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        Move over Elmore

        Love the dialogue and the character studies...definitely a blend of Mickey Spillane and Elmore Leonard

        ~ Alex Adamson

        

        5.0 out of 5 stars Do Not Miss This Book!

        Chazz is the master. Every story he writes immerses you so deeply in its world, you can barely crawl out when the pages are closed. "Brooklyn in the Mean Time" might just be his best yet. I don't know which parts of the story are reality and which are fiction. Chazz presents a version of himself where it might just be autobiographical. Then again, he may be messing with we readers to up the ante in our suspension of disbelief. Either way, it's an amazing book. I loved every syllable. Chazz ranks among the top tier of our generation's storytellers. Do Not Miss This Book!

        ~ Alex Kimmell, author of The Key to Everything

        

        A unique and engaging novel with a compelling plot and well-drawn, idiosyncratic characters.

        ~ David Pandolfe

        

        Robert Chazz Chute is a versatile author, with books ranging from zombies, vampires, hit men, the end of the world, robots, dreams and time travel. Each book and series is well written, smart and leaves the reader wanting more.

        ~ Cavewoman reviews

        

        Another good story from a master storyteller

        Once again I got completely sucked in by Robert Chazz Chute. I could not put this book down once I started it. My only regret is that I got this book in November and waited until now to read it. The story is imaginative, engaging, and really not like anything else I've ever read.

        ~ Deborah630

        

        DIG CHAZZ CHUTE

        His writing style makes you part of his thoughts & conversations: you are part of his dimension Dear Reader and will "SWING" his every day. Only in Brooklyn can the 90's thrive and remain true. You can never truly return home after you ran from its hurts and pains, when naturally embedded during formative years are often hard to run from. Yet, the raw perspectives of your past with eyes wide open; does allow you truth and thus clarity. From there, knowing the negatives and going ballz to the walls with a cuppla hail Mary's; Chazz rocked it and lives the life he was meant to live and believed in. HIGHLY RECOMMEND!

        ~ MIKALA RATED

        

        Reviews of Bigger Than Jesus

        

        Bigger than Jesus Captured My Imagination and Ran!

        I have always liked the detective style books of the films from the 30-50's. This book captures all those best features. While reading the book I felt I was transported into a world that was inhabited by all the people and characters that made up the Humphrey Bogart movies, the Mike Hammer books, and the other gritty pulp fiction that I have always liked but somehow could not fully embrace. What helped me do that was the witty style that Robert Chazz Chute writes. It is funny, humorous, often serious and he speaks in a way that mixes the old style and current cultural references that make every one reading it feel included in the story.

        ~ Tidal Ashbrn

        

        The writing is just superb…. From beginning to end, this is one top notch crime novel. It is a smooth, easy read.

        ~ David Wilde

        

        Robert Chazz Chute proves that genre fiction can be inventive and unconventional in its use of language while delivering a suspenseful story.

        ~ Dream Beast

        

        An Excellent Read

        I loved this book. It is well written, fast paced and unusual for a gangster book.

        ~ M Slott

        

        Bigger Indeed!

        Oh wow. What can I say? Mr. Chute pulled me in with his POV and kept the twists coming through the whole book. I found the ending to be delightful and perfect. With comedy throughout and a wonderful cast of characters.

        ~ Jo Michaels, author of The Fury

        

        Excellent, fast paced romp

        This book plays out like a Guy Ritchie film. The pacing is frenzied, the plot convoluted yet easy to parse, and the characters larger than life. Half the fun is trying to who's trying to betray who. I would whole-heartedly recommend this novel to action fans and can't wait to grab the author's next work in this series.

        ~ Rev357

        

        What a fun ride of a crime thriller!

        In a short span of a couple of short stories collections and a few novelettes, Robert Chazz Chute has seriously become one of my favourite authors! You can count on him for well-written stories that pack punch, plot twists, clever dialogue and even some hidden wisdom in their pages.

        ~ johligo

        

        Five Stars

        Great treat, fun, unpredictable and gritty.

        ~ Kindle customer

        

        Love

        Suspense, humor, love!

        ~ Shirleyjack

        

        Genuine characters, full of ups and downs. Intricate plot.

        ~ Julio Wickham

        

        Good Thriller

        Kept my attention. Real page turner could not stop reading till I finished the entire book. Read it in one day.

