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      Life was full of patterns and repetition. The surface details changed, but the foundation was an endless loop of false starts and dead ends.

      Haggis sighed as he pulled into the complex of buildings that hid Ossi-Pro. A building he had convinced himself to get because of its seclusion from prying eyes. Private. He could do what he wanted there. Make noise and not worry about neighbors.

      They could have had a concert behind the building and barely competed with the traffic sounds floating down from the overpass.

      The place was slowly decaying. Weeds springing up through cracks in the streets and parking lots. Trash collecting in the overgrown bushes. Nobody even came to add their tags to the graffiti anymore.

      And not because it was patrolled. Because it was disappearing. Like the city itself was forgetting. That’s why he chose this building. Because nobody else cared about it. When the time came for him to move on, it wouldn’t matter that he didn’t care about it either.

      As he took his old truck around the last curve before hitting the end of the street, he thought it was why Stan liked it too. Whereas Haggis was hiding from himself — pretending to put down roots like he was really going to stay for more than a couple years — Stan was just hiding.

      Haggis just hadn’t figured out what he was hiding from yet.

      When he saw the black car in the handicap space, he thought Stan was already here. Then he pulled into the lot and saw that instead of Stan’s BMW, it was a Dodge. One of those new Chargers.

      He didn’t care for them. It was like resurrecting a legend only to cut his balls off.

      He pulled his truck into the usual spot, and as he got out, the front doors of the Dodge opened. Two men dressed in summer business attire. Loose ties. No jackets. Shoulder holsters.

      The driver had a hipster beard. Viking point and twisty mustache. Lacquered hair with a hard part. The passenger looked like he hadn’t seen a comb in a week but at least had shaved two days ago. Both of them were pasty white. Like they weren’t from around here or had been working nights for a decade.

      The passenger smiled. Gave Haggis a small salute in greeting. The driver looked grumpy. Stared like he was trying to win a contest.

      “Good morning,” the passenger said. “Are you Dan Rollins?”

      Dan nodded once. “Morning.” He turned away from them to walk to the front door. He saw them following him in the window’s reflection.

      “Mind if we ask you some questions?”

      Haggis paused with the key in front of the lock. Turned around and dropped the key back in his pocket. He hadn’t used them much lately, but his instincts crackled. Prickly skin on the back of his neck. Tension in his shoulders. “Who’s asking?”

      Grumpy kept staring. Friendly grinned and nodded his head like a cow about to lick a block of salt. “We’re just looking for some information about your boss, Stan Franklin. It could help us out quite a bit.”

      Haggis tipped his head at the Dodge. “You guys don’t look disabled.”

      Friendly’s grin slipped.

      Grumpy edged forward. “So?”

      Haggis shrugged. “That’s a handicap space you’re parked in.”

      Friendly at least looked back, his shoulders hunching up in shame.

      Grumpy opened his hands. “So what? There’s nobody here.”

      Haggis nodded. “But there could be. Considering what we do here, maybe you should move it.”

      Friendly took a step back to look up at the sign on the canopy. “What do you do?”

      “We make prosthetics for disabled veterans.”

      Grumpy rolled his eyes. “There hasn’t been anybody coming here in weeks. Just you and one other guy.”

      Haggis leaned back against the door. Crossed his arms. “Gentlemen, this will go much easier if you move the car and tell me who you are.”

      Grumpy took a step, his hand coming up to point, but Friendly caught him with a hand on his chest. “Just move it. What’s the big deal?”

      “Because there’s nobody here. Jesus Christ!”

      He spun away with his hands up in front of him as if praying to some invisible god. Stomped all the way to the car. Got in and slammed the door. Revved the engine and chirped the tires pulling out. Swooped around to take up two spaces on the other side of Haggis’ truck.

      Slammed the door when he got out. “There. Are you happy?”

      Haggis nodded as he watched Grumpy walk back up to stand next to his partner. “Yeah, I am. Thank you.”

      Friendly held a hand up. “Then can we ask a couple questions?”

      Haggis smiled. “Of course.”

      “Good.”

      “But I won’t answer until I know your names.”

      “Fuck this,” Grumpy said. He snatched his pistol from the holster under his arm. Stepped in and buried the barrel in Haggis’ thick beard.

      “Easy,” Friendly shouted.

      “Shut the fuck up, Cooper. I told you this was gonna be pointless. Guys like this make everything harder than it needs to be.”

