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      The office wasn’t oversaturated with colors, but it was opulent. Morris Rock, Esquire, certainly looked like he belonged. Every facet of him was carefully manicured, from the shine in his hair to the shine on his shoes. The pinstripe suit looked like a laundry press had its way with it moments earlier. The whole ensemble cost more than Cleon probably made in six months. Cleon, on the other hand, certainly looked like he didn’t belong among the mahogany bookshelves with leather-bound volumes and law briefs. He wore a red Adidas tracksuit with white stripes running along the zippers. It was a look from a bygone era, but it suited him. His Doc Martens boots were scuffed along the toes from kicking unsuspecting opponents in the shins. He was also hungover, so his face looked bloated. Even in his sorry state, however, Cleon was certain Rock’s receptionist would jump into bed with him without hesitation.

      “Mr. Odom,” Rock said.

      “Cleon.”

      “OK.”

      Rock began sifting through paperwork on his desk, mouthing the words silently to himself. Cleon knew it was an intimidation tactic; Rock was hoping Cleon would see him mouth words like “aggravated,” “intoxicated,” and “deadly weapon.”

      “You’re a repossession agent?” Rock said.

      It sounded more like a statement than a question.

      “I’m an employee at Sistrunk’s Iron Works.”

      “Relax, Cleon.”

      Rock sat back in his chair. It creaked a little, as high-backed chairs sometimes do. Rock was charismatic and exuded charm without any effort. A less stoic person would have easily been swayed.

      “As you can imagine, the work I do is very profitable, but sometimes it requires a less delicate touch,” Rock said.

      He paused, found a piece of paper, and began reading aloud.

      “It was at this point, Mr. Odom entered the conversation and said the victim should take a moment and think about what choices he was going to make.”

      Cleon had used different words the previous evening, but the gist was the same. He’d been at Patrick Vanderhick’s, enjoying a Jack and Coke and watching OTB on the closed-circuit television above the bar when two of the customers were getting mouthy with Doreen. She’d refused them service. Cleon hadn’t been paying attention, so he didn’t know the reason why, but Doreen was above reproach, so when she cut people off, there was no discussion.

      The smaller one had been running his mouth, issuing threats to both Doreen and denigrating the bar. He wasn’t small in height, just that his partner was close to six-four. The guy with the mouth was probably five-nine. Once the guy sullied Doreen’s name, Cleon stood.

      The stool squealed a little and drew both of their attention. The smaller guy grinned as though someone had rung the dinner bell. The bigger one looked frustrated, like he didn’t want to have to hurt someone, but he was compelled. It reminded Cleon of when a parent reprimanded a child and said it hurt them more than the kid.

      “I’d sit back down,” the smaller one said to Cleon. Both men wore construction attire; most likely came directly to the bar after work. This may not have been their first stop. It didn’t matter—it would be their last.

      “Listen, fellas, you should just leave.”

      Of course, they wouldn’t leave, but Cleon always liked giving people outs. He only had about an inch of height over the small one, but it was pretty clear from the way the guy squared up that he had minimal experience. He probably ran his mouth and put up a tough front. Maybe he’d been in a few scraps in his life, but his pal probably bailed him out. Cleon took a sip of his drink.

      “Jesus,” Rock said as he scanned the rest of the report. “They should have taken your advice.”

      He was looking at photographs. 8 x 11 glossies, probably to be used as defense exhibits.

      “Impressive; nothing permanent, though.”

      Rock stopped talking. Perhaps he was waiting for Cleon to show any remorse or confirm Rock’s suspicions.

      “What floor are we on again?” Cleon said.

      “The 51st.”

      “In the gleaming corridor of the 51st floor —,” Cleon said.

      “The money can be made if you really want some more,” Rock said, finishing the song lyric. Neither man spoke, but Cleon’s perspective changed. Perhaps he had misjudged Morris Rock.

      Rock nodded as if to further assuage Cleon.

      “I also know you were Special Warfare.”

      That in and of itself wouldn’t be difficult to find. Cleon’s service record from the Air Force was accessible, especially to someone as connected as Rock. However, now Cleon was certain this meeting wasn’t about assault or attempted homicide charges. He stayed silent. He knew Rock would make his pitch soon.

      “The veneer can be misleading.”

      Rock waved his hand to indicate the room.

      “I mean, if you look hard enough, you’ll notice the cracks.”

      Whether or not it was on purpose, he gestured upward, at which point Cleon noticed a handful of pencils stuck into the ceiling.

      “I have a colleague who gets a little trigger-happy.”

      Rock smirked and pointed toward a collection of black #2s.

      “Sometimes, I need to dig up dirt,” Rock said.

      There it was.

      “Mr. Broomfield was going to begin with me next week.” Rock glanced down at one of the photos.

      “Of course, he’s going to be out of commission for the next few months, and who knows if he’ll regain his range of motion.”

      Cleon remembered the smaller one called the larger one Broom.

      “What are you offering?” Cleon said. He wasn’t going to quit working for Emmett at Sistrunks, but perhaps he could moonlight as an investigator. What would it hurt to hear Rock out? Besides, anyone that familiar with The Clash’s music was worth the chance.

      “I’ll make sure no one presses charges from last night. Second, I’ll keep you on retainer based on my caseload for that month; mostly investigative work.”

      “Mostly?”

      Rock didn’t answer, but it wasn’t required.

      “When do I start?”
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      The concept of time was objective. The measurement of seconds, minutes, and hours was universal. However, in captivity, they lost their value. Gene didn’t know how long he’d been imprisoned or for how long he’d had diarrhea this time. The fortunate aspect of it all was it no longer bothered him. Few things bothered him these days. He still had reactions. When he was beaten or tortured by the guards, it was still painful and he would cry out, but it was just a reflex at this point. His emotional response had been blunted to the point where he didn’t care about whether he escaped, lived, or died. It was more a point of pride not to lose. He wasn’t going to let the situation defeat him. Somehow, he also still cared about the well-being of the other prisoners. He’d grown close to them even though the strain from the situation made their interactions contentious. The language barrier didn’t help either, but as much as he dreamed of escape, he would need the others to come with him. They lay now, shackled, each of them lying head to foot. The sun had begun to set and cast a faint glow. The only sounds consisted of the buzzing of insects who ate better than the prisoners. Occasionally, one of the men would moan as the dysentery took hold, and he would soil himself. They all would, and after a while, it ceased to be a big deal. The door to the hut opened and one of the guards came in with seven bowls of rice. By now, Gene could see the bones protruding through his skin. They had all become gaunt, skeletal versions of themselves. He took the bowl and ate ravenously with his fingers even though he knew it would result in a stomachache. No matter how many times he’d lectured himself to slow down, his animal instinct would take control. The guard, a short round fellow whom the prisoners nicknamed “Half Pint,” lazily hung an AK-47 from his shoulder.

      Even if Gene could confiscate the weapon and avoid being killed, would he be able to handle the recoil in his weakened state? He and the others sat silently and ate their meals. The smell of fetid and rank odors would have been overpowering had he not gotten used to them a long time ago. He and the others had been able to dissociate enough to simply survive. He watched Half Pint finish distributing the food, leave, and lock the door behind him. One of these days, the prisoners would revolt, and he would find out whether his body could withstand the recoil.
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