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        To Brenda, the love of my life.

        I've said it before, and I'll say it again.

        In the lottery of love, I hit the jackpot.
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      Burnout and I sat two tables apart at the back of Original Sin, the seediest bar in the seediest city north of Boston, “Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin.” A few more tables away, closer to the front door up on the right, Tammy and Jasmine were plying their mini-skirted, maxi-cleavaged, blonde-wigged, soul-deadening trade.

      For us, Original Sin is our office.

      Burnout, perpetually stoned, is a one-man illicit pharmacy. He does a steady stream of business ranging from Oxy to blow to crank and horse, reliant on the hard stuff now that weed is legal here in Massachusetts. I despise the man—some days, I’d like to take him out back and shoot him—but he doesn’t give a shit about what I or anyone else thinks. He makes his payoffs and no one can touch him. He’s flush with cash, even with steep losses to me on various wagers and an addiction to betting the horses and Keno, carried live on the two large TV screens behind the bar.

      His business is all one gigantic gamble anyway, one destined to destroy him sooner or later. Roll the dice until snake eyes carry you off to Hell. Tammy and Jasmine are already there, their fishnet-stockinged legs crossed for now until they go next door to spread them, and sell for a pittance what little is left of their souls. Their flesh is alluring, and their flowery perfumes a lot more attractive than the lingering pungent smell of smoked weed baked into Burnout’s faded olive-green T-shirt and jeans. But their eyes are distant. Dead. Their hope, long-since lost.

      And then there’s me in my black Bruce Springsteen T-Shirt and faded jeans, acting like the poet fucking laureate for all the lost souls in Original Sin. That includes more than just Burnout, Tammy, Jasmine, and me at our designated tables with the entrance to the bar on our right. It also includes the half dozen regulars sitting at the bar, their backs to us and their eyes glued either to each other or the TV screens or their drinks that with each sip or gulp bring them one step closer to oblivion. I tell myself that I’m somehow above it all just because I’m stone cold sober and my clear mind races about life’s track while everyone around me has taken a permanent pit stop.

      Yeah, I’m a real fucking Shakespeare. No autographs, please.

      It’s amazing how some days I actually believe my own bullshit. A terrifying thought. Fact is, I’m a washed-up ex-jock turned private eye with no clients. How’s that for a winning combination? My mother is so proud she could just shit.

      When I saw Zeke Paslowski step inside the front door and blink as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, I suppressed the wide grin I felt inside and maintained a poker face. I glanced at Burnout and nodded. This triggered a wager. Then I subtly gave a thumbs-up, my hand barely above the chipped and stained dark wood table, bumping up the stakes by a factor of ten with me still the forty-to-one dog.

      Burnout smiled and nodded back. In his mid-twenties, short and pudgy with curly black hair, Burnout will bet on anything. He can’t stop himself. I pick and choose our chump-change wagers based on my read of the new faces entering Original Sin and their likely reason for being here. My ability to read people while playing poker in the evenings pays my rent; that same ability when acting as a private eye keeps me alive.

      My bet that Zeke was here for me was cheating and flagrantly so, right up there with dealing cards off the bottom of the deck. I’m a forty-to-one underdog because people are almost never here to see me. They’re here to see Burnout, the heavy favorite, or Tammy or Jasmine. Betting on why my old buddy was here was like shooting fish in a barrel. But stealing from someone like Burnout, who becomes rich from the misery of others, makes me feel like the patron saint of the oppressed.

      Yeah, more believing my own bullshit. But Burnout is no friend. He’s a predator, and every dollar I can remove from his fat wallet is a cause for celebration, even if for him it’s just a snowflake in his avalanche of cash.

      In this case, however, I was shooting fish in a barrel and still missed. Zeke was here to see Burnout. In the near darkness of Original Sin—better to not see you, my dear—he didn’t even see me until he was just about at Zeke’s table. He had the look in his eyes of so many of Burnout’s customers. Guilty and nervous as hell, but desperately in need of what Burnout offered.

      When I saw that, I knew I’d lost my trivial bet, but of infinitely greater importance, I feared—I all but knew—that Zeke had lost his soul. The two of us had been like two peas in a pod a dozen years ago back at a Midwest Big Ten football school. We were inside linebackers that hit like a freight train. You did not want to be a running back that gave either of us a clean shot at a hit. We’d knock you into the Dark Ages. The newspapers called us the Pain Train. Both first team All-Big Ten.