      Haggis raised his eyebrows. “Guys like this?”

      Grumpy snarled up at him, “Yeah, assholes. Ex-military loner-type assholes.”

      Haggis nodded. “That’s fair.”

      “Where is Stan Manning?”

      Haggis tipped his head like he was confused. “I got Cooper, but I didn’t get your name.”

      Grumpy growled as he pulled his gun back. So slow.

      Haggis brought both hands up. One to catch the gun before the blow could land. The other to clip Grumpy’s jaw on the point of his manicured beard.

      “Hey!” Cooper shouted. Jumped forward with his pistol coming out.

      Haggis pushed a sagging Grumpy out of the way. Completed his rotation by bringing Grumpy’s gun down to intercept Cooper’s draw. Then swept up to catch him across the nose with the barrel.

      He bent to pick up the other gun. Stepped to the side to give both men some room.

      Grumpy moaned as he rolled over to get to his hands and knees. Cooper caught blood in his palm as he sat up.

      Haggis tucked Cooper’s pistol into his waistband. Aimed at the ground between them with the other one. “Why didn’t you just tell me your names? I would have answered every question you had. Hell, I probably would have invited you in for coffee.”

      Grumpy stood with his hands up. Blinking the haze away. “We’re cops.”

      “No you’re not.”

      Cooper stood up and flung blood away. Wiped his hand on his pant leg. “No, we’re not. That’s why you’re fucked.”

      Haggis cocked the pistol. “Do tell.”

      “Just tell us where your boss is. That’s it. And we won’t be back.”

      “Well, if you’re talking about Stan Franklin, I couldn’t tell you. He hasn’t called in a while, and I ain’t his fucking secretary.”

      Cooper opened his mouth, but Haggis cut him off with a chop of his hand through the air in front of him.

      But, if you’re talking about Stan Manning, I definitely couldn’t tell you. Never heard of him.”

      Grumpy chuckled. “You are so fucked.”

      Haggis acted like he was offended. Put his hand flat on his chest. “I’m not the one calling somebody names. I’m actually a very nice guy. But if you think you got what it takes …” Haggis put Grumpy’s pistol in his waistband to join the other one. “Come on and make me fucked.”

      “What about his girl?” Cooper said.

      Haggis laughed. “Oh, we are well beyond that.”

      “That’s okay,” Grumpy said. “We missed her last time, but we’ll get her soon. We’ll get ‘em all. Come on, Coop.”

      He turned without another look, and unlike when he arrived, he smiled like he hadn’t a care in the world. Cooper looked like he wanted to cut Haggis’ liver out. Roles reversed, he stomped back to the car.

      Instead of tearing out with burning tires and screaming engine, Grumpy pulled out like he was on his way to church.

      Haggis watched them until he could no longer see them past the curve. Unlocked the door while watching the street in the glass. Kept one eye on the parking lot as he made the coffee he would have shared with more polite villains.

      And that’s what they were.

      Haggis had spent the last couple of weeks wondering about Stan. About his absence. Ty Kirby’s accusations on his dumb murder show. Even how he might be involved with the death of a senator.

      Only his intuition kept him from calling the hotline and turning him in. But when Grumpy said he would get Ronnie, he had said it with such relish that Haggis knew.

      He hadn’t said them. He had said her.

      Whatever Stan was into, he was on the right side of it. Maybe it was time for Haggis to ask a few questions of his own.
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      Mo tried not to laugh at Gen’s struggles. He sat in a plastic chair much too small for his frame. Next to a detergent dispenser inside the Cleen-Rite laundromat. He wasn’t sure what the need for the clever spelling was, but maybe the regular clientele didn’t know the difference.

      Short-girl problems — Gen was up on her tiptoes, leaning inside the washing machine to get something clinging to the bottom. Her long braid tumbled in to thump next to her head, and he stifled his chuckle when her curse echoed out of the metal drum.

      They had tried to get her to cut the braid again. It was as identifiable as Ronnie’s face, but she had cried every time. Even descending into hysterics when the conversation had gotten more serious.

      He understood. He didn’t get it, but he understood. It was another thing that made her her. Not the only thing, but another thing being whittled away. Her identity was shrinking, and soon nothing would be left to make her different.

      He wondered how he would see himself if his skin was suddenly a different color. Or if he was a foot shorter. Another hundred pounds lighter. How would he identify with himself if he were no longer the person he recognized?

