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-  Weekly novel-in-progress first draft chapters, raw story, un-cut
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CHAPTER ONE
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That Which Does Not Kill Me...had better fucking run.
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The wind was blowing hard on the balcony twenty-two floors above the street. The New Year’s party was noisy and the speakers on the balcony brought the music onto the large wind-swept corner of the building. Several people stood smoking cigarettes and talking. A drunk couple smoked and danced to the music. They were not good dancers and I tried not to smile when I saw their uncoordinated movements. It was like they were a quarter note behind the beat and jerked themselves to catch up but failed. Their jerking reminded me of my sister’s seizures. 

I’m not really a party person. I don’t mix well unless there is an objective, then look out, I’m your new best friend. I was working a case. Domingo Sanchez asked me to find out who killed his brother. 

I’m a convicted felon. My chance of ever getting a private investigator’s license is way below zero, not a snowball's chance in Florida. So, I do investigations on a part-time basis. If I had a license, I’d go full-time. But I don’t. Besides, the money is irregular. Things were getting much better now thanks to Benny. He’s, my attorney. Smartest attorney in Florida, hands down.

I do investigations for all sorts of people, from normal law-abiding citizens to the kind of people you should avoid. I’ll tell you a little secret, criminals pay better. They understand consequences. Domingo understood consequences better than most and my wallet appreciated him. 

I’m the guy you call when you can’t call the cops. My name is Dennis Trunk. Relax, you’re safe. 

For now.

Emmie pulled her shawl around her shoulders on the chilly balcony. She looked beautiful. Her hair had colored beads woven in. Sometimes I considered myself the luckiest guy in the world. She had to be wonderful for me to bring her to the party, especially this party. I’d never brought her on a job before. It was one of my hard and fast rules and I broke it. 

She begged me to come. She knew that the party would be attended by a who’s who of southern criminals. She thought it would be exciting and compared to teaching fourth graders, I could understand her perspective.  

I was at the party because Crystal Sanchez, Domingo’s sister-in-law, was at the party. I was on the balcony because Crystal was on the balcony, and I had questions for her. I stared at the pretty woman with the long black hair, powder white complexion, green eyes, straight edge jawline, and enhanced breasts. She had her reasons for murder, and they were good ones. I would have killed him for far less.

I put my arm around Emmie as a strong gust blew past. Crystal looked over at us. I leaned over and kissed Emmie on the side of the head. Crystal smiled at us, the way a lot of people do when they see a couple like us. I prefer a smile to a scowl. 

I knew almost everyone at the party. Emmie knew no one and was surprised at the number of people who said hello. I introduced her to a lot of people that night. More than one of them told her that if I ever do her wrong, let them know. Arturo offered her a Rolls Royce if she would leave me for him. Criminals appreciate beauty when they see it. 

Emmie slipped her hand into the pocket of my jacket. She took out the joint I rolled before we left home. I quickly reached into my right pocket and took out a box of matches and handed them to her. There was a Smitty 9mm under my right arm. I don’t tell Emmie when I am carrying a gun.  

“Do your work while I enjoy this,” she said with a smile. Then she leaned in and kissed me gently on the lips. Emmie is an excellent kisser, and this was an ‘I love you’ kiss.

“I love you,” I repeated like a Catholic boy at catechism.

“Likewise, baby, likewise,” she said and patted me on the ass. 

Emmie took the joint and the box of matches and walked over to the balcony railing. She looked out on the city of Jacksonville Florida as she lit it up. Crystal looked over at me. I shrugged my shoulders. Crystal smiled. Then she turned towards Emmie and made a playful shoving motion with her hands as if she were going to shove Emmie over the railing.

I smiled and walked towards Crystal. Emmie turned around and watched me move towards Crystal. 

Then I made the biggest mistake of my life. 

‘Go ahead and kill her,’ were the exact words I used, and Emmie never forgave me for them. 

In my defense, the entirety of what I said was ‘go ahead and kill her like you did that piece of shit you were married to.’ 

“He deserved it,” Crystal replied.  

I understand how Emmie could find me giving a killer permission to kill her too, as something worth being upset about. Of course, it was a lie! It was one of those decisions made in the moment to see if I could get her to confess. Worst idea ever! 

Only I knew I was lying. Crystal was unarmed when I said those words, and I had my Smitty. If she had taken even one step towards Emmie on the balcony, I would have killed her. Of course, I lied. I got the damned confession.

Case closed! 

Emmie could never accept the logic of that. 

Even worse, she was mad as hell with me for letting Crystal go. She hated knowing a murderer who got away with it, and she couldn’t do a damned thing about it. She gave me shit for hours before she threw me out.

The worst day of my life so far, and I’ve been to prison.  

Emmie has a real strong sense of justice. But then she would now, wouldn’t she?

While Emmie and I were together, I was beginning to think I might turn out to be normal in the end. You know, lead a normal life. Maybe I could beat this thing. Yeah, right. It’s not something I can defeat. I’ve been this way since I was born and will be this way until the day I die. Management of my condition is all I will ever achieve.

What was I thinking?

The delusions of bliss. 

That’s how I ruined my marriage and my best shot at a normal life. 

Happy fucking New Year.

––––––––
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I should tell you about my last job.

First, I owe you a few words of warning.

This won’t be a flattering introduction to me and what I do. Better I tell you this up front.  If you’re expecting everybody’s next hero, with obvious good guys and bad guys, a straight-line story, that’s the movies and this is real life. Not many straight lines in real life. Too many soft curves, too many hard angles.

I try to put my best foot forward, first impressions and all. This job was different. I never stood a chance. However, the case involved multiple services I provide, so it’s a fair introduction to what I offer. You’ll understand better what I do and how I do it. So, if you ever need my services, you’ll know what to expect.

Most of my jobs end in success. I’m paid and the customer is happy. A couple of times it’s gone bad, and I am lucky to be alive. This was one of those.