        ~ A. Alpuche
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      I love Jesus Diaz. Given his life experience, it will be easy to understand how JD becomes the person he is. The storytelling is admittedly unconventional, but stepping outside himself to pretend he’s a hero in a movie is how this flawed and damaged person deals with his trauma.

      One of the reviews says, “He’s the hit man you love to hate.” I get that. He’s a funny guy with bad luck, trapped and making a lot of bad choices. He’s got no excuses but there are reasons and many of us can relate to that.

      Sometimes I crank up the tunes and pretend I’m in a movie, too. Don’t you?

      Thank you for picking up Bigger Than Jesus. Enjoy the ride!

      ~ Robert Chazz Chute

      

      For links to all my novels, please visit AllThatChazz.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COME TO JESUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Water drips from the soot-black gargoyle’s tongue like thin saliva, as if the grotesque statue is mocking you and eager for blood. Panama Bob Lima clings to the gargoyle, using it as a shield. You are on a thin ledge on the side of a very high building and for once you wish you wore your Nikes instead of twelve-hundred dollar Tanino Crisci shoes. So far, this job is not going at all as planned.

      “You know this doesn’t end well for you, either,” Panama Bob says. “Oswald gets Kennedy and Ruby gets Oswald. The first rule of a conspiracy is to kill the assassin.”

      “They didn’t give Ruby a choice. I don’t have choices, either.”

      It’s a long way down, so far that Tribeca’s streetlights and cars swirl together in one red and white and yellow blur. Is your vision going wacky as a defence mechanism? Is your mind letting go so you can let go, black out and be blissful as you plunge into the concrete’s existential abyss? What is it about telling yourself not to look down that makes you look down?

      You should have told Big Denny to chase Panama Bob, but Denny’s too fat to do much chasing. Instead, Denny De Molina guards the parking garage exit forty-something floors down and you’re out here listening to Bob plead his case. The wind picks up and you feel light, like a sudden gust might pull you out into space. Denny’s first clue that Bob is not escaping in his white Caddy could be you, bursting like a sack of meat on the sidewalk. Tonight could be your private 9/11.

      It’s not like you could refuse this job, but you should have stayed home, eaten a pot cookie with SpongeBob for company and given the mission a little more thought. The rain has made every surface slick. Panama Bob is talking fast and all those lights are starting to spin faster and it’s hard to concentrate on what he’s saying. You watch his mouth, as if you can read his thick lips. The vertigo recedes, though the sick feeling in your stomach remains. It would be very bad form, not to mention dangerous, to puke out here. This will be a crime scene in a few minutes. You swallow hard, choke back your gorge and focus on Panama Bob.

      “C’mon, man. You know me. I’m as honest as can be.”

      True. Panama Bob is as straight a shooter as a high-stakes gambler and drug lord can be.

      “Jimmy sent me, Bob. It’s business. This is not personal.”

      “Excuse me, but killing me? I take that personal. Besides, I didn’t steal from the company. I skimmed a bit, sure. We all do that, but I didn’t steal.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, Bob, but Jimmy Lima doesn’t make those fine distinctions.”

      “C’mon, Jesus! I made you. Jimmy didn’t want to let a Cuban in and I said to give you a shot. Now you’re coming after me?”

      “It was Big Denny who brought me into The Machine. I do feel bad about this, Bob, but Jimmy gave me a job to do. You know how it is.”

      How it is. It sucks is how it is. You’re dizzy and the ledge is slippery and you wonder how long it will take you to plunge to your death? You think of the World Trade Center jumpers again. Technically, if it weren’t for the attacks on September 11, 2001, you wouldn’t be here at all. If not for those crazy terrorists, you wouldn’t have watched the smoke from the twin towers rise up into the Tuesday morning sunlight from your apartment roof in Queens. You wouldn’t have joined up in a vengeful fury. The plan was to earn your US citizenship — not just have it given to you — through military service. You planned to kill Osama bin Laden personally and collect the $10 million reward. You fully expected to get shipped straight to Afghanistan to go hunting.

      Instead, you guarded a checkpoint outside the Green Zone in Iraq. Then things went from bad to worse. You got your US citizenship, a broken ankle in boot camp, nearly blown up on several occasions and trained in a bunch of skills that did not translate well to civilian life. Then there was the incident with the Afghan civilians on your second tour, the sergeant who deserved his broken jaw and the dishonorable discharge you didn’t deserve for breaking that jaw.

