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            BANG BANG SHOOT SHOOT
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        ―John Lennon
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      “Bang Bang…Shoot Shoot…”

      That’s what the neighborhood boys and I would scream at one another when we were playing cops and robbers back in our youth. You know, “Bang Bang…Shoot Shoot” from the old Beatles song that came out when most of us weren’t even born yet. Or if we were born, we were still sucking off our mother’s titty. But none of that shit matters anymore. The Beatles are no more, and John Lennon has been dead a hell of a lot longer than he was alive. Some crazy bastard shot him up.

      “Bang Bang…Shoot Shoot…”

      What matters is I still whisper the “Bang Bang” thing in my head when I come upon someone I need to blow away (and I’m talking a close-range headshot that eviscerates the cranial cap into so much blood, shattered bone, and yellow brain matter), if only it were legal. Correction. It’s what I recite in my head when I’d very much enjoy blowing away a person who fucking deserves it. On the written page, that is.

      Take my wife, Stacy, for instance. Excuse me, ex-wife. She drops our twelve-year-old daughter, Stella, off every Friday night so she can head out on the town for the weekend with her divorce lawyer boyfriend…you know, the one she was fucking behind my back while I was in my writing studio getting in the word count so she could burn my monthly and quarterly royalties at any one of a dozen name-brand stores and Botox centers in the city.

      These days she burns them in the form of child support at the Prada mega store in Rome, Italy. Or perhaps Paris. And here I thought child support was for kids. I guess when money is no object, neither is adherence to civil rule of law nor sentimentality for the poor bastard you once met at the altar and vowed, “I do, I do, I do…”

      Back to the divorce lawyer. Get this, his name is Bobby. Bobby Gublet, which is French and sounds a lot like that horrible famous singer who belts out show tunes. He’s got a head full of hair and it’s slicked back in place with gel, or what does my daughter call it? Product. He reminds me of that Governor of California who let Los Angeles burn down when he refused to fill the hydrants. Whatever happened to him anyway? But I digress.

      Whenever Stacy and Bobby drop my daughter off, I can look at my watch and predict the exact second the motherfucker is going to lay on the horn of his brand-new high-end Tesla convertible (no carbon footprint for these two). When the hard knocks rattle my front door, I manage to inhale a calming breath before I answer it. I also steal a drink of Irish whiskey right out of the bottle.

      Heading out of my office like a dead man walking, I cross the living room and open the door. I’m greeted by my daughter’s, pre-teen, sour puss. She doesn’t say, “Hi, Daddy,” or “I missed you, Daddy.” She brushes past me and makes a beeline for her room all the way at the end of the two-bedroom apartment.  

      “Good to see you too, Stel,” I say.

      “I hate you both,” she barks before slamming her door.

      I turn to the ex.

      “Glad to see everything is normal with the princess,” I say, not without a grin.

      Stacy shoves her way inside. Not because she doesn’t like hanging out in the inner-city apartment’s concrete corridor, but so she can see how unkept the joint is and rag on me about it. And naturally, there’s more than one empty pizza box hanging about and just a few empty beer cans. Oh well, I prefer the lived-in look.

      “Really, Harlan,” she says. “If you can’t afford a real house, can’t you at least clean the place? And you’re two weeks late on child support. Bobby says you are in danger of losing the scant parenting time you already enjoy thanks to my generosity.”

      Her generosity…

      Tonight, she’s wearing a black Chanel pantsuit that fits her like a second skin. Her blonde hair has just been coiffed, and she smells of Channel No. whatever the fuck it is. She’s wearing Ray Ban aviators, and her blood-red pumps make her taller than me. She enjoys being taller than me. Makes her feel even more powerful. No doubt her newest Prada bag is seated in the Tesla with Bobby keeping a sharp eye on it.

       “Gee,” I say. “I guess I better hire a maid.”

      “You should,” she says. “Shall I pay for it?”

      I glance at my watch.

      “Wait for it,” I say.

      She shakes her head in disgust.

      “Must you do this every time?” she says.

      “Hey, it’s fun,” I say. “Plus, I love annoying the guy you were T-boning behind my back for two years.”

