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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s breakfast?” Guppy squawked in his bellowing voice. The Amazon parrot clung to the footboard, digging his talons into the queen bed while Maddy, his kitty partner in crime, took more aggressive action.

      Jimmy Katz jerked out of a deep sleep as a champagne-colored paw with tabby stripes patted his face. Then the kitten yanked his sandy-colored hair into her mouth.

      One droopy baby blue eye popped open. Jimmy caught his kitten Maddy grabbing a mouthful of his hair, getting ready to yank again.

      “Maddy? Did Guppy put you up to this? Why can’t daddy sleep until the alarm goes off?” Jimmy croaked out with what he thought was early morning dry throat.

      The alarm clock screamed.

      Jimmy flung his hand to slam down the stop button, missed, and accidentally whacked his windup clock off the nightstand.

      The alarm clanged through his brain.

      He lurched off the bed to grab the offending clock and tumbled onto the floor.

      “So, this is the way it’s going to be today?” Jimmy rasped. He grabbed the clock, silenced the alarm, and returned it to the nightstand. As he pulled himself off the floor to stand, the room spun. He plunked his butt onto the bed and wiped his hands down his face. “That can’t be good.”

      He gave it another try and made it to his feet without spinning. Goosebumps pebbled his arms. He walked across the bedroom floor and grabbed his robe off the hook on the back of the door. Then he slipped his feet into his house shoes.

      “Come on, everybody. Let’s get breakfast,” he grumbled.

      Guppy flew past him to his fake tree in the living room. He settled onto the sturdy branch and glanced at his empty food bowl. “Where’s breakfast?”

      Jimmy stumbled into the living room, grabbed the empty food bowl and the stainless water bowl out of the stand attached to Guppy’s tree.

      “Coming right up, your majesty,” Jimmy mumbled. He returned to the kitchen, dodging Maddy. “Will you two please give me a moment?”

      He dumped the water into the sink and scrubbed the water bowl, filled it and returned to the tree. “Fresh water. Food’s on its way.”

      Jimmy flipped the switch on the prepared coffee maker. He opened the refrigerator and retrieved Guppy’s food bins and Maddy’s canned wet food. Once he fed his animals, he scrambled four eggs, made two pieces of toast, and poured his coffee. He flopped into a chair at the table and slowly ate his meal and drank his coffee.

      He sat there like a dullard and silently assessed himself. His right ear hurt. Jimmy swallowed and discovered his throat was sore. He dragged himself into the bathroom, showered then dressed. Jimmy opened the apartment door and forced one foot in front of the other down the stairs. Brian’s door was open, so his friend was most likely at work at the newspaper office. He headed to the kitchen to get Mrs. Potts' expert advice.

      He found his plump landlady at the table reading the morning paper. “Morning, Mrs. Potts.”

      Her head of shocking white, spiky hair with purple streaks jerked up. “Sounds like you’re coming down with something, Jimmy. Go to the Wellness Center. Bill Hill will fix you up.”

      “The Wellness Center? Where’s it located?” Jimmy asked.

      “Over by the library. You can’t miss the blue door,” Mrs. Potts said.

      “Okay. I’ll be back soon. Think I may go back to bed,” Jimmy said. He headed down the hallway to the front door.
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy spotted the store with the blue door and pulled into a parking place. He dragged himself out of the car and opened the door of the shop. A bell tinkled as he entered. He approached the counter where a middle-aged man stood decked out in a T-shirt with a huge pink heart on the front, and worn jeans. Several necklaces sporting peace signs, and quartz crystals hung around his neck. Stud earrings that looked like they might be diamonds adorned his ears.

      “May I help you?” the man asked.

      “Are you Bill Hill?” Jimmy croaked out. He was getting worse by the minute.

      “That’s me. You don’t sound too good. What hurts?” Bill asked.

      “Ear and throat,” Jimmy said.

      Bill Hill came around the counter in his Birkenstock sandals. He pointed a digital thermometer at Jimmy’s forehead. A beep sounded. “You’re running a temperature. Let me get something to help you.” He took off among the shelves and returned to the counter with three items. One hand tapped a large bottle. “Wellness In A Bottle, my own formula. Take six capsules twice a day until you feel better.”

      He tapped a bottle that contained a dropper. “Colloidal Silver. Fill a glass with no less than two ounces of water, then add three squeezes to the water and drink it once a day.”