Cases like this happen but not too often. I couldn’t catch my breath, like right after an unexpected punch to the gut. And I’m still above ground due to one man’s curiosity, that’s all, his curiosity.

He wanted to find out who I was and what I was doing before he had me killed. I didn’t make sense. I didn’t fit. Like a 100-piece puzzle with 101 pieces. The answers he got saved my life in the end. Let me be more precise, it has saved my life, so far.

Nothing but another man’s curiosity.

Wish I could tell you I outsmarted everybody in the end, but I didn’t. I did understand the case, so there was some satisfaction. Overall, I consider the case a failure, but one I survived. Oh, and I got paid. That was one hell of a surprise and sure beats a shallow grave or being fish food.

The case taught me to take small wins where I can. In some instances, survival is a solid win. Sometimes there are victories in unexpected places. This was one of those.

Like I said, not my finest hour.

A final warning: some of you won’t like my language. Those of you with more traditional sensibilities, I invite you to quit reading now. This ain’t the children’s hour or church. This is life and death. If slang words for sex offend you, but words like war, poverty, and genocide don’t, you might want to stop reading now.

I’m glad I don’t share your traditional sensibilities.  

One last thing you need to know.

I am a psychopath.

Have I killed? Yes.

Will I kill again? Count on it.

“Hey Trunk, there’s someone here to see you.”

Danny’s voice told me what kind of person had come to visit. His tone was not happy, and he sounded a little scared. Danny is always annoyed about something. Small business is not the ideal environment for a worrier like Danny. 

I pulled myself from underneath the 1979 MGB on stands. Standing beside the car was Danny and a man. Art Piro, bald, muscular, and smart. He was wearing his sleeveless motorcycle club jacket. His arms were large, and he had more tattoos than I remember, and I remember everything.

“I’m busy.” The opening move in the game we play every time.

I looked at the tattoo on his forearm and frowned.  He is a repeat customer, Art always has something going on. I’ve done many jobs for him. He’s fair, pays on time, and never has any complications. But he’s a Buddhist and they are as chilled as you can be, most of the time.

“Pays well.” Art smiled at me. He opened with the promise of a reward. He always does.

“Not interested,” I countered.  

“I’ll leave you two to your discussion,” and Danny disappeared after reminding me, “remember you promised Mr. Tidwell his car this week. Don’t disappoint him, Trunk. He’s a loyal customer.”

Never disappoint the customer. Danny is always saying that. As long as I don’t disappoint the customer, he has a way of ignoring my side jobs.

“What’s wrong?” asked Art with a perturbed expression.

Was he mocking me? He is a keen chess player. Art considers himself a strategic planner. He considers me a tactical thinker, or so he says. I don’t know if he’s right in his characterization.  But I know one thing. He’s a thinker, that’s for damned sure. May as well cut to the chase and answer his question.

“The tattoo on your arm,” I replied. No need to beat around the bush.

He grinned. “Shit, Trunk, you cost me fifty bucks. They told me to wear a long sleeve shirt around you again. I told them you’d finally be a little more goddamned understanding than you are. I put money on you, boy. I know about your ex-wife. No problem at all. Love whoever you want.” 

This was my second job for Art since my divorce.

“You sure? Your arm says different.”

“When you’re inside, you gotta make compromises to survive. This tattoo was one of them. I’ve had a taste, it’s nice.”

‘Had a taste.’ With those words I wanted more than anything to punch Art Piro in the kidneys. Knock the hell out of him, stand over him and laugh at him before kicking him a few times. I didn’t. Art could kick my ass, and I’m not stupid enough to try.

“We all make mistakes; you, me, everyone,” he added, and I wanted to punch him more. Emmie was no mistake!

“Not interested,” I said.

“Interesting work,” he teased. “The kind you like. Better than the job in Baton Rouge.”

Art understood me too well. I’m a sucker for investigations other people consider too difficult. I love puzzles. Try this, try that. This fits with that in a relationship under these circumstances. Solve for X. Yep, just like algebra...but useful. The Baton Rouge job was one of those and Art knows I thoroughly enjoyed it. Missing money, dead couriers, three times in two months. Custom made for me.

“Any deaths?” I asked.

“Yes,” Art replied.

Bodies always present a unique set of problems.

“No disposal work. 100% think piece,” Art’s words rolled off his tongue like a perfect five-foot wave out at Hannah Park next to the naval base. I hadn’t been surfing in a couple of months. What a tease he was. Art could get a job as an exotic performer. I should introduce him to Holly. They can swap tips.

Art examined the brake master cylinder while he spoke.

“Come on, Trunk. Hear me out at least.”

“Why should I?”

“I am certain you’ll love the job, It’s the most important job you will ever do for the club,” he said and gave me a devilish smile. As usual, he was right.

“Who are they?” I asked Art.

“Who?” Art asked.

“The people who told you to wear a long sleeve shirt.”

“Them.”

“Got names?”

“Discreet and Secret.”

A biker who thinks he’s clever. But Art is smart.

“Met them before. Got other work to do. Sorry, you wasted your time.”

“Listen, if you succeed, you make 50 grand.” Art responded.

“And if I don’t?”

“Five large for your time.”

The price told me everything. Drug money, again.

Let’s consider pricing for a moment. A cheating wife is worth 5K tops. Bikers don’t value human life, including their own. So, at 50 thousand, the job wasn’t a hit. Besides, I don’t do terminations and Art knows it. Anyone dying on one of my jobs is a victim of circumstance, that’s all. I am not a professional killer.

You want a professional?

Sorry, try elsewhere. Hire a cop if you can. I hear they do excellent work and never get caught. ‘He had a gun’...works every time. I’ve read the reports. Many a professional hit is hiding underneath a deadly force report.  

