in the back seat of a car driven by anyone named Tripko for the foreseeable future. It appeared Parker was surprised, himself, at the state of George’s finances, and was grateful that the brothers had fastened on me as the scapegoat, rather than him. Maybe Parker had said something to Christopher and Jeffery to reinforce that misconception, because he seemed extremely nervous and apologetic while we talked. I thanked him for the heads-up, and he extracted himself from the conversation.

That brought me to the death certificate.

The old man died of heart failure due to a sudden spike in blood pressure while undergoing a cystoscopy. But he also had prostate cancer, the reason doctors were jamming a scope up his dick in the first place, to see if the disease had spread to his bladder. George hadn’t told any of us about the cancer diagnosis—a little odd, because the old man was never vain about his health.

George must have decided that this illness was qualitatively different from any of the others, and jealously guarded the secret. He must have realized, for the first time in his life, that the end really was approaching.

In retrospect, his mortality had been confirmed seven years ago, based on little things he let slip in conversation. Nonetheless, George’s cancer wasn’t aggressive and shouldn’t have killed him, at least not yet. Someone had given cancer a helping hand. Another interesting point was that prostate cancer tended to slow-march through the human entrails. If George wished to irritate his relatives by short-changing them in his will, he had lots of time to refine and sharpen the insult.

Jeffery—the bigger asshole of the two grandsons—asked me how you went about secretly looking at someone’s death certificate. He didn’t mention his grandfather by name, and probably thought he was being clever.

I told him death certificates were a matter of public record, and gave him a website where he could access an abstract, and he stormed off to take care of business. Of course, I’d already checked out the document myself, and found out about the prostate cancer, but I didn’t tell Jeffery I’d been snooping.

I also neglected to mention that I’d visited the bank where George had his commercial accounts, and obtained a loan history for a couple of his commercial properties. Isobel Drayer, my contact at The Town ‘N Country Plus, had started out as a teller but was now in charge of the “Wealth Management” department, and we’d known each other for twenty years. She showed me confidential documents indicating that mortgage loans started replacing George Tripko’s real estate equity almost seven years ago. The obvious conclusion was that George’s diagnosis made him re-evaluate his priorities and start shuffling money out of his net worth column.

Of course, if he wanted to leave the bulk of his fortune to Nan, he could have stipulated that in his will. He could have left his son and grandsons just enough five-dollar bills to spell the phrase “fuck you” in large block letters. No, because George’s relatives might have contested the document.

The old man surely didn’t trust Probate Court any more than he trusted banks, or his own family members. He probably figured: why give anyone the opportunity to dispute his personal interpretation of exactly who deserved what?

I had no personal stake in George’s will. My research was just intended to help me circumvent Tripko temper tantrums. Basically, I needed to know if I should wear a helmet and Kevlar vest to George’s funeral service.

Well, two days after Jeffery asked me about the death certificate, the family imploded. Christopher—the superficially calm grandson—was arrested by Niagara Regional Police, and denied bail. The specific charge, “conspiracy to commit murder,” was frighteningly open-ended. The local paper said that more charges were pending, and I strongly suspected they would include the least-restrained Tripko, Jeffery. That opinion was more or less confirmed when Jeffery disappeared the day after his brother was arrested.

The Tripko organization was in tatters: Darius lay in the hospital waiting for a fresh slice of liver; Christopher was in jail; Jeffery was hiding out; George’s old “friends” were either dead or retired back in Macedonia; current business associates didn’t like the publicity associated with an organized crime funeral; and nephews and nieces were pissed that they didn’t get any of the old man’s money.

So, Nan and I were the only ones who attended the actual burial.

It seemed like an awful lot to happen in a few days, especially Christopher’s arrest, but I knew Nan and I were the only ones at the burial—I was positive of that—and what other circumstances could conspire to create such an empty house? An earlier service at the funeral parlour had better attendance, but that shouldn’t have excused relatives from the heavy outdoor work.

That interment was an awkward half hour, to say the least.

I couldn’t understand a word of the service, delivered in Latin, and every time the priest took a raspy breath, he glowered at me with scourging disapproval and saliva-flecked lips. Apparently, I had phoned everyone and told them not to attend. Nan was wearing a mustard-coloured skirt and suit jacket ornamented with bits of black lace. It must have appeared as funeral apparel on some European runway, but no one could have anticipated it would ever be worn near a real hole in the ground. I spent most of the oration staring at Nan’s left hip as it pressed against the soft material.