      When you got back, you couldn’t find a job. Then Big Denny got you a no-show job at a construction site and things got easier and worse at the same time. It’s like you’re on that wide, easy road to Hell your Army chaplain always talked about. And now you’re on a high ledge trying to kill your boss’s lying, stealing, murdering douchebag brother. Worse? You have to listen to him whine about it.

      “Dude! Let’s go back inside and talk about this. We’ll go climb back in my office window, have a drink to settle our nerves and then we’ll call Jimmy together. I promise we can get through this little tiff and solve this thing. Vincent is not going to like this one bit! It’s Jimmy’s idea, but it’s you starting the power play. Vincent wanted us both as underbosses but Jimmy wants to be the only one. That’s what this is really about. Divisions are not good for business.”

      You edge a little closer along the ledge. “This is me following orders. I don’t know what Vincent will say about your high-dive suicide. I just know that if I don’t follow orders, Jimmy shoots me in the head.”

      “See, that’s the difference between Jimmy and me. I’d never do that to you.”

      “And you won’t have my car blown up tomorrow morning if I let you go? Yeah, right.”

      There’s a thought. You should have blown up Bob’s car. If you’d done that, you wouldn’t be where you are now, rediscovering your fear of heights. At least when you rappelled from a helicopter in training it was over quickly and, when you threw up , all you had to do was endure the jeers of your platoon as your sergeant screamed at you for defiling his precious dirt.

      Panama Bob is talking fast again, but you both know it doesn’t matter. Jimmy sent you for Bob. That court takes no appeals, especially since Jimmy suspects Bob killed his personal bodyguard and best buddy, Cat Fornes. Martial arts fans remember Cat as a crazy, toothless cage fighter on TV. Big guy, big muscles, big yellow tiger tattoo that stretched from his neck to his feet and some mean jiu jitsu. His signature move was the spinning backfist. Cat might have been a champion except he got caught up in trying to use the backfist in every match so he’d have a brand. The other fighters caught on quick.

      Jimmy loved Panama Bob like a brother, but he was a fan of Cat Fornes. You don’t get to choose your family, but hooking up with a minor celebrity who had been on TV was more important to Jimmy Lima than any drug he ever sold. When Cat dropped out of the cage match game and came back to Queens, Jimmy made Cat a friend. Sometimes you wonder if he might have been more than that. The point is, Panama Bob may be a brother, but that’s an accident of genetics and hormones and the back seat of a car. Jimmy loved Cat like the brother he chose.

      When Cat went missing, Jimmy knew who to blame. Before Jimmy sent you for Panama Bob, he sent Cat to persuade the stolen money out of him. You stood in Jimmy’s office when the underboss told Cat, “Bob’s been skimming. Go have a talk with him. Show him that awesome spinning backfist and come back with the skim.”

      Bob might have weaselled out of this if their father was in the game. However, Vincent Daddy-O Junior, head of the family (father to Jimmy, step-father to Bob) doesn’t know anything about all this. He’s still laid out in a hospital bed recovering from getting his prostate cut out. This could blow up into a war and there’s no good end in this for anyone.

      Except maybe there is.

      Bob holds up a key hanging from the fat gold chain on his neck. “Howzabout if I bought my way out of this? You could be out of this mess, Jesus. Don’t you want to go back to Miami and be a wheel in warmer climes? Don’t you want to be free of all this New York, New Jersey, rat race bullshit? ”

      You blink. “Tell me more.”

      “What I skimmed? It’s in a storage locker.”

      “The money you said you didn’t steal is in a storage locker.”

      “This is the key to that storage locker.”

      “Go on.”

      “Suppose I give you the location of this storage locker.”

      “And the key.”

      “Of course, imbecil. It don’t work without the key.”

      “And you get to come in from the ledge.”

      “No. Big picture? You get to come in off the ledge, too. Everybody lives.”

      “Except Cat.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure. And how long before you think Jimmy finds us? A day? A week? What good is a sack full of money if I don’t live long enough to spend it?”

      Panama Bob is quiet for a minute. He looks down, gets a better grip on the gargoyle and when he looks at you again, he talks in a stage whisper, as if only you and God can hear. “There’s enough, Jesus. There’s enough there to run and hide for a long time. I was smart. I skimmed a long time and just took a little, but I was consistent. I wasn’t greedy all at once. That’s how they get you.”