Body disposal and situational extraction work costs between five and twenty thousand, depending upon the on-site assessment. It’s all part of Alibi, Inc. That’s not the real name of the business, it’s just what my attorney, Benny Baxter, and I call the services we offer. More about that later.

I was blessed the day I met Benny Baxter. He is the best and most creative liar I have ever known. Many people are walking around free because of his genius at creating air-tight alibis and purchasing corroborating witnesses. He is the DaVinci of false testimony. You’ll learn more about Alibi, Inc. later. Just know that the waters around Jacksonville, Florida are deep and that works for Benny and me. 

I sure could use the cash. I wanted a new engine for my floating home. Fifty thousand dollars would buy me a new Yanmar diesel engine and a frugal season bobbing around the Caribbean. At last, I'd make it to Jamaica.

Time to counter Art’s offer. Release the rapid-fire objections. Let the line out then reel in the fish.

“Art, I’m sorry your drugs and money were stolen. I believe they are both yours fair and square, and they have no right to your hard-earned stack. None whatsoever. You’re right to be angry and I would be too.”

I stopped to take a breath.

“I’m just not the man for the job. I don’t have a problem with drugs. I believe you can do whatever you want to yourself. Don’t hurt anyone else, then go for it. My concern is the risk.”

“What do you mean, the risk?” Art asked.

“Druggies. They do weird shit. Nonsensical crap. Real off-the-wall stuff. They might shoot me when logic would tell a sober person not to. Makes them unpredictable and dangerous when they’re high,” I was stating the obvious.

Despite my words, I was excited. The thrill of a new job.

“It isn’t like that,” he complained.

“Yes, it is. That is how they behave. Do you like being around someone paranoid and armed? I sure don’t.”

“It ain’t like that,” Art repeated.

“Unless you’re running a Harvard LSD experiment, it is,” I insisted.

“Will you shut up and listen for a minute?” Art spoke in an annoyed tone.

“OK. Go ahead.”

Enough teasing him.

Art looked at the small engine in the MGB.

“You heard about the burnouts?”

“Yeah, who hasn’t?” I got to my feet. “There was another one a couple of nights ago. How many they’ve got so far?”

“Five.”

The light went on in my head at last.

“How many of them are yours?”

“Five out of five.” Art wasn’t happy and his face showed it.

“I had no idea.”

“It goes a lot deeper than you think,” he replied with a grim tone.

Over the last two months, someone has started burning down houses used in the manufacture of crystal meth, aka crank, aka speed in northern Florida. These were cookhouses out in the deep end of the boondocks. No neighbors, no paved roads.

The story was big news. A drug-crusading vigilante was interrupting a lucrative business. So far, there have been three fatalities, unlucky bastards who never got out in time.

Action News teams across the state reported on the fires. Lead story at 6 and 10PM. Each channel had an ‘exclusive’ report. Police chiefs were interviewed and were taking the fires as a serious crime. I noticed that when reporters asked viewers for their opinion, some expressed support for the arsonist. Vigilantes are fashionable these days. Psychology professors at local universities were also interviewed to explain not only the motivations of the arsonist but also their level of public support.

Ratings went up. Bonuses were being recalculated and award speeches were being drafted.

“What’s at risk?”

“Another twenty of them,” Art said as he fingered the hole in the convertible top.

“Damn Artie.”

“Our number one priority,” he stated.

“Sounds like it,” I agreed.

I am blessed with a talent for finding things and figuring stuff out, a knack, according to my grandma. I’ve figured out a lot of things in my life. Started when I was a kid. It was right after my sixth birthday when I noticed my blessing. As a kid I noticed a lot of things that weren’t as told to me.

Grandma lied about how the car bumper got dented.

Grandpa had sex with Grandma’s best friend.  

At first my knack seemed like a curse. Most things that people try to hide are negative, so discovering them is often a negative experience.

“We need to stop them,” Art fiddled with the fuse box cover, removing it, examining it before replacing it.

“A competitor?”

“Not likely. There is an agreement. We each control our regions. Anyone cheats and they exchange their territory for a burial plot.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time an encroachment happened,” I laid my wrench on the fender protector.

“This one is sealed in blood. My brother married the sister of our closest competitor to the north,” he said.

“Gone all Shakespeare. Merge the bloodlines. Smart diplomacy,” I said.

Audiobooks are the only way I am ever going to experience Shakespeare and still it doesn’t always make sense. Interesting stories but the language was too old for me to understand sometimes.

But Hamlet? No mistaking that, that’s for sure.

We’re talking about serious circumstances. If that story doesn’t touch you, you’re dead and I need to dispose of your body.

But if Hamlet hired me?

Different ending, that’s for damn sure. I’m just trying to learn the things I would if I went to college. Like Emmie, some of you graduated from high school and went to university. I went to prison.

“I understand if you want to stay quiet right now. This is a discreet job. No visibility whatsoever,” Art picked up my wrench and examined it, shook his head, and put it back down with a disappointed frown. Yeah, it was a cheap offshore brand.

“Discretion is always preferred,” I answered.

“We heard McCreary disappeared,” he smiled at me like we shared a secret.

“As soon as I went looking for him, he took off. Smart son of a bitch. If you ask me, he’s gone to ground. Mexico. Damn shame never earned the bonus,” I lied.

“Yeah, south of the border,” Art grinned like he knew what happened, but he didn’t; not all of it.

Father Eugene McCreary. A story for another time.

Although it is one you know unless you live under a rock or pulled a Rip Van Winkle since the dark ages. McCreary’s Pleasure Palace closed down a couple of weeks ago.

Turned out bad for him.

Made a bonus for my work. I brought two people together, a long-lost tearful reunion, of sorts. I facilitated the meeting. That’s all I did. I didn’t kill anybody, honest.

“Any way you want to stop them is fine with me,” said Art.

“Customer support is appreciated.”