      “Let’s not fight,” she says. “Why are writers always so dramatic? Get over it, already, Harlan.” Then, leaning into me so she’s speaking directly into my ear. “Not only was I fucking him while we were still married, I was sucking him off and swallowing every morsel.”

      She steps back and slowly runs the tip of her long tongue over her thick lipstick-red lips.

      “When you die one day,” I say, “I want you to tell Jesus the exact same thing you just told me in those exact words.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest. It’s then I hear it…the three distinct honks of the Tesla horn.

      “Are you threatening me, Harlan?” she says. “I suddenly don’t like the vibe of this place. Maybe Stella shouldn’t stay here tonight.”

      “Thought you were off to some exotic destination for the weekend,” I say.

      “Nowhere exotic this time,” she says. “Just Manhattan for some shopping. Bobby has business in the city.”

      When we were married, she referred to it as New York City. Since she’s been with Bobby it’s suddenly become Manhattan. You know, like the movie.

      Three more honks.

      “Hey,” I say. “Don’t let me stop you, Stace. Maybe you can service ole’ Bobby on the way down to, um, Manhattan.”

      She grins and steps out the door into the corridor.

      “I just might do that,” she says, once more running her tongue over her lips. “Ta-ta for now…loser.”

      It takes every ounce of strength in me not to slam the door shut on her. But as I listen to the sound of her stiletto heels slapping against the concrete corridor floor, I can only think of one thing.

      “Bang Bang…Shoot Shoot…”
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      First item of business. Make a pit stop in my writing studio for another calming shot of whiskey. As I recap the bottle, I stare at the laptop screen. It’s blank. In fact, it’s been blank all afternoon. Not a good thing for a man who depends on words to make the rent and pay for child support. Or, in my case, back-due child support. But hey, it’s the thought that counts.  

      “You have written before and you will write again,” I whisper.

      It’s a quote from the great Hemingway. It usually does the trick. In any case, right now is not for writing, but instead, for catching up with the princess. I exit my writing studio-slash-bedroom, go right, and head to Stella’s room. I can hear her singing. Correction. More like shouting.

      “Beat the brat, beat the brat, beat the brat with a baseball bat…Oh yeah…”

      The Ramones. A sly grin forms on my face. I turned my daughter onto the long-dead Ramones just last year and now she can’t get enough of them. No namby pamby Taylor Swift for my princess. Only punk rock will fit the bill. I think it’s safe to say music and especially the lyrics are important to me.

      Making a fist, I pound it on the door. It takes a second or two for my knocking to register, but when it finally does, she stops singing. I hear her combat-booted soles slapping the wooden floor. A couple of locks disengage, and she opens the door just enough for me to see her face. Her left nostril is pierced, and her shoulder-length hair is painted green and red. This evening she’s wearing bright red lipstick that’s outlined in black mascara. The same mascara paints her big brown eyes. She’s wearing a cut-off Ramones T-shirt and jeans that remain mostly hidden by the wood door.

      “What is it now, Harlan?” she says.

      “How come you don’t call me, Dad? You know, like normal kids.” I grin.

      “What you see is as normal as it gets for our family,” she says. “And from what Mom and that douchebag she’s sleeping with say, you were quite the prize when you were my age. Poor grandpa and grandma.”

      I see myself as a teenager, all punked out in short, orange-dyed cropped hair, a safety pin shoved through my left earlobe, and a torn, sleeveless T-shirt with a picture of The Clash on it.

      “Oh, the good old days,” I say. Then, “Pizza?”

      “How about for a change, you go out and buy us a proper meal, Harlan?” she says. “You know, like a steak, baked potatoes, maybe some shrimp cocktail for an appetizer.”

      She offers me a wink. It means she’s dead serious. It also means she’s challenging me to do something not only outside my own little safety box but also, well, fun.

      “Okay, lady,” I say while running my hand over my cropped, receding hairline, then down my stubbly face. “Steaks and shrimp cocktail it is.”

      “I’d remind you of my pronouns,” she says. “But what’s the use, Boomer?”