      Zeke was my brother from a different mother. Me, six-two, two-hundred and thirty-five pounds; Zeke, only five-eleven, but still two-twenty, and what he lacked in height, he made up for with an extra chip on his shoulder. We both shaved our heads. Still do. But while I’ve dropped twenty pounds from that playing weight, it looked like Zeke had gained fifty or maybe even sixty. That huge chip on his shoulder had sagged all the way to his gut. He had the doughy, soft look inside his T-shirt and jeans that screamed three bills in just a matter of time.

      When Zeke saw me, he froze. He’d been making a beeline to Burnout’s table, his eyes initially darting about, no doubt looking for a narc, but then had fixed on Burnout.

      Zeke looked at me, then Burnout, then me.

      “Mick!” he said, trying to recover. “Mick Flanagan! What are you doing here?”

      “I got the same question for you, my brother,” I said, getting to my feet and giving my old buddy a hug. I couldn’t help marveling how soft his once-chiseled physique had become. The smell of stale sweat hung on him.

      “This is bullshit!” Burnout said, standing up now himself, but getting no hugs. “He was clearly here to see me.” Even though our bets are chump change for him, Burnout isn’t a good loser. My embracing Zeke finally got through to Burnout’s addled brain. “And it was a setup! You cheated!”

      “Relax,” I told him. “You win.”

      When you can’t even hit the fish in the barrel, you gotta pay.

      Zeke looked confused. “What are you guys talking about?”

      “Inside joke.” I jerked my thumb toward Burnout in a hitchhiker-like motion. “You came here to see this guy, but I’m going to talk you out of it.”

      “What the fuck, Mick!” Burnout exclaimed. “Stay out of my business.”

      It wasn’t like me to interfere unless it was with minors, no matter how tempted I might be. Consenting adults and all that happy horseshit, even if the whole scene filled me with equal parts disgust and rage.

      But this was my brother. My partner in the Pain Train.

      “Have a seat,” I said to Zeke, pointing to the chipped, dark wood chair on the other side of my table. His back would be to the bar and the TVs showing the horse races and Keno, but that was good. I wanted his attention.

      Zeke looked at me, then Burnout, then back to me. “If you two are in the same business, Mick, of course I’ll go with you.” He flashed a grin that was a sad, hollow reminder of happier times.

      The grin faded fast when he saw my hard stare.

      “Say that again,” I said, “and I’ll hit you like a running back from Ohio-Fucking-State. Send you back to the Pleistocene Era.”

      “The what?”

      Zeke, like so many of my teammates, had been at college for only two reasons. Fucking and football. To his credit, he prioritized the football, but actually learning shit in classes was a foreign concept. His courses were chosen with help from the team advisors to keep him academically eligible. He was convinced that playing with the proper maniacal rage would get him into the NFL despite his lack of size.

      He was wrong.

      Everyone in the NFL plays with the proper maniacal rage, and if they’ve got the extra few inches and pounds, they win. I had those extras, was a fifth-round draft pick, and lasted barely more than a year. Zeke went undrafted, signed as an undrafted free agent with the Cleveland Browns, and got the axe in the final roster cut-down before the start of the season. He got a few more tryouts, made it onto a few teams’ emergency-will-call list, but never made an active team roster.

      The following season, he blew out his knee in a preseason game—what had been his good knee because he’d blown out the other ACL in high school—and that was that. He got a piece-of-change injury settlement from the team, and never stepped on the field again.

      In the parlance of the sports world, You’re history, pal! Stick a fork in him, he was done.

      Then he had to face the real world. No skills. No knowledge. He hadn’t even finished his degree with a major in physical education. Last I’d heard, he was living somewhere on the West Coast still trying to figure out what to do with his life.

      As opposed, of course, to my vastly superior lap of luxury here in Original Sin.

      “I’m pretty sure I know the answer,” I said, not bothering to explain what the Pleistocene Era was, “but what are you coming to this asshole for?” I jerked my thumb toward Burnout.

      “Hey!” Burnout yelped.

      Again, Zeke looked back and forth to Burnout and me, like he was watching a tennis match, only confused. Then an indignant look came to his face.

      “None of your damned business,” Zeke said, and began to clumsily get to his feet, knocking his chair over backwards.

      “You’re here to get Oxy from Burnout,” I said, “because your doctor’s prescription doesn’t even touch the pain.”

      Zeke blinked as if I’d slapped him awake.