“There is one thing though. We want to find out how they got the locations of our houses.”

“Someone is talking, and you need to plug the leak,” I said.

“Exactly.”

Reasonable request, not unexpected considering the circumstances.

Think about what would happen. How would I extract the information? How much pain would be involved? Plenty would be an accurate guess because often that’s the case. No, I don’t enjoy causing pain. It’s a means to an end. Often, it is the most efficient method of getting the information I need and sometimes I’m in a hurry. That’s all, a means to an end.  

I prefer it when reasoning can provide the answers. Less mess. I hate having to burn clothes after things become messy, like with the McCreary reunion.

Art reached into the pocket of his shirt and took out a memory stick.

“Police and fire reports,” he handed the device to me.

“Freedom of Information?” I asked.

“Pension funding,” he responded with a cynical tone.

“I’m gonna read this tonight. Alright?”

“Fine with me. We need to move fast.”

“What do the cops think?”  

Let's start with that.

“A lone vigilante or a competitor masquerading as a vigilante,” Art answered. “All in the report.”

“So, they have nothing?”

“Just theories. That’s why we’re coming to you. Five houses, three dead men. Men with wives and kids. We don’t want anymore. Bad for sales and morale.”

“What about Cheese?” I asked. You gotta talk about the obstacles.

“I talked to him. He’s taking a couple of weeks' paid vacation.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Cheese has a real name, Mark Romano. The nickname wasn’t a stretch. The only interesting aspect of the name is that Cheese’s ancestors were named Romanov when they came in through Ellis Island from Russia in 1919. No, they weren’t that Romanov family. They were just a poor family with bad luck when it came to names during the Russian Revolution. When they found an apartment in the Little Italy neighborhood of New York, they changed their name to Romano to fit in.

Mark Romano hates me. I wish I could hate him, the way I hated Dr. Danfoss. But I don’t. Cheese is just a sociopath that I may kill the next time I see him. It will be self-defense, I’m certain of that. But I don’t want to kill him. Not all psychopaths are serial killers. That’s the movies again. Many of us will only kill as a last resort and I count myself among them. I’ve never started anything with him, but I’ve never backed down when he has.

I live by some very basic rules. Cheese Romano would learn this the hard way. 

“I’ll give you an answer tomorrow,” I said to Art.

“You’ll see me tomorrow then,” he smiled a satisfied smile, like he was sure I’d take the job.

“I will enjoy reading the reports.”

That much was true. Police reports can be fun to read. If you can get your hands on them, read a bunch and you’ll find them more interesting than any show on Netflix.

“Then I’ll mention the sweetener now,” Art watched a car being raised across the shop.

“Please,” I said, trying to remain as calm as possible, being sure not to smile.

“Find the person who did this, find out who gave them the locations, and deliver them to us alive, and conscious, your fee will be doubled, and you will be paid 100 thousand for your work. There might be some disposals also. I'm not sure about that. We’ll see. But the bonus is our little way of saying ‘job well done, thank you.’”

“A lot to think about,” another lie came from my lips.

My mind was made up.

However, before we progress too far into this, you and I need to reach an understanding of what’s going on here.

Forget what you’re thinking, remember, this ain’t Hollywood.

Those people you see on television and in movies. The ones who always do the right thing. Sorry, wrong guy. I’m no hero. Not a hero at all, except by accident. They are up all night saving the world. I’m home sleeping like a baby.

You think I’m the kind who comes around in the end and does what’s right. Always popular, aren’t they? The reluctant hero.

Sorry, no. Not him either.

You’re disappointed, I can tell. You wanted someone to cheer for and that’s not me. Wish I could be what you want, but that won’t ever happen. I’m just not capable of it. 

I am an angel, a beast, and a madman. 

However...

Sometimes, but not always, I function as an evil that must be unleashed to stop larger evil. When I serve this function, I don’t believe I am wrong, in as much as I understand the meaning of right and wrong. I don’t think of myself as a bad person, an evil person, despite my actions which could be described as that.

I’m only a problem solver, that’s all. It’s a puzzle and I’ve got to put the pieces together.

In fact, I argue I am more committed to what is right than what is wrong. I am more dedicated to good outcomes than those who are only willing to do good deeds to achieve good goals. I consider their limitation to be a significant strategic mistake, like peaceful protesters facing armed police, we all know who will win, we just don’t know the final score.

So, I work on both sides of the line and experience a sense of satisfaction when things turn out well.

For me, my goal is figuring out the case and correcting things however I can and according to how I’m being paid. Each job has a goal and a list of acceptable outcomes. I go over the list with the client always, in detail.  There are primary and secondary goals and sometimes unexpected opportunities to get a bonus or pick up more work in the process.

I am strict about the rules. Don’t disappoint the customer, remember? It’s not an emotional thing for me. I’m not what you would call an emotional person. It’s just part of my condition. It’s not that I don’t have them, I do to an extent. It’s just that the knob is turned down low and I can switch them on and off at will. 

Despite this there are three emotions I can’t ever remember experiencing. There is no remorse. There is no guilt. There is no fear. That last one keeps trying to get me killed. 

My lack of remorse is what scared Emmie. The casual tone of voice I used when I said, ‘go ahead and kill her’, as if she were nothing but disposable.

Technically, Crystal was standing closer to Emmie than I was and could have tried to shove her off the balcony. Twenty-two floors are a long way down to the sidewalk. But she’d never beat muzzle velocity and I could get off three shots before she got to Emmie. So no, there was never a risk to Emmie.

Letting Crystal Sanchez get away with murder was just gasoline on a fire that started when I gave Crystal permission to murder my wife.

We all make mistakes and that was my biggest one ever. It cost me my marriage and my best shot at a normal life. 

Art Piro will come back tomorrow, and I will take the job. He played me like I was a violin.