      “Pronouns are for pussies,” I say. “Pronouns are definitely not punk rock.”

      “For once, Harlan,” she says, “you’re making perfect sense.”

      She shuts the door on me and relocks it. Why does she always insist on locking the door? What’s the big secret? Should I have the locks forcibly removed?

      About-facing, I gather up my wallet and keys and head for the front door. The answers to my queries are best left unanswered. The princess would fight me every step of the way and then some.  

      “Beat the brat, beat the brat, beat the brat with a baseball bat…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, so maybe my bank account is presently in the red until I get my next royalty payment which doesn’t arrive for a month. But then, I keep reminding myself that nothing is too expensive when it comes to my overly pleasant princess. That means that only the Fresh Market will do. The very expensive Fresh Market. One must keep up one’s standards especially when it comes to dinner with the daughter.

      “Yeah, you keep reminding yourself of that, Harlan,” I say out loud while I pull into the market parking lot in my third-hand Ford-150, scope out an empty spot, and attempt a pull-through.

      Pull-throughs are supposed to be dangerous. But then, as a pulp fiction author, I’m a master of the genre. Despite the danger I pull on through anyway…at the same moment a hotrod is trying to pull in. I slam on the brakes. The hot rod driver slams on his brakes. I can see that he’s of Latino descent and not very happy.

      Maybe two windshields separate us, but he’s close enough that I can make out his face and head. He’s bald, but the baldness serves a purpose. It’s covered in tattoos, all inked in black. Even from where I’m seated behind the wheel of the idling truck, I can make out a swastika on his forehead, and a beautifully rendered crown-of-thorns-wearing Jesus who is hanging by nails on his cross and looking passionately upwards at his heavenly father to pull the plug on his suffering.

      Latino hits the horn. I nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Move the truck, puta,” he barks.

      When I don’t back up fast enough, he reaches over the center console, opens the glove box, and pulls out a pistol that’s about as big as my leg. It’s all I need to throw the tranny into reverse and back up. When I’m reversed far enough, I hit the brakes and throw the tranny back in park. I kill the engine.

      He pulls into his now empty spot and shuts down the hotrod’s beefy engine. The car is supported by those fancy shocks that can bounce up and down when triggered by a special button. When he shuts the car off, the shocks deflate. The driver’s side door opens, and he gets out. He’s only about five feet four or five, but stocky and tougher than leather. He’s wearing a wife beater over baggy jeans. He’s got a second pistol tucked into the waist of his pants.

      When he approaches me, I feel like I might wet myself. He makes a fist and raps his knuckles on the glass.

      “Roll the window down, puta,” he says, his face calm and devoid of emotion.

      Since he’s the one with the gun, I do what he says.

      “Sorry about that,” I say. “I guess pull-throughs are dangerous.”

      He places his hand on his pistol grip.

      “They can get you killed, puta,” he says through gritted, gold-capped teeth. “And not because of a head-on collision. You know what I mean?”

      “Oh,” I say, swallowing a brick. “I understand completely. Have a nice evening, sir.”

      “You dismiss me, ese?” he says. “That’s not a nice thing to do to a new arrival who is seeking sanctuary in your fine city. I am seeking a chance to thrive in America, the land of the free and the home of the brave. But you just want to dismiss me like I am garbage.”

      I feel like my brain is about to explode in a haze of blood and adrenaline.

      “Not at all,” I say. “I just thought you would want to be on your way…you know, free to do your shopping.”

      He stares at me with unblinking brown eyes for what seems forever. Until he grins. I don’t like the grin, but I’m the last poor son of a bitch who is about to tell him that. He pulls out his gun and presses the business end against the tip of my nose. My bowels turn to water then and I swear there’s going to be a mess. Until that is, he pulls the gun back and returns it to his jeans.

      “You have been warned, puta,” he says.

      Then, whistling a tune that must be popular south of the border, he casually heads into the Fresh Market.
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      It takes me maybe a full minute to get my breath back…a full minute for my pulse to return to some sort of normal pace. Of course, I have a choice here. I can either hightail it to another grocery store and try my luck at purchasing steak and shrimp that equals the quality of Fresh Market. Or I can put my big boy pants on and do exactly what I originally planned.