      “Jimmy found you out.”

      “Not for years, Jesus. Years!”

      “How much money are we talking about?”

      “You’ll never have to work again if you play it right.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And you’ll be living well. That sweet little señorita I seen you with in the club sometimes? Pete Vasquez’s daughter?”

      “Lily.”

      “You can play house forever and only stop for steak, lobster and oysters.”

      Hm. Lily would like that lifestyle very much. “And what are you going to do?” you ask.

      “While you disappear, I’ll be going to war. I was already making preparations when you showed up. I thought I had more time. I thought you’d come after me at home or something more discreet than hitting me at my own office. You kill Marv and Harvey? I didn’t hear you throwing any shots, but when I heard your voice in the outer office I figured you’d come heavy and I climbed out here.”

      “I didn’t have to throw shots,” you say. “I just told your boys that Jimmy wanted to see them and that I’d do the babysitting. They went away.”

      “Sonofabitch! Fuckin’ idiots!”

      “Yeah.”

      Panama Bob looks up and blinks. The rain falls harder so you don’t know if Bob is blinking away tears or water. The rain gurgles through the drains above you and the thin saliva from the big gargoyle’s mouth builds to a little stream.

      Readers Digest explained that the word gargoyle and gurgle come from the same language root. Somebody came up with the word gurgle from the sound the gargoyle made with the water going through it. That and movie trivia is the sort of crucial information that fills your head and kept you from learning anything useful so you could get an honest job. You’re so stupid, you’re wearing your shiny shoes with the too-smooth soles meant for office work and for show, edging along a tiny ledge, all the purchase in your toes. This is not what a smart ninja would do.

      “Don’t look down, Jesus,” Panama Bob says. “Maybe you can walk on water, but you sure can’t fly.”

      You think about Bob’s skim for a full minute as the storm builds. The thunder rolls much louder out here, so close to the sky. You feel the boom in your chest and its force rivals your pounding heart. The first lightning flash strobes over Panama Bob and the gargoyle so, for a crazy second, they look like one grotesque, two-headed creature. Bob’s got both hands wrapped around the gargoyle’s neck, so his fancy nickel-plated .32 must be tucked into the waistband at the small of his back. He’s no doubt still got a switchblade in his sock. You do, so why wouldn’t he? Bob’s got fast hands, too. That complicates things.

      You inch back toward his office window. “Come inside before you get struck by lightning. You aren’t any good to me if you’re fried chicken.”

      Panama Bob’s smile spreads ear to ear. “I knew you’d be a reasonable man. I know you!”

      “I’m not reasonable, Bob. I just want out. With your skimmed milk, I can get away where Jimmy will never find me. At least for a while.”

      You almost slip. Almost. The smooth sole of your right shoe gives way and your heels dip. You throw yourself so hard at the wall you overcorrect and almost bounce off. You claw at the smooth wall and try to become part of it. You take another moment before you risk turning your head. Surprisingly, Bob is already around the gargoyle and coming up on you fast. When you glance down, you understand why he’s so confident. His feet are bare. Bob moves along the ledge like he’s climbing a shaky ladder: Cautious but in no real doubt he’ll make it.

      “I love these old buildings,” Bob says. “Gargoyles! Can you believe it? Not only does it give the place character, so useful!”

      “Yeah,” you say as your left hand closes around the window frame to Bob’s office. Bob’s almost on top of you as you bend your knees and lean back, trusting the frame with your weight. Your right hand closes on Bob’s calf, just below the knee. You miss the meat of the calf but you’ve got his pants leg and that’s just enough. You drive with your legs so fast that you almost jump and Bob cries out as he twirls backward into the chasm.

      If this were a Hollywood movie, he’d pull his piece from the small of his back and shoot in slow motion as he falls to his grisly death, the thick gold necklace and glittering locker key catching the city lights. In real life, he just has time for a short scream that cuts off with a bang as he careens into the concrete.

      When you pull yourself through the office window, your legs and arms shake so badly you have to struggle to fish out your cell. “Denny! Get your fat ass up the ramp quick to the front of the building! Bob had a fall. Whatever’s left of him is wearing a necklace with a key. Get that key off the body before the cops come!”