I let him.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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A Jack of All Trades is Master of None...but will outlive us all
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As I drove out to a friend’s house my phone rang. I pressed the button on the steering wheel of my truck to answer the call.

“What do you want for your birthday, Benny?” I asked him.

“A date with Pam in the DA’s office,” he said.

“Didn’t you make her cry in court a couple of years ago?” I asked.

Benny’s voice jumped half an octave.

“She’s forgotten that, I hope. But seriously, how many times am I supposed to let her mispronounce the word schadenfreude before I spoke up? I’m sorry, three is my limit. If you can’t pronounce the fancy word, don’t use it. It’s simple. 

“You made her cry Benny,” I said.

“I merely pointed out several remedial language courses I thought would be to her benefit and described each in summary. I did not intend my suggestion to be humiliating, just funny, and I was bored. She, however, didn’t see it that way and chose to use the oldest gender trick in the book, the tearful response. The judge yelled at me, gullible bastard.”

“What do you want for your birthday, Benny?” I asked again.

“A woman to love me...but not spend the night?” he asked.

“I can arrange one.”

“No, not that kind of woman. I want one who is in love with me. The chemical imbalance like none other,” he replied.

Benny can be romantic at times. A moment later he can be one of the crudest people ever.

“Benny, loving the wrong person is just another form of self-harm,” I reminded him.

“Of course, you’re right. Hey, guess who decided not to re-prosecute?” Benny asked me.

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Congratulations to you, Dennis. You’re the one who found 2 and 9,” he said.

“Not hard,” I replied.

2 and 9 are jurors 2 and 9 in a recent court case. Juror 2 discovered several days ago the $31,750 he owes in gambling debts paid in full. The debt holder gave him a one-word message: acquit.

As for Juror 9, if you’re fucking your wife’s younger sister, and somehow you think you are qualified to sit in judgement of others, let me say: acquit and enjoy the videos.

Who benefitted from our work? Martina Chavero, a client Benny got when the public defender threw up his hands and resigned after finding only shoplifting notes while sitting in court for a murder trial. Talk about some overworked, underpaid idiots, public defenders are it. Benny worked there for two years, straight out of law school. But he got smart.

Martina possessed the means to pay for legal services. But everything she owned resided in Mexico. Martina was married to a US citizen yet did not herself travel on more than a tourist visa. Her husband, Tajo, sent her back to their village in Mexico after she spent a few months with him. She’d cook for him, clean for him, sex with him every morning and every night and still, after three or four months, the argument would happen again like every time before it, and he sent her back to Mexico crying.

Tajo Chavero felt more comfortable using his fists to argue. There are records of domestic abuse calls to 9-11 prior to the fateful night. Two events required medical treatment. Despite a series of calls in quick succession, there were none in the last three years.

Martina murdered Tajo for the years of abuse and for ruining her life. One night she thought about it too much and she snapped, having a psychotic break, a homicidal one. We sold it as self-defense and manufactured a story to fit the evidence. We even planted the knife Tajo dropped when Martina shot him the first time. Cops miss things all the time and this one ended up in the dust cover of the sofa with Martina’s blood on it. Yes, she shot him three more times. He died in the swimming pool in his backyard.

That’s the case in a nutshell. Martina is free. She would be selling the house in Florida and building a much better one in her village in Mexico. Best of all, Tajo is gone. A better tomorrow for all. 

“Benny, what do you want for your birthday?” I asked again, this time a little annoyed tone in my voice.

“I don’t know Dennis, surprise me?” he said with a laugh.

“You piece of shit. You know the thing I hate more than anything else and you use it against me,” I replied with an angry tone appropriate for the joking conversation.

“Hahaha, gotcha. Get me the latest Apple earbuds and I will be happy.”

“Thank you, Benny. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“You better, scumbag,” he replied.

I hate surprises. Can’t stand them. I’d rather not get a good surprise than get one at all. Let me skip the good ones and the bad ones. But I can be a bit of a control freak at times. I’m subtle so you won't notice it.

I pulled into the gravel driveway at Jimmy’s house.

Jimmy opened his front door. He smiled.

"Dennis, come on in, it must be a Tuesday.”

There could be some predictability in my routines. I need to change them.

Ever driven past those little houses on dirt roads way out in the countryside? The houses you pass and wonder who lives in them. Jimmy Shoud does.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Got the new 311 album, so I’m rocking away.”

“Excellent,” I lied.

311 isn’t my favorite music. I only like a couple of their songs. But the ones I like are damned fine.

Jimmy and his wife, Teal, have lived in the house since his mother passed away. It took a year and a lot of paint before the cigarette stink faded. I know because Emmie and I helped them paint.

His mother always kept one burning. Damnedest thing. Made my eyes water. 

Teal sat on the sofa. She smiled, her chubby cheeks red and her teeth as straight as headstones in a military cemetery. Teal’s stepfather is a dentist.  

“How ya doing, party boy?” she asked with a chuckle.

“Recovering,” I said with a smile.

“We’re getting another keg next weekend if you’re interested,” she said.

“I’ll pass,” I replied with smile #3, a fake embarrassed smile.

The previous Saturday, someone handed me a bong filled with some of Florida’s finest cannabis after I finished drinking my seventh beer. Instead of falling on my face as any responsible person would do, my body decided to projectile vomit. I got sick two times outside on the lawn. I told people I wanted to lie on the grass and sleep for a little while and I’d be fine.

They let me.

Jimmy rolled me over onto my stomach so I wouldn’t choke if I vomited again.

I woke up around two-thirty when a thunderstorm started and soaked me to the bone. Teal’s brother drove me and my truck back to the marina with help from a friend.

The rest of the afternoon wasn’t any better. After another nap, I opened my eyes as the sun went down. Waking up with a hangover at dinner is proof of a major mistake.  