      He tapped a box of Gypsy Cold Care tea by Traditional Medicinals. “This is an excellent tea for when you don’t feel well, and especially if you feel chilled. Steep one bag in water for 10-15 minutes before drinking. Add honey. These three things are my doctor prevention remedy I’ve been using for the past twenty-five years.”

      Bill rang up the sale. “Go to bed after you dose yourself.”

      “Thanks, Bill.” Jimmy dragged himself out to the car and drove back to Mrs. Potts’ boarding house. He climbed the steps, unlocked the front door, and trudged down the hall into the kitchen where he found his landlady at the stove making chicken soup while Maddy the cat supervised.

      Guppy was perched on his favorite chair back as he watched squirrels leap from limb to limb in the mighty oak trees in the backyard, beyond the gazebo. “Invaders!” he squawked.

      Jimmy cringed at the loud bird.

      “I’m going back to bed after I take this stuff,” Jimmy said as he shook the bag. He turned to his bird. “Keep it down, Guppy. Those squirrels will not get into the house.”

      “Are you running a fever?” Mrs. Potts asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll make this tea after I take a nap,” Jimmy said. He turned and slogged down the hall and up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Jimmy sat at the kitchen table in his apartment with a cup of tea in front of him. A tap sounded on his door.

      “Come in,” he hollered out in a rough voice.

      “Call the cops! Guppy belted out.

      Danny Stonerich, Jimmy’s coworker at the Twinkle Independent News, along with his friend Brian McKinley who had transplanted himself in Twinkle from The Big City, came inside and wandered over to the table.

      “Knock it off, Guppy,” Brian said.

      “Man, you sound awful.” Danny pulled out his phone and snapped a picture.

      “Did you go to the doctor?” Brian asked.

      “Went to Bill Hill’s place and got some stuff,” Jimmy said.

      “What kind of place is that?” Brian asked.

      “It’s the Wellness Center,” Danny said. When he saw Brian’s scrunched eyebrows, he spelled it out. “Vitamin store with a lot of different stuff to stay healthy.”

      “Oh!” Brian got it.

      “What’s going on at the TIN?” Jimmy asked.

      “We were going to ask you to come to the Biggem Diner to catch the local flavor,” Danny said. “But it doesn’t look like a good idea.”

      “I’m going back to bed after I drink this tea,” Jimmy said.

      The doorbell rang.

      Guppy squawked “Invaders!” as he flew out of the apartment and landed on the bannister near the front door.

      “Guppy, go to the kitchen,” Mrs. Potts commanded.

      They heard the bird squawk as he flew away.

      Mrs. Potts opened the front door and talked to someone. Then two distinct pairs of shoes climbed the stairs. Betty Diaz entered the apartment with Toombs, her trusted employee. Toombs deposited a sack onto the table.

      “Jimmy, you look terrible. Why aren’t you in bed?” Jimmy’s great-aunt Betty asked.

      “Tea…” He held up the cup.

      Toombs opened the sack and deposited Vick’s VapoRub, a bottle of ibuprofen, and a digital thermometer onto the table. He removed the thermometer from the packaging. Betty rescued the instructions Toombs tossed into the trash.

      “If you’re not better by Wednesday, Dr. Canada (pronounced Kah-nah-dah) will make a house call.” Betty drilled her eyes into her great-nephew. No one stood a chance when she cast her firm pronouncements.

      As the recently discovered heir of the Katz-Diaz fortune who almost didn’t survive a murderous head librarian, Jimmy couldn’t walk down the street without being scrutinized by the population of Twinkle, Texas, the county seat of Starlight County. They all felt it was their responsibility to protect the heir.

      His great-aunt might be ninety, but Betty Katz-Diaz was no simpering weakling. As the head of the huge dynasty, she was grooming Jimmy to take over the family business worth billions with an S.

      Betty walked out of the apartment to the top of the stairs. “Bertha? Are you down there?”

      Mrs. Potts hurried to the bottom of the stairs and looked up.

      “Bertha, set your phone calendar to call Dr. Canada on Wednesday if Jimmy isn’t better,” Betty said.

      “I’m making chicken soup. He’ll be okay soon. He needs bed rest right now,” Mrs. Potts hinted.

      Betty nodded, turned, and marched back into the apartment. “Everyone out. Let Jimmy get back to bed.”