      I continued. “You can barely get out of bed in the morning. Then for the rest of the day, the pain just screams at you like an icepick in the middle of your brain.”

      “You, too?” Zeke asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing I can’t manage. At least so far.”

      “Then how did you know?”

      “Pick up your chair and sit back down.”

      Zeke stared at me.

      “Over here, my man,” Burnout said soothingly. “I got what you need.”

      Now it was my turn to stand up. I took two quick strides to Burnout’s table, leaned down, and got in his face. His eyes widened. The smell of smoked weed filled my nostrils.

      “Not that I’m happy about it, but I keep my nose out of your disgusting business,” I said. “But this is different. This is personal. And you’re going to accept that, or I’ll have to persuade you to accept it the hard way.”

      “Mick, he came to see me!”

      “Yeah,” I said nodding my head. “And if after I talk to him, he still wants to do business with you, then”—I slapped my hands across each other in a dusting-off, I’m-done-with-you gesture—“that’ll between you and him. You’ll be two fucking losers who deserve each other. But I went to war every Saturday for four years with this man. He was my brother in combat on the football field. And I am going to try to save his sorry ass. If he doesn’t want to be saved, he’s all yours. Now if that ain’t good enough for you, then let me grab one of these chairs here and hit it over your fucking head until it is.”

      “Okay, okay,” Burnout said, holding his hands out, palms up, in a defensive gesture. “Who put the bug up your ass?”

      I wondered, not for the first time, if the bug ought to be up my ass a whole lot more often. Maybe even always. Instead of being the poet laureate for all the losers here in Original Sin, and even for some of Burnout’s customers, I should be their knight in shining armor, cleaning up this cesspool. Put Burnout out of business. Make sure his last heroin, meth, or fentanyl customer was his last ever heroin, meth, or fentanyl customer.

      It was a thought. A pretty fucking pleasing thought. Right up there with laying in the hot sun on a Caribbean beach with a drink in my hand and my girlfriend Tina in a skimpy bikini by my side cooing, “Mick, you make me soooo horny!”

      Oh so pleasing.

      But Burnout never solicited customers. He was too damned lazy and he didn’t need to. He just sat here in Original Sin and they came looking for him. So if all those lost souls didn’t have him to come to—because in my fantasy I had put him in a fucking hospital—they’d find someone else. There were plenty more like him here in Lynn, Lynn, City of Sin.

      I couldn’t save the world.

      So I never put on a knight’s shining armor. I let the consenting adults flush themselves down life’s toilet. And I just watch on my high fucking horse with my poet laureate disapproval.

      But not my brother in the Pain Train. I couldn’t let him flush himself down the toilet without making a damned good effort to stop him.

      “Sit back down, Zeke,” I said, as I sank back into my own seat. The table wobbled as I leaned my thick forearms on it. “Let’s talk.”

      Jimmy, the bartender, arrived. Pushing fifty, he was tall and slender with a pockmarked face and gray hair tied back in a ponytail that hung halfway down his back. He wore a perpetually sour look on his face that made it appear he’d been sucking on lemons all day. He asked for Zeke’s order by wordlessly raising his right eyebrow.

      Zeke ordered a Jack-and-Coke. I said I’d have one as well, which Jimmy knew meant a Jack-and-Coke, hold the Jack. A guy like Burnout can sit in a place like Original Sin and get wasted, and for Tammy and Jasmine it’s almost a job requirement. But I have to keep my wits about me. It’s my business to read people at the same level a poker pro does to decide whether an opponent’s play is a bluff or not. So I drink only enough to justify use of this table every day as my pathetic excuse for an office. And nothing stiffer than Coke. The soft drink.

      Jimmy turned and left.

      “How did you know?” Zeke asked. “About the Oxy, I mean.”

      “It’s how I make my living. I read people,” I explained. “One time a few years ago, a total rookie came to the poker table where I was playing. He was so easy to read, he might as well having been playing with his cards up. He actually looked down one time, and mouthed the word “Wow!’ before making a huge bet. Not too surprisingly, he had two aces.

      “You were almost as easy to read when you walked here from the front door. The way you gingerly moved screamed the pain you were in. As easy to read as the guy who mouthed ‘Wow!’ when he saw his two aces. I didn’t even need to know your history.”

      Zeke nodded slowly. He swallowed. Silence hung in the air for an uncomfortably long time.