I’ll be straight with you; I can’t handle the booze. Alcohol messes me up every time. I’m much safer with the weed and that is the reason I went to visit Jimmy. Some people shouldn’t consume alcohol, and I am one of them. I don’t drink often, but I should quit once and for all. At least I have the sense to shut up when I’m drunk. Not a single word. Ever. People tell me I’m creepy silent after my third beer.

“Can I take a look?” I asked with the smile of an excited child. Jimmy is easy to manipulate and predictable.

“Sure,” said Jimmy. “Come on back.” He motioned with his hand.

We walked down a brown paneled hallway. Past a bedroom with bunk beds for the children they didn’t have and past the only bathroom in the house, to a room at the back of the house. The room was about twelve feet by fifteen feet. Inside were two four feet by four feet by seven-foot-tall grow tents. There was also another one measuring two feet by two feet and only three feet tall. Google ‘grow tent’ if you want to learn more or see a picture.

“Got a beauty for you, Trunk.”

“Excellent,” I replied with smile #1, friendly and warm.

“Best one ever.”

“Ever?” I asked with faked skepticism.

“Ever,” he confirmed.

Jimmy has been a friend of mine since I helped him out of a jam years ago. He didn’t have any money to pay me at the time, so he pays me with cannabis. He grows enough for me, Holly, him and one other person, Piedmont. And of course, Teal. Can’t forget about her. Big girl, big lungs.

He unzipped the grow tent.

“Voila!” as he splayed his hand out game show style.

“Beautiful,” I said as I gazed at the pampered plants.

“Yeah, gorgeous. Best ever. I can feel it in my bones,” he sounded giddy.

Jimmy works for his father’s heating and air-conditioning company and hates working for him.

“I’ll be growing this for a long time.”

Free weed for life in exchange for saving his life. A deal with simple terms.

Jimmy’s dad wants him involved in running the business, but he isn’t interested. He hates his old man and his damned long-winded lectures. He can’t stand his stepmom and her round fake tits.

Arthur Shoud is the kind of man who won’t rest until you agree with him. He’s annoying and relentless. Seen him in action before. A real armchair intellectual, a guy with a PhD in everything. One of those people who believes if he didn’t come up with the idea, it is worthless. Way more ego than brains and I wouldn’t call him a stupid man either.

Jimmy reached forward, pulled a long bud toward him, and inhaled.

I leaned over and sniffed.

“Wow. I can’t wait,” I replied with an unrehearsed smile.

“Wish I could move out to Colorado and grow this shit full time,” said Jimmy.

“Would beat working for your dad,” I said.

I pity any woman married to Arthur. He’s a domineering son of a bitch. So brutal, no subtlety in his control at all. I can’t respect people who are crude in their use of power. The successful puppeteer is never seen. I know because I am one. You’re not in control when I’m around, even though you think you are. I make sure of that.

Until Jimmy is willing to take a role in running the business, his old man won’t pay him as much as the other air techs. He is the lowest-paid employee at his father’s company of fifty-two. The kid who cleans up the shop and offices and does parts runs makes more money than Jimmy, and he’s a couple of years out of high school.  

Yes, Arthur Shoud is an asshole and he’s always fucking with Jimmy. It has been that way since Jimmy was a kid. On his ass every minute of every day. For a long time, I wondered why Jimmy never killed the son of a bitch. Then I remembered Jimmy doesn’t process information the same way I do. His solution set would never include homicide.

I don’t have many friends; Jimmy is on a list that doesn’t take two hands to count. Benny, Jimmy, and Holly, and she’s a recent addition. There, that’s the list. I consider that impressive. For years it was just Emmie and Jimmy. Before them there was no one. But shit happens. 

Jimmy was desperate when I met him, expecting to die within hours for something he didn’t do. That kind of bond is a lot tighter than you imagined.

Our agreement turned out to be one of the best deals of my life.

“Let’s make you travel-ready,” he said.

“OK,” I said with a grin on my face.

Ever seen one of those food vacuum sealers they sell late at night on TV? They have other uses too. Jimmy placed four ounces of cannabis into a plastic bag and then sucked the air out and heat sealed it shut. When it finished, he took the results and put them inside another bag and vacuumed and sealed it too. Double sealed, safe. No smell whatsoever for about 48 hours.  

My smoke inventory will be solid for the foreseeable future. Holly Pepper would be happy.

“How familiar are you with Crystal Meth?” I asked Jimmy.

“Nothing, Trunk. A different world from weed. They don’t mix, except at the edges or in front of a judge.”

“Me neither,” I replied.

“Hey, you wanna stay for dinner? We’re having pillows,” Jimmy asked.

Pillows are those pre-packaged ravioli you put in boiling water for a few minutes and smother with a jar of Alfredo sauce.

“I’d love to, but got to start on a job,” I said.

“Who ya workin' for this time?” he asked.

“Art.”

“Piro? The biker?” he asked.

“Yeah, the one and only.”

“Be careful round them, Trunk. Those mothers are crazy. Don’t trust them. Real psychopaths.”

I almost laughed at Jimmy’s diagnosis but didn’t.

Jimmy doesn’t like bikers. He has a history with them from years ago. You should find out who you are flirting with before her boyfriend shows up and kicks your ass.

He was in the hospital for six days. Twenty-two thousand dollars they charged him. Not even any surgery. Some stitches, some reset bones, painkillers and antibiotics, and some tubes stuck in his arm. And tests. They ran every test on him they could. Maximizing revenue as usual. Each test also lowers the chance of them getting sued for malpractice. It’s a double incentive to spend his money and put him in debt.

And guess what his health insurance company did? Those bastards denied the claim. Jimmy hit the asshole beating the crap out of him and Mutual of Wherever said it was assault. They refused to pay for anything based on the commission of a crime.

Only an asshole would put a guy in the hospital and turn around and press assault charges against him because of one lucky punch.

Jimmy hates bikers.

But insurance companies? He hates them so much more.