      If I were to restart the truck, back out, and run away, I would never forgive myself. I would forever chastise myself for being a lowly coward. Besides, what’s the Mexican gangbanger going to do inside the store surrounded by all those shoppers? Shoot me in the head under electric lamplight?

      I pull the keys out of the starter and shove them into my coat pocket.

      “No way is he going to risk deportation,” I say. 

      I might live in a sanctuary city, but it’s not the Old West. Or so I attempt to convince myself as I walk the length of the parking lot, grab a green plastic basket, and make my way into the upscale market. The place isn’t overly crowded. But then, it’s not empty either. Mostly a bunch of white liberal people who spend all their extra change on BLM to make themselves feel good, but then wrap iron gates around their houses to keep out the, um, unwashed element.

      As for my south-of-the-border gangbanger friend, he’s nowhere to be seen, which doesn’t break my heart at all. I go to the deli and view all the blood-red meats for sale. The T-bones cost about as much as my rent but fuck it. It’s my daughter we’re talking about here.

      The young man whose torso is covered in a white apron stained with meat blood asks me what’ll I have. I tell him two T-bones.

      “Who’s the lucky lady?” he says, grinning.

      “My daughter,” I say. “She’s my Friday night date night.”

      “I can think of a hell of a lot worse,” he says.

      He wraps up the steaks, hands them to me from across the counter.

      “Make sure you broil these for three minutes per side, or else you’ll fuck them up,” he says. “They should be charred but still pumping blood on the inside, if you get my drift.”

      “Copy that,” I say, tossing the steaks into the basket.

      Next, I make my way over to the seafood department. They’re selling fresh jumbo shrimp. They cost about two month’s rent for just a dozen. What the hell, I tell myself. I’ll order two dozen and hope the credit card isn’t maxed out.

      Now that I have my steak and shrimp, I head to the bakery and pick out a box of freshly made chocolate chip cookies. What kid, punk rock or not, doesn’t love chocolate chip cookies? I place the box into my green basket and happily but anxiously head for the register. On my way, I fully expect to run into the gangbanger. But he’s still nowhere to be found.

      The young lady working the register smiles and says, “Next” in a pleasant voice. She’s a hell of a lot younger than me, but naturally, I can’t help but picture what she looks like naked. It’s a problem I have. Women. Young, not so young, it doesn’t matter so long as they’re hot. I’m always wondering what they look like naked. Sometimes I wonder what they look like if they’re having sex with another hot woman. Sometimes I wonder if I should be worried about how my mind works. But then, I write fiction for a living. My brain is supposed to be sort of warped. Oh well, like my old man used to say, the time to worry is when you stop looking at women like they’re naked underneath all that clothing. But I digress.  

      I set my three items on the belt and Pretty Young Lady cashes me out. The total comes $110. 64 cents.

      “Holy crap,” I say. “Just three items.”

      “Looks like you’re having a good dinner though,” she says.

      I look at her and wish she was my dinner date. But just as quickly, I try to put the thought out of my mind. I hand her my credit card and say a quick novena that it works. The two or three seconds it takes for the card to be approved or declined seems to take a lifetime. When it comes back approved, I nearly make the sign of the cross.

      Pretty Young Lady packs everything up in a brown Fresh Market paper bag and tells me to enjoy my evening. For a quick second, I think about asking her for her phone number. But a voice inside my head says, “Harlan, you’re old and broke and most definitely not a famous writer. Get your act together and go the fuck home.”

      Good advice.

      I head for the automatic sliding glass doors. They open only a half second before I catch sight of a short stocky man walking out of the men’s room with a semiautomatic gripped in his shooting hand and his tattooed face covered with a rubber Joe Biden mask.
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      More choices. I can drop everything, make like a hero, and attack the gangbanger. Or I can keep going, knowing all he wants is money. There’s no shame in not wanting to be shot, especially when my daughter is home alone. I keep going and pray he doesn’t harm a single hair on the head of Pretty Young Lady.