      “Well, you’re right,” he finally said. “I came here for more Oxy. I need it, man. And ain’t nothing you can do to stop me. I’m hurting, man. All the fucking time. Like an icepick in my eyeball.”

      This was the ugly side to football. We’d been the Pain Train on the field, dishing it out. But now that bird—that vulture—had come home to roost.

      Jimmy brought our drinks. I told him to put them on my tab, and he hustled away, his gray ponytail bobbing. Zeke nodded his thanks, and took a big gulp. I sipped my Jack and Coke, hold the Jack.

      “How about weed?” I asked. “Remember Chats? That’s what he uses.” Chats was Jimmy Chatham, a former teammate of ours. “Compared to Oxy and Percocet and all that shit, weed’s a no-brainer. You can’t overdose on it, and it doesn’t⁠—”

      But Zeke gave me a shooing-away gesture. “Weed doesn’t even touch it.”

      I was afraid of that.

      “You living in the area or you just visiting?” I asked. “You can crash at my place. It ain’t the Waldorf Astoria, but it’s clean and I got room. We can figure out a plan.”

      “Thanks, Mick, but I’m good. I been staying with a friend for a while until I figure out what to do next.” He rubbed his shaved head and forced a smile. “Living day to day, you know?”

      I wanted to ask about the friend. Was he the guy who’d sent Zeke here to see Burnout? Another substance abuser who was doing Zeke no good, sharing the experience of circling down life’s drain? But at what point did my concern cross over into prying into matters that were none of my business?

      “Anybody I know?” I asked casually, treading as lightly as I could.

      “Nah.” A grin formed on the corner of his mouth and he shrugged. “A woman.”

      “Oh!” I said, eyebrows raised. “That’s different.”

      “Nothing serious,” he said. “At least not yet. Like I said, day to day.”

      I nodded, and should have left it at that. None of my business. But living with a woman yet only day to day? I supposed it was possible. Back in the day, Zeke had been quite the hound dog. But something in his tone didn’t ring true. This wasn’t a matter of him being a Romeo or Casanova.

      I leaned closer, my forearms on the table, and locked eyes with Zeke.

      “Is she the one that sent you here for more Oxy?” I jerked a thumb toward Burnout. “She a regular customer of Burnout’s?”

      I could see from Zeke’s expression that I’d hit a bulls-eye. The muscles around his eyes tightened ever so slightly. Even in Original Sin’s meager light, my friend was painfully easy to read. If I played him in poker, I’d take his every last cent, my cards not mattering at all.

      “Nah,” he said, lying his ass off. He licked his lips.

      “Hey, you can lie to me all you want, but you need someone who’ll pick you up, not drag you down. Come stay with me.”

      “Thanks, Mick, but I’m good,” he said, shaking his head.

      “How about a detox clinic?” I asked, knowing what the response would be even before I spoke the words. “I know a place. Get you off the stuff. Figure a different way for you to manage the pain.”

      Zeke shook his head. “Tried that a long time ago. Didn’t even last a week.”

      “You didn’t last a week in the clinic, or didn’t last a week outside after the detox?”

      His pale gray eyes flooded with a look of bleak hopelessness. “Does it really matter?” He took a stiff gulp from his drink. “Listen, Mick. I appreciate the concern. I really do. But you’re wasting your time on me. I’m too far gone, man. Too far gone.”

      Fuck. What do you say to that? The path my buddy was on offered most of its U-turns in the early stages. As far down it as he was, there weren’t many U-turns left and lots of cliffs.

      “You know how many people die each year from addiction to painkillers?” I asked.

      “Mick, I ain’t afraid to die,” he said. “Some days, I figure it might even be for the best.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zeke and Burnout got a twenty-second head start on me.

      I seethed in the darkness at my table inside Original Sin while the two of them stepped outside to conduct their business. I clenched and unclenched my fists, wanting to pound them on the table.

      Or on someone. Burnout. Zeke. Myself.

      I stared at my nearly full glass of Jack-and-Coke, hold the Jack. Smelled the remnants of the Jack in Zeke’s empty glass. And told myself all the excuses for why I was still sitting there while Zeke flushed the rest of his life down the toilet.

      Zeke was a big boy, I told myself. He’d made his decision. Nothing I could do to stop him. I’d taken my best shot and missed. You could lead a horse to water, but blah blah fucking blah.

      One half-assed rationalization after another flickered through my mind.

      I shot all of them down.