“I’ll be careful,” I said.

“Keep a gun handy,” Jimmy suggested.

“I will,” I promised.

“Can’t trust them, Trunk.”

Yeah, felons can’t have guns and I’ve got three of them. I’m not running for office on a law-and-order campaign, so deal with it. I’m trying to stay alive as long as I can. You would too.

“You got time to burn one?” Jimmy asked.

“No, got to start tonight. Got some reading to do. It’s those fires.”

“Well, I hope you catch the bastard. How many people he’s burned up now?” he asked.

“Three.”

“So wrong. I don’t like meth, but I’m not gonna kill anybody over it,” Jimmy said.

“Good point,” I replied with a sincere tone.

I respect Jimmy and try to be honest with him when I can. I did understand his opinion. It was part of him as a decent, kind person.

But I did not agree.

Would I kill someone over drugs? I have before. It is situational, and I suspect there are many circumstances where I would. But for Jimmy to have a blanket prohibition, well, that’s who he is. This is why I chose my words to him carefully.

I’ve been choosing my words carefully since I figured out my condition years ago. I’m good at it now. I can reconstruct sentences fast to remain truthful yet still be misleading. Takes practice and I’ve got over three decades of trial and error under my belt. No need to lie to Jimmy, there was no benefit.

I spent the evening lying on the bed in the rear cabin of my boat with my laptop reading PDF files. The differences between the writers of the reports were considerable. Some were minimalist, as little information as necessary to file a report. Others were wordy, going into intricate details.

No, I'm not a sailor. Not even close. Two years ago, I couldn’t tell you port from starboard or bow from stern. Sometimes I am paid in stuff instead of cash. Same as me and Jimmy.

Gasoline was the accelerant used in all the fires.

Cops found evidence the door locks had been jammed at each house.

Trey Kolstead gave me the sailboat as payment for a job right after Emmie threw me out. He was preparing to go through a real nasty divorce and the boat was the one asset he didn’t want to have on the list when he told his wife to pack her shit and get out. He wasn’t much of a sailor either. The vessel was his pleasure palace, where he took his girlfriends for sex. He also owns a couple of beach condos and a large house on Amelia Island he inherited from his mother along with a large stack of money. Nice guy for a grownup rich kid. His problem is that he’s a hedonist and that makes marriage a bad bet. 

There was a copy of the Koran outside of each cookhouse.

Police speculated the book was misleading evidence.

I wondered if they were all the same edition, the same printer, the same age. Did Amazon sell a stack of Korans in the last few months or keeps sending one after another to the same address? Those are the questions I find interesting. Patterns in the information.

I needed a long-term place to stay and convicted felons don’t get approved for mortgages without a 75% down payment and a letter from the Pope, so I took the boat when Trey offered it. I live on a 1995 Catalina - Morgan 45-foot sailboat. I have been sailing four times in the two years I’ve owned her. Three weekend trips and one trip to Jamaica which ended up in Cuba because of a bad storm. 

I drifted into Cuban waters with my sails torn up, my rigging loose, and got rescued by their navy. After an unfriendly start, everything turned out okay in the end. I dumped my weed and my guns right before they boarded the boat. Thank God Benny was with me. We all parted as friends thanks to him. His Spanish was better than mine and he got them to arrange for us to be escorted to a marina. We entered Cuba under a humanitarian visa valid for one week. Fix it and get out. Understood. I learned to sew sails while we were there. 

My boat is comfortable in the marina and not too bad since I fixed the air conditioning and added a washing machine. Can’t burn a joint while I am tied up in the marina. So, I use a vaporizer onboard along with a 6” high powered fan and charcoal air filters. Jimmy helped me set up the air filtration system. All the air in the boat is cleaned every 30 seconds while it is running. It’s the same system Jimmy uses for his grow room.

You don’t give a shit about where I live. But you will later.

All houses were set on fire between 2:12AM and 3:36AM.

40% of the gasoline was used at the doors, making escape difficult. The rest was spread over the house in a uniform manner.

Concentration on the exits and jamming the locks indicates malice towards those inside. They wanted murder to be the outcome. Was it in conflict with the other aspects suggesting a vigilante? Someone out to clean things up, using the traditional instrument of fire, old school, almost biblical. Yet they wanted to kill everyone in the house. Interesting. Not contradictory, but it made me curious.

The arson investigator believed the gasoline was sprayed on, based on a piece of unburned siding they found. They speculated on a garden sprayer, the plastic reservoir kind you can buy at any hardware store. Many of them hold the right amount to fit the accelerant profile of the fires.

The closest traffic camera was over eight miles from one of the fires.

Only one citation was issued around the time of the fires. Peter Bremininsky, was a high school student and not a suspect. He was meeting his girlfriend, Cathy Duberman, for sex and she corroborated his alibi. She’s pregnant and the police believe them.

Not all the houses had wood siding. I thought about this a little more.

I opened up an online map and started putting pins at the burn locations. All of them remote. No close neighbors. End of the road kind of places.

Let me tell you a little more about homes out in the middle of nowhere.

They aren’t all wood siding. Granted, many of them are, but there are also a helluva lot of 900 to 1,200 square foot houses made of bricks or cinder blocks, the Florida favorite.

You might have seen them, those cramped little rectangles, or if they had a few extra bucks, they’re L-shaped with an aluminum carport. Husband, wife, and three kids will be living in a hellhole if the air conditioning ever breaks. Most of them only have one bathroom too. Next time you’re out in the middle of nowhere, take a look. A lot more of them than you’d think. I’ve noticed them since I was a kid.

I grew up in one.

Regardless of construction materials, a cookhouse burns hard, like a fire at a chemical plant, but smaller.

Around 1AM sleep descended.

Next morning

I pulled into Cresthaven Cemetery and parked near the largest mausoleum.

That morning there were three.