She looked stunning, as always, but I temporarily delayed my juvenile sexual fantasies out of respect to George. She clutched a pair of gloves and gracefully shifted her weight from one foot to the other while the priest railed at me, even though my thoughts were as pure as they were ever likely to be.

Nan didn’t make eye contact during the service.

When the priest had finished consigning George and me to our various eternal homes, Nan kissed his hand, and for a moment, I wished I had at least entertained the thought of becoming a Greek Orthodox minister. From the little I’d seen, women treated them with more adoration than any man deserves, and as a bonus they got to wear kick-ass embroidered sashes. For them, it was always dress-up-day at play-school.

So, that was that.

There was no point in retiring to someone’s home or to a restaurant to relive fond memories of the deceased. Clearly, no one gave a shit except the two of us, and I was reluctant to enter any enclosed space containing a living Tripko.

Strange, but the quietness of the funeral had felt more eerie than a ring of snarling relatives would have. I’d attended many Tripko burials over the past twenty years, and the mourners had always numbered in the dozens, even for bit players. George had a flock of younger female cousins, and they usually materialized at every family event, fleshing out the crowd with their numerous eighteen-year-old sons. You’d think some of those people would show up just out of habit.

Oddly, the diverse collection of gangsters and distant family members seemed to be on the same page. Did they all know something that Nan and I weren’t privy to?

I nervously glanced over my shoulder and tried to see sunlight glint off a telescopic gun-sight. I strained my ears to hear the ticking of a detonator within the ornate casket. When the priest fingered his sash, I looked for the bulge of an automatic weapon.

Nothing.

Nan and I flicked clods of earth on George’s coffin, then walked almost side-by-side across the grass and back to the parking area. I would have offered my arm, but she kept just slightly ahead of me despite her heels and the uneven ground. My best attempt at conversation was asking if she had received a lot of sympathy cards, but she answered, “No,” without any explanation.

An unmarked police car sat in the lot, and I knew it contained an official photographer. He had wasted his time coming here, if he expected to catalogue the area’s underworld. It would have been more productive to photograph the goings-on in the cemetery washroom. But what the hell, it was a nice afternoon.

As we reached our cars, Nan suddenly turned to face me and took one of my hands in both of hers. I got some incidental contact with her gloves as well, and they were equally soft, as if made out of human skin that had been proudly donated for just that purpose. She looked up at me and mouthed the words, ‘Thank you,’ or perhaps it was, ‘Stop staring at my tits.’

When I was alone with Nan, I tended to be easily distracted.

I foolishly tried to prolong the moment by suggesting we meet in the near future. I hinted that Macedonian coyotes were circling around us, and there might be mutual benefit in an alliance.

But she shook her head firmly. “I don’t think we’re going to see each other again,” she said between tight lips.

I examined her face. She didn’t look like someone who’d spent seven years coming to terms with her elderly boyfriend’s mortality. Nor did she look like someone who’d just been given a fifty-million-dollar love note from that fatally ill, elderly boyfriend.

She looked tired, and worried, and puzzled.

I started re-evaluating things. What if Nan didn’t have George’s money? Had Jeffery figured out a way to embezzle the cash before it became necessary to share? Perhaps his snippy attitude about the will was a sham to make us all think he was getting hosed like everyone else. It would be a tricky thing for Jeffery to pull off, however. If his golf course ever started booking foursomes, other Tripkos would guess what had happened and arrange to have his balls washed. Hell, maybe Christopher or Darius was the mastermind. It was hard to pick the most likely candidate while everyone was still alive and complaining loudly.

In a way, I didn’t care who wound up with the trophy. I just didn’t want to get a seven iron in the head while the four of them were fighting for space in the tee box. My recent decision to walk away from the game entirely was starting to look pretty clever.

Nan furtively glanced to the left and right, then slid behind the wheel of her jeep. If George had been funnelling money away from the family and giving it to Nan, she wasn’t splashing it around on vehicles.

I felt the police camera clicking as I waved goodbye.

Nan put on a pair of dark sunglasses, so she had an excuse not to wave back.