      You don’t wait for Denny’s reply. Instead, you ransack Panama Bob’s big desk. You don’t have much time. Somewhere in this room there must be a receipt for a storage locker. When you find which storage facility is the right one, you and Lily are going to get away to fulfill some lovely dreams together.

      That is, if the cops and Jimmy Lima and The Machine don’t get you first.
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      You can’t find the receipt for the storage locker in Panama Bob’s desk. An ancient Underwood typewriter with black and white ivory keys sits on the desk. You lift it to see if a receipt is taped to the typewriter’s bottom. Nope.

      You thought you could be a cool and careful ninja about this and just roll the drawers out to find the receipt. Collect a zillion dollars. Do not go to jail. Instead, after a few minutes, all the drawers are dumped out on the floor and your hands are shaking.

      Panama Bob wasn’t such a bad guy, but he had no filing system you can discern. You wish Bob was less sloppy. If Bob had ordered you to hit his brother first, you’d be tossing Jimmy Lima’s office now and you would have found the receipt already.

      Jimmy’s so anal, he changes three-thousand dollar suits to go from dinner to after-dinner drinks. Jimmy buys a new Beemer as soon as the new car smell fades on the old one. He uses a gold, jewel-encrusted lighter instead of a disposable one for $1.99. He’s got a private courtyard under his bedroom window that’s stuffed full of naked statues from Greece, all looking precisely east to greet the dawn with Jimmy as he drinks his morning espresso on his balcony. The coffee is the most expensive kind, the one with the beans that are eaten and then pooped out of a small animal before brewing.

      The only items of interest in Panama Bob’s desk are: one small baggie of green-brown weed, what appears to be the half-finished manuscript to the novel Bob was always tinkering with in his spare time and the nickel-plated .32 you thought he was going to use to shoot you out on the ledge. Sorry, Bob.

      You call Denny on your cell. “You got the key?”

      “Man, that was a mess.”

      “Yeah, yeah. That mess was almost me. You got the key?”

      “Almost you?” The big bear sounds concerned. “You okay, buddy?”

      “Better than Bob. Denny, if you don’t tell me whether you got the key in the next two seconds, I’m going to throw myself out this fucking window.”

      “Got it. But he was—”

      You don’t need the details. You tell him to get out of the parking garage before the cops come. “Take your Dodge to the pizza joint around the corner and have a slice. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Big Denny’s a mook. He’s so big, he’s fine for security gigs up front in a XXXL tee that’s still too tight around the biceps. He’s the bar bouncer who stops trouble just by showing up. However, in this situation, he’s too hard to miss. He’s not built for hanging around a crime scene.

      Denny has been out of jail for more than two years — aggravated assault, but the other guy deserved it. Considering Denny’s muscles and tattoos, he always looks like a guy on day parole. A sharp cop might think to ask him what he was doing there. Denny could get himself into trouble talking to a cop about the weather. You’re the one who handles the nuance, art and public relations required if anyone in a uniform needs some lies thrown their way.

      It’s a big building. When the cops show up they’ll set up a cordon and question anybody who leaves the building. Time is spiteful and speeding up and your hands are shaking more as you rifle a filing cabinet. Instead of the storage locker receipt, you find porn magazines. Bob really did hate modern technology.

      You don’t have time to go through every book on Bob’s shelves. If Panama Bob had come to you first, it’d be Jimmy drowned in the big fountain in the center of his mansion’s circular driveway and you would have found the goddamn receipt by now. All of Jimmy’s books are fake: all-leather bindings and each of equal height, as if he’s some scrub ambulance chaser in a late-night infomercial begging to be a legal beagle for clients with lung diseases caused by bad insulation.

      If you had Jimmy’s money, you’d know what to do with it. If. You can give yourself an ulcer thinking about If.

      If you were Panama Bob, where would you keep the receipt for the storage locker that holds your fortune? Your eyes settle on a framed picture of Jimmy and Bob on a boat. Panama Bob’s got a big, goofy grin on his face and he’s holding up a small fish. Jimmy stands behind him, toasting the camera with a martini glass. Only Jimmy would think to stock a deep sea fishing boat with olives and toothpicks and only Bob would consider a baby sailfish a prize. You took that picture. You find the safe behind the frame. You hadn’t known Bob had a safe. Maybe he wasn’t so goofy.