First up was Delores Panchow, followed by Pijoy Huthulu, and ending with Ronald Swift.

I visit each.

Witness the tears, listen to the prayers.

Inside of me there is nothing.

I have never felt anything for anyone, ever.

Except for Emmie.

She should not exist.

But she does, and she gives me glorious hope.

Hope I am not lost to it.

Hope I am not helpless.

I will face my condition.

I will call its name.

And I will watch the dead be buried.

This is my prayer.

Over the years, I have identified conditions which reduce the chance of bad outcomes in my life. They are my negative triggers. Being calm is one of them, the most important one.  

Now you know why I smoke so much weed. Cannabis keeps me calm. Helps me keep everything under control, well managed. Can’t let go. I mustn’t lose my grip. Ever.

Can’t go killin' when I’m busy chillin'.  

Self-care.

I got a text message from Danny. Art was at the shop waiting for me.


My therapy would have to wait. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Never Put off Until Tomorrow What You Can Do Today...including killing snitches
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I saw a bug on the dingy wall of the break room. The hard-shelled beetle climbed the corner, headed up toward the ceiling like a mountain climber. But something went wrong, and the insect plummeted down to the floor. The concrete hit hard and the creature remained still for a long time. I thought it might be dead. But movement began again. The hard-shelled little engine started moving back to the corner. I understood the bug. We aren’t different. You’ll see.

The torrential Florida rain came down against the metal roof of the building, those huge raindrops, the ones covering more than one freckle. I turned my attention back to my customer.

"Only six of us know the location of all the houses," Art said. "Everyone else on the payroll knows where one of them is." 

Compartmentalized knowledge. Smart Art. 

This middle-aged man with no hair on his head but plenty of tattoos holds two master’s degrees. One in Computer Science and the other in Theology. No shit, theology!

A man who did a full five years in Federal prison can tell you all about the history of the early church and discuss epistemology. Damn, he needed to tell me the definition of epistemology. Examining what we know and how we justify what we believe. Kinda like being able to tell the difference between bullshit and good shit. In the end, Art turned out to be a Buddhist. 

A decent bet is that Art is the smartest person in the room most of the time. With only the two of us, I had to be the dummy.

"Let's stop there for a moment," I said.

"Why?"

"We need to cover a few things first," I said.

"Like what?" he asked.

"All the shit you are going to tell me," I said.

"You tell anyone, you will die. No one, not your momma, or your priest," replied Art.

My mother died by her own hand. Fucking psychiatrists. I'd kill every one of them if I could. Hate is not something I’m wired for. I’m just not capable of it. Except for psychiatrists.  

"Understood. You don't pay me for my work but also for my discretion," I said. 

"Damn straight. You did your time, you understand," he said.

Art was right. 

I got five years in state prison and served three of them. Fifty pounds of weed and a gun in Tallahassee. I hate Tallahassee. Young and stupid sums it up. When they searched my house, cops found $237,493 in a floor safe. All my ghost money, confiscated. All the money from the Richards score was gone too. Every cent I had in the entire world, and they stole it.

When I got busted, the cannabis didn’t belong to me. Dylan said he didn't want to go by himself. All alone is an invitation to be ripped off. I agreed to go along for $500 and half a pound of weed. I'm not mean looking, but I appear fit enough to be someone you should never mess with.

Dylan left the hotel room to buy us a couple of soft drinks. This spooked the police and they decided to act. They thought he was leaving. The police busted the door down while I lay on the bed watching a sports channel. They made so much noise my entire body jerked like what happens when I fall asleep sometimes.

I tried hard to remain still. Men in black helmets aimed automatic weapons at me and yelled. So many of them barked at the same time, I couldn't understand any of them. But after about thirty dangerous seconds, things calmed down.

The police grabbed me and flipped me over. I lay on my stomach on the hotel bed with my hands in cuffs behind my back. A cop began pulling me up to my feet when I heard a gunshot and, after a few seconds, a final one. 

Dylan died. 

Police said he resisted arrest, so they shot him in the back. They also say he was armed. Complete bullshit. Dylan didn't own a gun. I pleaded 20 years down to 5 and did my 3. 

The worst three years of my life. Two inmates died before everyone understood it was best to leave me alone. I'm nobody's prison sweetheart, not one you'll survive. I'll die before I ever go back there.

Willing to kill to stay out of there too.

Anyway, that shit is old history, and I don’t live in the past. 

"The amount of information you are going to share with me is extensive," I said to Art. 

"You want the locations of the houses, I get it," Art responded.

"And a lot more," I said.

"Understood."

"I hope so," I answered. 

"When did you get laid last?" I asked Art.

"None of your fucking business," he replied in a most un-Buddhist manner.

"When did you get laid? Tell me or I walk," I countered.

"You're goddamned crazy," he answered, sounding disappointed.

"I don't mean anything personal by this, but let's say the last time you got laid is about three months ago, right before the first house caught fire. Wouldn't you agree this answer would be an interesting bit of information?" I asked Art.

"Are you accusing me of burning down my own cooks?" he asked. He took a deep disappointed breath.

"No, I'm trying to find patterns and connections," I said.

"Well, my dick isn't one of them."

"No, I am showing you the level of detail I'll be asking," I said, as I gestured with my hands, pointing my finger at him. Art responds to gestures well. They help him focus. I continued.

"Could be a disgruntled wife, an angry girlfriend, someone who wants to become club president. Hell, it could be a rogue cop. It's a long list of possibilities. Someone down in Miami is making life hard on you?"

"Excellent point," said Art. "The Lambos are willing to fill the void at wholesale prices. They are offering a better price than I would give them."

Lambos isn't the official name of the motorcycle club down in South Florida. But for the boys up north, they are all Lamborghini leather sniffing little princes down there. 

"Interesting. How much better is the price?" I asked.

"Eleven percent," Art replied.
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