      Gen kicked her feet in frustration before finally popping out with a sock held triumphantly over her head. Mo set the newspaper aside and clapped. She bowed, and her braid swept across the floor.

      “Could you do that again?” Mo asked.

      “What? Bow?”

      “No, just dig in the bottom of the washer like that. I wouldn’t mind watching that again.”

      Her yoga pants left little to the imagination. He knew it was the style, but they were just an invitation for creeps to stare at her ass. He would know. He stared at it often enough.

      She threw her braid back over her shoulder and grinned. Dropped the rescued sock into the basket on the floor. When she bent to pick the basket up, she kept her knees straight. Looked back at him over her shoulder with a wicked smile as she picked it up.

      Walked with a little extra action in her hips on the way to the dryer.

      A growl in the far corner dragged his attention away. A young couple had set up in the back. Piles of laundry over the whole table. A lot of tiny shirts. Little shorts. They must have left the kids at home.

      Mo couldn’t see them clearly behind their rainbow mountain of clothes, but he heard a slap. A squeal of pain. A young man’s voice pitched low, tight with anger.

      The girl stepped to the side to wipe the tears away, and when she saw Mo watching, she flinched away in shame.

      Mo shook his head. Swung his gaze away to look out the front of the building. A wall of tinted glass.

      Cruising by was a black Dodge Charger.

      He pulled the news back up. Tipped his head down so the brim of his hat almost touched the top of the paper.

      The car slid by, and he snapped his paper down to walk to the window. Leaned in to watch the rear bumper disappear around the corner of the building.

      Before he could turn around, a voice behind him said, “You got some kind of problem?”

      Mo spun to find the young man from the corner looking up at him with one eyebrow up. Jaw thrust forward. Hands up like he was about ready to spit some bars. Mo shook his head and moved to step around. “Nah, I ain’t got no problem.”

      The kid moved to intercept him. “You was staring pretty hard a second ago, though.”

      Mo stopped in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just tryna keep my business mine.”

      Mo lunged forward and grabbed a double handful of shirt. Lifted the kid straight up and rotated to set him back down out of his way. “Then stop slapping your old lady in public, dipshit.”

      He moved toward the other side of the laundromat.

      “Man, fuck you,” the kid shouted.

      Gen was loading the last of the laundry into the dryer when Mo put his hand on her back. “Take it back out.”

      She looked up at him with a confused question forming on her lips, but as soon as she saw his face, she nodded. Reached back in and started filling the basket back up.

      The kid was muttering as he moved to the back. He sounded like Yosemite Sam after being foiled by Daffy Duck again.

      Mo made it into the rear hallway in time to see the men’s room door swing shut, the kid’s voice stifled as he continued to tell himself how badass he was.

      Mo put his shoulder against the wall next to the back door. Cracked it open to see the Dodge sitting next to the dumpsters. The driver standing next to the front bumper looking both ways before stepping toward the building.

      Mo couldn’t tell if anybody was in the passenger seat.

      He shuffled back down the hall. Into the first door his hand found. The ladies’ room. As his door closed, he saw the hallway fill with light from outside. Saw the shadow of the driver walk inside.

      Maybe his eyes would still be dazzled. Maybe he wouldn’t expect Mo to come up behind him. Maybe he wasn’t even here for him and Gen.

      When he jerked the door open and jumped into the hall, Driver was already spinning to intercept. Caught Mo’s punch against his forearm. Returned with a jab that cracked off Mo’s cheekbone.

      Mo rolled with the impact. Caught Driver’s hand reaching into his jacket. Continued his spin, dragging Driver around, and he pushed him into the men’s room. The stall door across from them exploded inward from their impact, and Driver collapsed when his knees hit the toilet.

      “What the fuck?” the kid shouted from next door.

      Driver cried out when he folded underneath Mo’s weight. Whipped his elbow up to deliver a blow that knocked Mo’s hat off, splitting his eyebrow.

      Mo countered with a shot to his ribs. A knee that crashed into Driver’s face. His nose crunched, and the back of his head smacked off the concrete block wall.

      Blood from Mo’s eyebrow dripped into Driver’s face. It mixed with his own before puddling on the floor.

      Mo pulled Driver’s gun. Put it in his waistband at the small of his back before checking Driver’s pockets. Nothing but a pack of Mentos gum, the key fob for the Dodge, and 137 dollars.