      I speed-walk across the parking lot to the truck. I press the unlock button on the key fob. But it doesn’t work. The fob falls out of my hand onto the pavement.

      “Shit,” I mutter bending over to pick the keyring back up.

      Keys back in hand, I thumb the key fob button once more. It doesn’t work. My truck is old. It’s got more than 150,000 miles on it. The key fob is old too. It needs a new battery. I bet Steven King doesn’t have to worry about the battery in his key fobs.

      I try the button again. No dice. Looking over my shoulder I don’t see any sign of the gangbanger. He’s still inside robbing the joint. Fuck, I should be calling the cops. Instead, I’m messing around with the key fob. It doesn’t work. I unlock the driver’s side door manually, open it, and jump behind the wheel. Shoving the key into the ignition, I stare at the hotrod parked directly in front of me.

      The gangbanger is about to use the car for his getaway. Should I least attempt to disable the vehicle? Maybe slash the tires or barrel into the front grill, poke enough holes in the radiator that he can’t make it more than a mile without the engine overheating. I slap the steering column.

      “Fuck,” I bark. “I need to do something.”

      Turning the key, I start the truck and shift the transmission into reverse.

      “I have no knife for slashing tires,” I whisper while I eye the rearview to make sure no one is in the way. “And if I smash into his grill, I risk damaging the truck. I can’t afford any more repairs. I don’t have the cash. If I call the cops, they’ll want my information. I’ll be directly involved. The gangbanger will know I ratted him out. He’ll want revenge.”

      Tapping the gas, I back out of the parking spot. Throwing the tranny back in drive, I tap the gas once more and head across the lot towards the exit and the main road. Eyes in the rearview once more, I still don’t see the gangbanger. If he’s robbing the store, he’s sure taking his time with it.

      “Let the motherfucker take all the time he needs,” I say to myself while I pull out onto the road, in the direction of the city.

      The more space I create between the Fresh Market and myself, the better I feel. Correction…I don’t feel better. Instead, I feel more relieved. I drive a full mile before I eye the rearview again. When I do, I spot two burning headlamps and a front grill pressed right up against my ass end.

      Gangbanger.

      “Bang Bang…Shoot Shoot…”
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      How the fuck did he catch up to me? Why the hell is he tailing me? Stalking me? What the hell did I do? These are the questions that speed through my brain. Nerves and synapses pulse. Mouth goes dry. Heart jumps into my throat. I feel lightheaded like I might pass out. That could prove deadly since I’m operating a motor vehicle.

      Punch the gas, increase my speed. But Gangbanger keeps up with me. As I make my way south along New York Route 9, and the many mansions that flank the road, I decide to punch the gas again and outrun him. But the old truck strains under the pressure. RPMs revving, the speedometer reading eighty miles per hour in a forty miles per hour zone. Motherfucker is keeping right up with me. Right on my tail.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I chant slapping the steering column.  

      Glancing again in the rearview, I see that he’s still wearing his Joe Biden mask. It’s not young Joe Biden, but old, senile Joe Biden. Smiling Idiot Joe “Crooked” Biden. It’s all disconcerting. In less than five hundred feet, the mile-long highway overpass that connects the wealthy suburb with the city will appear. Maybe I can lose him there.

      Coming to the bypass entry, I floor the truck. I feel it thrust forward. But the engine on his hotrod is too big, too powerful. He comes around me, pulls up to me in the left lane. I can’t help but glance at him. He pulls off his mask, grabs his pistol, aims it at me.

      “Pull over, puta,” he screams.

      My window is open. His passenger-side window is open. Despite the overworked engines and the wind, I can hear his voice. He’s staring at me like he’s got eyes on the side of his tattooed head. I refocus on the road ahead. It means I see the back end of the broken-down semi taking up the middle lane. I see its rear brake lights flashing a warning. I also see that the gangbanger doesn’t catch sight of the semi until it’s almost too late. He’s got no choice but to slam on his brakes or else face certain decapitation.

      I keep my foot pressed on the gas all the way to the end of the bypass. Then, I blow through the red traffic light and enter the city hoping that I disappear from the bad guy’s radar.
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