      You peek out the window. In the street, a crowd gathers to gawk at the body. There’s no time to get a sledge and hammer that little safe out of the wall.

      You scoop up the phone from the floor and speed dial Jenny, the woman who still thinks she’s Bob’s ex-wife, not his widow. She answers on the third ring. You thought you might just piss yourself waiting through rings one and two.

      “Hallo, Bob. What do you want?”

      “Jenny, it’s Jesus.”

      “Hey, Hay-soose!” She drags out the syllables, just to bust your balls, like that’s original. She does that even when she’s not drunk, which she is now.

      “Jenny, I’ve got some bad news. Bob had a fall.”

      “Yeah? How is he?”

      “Dunno. I haven’t seen him yet. Jimmy wants me to check something in Bob’s office safe. Do you know the number or know where I could find the number?”

      “Nope. I didn’t know he had a safe. Tell him to open it up and pay my alimony. He’s behind by two months. I got bills, too. Tell him that.”

      “Shit.”

      “Anything else, Hay-soose?”

      “What’s Bob’s birthdate? The doctor will want to know for their records.”

      She hems and haws and you resist the urge to start swearing at her. That would make you feel better, but it won’t help. Finally, she says, “April 20, 1970. Hey, is Bob going to be okay?”

      “No. No, he won’t Jenny. Sorry.” And you really are.

      You hang up and try spinning the dial on the combination lock. Past zero left to four, spin right to twenty, back left to 70.

      When you try the handle on the safe door, it opens with a chunk sound. Bob was an idiot and you’re a genius.

      The safe is empty. You just joined Bob’s idiot club.

      Back to the window. There’s a cruiser pulling to a stop with blue and white flashing lights and, even at night, you can tell there are upturned faces and pointing fingers. The police will “secure the scene” first, meaning they’ll tell everybody to step back while they check on the body and dig out some yellow tape to rope off at least as far as the blood spatter. A shift supervisor will show up soon and they’ll form a perimeter. That’s what you would have done when you were an MP.

      Once the perimeter is set up, you’re trapped and trying to talk your way out. You’ve got to look like just another office worker on his way out after a hard day in a cubicle. You grab Bob’s trench coat and umbrella on the way out the door and, after a moment’s thought, you double back and grab his briefcase and sling the strap over your shoulder. In your suit and tie and briefcase, you look like another Joe Jobber. You take the stairs to the lobby.

      You’re almost out the back door when you realize you should have opened up the umbrella at the bottom of the stairs. High up in a  corner, a security camera hangs from the lobby wall. Its red light blinks as it catches your movement and turns on, catching your mug perfectly. There’s nothing you can do about that now so you hit the back door. The rain smacks the pavement so hard it bounces back up. Head down and hunching with cold water running down your neck, you open Panama Bob’s umbrella and head for the pizza place.

      Denny’s got his face a couple inches from the table top, chewing the top of a loaded pizza. It’s especially gross because he’s not eating the bread. He takes your look and smiles wide, a dot of tomato sauce on his nose.

      “New diet?”

      “Low-carb. It’s not so bad for you if you just order the works and eat the top but leave the bread.”

      Denny’s last diet was all durian, all the time. Durian is an exotic fruit that smells like garbage. He stuck with that until he got the squirts and shit his pants running after a dealer for The Machine who was putting more up his nose than he was dealing. It’s hard to be taken seriously as an enforcer if you lose bowel control while you’re trying to have a serious conversation, even when you’ve got said deadbeat in a headlock.

      “Is the low-carb thing working?”

      “Down five pounds from three days ago,” Denny says.

      That five pounds must have come out of his feet because he looks just as fat as ever. “Yeah, I think I can see it in your face.”

      Big Denny smiles wider. It’s safer to stay on the happy side of a felon who can crack walnuts with his hands. Denny saw Marlon Brando do that in that movie with Matthew Broderick and dedicated himself to the practice so much he’s got early-onset arthritis.

      When he hands you the key, you take a close look. Besides the number 408, there’s no clue in which storage site Panama Bob’s stolen fortune might be. This is New York. There must be a dozen such places close by. When the economy went south, lots of retail spaces emptied out and a bunch of them were turned into storage facilities. There’s even a TV show about vultures bidding on storage lockers sight unseen so they can salvage the contents for cash. Before the recession, they wouldn’t have all those lockers eligible for plunder.