      And when I finally went Biblical—going Biblical is a long way down on my list—I asked myself, am I my brother’s keeper?

      And I knew that I damned well was my brother’s keeper. Zeke was my brother in the Pain Train, and if he’d fallen so hard that he couldn’t take care of himself, I needed to be his fucking keeper.

      If not me, who else?

      I strode for the front door, thinking of that haunted look of hopelessness and despair in Zeke’s pale gray eyes. I didn’t know what I could do to help him. He didn’t even seem to want help.

      I didn’t have so much as a hint of a plan. But I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to try. Zeke might already be in the fourth quarter of his life if he was flying down the Oxy highway.

      But the damned game wasn’t over yet. We hadn’t given up that easily against Ohio-Fucking-State or Michigan. I wasn’t giving up that easily on Zeke now.

      I stepped outside and blinked, my eyes adjusting from the bar’s bleak darkness to the brightness of the mid-afternoon, early-September sun. Original Sin was set back fifty feet from the main road. Cars and trucks whizzed by, most at speeds exceeding the thirty-five mile per hour limit, their exhaust filling the air. To my left was Original Sin’s cracked and potholed asphalt parking lot, browned weeds randomly poking up out of the cracks. The lot extended for forty yards until it reached an old, brick, five-story apartment building where Burnout, Tammy, and Jasmine plied their trade. A half dozen cars were parked up against Original Sin. A couple dozen against the apartment building.

      Zeke and Burnout had just about reached the apartment building entrance with its faded, grime-smeared, blue-and-white cloth canopy overhanging the front door.

      “Zeke!” I yelled, and began sprinting as if for the end zone with a recovered fumble.

      Zeke and Burnout turned to look at me, annoyance visible on their faces even at this distance.

      “Fuck off, Mick,” Burnout said when I pulled up to them. “You had your say. Leave the man alone.”

      I ignored him.

      “Zeke, come and crash at my place for a few nights. Try it. Just a couple nights. It ain’t no palatial estate with an oceanfront view, but better you be around me than that woman who sent you here for more Oxy.”

      “He ain’t looking for a babysitter,” Burnout said.

      I got in Burnout’s face, my hard torso thumping against his flabby softness. Six inches taller, I stared down at him.

      “You looking for a fucking hospital?” I asked.

      “Christ, Mick, what’s gotten into you?” Burnout asked, backing away. “You ain’t never like this. I leave you alone. You leave me alone.”

      Zeke grabbed me by the elbow before I could respond. “Let it go, Mick.” Something went out in those pale gray eyes. “I’m a lost cause. This is Ohio-Fucking-State up on us by forty-three points with the clock ticking down to zero. Time to walk off the field. Game over.”
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      A month and a half later, the pendulum of my life swung from the lowest of lows with Zeke Paslowski to the highest of highs with my girlfriend, Tina Giordano. The aromas of tomato sauce, garlic, steak, red wine, and countless other appetizing scents I couldn’t quite identify wafted through the air. My mouth watered as I scanned the menu. Burrata. Carpaccio. Polpetti. Grilled peaches and gorgonzola described as “beautiful local peach slices tossed with honey, fresh mint, grilled with fresh basil, 22-months aged prosciutto di parma, DOP oil, and aged balsamic.”

      And that was just the first few appetizers.

      Of the hundred or so Italian food restaurants in Boston’s famed North End, Mama Maria was my favorite. It’s a little out of my usual price range, but Tina and I were celebrating the one-year anniversary of our first date. Not exactly fifty years of marriage, but for me, a landmark. A year in a romantic relationship was an upset of epic proportions. So a little extravagance was in order.

      We were seated at a candlelit center table for two in one of the small intimate rooms with about ten other tables. I had abandoned my usual T-shirt, faded jeans, and running shoes for a dark blue button-down shirt, black pants, and polished black dress shoes. This was as dressed up as I ever got. Tina looked radiant, wearing a light blue, flowered blouse with navy blue slacks, both of which accentuated her eye-catching figure that constantly evoked double-takes from men and women alike. She wore a matching diamond necklace and earrings. Her long black hair hung on her shoulders. Her green eyes danced with happiness.

      I was hopelessly out of my league. What the hell did this woman see in me?

      “How many appetizers should we get?” I asked, hoping for a high number, the bill be damned.

      “Whatever you think,” she said. “You pick.”

      Great answer!

      I tried to calculate the line where a healthy appetite crossed over into sheer piggish behavior. I hoped three and a half appetizers marked the line. I’d go for three.