      He kept the money.  Mentos Pulled the gun and put it to Driver’s temple.

      “Can’t a guy take a shit in piece, for fuck’s sake?”

      Mo looked up. Blinked like the restroom was too bright. He put the gun back under his waistband. Dragged Driver up into a seated position. Eased him over to rest against the metal partition.

      He tipped his head up toward the top of the stall. “Sorry about that, man.”

      He backed out. Pulled the stall door shut. Turned to the sink to wash the blood off. Pressed a paper towel against the split. Before leaving, he shut the light off.

      “Man, that’s fucked up!” the kid cried.

      Gen was standing at the end of the hall with the basket on her hip. Her eyes widened when she saw the bloody staining the paper towel, but she didn’t say anything. When Mo grabbed her arm and led her to the front, she kept pace. Looked left and right as they burst into the parking lot. He marched her to the rusty Astro Van parked at the end. She put the basket in and climbed into her seat without protest. Mo gave one last look over his shoulder before getting in and starting it up.

      Drove away like his mind wasn’t screaming at him to just — fucking run!

      These guys might be cops, but they certainly weren’t on duty. No ID? Unmarked cars?

      “How did they find us?” Gen asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      They’d been here too long. It was time to move. He looked over at Gen. She held her braid in both hands. Pulling on it in nervous repetition. She deserved better. But then again so did he.

      “At least we’re together.” He wasn’t sure he had said it out loud until she looked over with a radiant grin.

      She nodded, letting her braid fall to the side. “At least we’re together.”

      He just hoped they could stay that way.
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      Stan paid an extra fifty bucks for a Fastr that could pick him up in a van. He had to use his crutches since damaging his Everyday Carry in the crash at Wildwood. He wasn’t great with them, and he was carrying a heavy bag with a broken prosthetic leg in it. He needed the room.

      The driver’s name was Jonah, a transgender man in the middle of a difficult transition. He was free with too much detail as far as Stan was concerned.

      “Nobody really told me what it was gonna be like. I kept asking, and they just said the testosterone was gonna be different. Is that what it was like for you?”

      Stan pulled his gaze from the window where he had been trying to ignore Jonah’s story. “I don’t know. I’ve never taken testosterone.”

      “No man. Puberty. What was puberty like?”

      Stan tried to mask his confusion. Maybe he should have been paying more attention. “Didn’t you go through puberty?”

      “Yeah, but it was a girl’s.”

      Stan suddenly understood. “Oh. That’s essentially what’s happening to you. Puberty all over again, but from a boy’s perspective?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Um, I don’t really remember. It’s been a while.”

      Jonah nodded. “That’s what a lot of ‘em say.” He shrugged. “That’s okay. I’ll write my own book. I always have.”

      Stan was suddenly interested. Here was a person becoming a completely different person. At least different to anybody watching. “I remember anger. And confusion,” Stan said. “There was nobody around that could really tell me what was going on. Nobody I could ask. That’s what I remember about puberty. Just walking around like what the fuck?”

      Jonah slapped the wheel. “Then it’s exactly the same. I tell you, though. Even if I had the details — like if somebody had said what was gonna happen exactly — I don’t think I would have believed them.”

      Stan laughed. “Me neither. And you don’t even have to deal with the dick stuff.”

      Stan snapped his mouth shut, afraid he had gone into some taboo territory, but Jonah threw back his head and laughed. “If only the dick stuff was all I had to worry about.”

      Stan sat back in confusion, then it hit him. His laughter joined Jonah’s, and the rest of the drive was spent in pleasant conversation with a man that seemed to be slowly moving into his own. A place many young men never found.

      It brought the perspective home. How did people see him versus how he saw himself?

      What could he change to reconcile both views? Should he change?

      “Let me ask you a question,” he said.

      Jonah glanced up at him in the rearview mirror. “Shoot.”

      “Who are you? Like, when you think about yourself.”

      Jonah shook his head. “What do you mean? I’m me.”

      “That’s it?”

      Jonah shrugged. “What else is there?”

      Stan sat back in wonder. He had tried to give Frank this lesson, only he was ill-equipped to teach it. Too busy punishing himself to see his own hypocrisy.

      “I’m still the same guy I always was,” Jonah said. “It’s just now, when I look in the mirror, I actually see him.”