      “Too bad about Bob,” Denny says. He’s watching you carefully to see if you maybe need a hug.

      “Anybody see you take the key from his neck?”

      Denny nods. “Coupl’a homeless guys, sure.”

      “That’s not so bad.”

      “And some tourists outside the coffee shop across the street from Bob’s.”

      “Great.” Your mouth goes dry so you look for the pizza waitress but she has disappeared. It’s often difficult to get good service when you eat with Denny. He’s too scary for most citizens. “How’d you know they were from out of town?”

      “They stopped to watch after Bob went splat.”

      “Oh.”

      “And they didn’t run away when I showed up. They just stood there with their mouths hanging open.”

      The red sauce is spread across his lantern jaw and his cheeks. It’s like eating with a little kid, which, to you? Big Denny De Molina will always be a little kid.

      “Congratulations,” you say. “You just confirmed every stereotype the flyover states have about New York City.”

      Denny shrugs. “Gave ’em a story they’ll repeat for generations.” He tries to mimic a woman’s voice and instead sounds like Miss Piggy. “This one time? My grandfather was in New York…like dat.”

      He offers you a slice he’s torn off. He surely hasn’t washed his hands since he took the key from Bob’s broken neck. It doesn’t matter if it’s fresh dead guy. He should have washed his hands before digging into pizza. Your stomach turns upside down and you thank him but shake your head.

      “So will the cops think old Bob committed suicide? Jimmy wanted it to look like a suicide.”

      The desk drawers are spread everywhere. The safe door is hanging open. “Maybe,” you say. “Or maybe they’ll think it was a robbery. Hard to say.”

      “You gonna tell me what the key’s about?”

      You thought about this on the walk over so your next lie is already in the chamber, ready to fire. “There’s a storage locker somewhere. I don’t know where, but Bob tried to get me to let him go with the stuff in the storage locker.” You lean in close, whispering even though no one else is in the place. “Bob had pictures of Jimmy’s wife!”

      Denny’s forehead furrows. This is a total fabrication this time, but there’s precedent for it. “Babs? No way!”

      “Solid.”

      Denny startles and jumps and does a double-take like he’s mugging in a silent movie. You get a sick look at Denny’s gold tooth and the red ball of mush and pineapple in his maw.

      His eyes narrow. “I thought she was past her younger, wilder days, man. Jimmy and her went through couple’s counselling and everything. Jimmy screws around. That’s expected, a man in his position. Lotsa business trips and whatnot. But Babs? I don’t see that in her anymore. Especially not after what happened to the last guy.”

      “You never told me about the last guy.”

      “Long story, long time ago, before you came on the crew. Some things you don’t want to know and I can’t tell you since I don’t get that drunk and sad anymore. It was one of those Pulp Fiction-type foot massage situations. The guy…old flame. Long before Jimmy. One time only thing. But he’s still a missing person’s case, you know what I mean? Jimmy walks in on them, in flagrante delicious pussy. Next thing you know, the guy’s begging to get to be a missing person. You get me? If Babs was screwing around, she’d be…you know…discreet now. Really. Jesus. Brother. Dawg! Really! Who’d be that stupid as to sleep with Jimmy Lima’s wife?”

      You didn’t think you’d get this much resistance from Big Denny. You improvise. “Barbara is still a good-looking woman. Total MILF material. I’m guessing it’s Jimmy’s computer tech guy. Freejack Jack lives in the guest house so he’s there all the time and Barbara is out by the pool sunning herself. Next thing you know? Porn movie.”

      “Nah. Freejack’s got no balls.”

      “What about the personal trainer guy who comes around the house for those private hot yoga lessons?”

      “Chad?” He shakes his head. “Gay.”

      “Yeah, but maybe he’s the kind of gay that’s flexible about it. Any port in a storm, you know. Jimmy’s wife could turn on the Pope.”

      Denny’s eyebrows furrow and he looks twice as scary. “This is…terrible news.”

      “We gotta find that storage place, man. And zip it until we know what’s going on, for sure. Jimmy’s not going to like this. We don’t want him going off half-cocked and shooting Barbara in the face.”

      “No. We don’t want that,” Denny says. “What we going to do when we find those pictures?”

      You shrug. “Once we know who we’re dealing with, then we go to Jimmy with it. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe Bob was just blowing smoke so I wouldn’t toss him off the building.”