      “I’ve got some great news,” Tina said, beaming.

      I was delighted to see her so happy, of course, but couldn’t guess what that great news might be. A vague sense of dread slithered over me.

      She shook her head.

      “No, I’m not pregnant,” she said, and smiled that bright smile that could light up a room. She laughed and added, “So get that scared-shitless look off your face.”

      I attempted a look of expectant happiness.

      “I’ve been talking to my father about you,” Tina said.

      The bottom fell out of my stomach. The sense of dread I’d felt before wrapped itself around my neck like a Burmese python and began to squeeze.

      “You got so much potential,” she continued. “You’re smart. Good looking. And you have a great personality.”

      I waited for the inevitable but.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      “But that should add up to something a lot better than what you’re doing now,” she said, leaning forward. “A lot better. A career you can be proud of. A promising future. But you’re wasting it. You spend all day in that seedy bar with the deadbeats of society. You don’t belong there!”

      I needed to interrupt her runaway freight train, but had no idea how to derail her.

      “And when you aren’t in that godawful bar— Original Sin! Has there ever been a more appropriate name?—you’re at a poker table, gambling the night away. What kind of way is that to live?”

      I wanted to say that it was my kind of way to live, but I could hardly admit that.

      Fortunately, Emilio, our waiter, arrived, granting me a temporary reprieve. Short and slim, he had black, wavy hair and classic Italian good looks straight out of the movies. Smiling, he took Tina’s order of a premium bottle of a Napa Valley Cabernet, then left, abandoning me, helpless in her clutches.

      “Where was I?” Tina asked.

      Before I could respond that she had been describing what a pathetic, low-life loser I was, she jumped back in.

      “Oh, yes. I remember. So I was talking to my father and, get this, he wants you to come work for him!” Her eyes widened in delight. “Isn’t that terrific?”

      This was a bigger test of my poker face than bluffing with nothing more than a busted flush. In this case, I didn’t need a blank poker face. I needed to muster a look of excitement, enthusiasm, and of course, gratitude. I could usually pull off whatever face I needed, but this news caught me off guard.

      I felt abject horror.

      For a brief moment, I considered letting Tina know exactly how I felt about the offer. Sugarcoat nothing. Honesty is the best policy and all that happy horseshit. But that would just set off the Tina volcano. So I attempted a compromise between the instantaneous explosion of total honesty and the disastrous eventual bitterness from appearing to accept something that would poison my soul.

      I never compromise in poker. It’s equivalent to not being sure which side of the street to walk on and instead stand right in the middle of it. You just get run over. So I’m always all-in or all-out.

      At this moment, I should have decisively gotten all-out. Made clear what I really thought. Instead, I felt the weakest imitation of a compromising, hopeful look come over my face. As fake as fake can be. Fooling no one.

      Stepping into the middle of Tina Giordano Boulevard. She shifted her red Mazda into high gear and bore down on my sorry ass.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked with equal measures of surprise and disappointment in those green eyes.

      “Your father owns half the junkyards on the North Shore,” I said. “I don’t know anything about junk.”

      “They’re used parts stores,” Tina said firmly. “Not junkyards.”

      A rose by any other name…

      “Okay, used parts,” I said, knowing that behind the lobbies and plexiglass-lined counters of her father’s used parts stores were the junkyards where the used parts came from.

      “He’s looking to expand,” Tina said.

      “More junkyards?” I asked, unable to help myself. “Or more junk in the same lots?”

      “He’s looking to buy out some competitors,” Tina said, exasperation mounting in her voice. As if I was being deliberately obtuse, and maybe I was. She continued, “Other used parts stores. There’ll be opportunities as soon as you learn the ropes.”

      “What kind of opportunities?” I asked, not really caring what the answer might be but unable to fill the suddenly claustrophobic air between us with anything else. “What kind of job is this?”

      “A job that pays!” Tina snapped, her green eyes now filled with fury. “A job with a future! A job where you aren’t hanging around drug dealers and whores all day long! A job where you aren’t just a low-life private eye playing Peeping Freaking Tom to get the goods on cheating spouses. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I sat there frozen. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “You bitch about that shit all the time,” Tina said. “All the losers in that bar. The assholes you have to work for and all the boring surveillance cases. The hours of throwing out mediocre hands at the poker table only to have some donkey bust your premium hand. Those are your exact words for your life!