Then I got behind the wheel of my Silverado and turned the ignition key, but instead of shifting into gear, I just slumped into the well-worn seat. The portable GPS unit lying in the center console junk pile winked to life, and waited patiently for me to start pulling levers and stepping on pedals. I wanted to thank the little device for being polite and considerate, so I pulled it free from a tangle of pens and empty pill bottles and stuffed its base in a Dunkin’ Donuts coffee cup.

None of us in the Tripko world trusted factory-installed navigation systems, because we suspected they would one day turn on us and produce inconvenient records of our movements. Those potentially traitorous devices were ripped from the womb in favour of disposable ones that could ride in our cup-holders until we figured they had seen too much.

I closed my eyes and sucked in a bushelful of air. I would need more than a portable GPS to guide me through this new, perilous stage of my life. Jeffery was roaming the city like a video game monster, and satellite systems didn’t register that type of obstacle.

When I heard that he had disappeared, I immediately threw some clothes in a hockey bag and moved out of my apartment. I forgot to pack my favourite “Yo no estoy Loco” coffee cup from the Salvador Dali Museum, but I wasn’t about to go back for it, just in case an assassin was hiding in one of the kitchen cupboards, waiting for me.

I looked at shadows forming underneath the cemetery’s Sycamore trees and belatedly locked the Silverado’s doors. It was time to move. I shifted into gear, drove slowly underneath the giant wrought-iron archway, and merged with potentially villainous traffic. Attending George’s burial had been a calculated risk, but I considered it an essential prelude to my own disappearing act.

Not until I entered my motel room, the jumping off point for my new existence, did I dare to look at the little piece of paper Nan had pressed into my palm.

It first set up a flashback to another time with George.
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Chapter 2​
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George fumbled his keys.

He was a little guy, especially since his eightieth birthday when a well-meaning doctor convinced him to exclude anything fatty from his diet. It didn’t take much booze to muddle him, and he seemed to forget from time to time that he couldn’t pack it away like he used to in the old country after a busy day slapping around olive oil merchants.

Of course, I didn’t have any idea what George did when he was growing up, and I couldn’t make it through the first half hour of Godfather II, so I couldn’t even crib anything. George cultivated a tough-guy persona but I’d always suspected him of costume-fierceness. I’d seen him do a lot of strange things over the years, but rarely anything violent. He was a selfish jerk to his son and grandsons—just ask them—and probably to his first three wives, but the role he most often played in my presence was that of a superficially charming caricature of a semi-retired movie gangster.

Anyway, he dropped his keys for the third time and I stooped to pick them up, and said something clever like, “Let me get that for you.” We were stopping by George and Nan’s apartment for a nightcap, though we clearly didn’t need it. They hadn’t lived in the place long, just a couple of months while an expansive renovation was being completed on their cabin/palace up north. Supposedly, Nan had staged the apartment in a particularly fetching way, and I was supposed to look at it and learn something. At least, that was the excuse to get me up there. Based on what soon happened, I couldn’t be entirely sure.

“It’s the Medico,” Nan said, as I flipped through the little bundle of keys, and I was proud of her in a criminal sort of way for automatically referring to the deadbolt manufacturer’s name. Most people didn’t care about that sort of thing, thinking that one brand was pretty much like another, but people like us appreciated the robust muscularity of a Medico lock.

I found the right key, inserted it into the hole and froze.

George had hold of my forearm and was twisting it from behind, trying to speed me up. “Come on, I gotta pee,” he said.

“Something’s wrong.” The key had slid in without the proper resistance.

George recognized the potential danger in my voice, and his drunkenness slipped away. He was suddenly all business. The old man took Nan gently by the elbow and maneuvered her back towards the stairs. She pulled a cell phone out of her bag and a manicured thumb hovered over the keys. None of us had any weapons—I didn’t think—because we generally tried to avoid situations where you’d need them.

That wasn’t our brand.

I stepped off to the side and turned the key sharply to the right.

Later, we argued about the peculiar quality of the noise. There were definitely two parts to it, one fairly minor and one extravagantly painful. To me, it was like stepping on a sealed plastic water bottle while someone hit you on the ear with a gym sock full of Canadian pennies. Nan swore it was more like a conventional gunshot, with the muzzle pressed against the chest of a sleeping hobo in an empty dumpster. George couldn’t contribute as much to the discussion because the percussive effect of the explosion deafened him for a period of hours.
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