      Danny and Brian hurried past the town matriarch before they were verbally lashed. Toombs waited for his boss at the top of the stairs.

      Ever since Betty had taken flight on the stairs at the mansion from a rigged stair by a crazy librarian’s plot, Toombs not only packed his gun in a shoulder holster, but he made sure he preceded her going downstairs in case she tripped… or was pushed, so he could break her fall. Even though those dark days were behind them, if one resident of Twinkle could hatch such a diabolical plan, he wasn’t taking any chances.
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        * * *

      

      Officer Celebrity Masters waved to Danny and Brian as Danny’s car pulled away from the curb. She slipped into their parking place behind the familiar black Lincoln Town Car that Toombs escorted Twinkle’s matriarch around town in. She shifted the car into park, drew her fingers through her long, wavy blonde hair, and checked her teeth for spinach in the flip-down mirror on the visor. Satisfied, she opened the door and climbed out of the cop car.

      The tan shirt and brown pants of the police department uniform sinfully hugged her curves. Celebrity snuck a look in several directions, then unbuttoned the top two buttons. She considered the third button, but decided against it. She didn’t want Mrs. Diaz or Mrs. Potts to change their opinion of her.

      Celebrity climbed the steps and rapped on the door.

      After a couple of minutes, Mrs. Potts opened the door. “Well, hello, Celebrity. Going to play nurse today?”

      The police officer scrunched her forehead. “Nurse?”

      “Jimmy’s sick,” Mrs. Potts offered up. “Bill Hill provided help, and Mrs. Diaz brought more supplies.”

      “Oh, no. Is it the flu?” Celebrity asked.

      “It’s either the flu or an allergy,” Mrs. Potts said. “Betty gave him until Wednesday to get better, then I have to call Dr. Canada.”

      “Let me go see for myself,” Celebrity said, as she rushed up the stairs and slammed into a hard wall, otherwise known as Toombs.

      “Oof! Oh, I’m so sorry, Toombs,” she stammered.

      Toombs reached out and grabbed Celebrity’s shoulder before she bounced off him and crashed down the stairs. “Everything’s fine.”

      “How’s Jimmy?” she asked.

      “Looks like he was steamrolled,” Toombs said.

      Celebrity went inside the apartment and greeted Betty. “Hi, Mrs. Diaz. Where’s Jimmy?”

      “Hello Celebrity. He just went back to bed,” Betty said. “I’ll leave you to visit him while Toombs escorts me over to the DDS office.”

      The first time anyone new to town heard DDS, they automatically thought of a dentist's office. Pete Daigle, Judson Diaz and Godfrey (Stoney) Stonerich were the DDS law firm partners. Junior Stonerich hadn’t made partner yet and typically filled the capacity of court-appointed attorney when the need arose.

      DDS served the Katz-Diaz conglomerate headed by Betty Diaz. She spent her days and evenings Zooming with corporate staff about the many projects that spanned across the globe and comprised billions of dollars’ worth of investments and charities.

      Celebrity headed back to the bedroom where she found Jimmy huddled under a big comforter. “Hi Jimmy. Oh, wow, you look terrible.”

      The sick man opened his eyes and offered up a weak smile to the angel before him. “Hi Celebrity. Don’t get too close.” He coughed.

      “You’re in terrible shape. You sure you don’t want Dr. Canada to come over today?” Celebrity thought he needed the doctor sooner than Wednesday.

      “I’m good. Bill Hill fixed me up with a bunch of stuff, then Aunt Betty brought more stuff,” Jimmy said.

      “Try to get some sleep. Bed rest is very important when you’re not feeling well.” Celebrity bit her bottom lip. She pulled the comforter up around his shoulders so his neck wouldn’t be exposed to the breeze from the ceiling fan. “I’ll come back later when I’m finished with my shift.”

      “K.”

      She quietly left the bedroom and returned to the living room. Maddy was napping on her pillow, but Guppy wasn’t around. She hunkered down and ran her hand down Maddy’s head to her tail. “Hello, little girl. Your daddy doesn’t feel good, so you and Guppy are in charge, okay?”

      Maddy meowed as if she understood Celebrity.

      Celebrity left the apartment door open to allow Maddy the freedom to go downstairs. She trudged down the stairs and turned toward the kitchen, where the parrot was busy catching shelled peas Mrs. Potts rolled across the table to keep him entertained and somewhat quiet.