      “So I go to bat for you and what do you do? You spit on the offer! You act like working with my father is like collecting garbage or pumping septic tanks!” Tina leaned so close her nose was only inches from mine. At any other time, the lavender smell of her perfume would have been erotic as hell. “As if that dive you practically live in is a palace compared to my father’s fucking junkyard! There, are you happy now? I said it. Junkyard, junkyard, junkyard!”

      She leaned back, crossed her arms, and glared.

      I looked around and saw people at the surrounding tables staring at us in morbid fascination, like rubberneckers unable to tear their eyes away from a gruesome accident on the highway. She hadn’t been yelling, but the venom of her words had been impossible to miss at even normal volume. No doubt, someone would eventually start recording on their phone and the video would go viral.

      Would I be wearing the not-yet-ordered Burrata, the Carpaccio, or the Polpetti? All of the above? Or would the viral event happen before the appetizers arrived and I would only be coated with crusts from the Italian bread with olive oil and an expensive glass of Cabernet thrown in my face?

      “Do you even know what you want out of life?” Tina asked.

      It was a good question. And one for which I didn’t have a great answer.

      But I certainly knew what I didn’t want. I had no interest in a nine-to-five job in corporate America, wearing a suit and tie with three-hundred-dollar shoes, selling who knows what and being nothing more than a human hamster on a hamster wheel spinning faster and faster but going nowhere. And even if I didn’t need a suit and tie to work for Tina’s father, I could recognize that proposed life as one being trapped on a hamster wheel.

      Emilio arrived and asked if we were ready to order. I sat with every muscle tensed and waited to see if Tina would just storm off. Dinner over. Relationship over. See you later, Mick, and don’t let the door hit you too hard in the ass.

      Instead, she flashed a frozen smile. “Order the appetizers, my dear.”

      So I ordered four of them. I added grilled octopus to the Burrata, Carpaccio, and Polpetti. Might as well go out in a blaze of glory. Take that, my dear!

      When Emilio left, Tina lifted her wine glass, pursed her lips, and said, “Here’s to the great Mick Flanagan. For now and forevermore, nothing but a total fucking loser. And proud of it.”

      Subtle.

      I clinked my wine glass to hers. “Hear, hear.”

      Under her breath, but just loud enough for me to hear her, she muttered one word.

      Asshole.

      Call me Nostradamus, but I didn’t like our chances of making it to a celebration dinner for Anniversary Year Two.
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        * * *

      

      The Dinner from Hell continued into the main course. Both of us were too stubborn to get up and walk out. We were here, so dammit, we were going to tough it out. The food and wine were spectacular. And there was always the possibility of some mind-blowing makeup sex.

      We ate, drank, and glared at each other. Then did more of the same. Rinse and repeat.

      Some people under stress lose their appetite. Not me. I become ravenous. I don’t want just a hamburger; I want the entire cow. Tina is almost as bad with wine. So while Tina picked at her food, she attacked the wine and stared at me in disbelief. I all but lapped the juices off the appetizer plates, then dove into my main course, “pasture-raised veal ossobuco with saffron risotto carnaroli alla Milanese.”

      I was halfway through it, thinking of the chocolate torta caprese or the panna cotta for dessert—hell, I’d probably get them both—when my phone vibrated in my pocket. Any other time, I’d have let it buzz away. Wouldn’t have even looked at it. But now, it had the makings of a Get-Out-Of-Jail-Free card.

      “This might be important,” I said, as I pulled out the phone and saw an unrecognized number. In my business, that could mean anything.

      I cocked my head and waited for Tina’s approval.

      “Go right ahead,” she said, flipping an upturned hand in the air with disgust matched by her fake smile. “Break this wonderfully romantic mood. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Hello,” I said warily into the phone.

      “Hey, Mick, it’s Zeke.”

      That stopped me cold. This couldn’t be good. I hadn’t heard from him since our encounter at Original Sin over a month ago. I asked the question even though I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

      “Hey buddy, I’m in the middle of something. Any chance I could call you back in a couple hours?”

      “Um… no,” Zeke said. “I’m in jail.”

      “What?”

      I shot to my feet, almost knocking my chair over. Looking to Tina, I held an index finger up—give me a minute—and got a look of either understanding or resignation. I strode the thirty yards to the hallway leading to the restrooms.

      “Yeah, I’m in jail, and I need your help, man,” Zeke said. “I need to get out of here. I got nowhere else to turn.”