      “Maybe.” Denny brightens and returns to his pizza. “You really threw Jimmy’s brother off the building, huh?”

      “Well, it wasn’t like Kevin Costner doing the bad Elliot Ness thing, throwing the guy off the rooftop in The Untouchables.”

      “How was it like?”

      “Sort of like being Kevin Costner, only I almost crapped my pants and I had no hate for Panama Bob. It was just a thing I had to do, you know?”

      “I know.” Denny stretches out a paw and pats your hand. “Sorry, Jesus. I shoulda gone up myself. You know how you are with heights.”

      You went on the ferris wheel at Coney Island once and almost threw up while waiting in line, but since you were on a  date with Lily, you held it down and she thought you loved the ferris wheel.

      You reach inside the trench coat and your fingers close around a thick leather wallet. “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one night. Your dinner is on Panama Bob tonight, may he rest in peace.”

      “Pieces. Jimmy is okay with killing his own brother while the big boss is in the hospital? What you think he’ll do to whoever’s screwing Barbara?”

      “Slow death. Vice grips and fire might be involved. Bad karma all around.” You open the wallet and there’s a bunch of the usual cards. You slip out the bills, a fifty and twenties and tens and count it out under the table. There’s just over three-hundred dollars in your hands. You tell Denny it’s about two-hundred bucks and give him half that before slipping the rest in your pants pocket.

      While Denny trudges off to the bathroom to wash his face, you take inventory of Bob’s wallet. There’s a slip of paper with Chinese characters on it that’s obviously from a fortune cookie. The English side reads: “You will be a great and persuasive writer.”

      You pull out a bent business card for a hair salon The Machine owns and a business card for Chad, Barbara’s personal trainer. It’s got a telephone number on it written in ink and “Chad” is written out in childlike, block letters. You hope Denny can keep his mouth shut so nothing bad comes Chad’s way. He’s not much more than a kid and, with that lisp and those lycra shorts, it’s obvious that any violence that went his way would be unfair, collateral damage. You just need time to figure out which storage business is the right one so you and Lily can get away from this life and start a new one that doesn’t require you to chase anybody out on high ledges in the rain.

      Another business card catches your eye and this one’s a surprise. The card advertises a jazz spot called Thackeray’s Horn Club. On the back, in loopy, girly letters, someone had written “Melba.” A telephone number with a prefix for cell phones sat cramped beneath the name. Whoever Melba was, she’d left a thick greasy lipstick kiss, now smeared, but no less visible in bright, do-me-quick red. Poor Panama Bob. He had hidden depths and lived fast until the pavement stopped him short. You plan to feel really bad for him later. Push that thought away and save the grief for later.

      Denny punches you in the shoulder gently. “Jimmy called me while I was in the can. He says he wants a meet, right away, do not pass go.”

      You tell Denny you want to swing by your apartment first.

      Denny shakes his huge head. “No time. When the Underboss calls, gotta go.”

      You want to ditch the key so it’s not on you when you see Jimmy. You can talk in circles, but Denny’s a straight line kind of guy and could blurt out something to make Jimmy suspicious. You trust Denny with your life, but not with a secret or to tell a solid lie.

      Denny’s like a brother. You almost want to tell him, “Sorry, man. No one’s doing Jimmy’s wife. I just told you that so I could keep all of Panama Bob’s skim to myself.” Almost. But half of a fortune might not be enough to get far away for a long time before The Machine finds you. Sure, Denny’s like a brother, but Lily is the one, plus she sleeps with you. No contest.

      You tell Denny you’re still sick from the vertigo as you run to the bathroom. You pretend to throw up. Making lots of noise, you stand on the john and hide the key above a ceiling tile. You give it a few more minutes of theatrics before you come out wiping your mouth with your handkerchief.

      The pizza girl is back behind the counter, looking worried about what she might have to clean up in the men’s room. You ask for an extra-large decaf to go, “just to get the taste out of my mouth.”

      Then Big Denny’s driving you to Jimmy’s house and you’re thinking that this is going to get deeper and darker before you see the light.

      But if it all works out, you can get out of The Machine. Belonging to Lily would be different than being owned by Jimmy. Lily is the most gorgeous Latina in all of New York. Her love is the kind of slavery any man would choose gladly.
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