      “How did he get so sick overnight?” Celebrity asked.

      “Maybe he slept with the window open,” Mrs. Potts said.

      “I’ll be back later when I get off work,” Celebrity said.
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      Celebrity re-buttoned her shirt once she was in her police car before taking off to the station. Halfway there, she spotted Caleb Armbruster staggering down the street. The town drunk typically wasn’t wandering around at this time of day, so she slowed to watch what he was up to. Just as he reached down and picked up a rock, Celebrity hit her siren, making it send out a loud twerp. She flashed the top lights as well then steered the cruiser to the side of the road and got out.

      “Caleb, you weren’t about to throw that rock through the store window, were you?”

      The drunk swayed on the sidewalk. “Who are you?” He hadn’t dropped the rock.

      “Officer Masters. Twinkle police. You don’t remember me?”

      “Never seen you before,” Caleb said.

      “Drop the rock, Caleb.”

      “Whatcha going to do ifen I don’t?” He hauled off and threw the rock at her.

      Celebrity threw up her arms to protect herself, but the rock bounced off her right temple. She collapsed to the ground, out cold.

      The stunned drunk staggered back a couple of steps. He eyed the open driver's door on the police car, hurled himself toward it and got inside. Caleb slammed the door shut and drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Benito Ramirez drove down Main Street on his way back to the police station. He swigged coffee and returned it to his cup holder. He dragged his hand through his dark brown hair to get it out of his eyes, disappointed that the new hair product didn’t tame his thick mane. Ramirez spotted something up ahead on the road. As he rolled closer, he recognized the shape of a body in what he thought was a police uniform. He turned on his police lights, rushed out of the car and discovered Celebrity.

      He was on his radio in a heartbeat. “Send an ambulance to Delia’s flower shop immediately!” He disconnected, then called Chief Kenton Price.

      “Chief! Someone attacked Celebrity! I called an ambulance. She’s out cold! Her car’s not here!”

      The wail of the ambulance approached fast. The driver pulled to the curb, doors flew open, and they grabbed equipment. Two attendants rushed to the fallen police officer as a cop car screeched to a stop and the chief rushed to the sidewalk, staying out of the way of the EMTs, but hovering to look over his deputy.

      “What happened?” Chief Price bellowed.

      Ramirez shook his head. “Don’t know. This was how I found her.”

      The EMTs loaded Celebrity onto a gurney, hauled her to the rear of the ambulance and took off to the hospital.

      Chief Price called dispatch. “Stephanie, put an APB out on Celebrity’s car! It’s got to be around here somewhere.” He disconnected. “Ramirez, get ahold of FeBe Morales and see if there’s a camera at that ATM over there. Maybe we can get footage of what happened here.”

      The chief looked around and noticed the rock on the road. “Looks like that rock could have been used as a weapon.” He walked to his car, popped open the trunk, dug into a case and extracted an evidence bag and a glove. He returned to the rock, took a couple of pictures to capture the location, then slipped the glove on and bagged the rock as evidence.

      “See what you can dig up, Ramirez. Are any of these stores open? Get Peterson and Dupont over here to canvas these shop owners. I’m heading to the hospital,” Chief Price barked out.

      Practically the entire newspaper staff arrived at the same time as the two cops.

      “What happened?” asked Sylvan Stonerich, Twinkle Independent News (TIN) publisher. “We heard on the scanner that Celebrity was attacked!”

      Bill Trance, the managing editor, nodded to the stone in the evidence bag. “That the weapon?”

      “We don’t really know anything, just speculation,” Price said as he raised the evidence bag.

      “Any suspects?” Danny asked.

      The chief shook his head. “Hopefully, someone saw something.” He got into his car, enabled the siren and lights, and rushed away toward the hospital. Less than seven minutes later, he parked and entered the hospital. He stopped at the emergency room information desk.

      “What’s the status of my deputy?”

      “Let me call Dr. Canada,” the woman said.

      After a lengthy wait, Dr. Canada approached the police chief. Price noticed the doctor’s tight face. He steeled himself for bad news.

      “Kenton, she hasn’t come around yet. Luckily, her skull didn’t fracture when her head hit the pavement. Celebrity has a severe concussion. We performed a CT scan of her head and neck, and thankfully it revealed only minor cerebral bruising and swelling. But since the trauma was significant enough to leave her unconscious, we’ve admitted her for observation and moved her from the ER to a room upstairs,” Dr. Canada said.