      It took Stan a few moments to realize they were no longer moving. He looked out the window to see Ossi-Pro’s front door. He looked back at Jonah. “You know what, Jonah? You taught me a little something about myself just now.”

      Jonah looked back over his shoulder. His face open in surprise. “I did?”

      Stan nodded. “You did. I think you’re doing fine.”

      “You think?”

      Stan shrugged. “One of us has to be.” Then he slid the door open. Struggled to get his crutches out while not dropping the bag, but Jonah was right there. A strong hand on his elbow. Holding the bag out until Stan got his balance.

      “You want me to wait?” Jonah said. “It doesn’t look like anybody’s here.”

      Stan dug his keys out. “Thanks, but I own the place.”

      Jonah shook his head as he closed the van door. “That’s why I write my own book. If people wrote it for me, I’d be whatever they saw. You take it easy, Stan.”

      “You too, Jonah.”

      Stan waited until he had pulled out of the parking lot before heading to his front door. He unlocked it and stepped inside. Threw the bag on Haggis’ bench. Got a pot of coffee going. Hobbled in to sit at his desk.

      It was covered in a film of dust.

      His computer showed the usual correspondence. A lot of unanswered emails. People trying to sell him dick pills and extended car warranties. A few requests for design collaboration. Charities asking for donations.

      The front door opened, and Haggis walked by, headed to his workbench.

      Stan did a search for Clarke’s name. His man in Texas. A message appeared in the results. Mr. Franklin. I am in receipt of your package, and it has been stored in Box 307 as per your request. I am still in your service. Kind regards.

      So the evidence against Mickelson and White Diamond had made it to the bank. He had removed leverage by making sure it was nowhere near him, but now that Mickelson had been murdered, and whoever did it was now after Stan and his friends, he probably needed to retrieve it.

      Instead of sending it to one paper and a couple of cops, he would blast it to every news source in the world. A server he would spend the last of his money buying that would do nothing but spam sites and emails and LiveLyfe profiles with the same message.

      The video of Mickelson on the boat. The names of the others involved — especially Ty Kirby. And proof that Frank was a good man undeserving of Kirby’s hatchet job.

      He sent an email to Ian’s dummy account. I am in need of further services, but my household is not in agreement of the extent of what is required.

      He needed Ian’s help, but he was being watched, and he wasn’t sure how many were watching. That would lead Ian to arrange secret contact.

      He’d probably charge double too.

      He sighed in frustration as he closed the email tab. Looked up to see Haggis standing in his doorway. Blowing across the top of his steaming coffee. “Good morning, Haggis.”

      Haggis looked up from his cup. “Morning, Mr. Franklin. Or is it Manning?”

      He walked in and sat on the other side of the desk. Took a slow sip. “A Ranger I knew in Afghanistan said your nickname was Static.”

      “Is that right?”

      Haggis shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s right. Just something I heard. He said it was ‘cuz that’s what you always gave people. Especially people you didn’t like.”

      Stan leaned back. “That makes me sound like an asshole.”

      Haggis shrugged. “You’ve given me plenty. I just don’t know if it’s ‘cuz you don’t like me or that’s just how you are.”

      Stan nodded. “It’s Manning.”

      Haggis tipped his head toward the door. “What happened to your leg this time? Another dog?”

      Stan smiled. “Not exactly. Car wreck.”

      “That's why you aren’t driving the Beamer.”

      “That’s right.” His left shoulder began to throb in sympathy. Gen had put it back in place, but she couldn’t promise it would be fine. He really needed to see a doctor.

      Haggis took another sip. “Is Miss Ronnie okay?”

      “She’s fine.”

      “Good.”

      “She wasn’t even with me at the time. It was somebody else, and she’s okay too.”

      Haggis raised his eyebrows. “She?”

      “What are you, my mother?”

      Haggis shook his head. “Just trying to get the details.”

      Stan shrugged. “Back road in Wildwood. Played chicken with a Dodge Charger. I and my passenger are just fine.”

      Haggis sat forward. “Was it black?”

      The question sent a chill through his chest. Stan matched his posture. Put his hands on the desk. “What is going on here?”

      “I think I was right,” Haggis said.

      Stan wanted to scream, but he forced his voice to remain calm. “About what?”

      Haggis’ smile was a tease over the rim of his cup. “About trusting you.”
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