      “What happened? Are you all right?”

      He didn’t answer either question.

      “I was kind of wondering,” Zeke said. “I know it’s a big ask, but… any chance you could bail me out?”

      “What?” I’d heard him, of course. But there was no other instinctive response. Leaning against the papered wall outside the rest room, I shook my head as if to clear the cobwebs. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing! That’s the thing!”

      A predictable response to my predictable question. In my line of business, no one ever seems to think they’re guilty.

      “What do they have you for?” I asked.

      “They say me and somebody else knocked off a Mom and Pop pharmacy. A big guy like me and either a really small guy or a woman. Came in wearing ski masks and took off with some shit. But I didn’t do it, Mick. I swear it.”

      “Let me guess,” I said with a sinking heart. “To get their Oxy.”

      “That’s what the cops say, and I know what you’re thinking. You don’t need no evidence. You’re sure I’m guilty. But I didn’t do it.”

      “A Mom and Pop pharmacy,” I said.  “Let me guess again. Because the big chains use time-delay safes.”

      There had been so many pharmacy robberies that the big chains had all installed time-delay safes so it was physically impossible to turn over Oxy or other opioids to a gun-wielding thief. Not unless the thief was willing to hang around for the programmed wait time before the safe would open.

      “I dunno. I guess so,” Zeke said. “But it wasn’t me. Honest.”

      “Why do I find that hard to believe?” I asked, shaking my head.

      “I know I’m a fuckup, Mick. I should have taken you up on your offer. Maybe there’s a chance I could have gotten clean, although I gotta say I doubt it. But you gotta believe me, man. I didn’t do this. I’ve always been square with you. I ain’t lying now.”

      That much was true. My brother in the Pain Train had always been honest with me. But people change, especially those with substance abuse issues. I wished he was standing there with me instead of conversing over a telephone line so I could look him in the eye and get a read on him. If not for my history with him, he had guilty written all over his sorry ass.

      “No alibi?” I asked, suspecting the answer.

      “No,” Zeke said, his voice filled with despair. “I was alone. High as a fucking kite.”

      Silence filled the air. I drew a deep breath.

      “How much is the bail?” I asked.

      When he told me, my jaw practically dropped to the floor. “I don’t have that kind of money! Not even close. Not even enough to cover a bail bondsman.”

      “Come on, Mick. I’m desperate here. I gotta get out of here. You can’t imagine what the first night here was like. The withdrawal, man, I wanted to claw my fucking skin off. If I’d had a gun, I would have blown my brains out, swear to God.”

      “How long you been there?”

      “A couple days. I dunno. Feels like forever. It’s a fucking nightmare!”

      I wondered if he’d gotten past the worst of the withdrawal or had bartered his way to some pills. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Why’s the bail so high?” I asked.

      “Armed robbery. I guess a warning shot got fired,” Zeke said. “So the DA is setting an example.”

      I wasn’t sure if the prison officials were recording the conversation, and had to assume they were, but I had to ask the question. The DA certainly would.

      “How’d you know about the warning shot if you didn’t do it?” I asked.

      “From the arraignment. And what the cops said when they interrogated me. Mick, I’m a fuckup, but have I ever lied to you? Ever?”

      With a heavy heart, I answered. “I know, man. I just don’t have that kind of money. Not even close.”

      I thought of Burnout, who certainly had that kind of money and lots more to boot. I belatedly realized I’d never given Zeke my cell number. I’d given him no business card because he’d wanted nothing from me. At least, not then. And the official listings of my private eye business all specify a recorded land line. I don’t post my cell number publicly and allow every asshole I’ve ever pissed off to call me at three in the morning.

      “Just wondering,” I said. “How’d you even get my number?”

      “What?”

      “How’d you get this number to call?”

      A long silence hung in the air.

      “From Burnout.”
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        * * *

      

      When I got back to the table, Tina was gone. She’d used my absence as her own Get-Out-Of-Jail-Free card and completed the swing of the pendulum of my life back to the lowest of lows. With a heart already heavy from my conversation with Zeke, I read her note printed in small, neat block letters on a slip of plain white paper.

      Mick,

      I don’t know what to think about you. About us. Our good times are great, but our bad times suck beyond belief. I don’t understand you at all. It’s like you want to be a degenerate.

      I need time alone to sort this out. I thought I loved you. Now, I’m confused.

      Don’t call me. I’ll call you.
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