      “Irving, level with me. Is Celebrity going to make it?” Chief Price masked his fear. He couldn’t believe anyone would want to hurt sweet Celebrity.

      Dr. Canada steered Chief Price away from the information desk by the elbow. “It’s a waiting game at this point. We have to wait for her to wake up. If the fluid or swelling in her skull increases significantly, we may need to do a procedure to reduce intracranial pressure.”

      Brian trotted over to the chief and the doctor. “What can you tell me that we can print?”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mrs. Potts sat at the kitchen table drinking her morning coffee and eating a homemade honey bun as she unfolded the newspaper.

      
        
        DEPUTY ATTACKED ON MAIN STREET

      

      

      “Oh, my goodness!” She forgot all about her coffee and pastry and delved into the article. “Not Celebrity!” She grabbed the paper, jumped to her feet, and clambered up the stairs. “Jimmy!”

      She reached the top of the stairs and rapped on her tenant's door. After a long moment, she opened the door and stormed inside. “Jimmy? Jimmy, where are you?”

      Jimmy tied his robe as he walked into the kitchen. “What’s going on?”

      He looked and sounded much better. Mrs. Potts held the newspaper open for him to see the headline.

      “Someone attacked Celebrity yesterday after she left here!” Mrs. Potts wailed. “I wondered why she didn’t come back here after her work shift.”

      Jimmy snatched the newspaper from Mrs. Potts, noticed that Danny wrote the article, and grabbed his cellphone. “Danny, what happened?” He listened to his friend and coworker. He nodded, then shook his head. “Okay. Thanks.” He disconnected the call and got Chief Price on the phone. “What do you know about Celebrity’s attacker so far?” His face glowed with fury. “Mrs. Potts, I’m going to the hospital!”

      “But you’re sick!”

      “I feel better. It’s obviously not something contagious like the flu.”

      “Ah, hon, you’d better get dressed first,” his landlady suggested.

      Jimmy looked down and realized he was barefoot and wearing his robe. “Good idea.” He turned and rushed to his bedroom. In less than fifteen minutes, he showered, shampooed, shaved, and wore his good clothes, including a jacket that concealed his shoulder holster. Ever since the earlier break-ins and attempted murder events, Chief Price threatened bodily harm if Jimmy ever left the boarding house without his weapon.

      He stormed into the hospital and approached the front desk. “What room is Celebrity Masters in?”

      The man at the desk recognized Jimmy and checked the patient roster on the computer. “204.”

      Jimmy nodded, then took off toward the stairs. He climbed them two at a time and yanked the door open on the second floor. He studied the number scheme on the wall plaque and turned to his right. Jimmy found 204 and went inside.

      Celebrity was sleeping. Her head was bandaged. There was an IV in her arm, and she was hooked up to heart and vital monitors. Jimmy walked over to the bed and sank into the visitor chair. He picked up her hand and set it into his, running his thumb over the top of her hand.

      “Come on, Celebrity. Don’t be in a coma.”

      She was so still. It didn’t look natural, and Jimmy thought dark thoughts. He distracted himself by looking around the room. There were several plants, vases, and flower pots. He pulled his phone out and made a call. He whispered into the phone. “Mrs. Potts, can you send flowers to the hospital? Something really beautiful, no matter the cost. I don’t care if they have to import them! Room 204. Thanks.”

      A few minutes later, Chief Price came into the room. “Has she woken up yet?”

      Jimmy shook his head. “She hasn’t even twitched. I’m really worried, chief.”

      “We arrested Armbruster. Looks like he’ll finally dry out because he’s going away for quite a long time,” the chief said. “Wrecked the cruiser. Feel bad for his family, but this was a long time coming.”

      “Did he tell you what happened?” Jimmy asked.

      “Had no idea he did anything wrong. If it hadn’t been for the camera at the ATM, we wouldn’t have a suspect. He abandoned the car, but his prints are all over the steering wheel, gearshift, and other places that could only be accessed from the driver’s seat, so it’s not like he can weasel out of the charges for stealing and wrecking it.” Chief Price shook his head, sad and angry at the same time. “Pretty sure no one will bail him out.”

      A nurse entered the room carrying a digital tablet. “Hello. I’m nurse Jeanetta and I’ll only be a minute.” She took readings from the bedside vital monitor and noted how much saline was left in the IV bag. She typed her visual readings into the tablet.

      “Would you mind stepping back so I can close the curtain?”

      Jimmy reluctantly stood. He and the chief left the room.

      The nurse noted the amount of urine in the catheter bag, shut off the flow into the bag, and emptied the contents into the toilet. She replaced the bag, opened the flow valve, then ran a washcloth under warm water, wrung it out and slowly swiped it across Celebrity’s face. She applied a lip balm so the deputy’s lips would not become chapped—everyone knew and liked Celebrity Masters, and a little lip balm would keep those plump lips soft.

      When she finished her ministrations, the nurse opened the curtain and left the room to attend to another patient.
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy headed over to the mansion. It had been a few days since he had visited his great aunt and discussed business. He was learning all aspects of the vast Katz-Diaz projects, investments, and charities, and had attended Zoom meetings. Betty introduced him as her heir to managers, CEOs, executives and the like—anyone involved with the Katz-Diaz holdings.

      Jenkins opened the door. “Hello, Jimmy. Your great-aunt will be delighted to see you up and about.”

      “Have you heard about Celebrity?” Jimmy asked.

      “We just found out about it this morning,” the butler said. “Is there any more news?”

      “The chief arrested the town drunk. Celebrity seems to be in a coma, though,” Jimmy said. “It’s a waiting game.”

      Jenkins patted Jimmy’s shoulder. “It will work out the way it’s supposed to.”

      Jimmy’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah.” He left the doorway and headed back to his aunt’s office. He tapped on the open doorframe. “Hi Aunt Betty.”

      She recognized his flat tone. “It’s a shame about Celebrity, but don’t give up on her. She’ll pull through.”

      Jimmy slipped into a chair in front of the vast desk. “I know, but when? She hasn’t even twitched.”

      “Look on the bright side. There’s no internal bleeding. Dr. Canada said the scans showed nothing too serious. That’s a blessing. The rest is up to her.” Betty looked her great-nephew over. “You certainly revived overnight.”

      “Between Mrs. Potts’ chicken soup and Bill Hill’s pills and stuff, whatever was trying to latch onto me flew the coop,” Jimmy said.

      “What’s on your schedule today?” Betty already knew, but figured she would try to distract Jimmy from his sadness over Celebrity.

      “Toombs and I are going to the shooting range to practice. Then Moses is going to beat me to the floor at the dojo. He calls it self-protection training, but I think it’s payback for something. Then I’ll head over to DDS for mind-numbing explanations of legal terms regarding the contracts and stuff,” Jimmy recited.

      “Good. It’s best to stay busy,” his aunt said. “Now shoo. I’ve got a Zoom meeting in two minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy left the mansion and trudged across the vast lawn to the practice area that Toombs had set up. His mentor was waiting under the umbrella his aunt insisted upon setting up for them to find relief from the blazing Texas sun in-between shooting sets.

      “You sure look better today,” Toombs said as he looked over at his student.

      “I really felt terrible yesterday,” Jimmy admitted. “Chicken soup and Bill Hill’s Wellness In A Bottle did the trick.” He pulled his gun out of his shoulder holster and handed it over to Toombs.

      His mentor looked over the Heckler and Koch VP9 with a 9-round magazine. When he was satisfied that Jimmy kept up the cleaning and maintenance of his weapon, he handed it back.

      “You packing a spare clip?” Toombs asked.

      Jimmy patted the inside pocket of his jacket. Toombs nodded.

      A young man walked across the lawn carrying a shotgun and a rifle. When he arrived at the umbrella, he placed the weapons across the table.

      “Jimmy, this is Klive. He’ll be our running boy,” Toombs said.

      Jimmy and Klive shook hands.

      “Ready?” Toombs asked.

      Jimmy’s first round was off.

      “Listen, you can’t let emotions get between you and a threat. You have to always be on top of your game, otherwise you could end up shot, or dead.” Toombs glared at his student. “Now, show me what you’ve got.”

      Jimmy pulled himself together and focused on the target. He let his finger pull the trigger while his eyes never left the bullseye.

      “That’s more like it. You Katz’ sure can hit the target. Your aunt blows out the bullseye every time without fail. Let’s move on to the rifle, then the shotgun.”

      An hour and a quarter later, Jimmy was on his back with Moses Diaz grinning wickedly down at him. “Come on, Jimmy. Get in the game.”
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