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Righteous


 


It was late night—or perhaps just
too late. Those who had somewhere to go and someone to go there with were long
gone, their tables already bussed, with chairs stacked upside down on them. The
cocktail waitresses had counted their fortunes, and the barkeep had his jacket
on. They all had anywhere else to be. Yet we were still honkin’ heavy with a
savage swing. It was righteous.


I probably would have wrapped it up
sooner if it weren’t for the red-hot redhead sitting ringside. She perched on
the edge of her chair, legs crossed, back arched as to present the artillery.
She was an ample sample of femininity to say the least. And whoever poured her
into that green dress had obviously forgotten to say “when.” Man, she looked
righteous.


She had that come-hither sparkle in
her eye. That look a musician lives for, gets hooked on and lost in long after
life loses its luster. That look that promises thrills. That look that’s so
often followed by trouble, jealousy and fists. But it appeared her date had
gone a few extra rounds with Jim Beam. He was face down on the table, out cold,
his hand still wrapped around Jim’s last gasp.


She blew me a kiss. I caught it and
reciprocated with a wink. She was ready to go and I needed a place to stay. I
shot wink number two towards the drummer who wound us down to a finish. I wiped
my horn and threw it in its case. I slipped on my jacket as I walked to her
table.


“Ready to go?” I asked. No point in
being coy; it was late.


“What about him?” she said, looking
at the pile slumped next to her.


“Throw him in a cab and meet me out
front.”


“A gentleman would offer to help a
lady.”


“A gentleman wouldn’t try and make
time with another guy’s girlfriend.”


“Wife,” she said. “He’s my
husband.”


I chuckled a little. “Whatever you
say, toots. You oughta lose the zero and get with a hero.”


Her face went cold. She pursed her
lips. She slapped me hard. I slapped her right back. 


Suddenly a million pretty little stars
appeared everywhere accompanied by the ringing of a loud bell. Hubby had
rallied and pulled a Pearl Harbor on me with a chair. Apparently Jim Beam
hadn’t been as thorough as I thought. The stars faded to black...lights out.


 


***


 


The pounding in my head woke me up
on the sidewalk. There was blood in my hair and things were a little blurry. My
drummer was pacing back and forth in front of me, taking quick, angry drags off
his cigarette. He looked steamed.


“I quit,” he said.


“What the hell for?” I tried to sit
up.


“The numbers don’t add up.”


My head was really beginning to
pound. “Whaddaya talking about?” I said.


“I had to settle up while you took
your nap here on the sidewalk, and he paid me the hundred bucks a man he says
he’s been paying us for the last year and a half. You’ve been paying us sixty.”
He flicked his cigarette at me and spit on the sidewalk. “You’re a scumbag,” he
said and walked off.


“Yeah, well, try and find another
cat who plays like me,” I shouted as I struggled to my feet. “I play it righteous.”
The words echoed in my head as if it were a cavern; righteous...righteous...


Three a.m. 


Nowhere to go.


No one to go there with.


I needed a drink.


I headed toward the Emanon, a dive
that made most dives look like the Waldorf. It was situated beneath the bridge
where the train galloped on its brief sojourns above ground before snaking back
into the bowels of the city. I’d spent a week there one night years ago and
hadn’t been back since. 


If I was lucky, it would still be
open. 


If I was lucky, I could still get a
drink.


If I was lucky, maybe I’d get
lucky.


“Righteous...righteous” was getting
louder and was now echoing down the street, no longer confined to my skull.


 


...The eyes of the Lord are on
the righteous and His ears are attentive to their cry...


 


The preacher stood atop his
suitcase outside the Emanon bellowing, waving his bible over his head and
pointing at all the sinners that weren’t there. He wore a black suit that
looked slept in. His hair was slicked back save for a stray lock across his
damp forehead. His eyes burned dark and intense. When his fingers weren’t
accusing, they snapped in sort of a sweet Beat kinda way; catechism with a
cadence. I had heard these bible-beaters before, but this was kinda swingin’. I
stopped to listen.


 


...The Lord’s curse is on the
house of the wicked, but He blesses the home of the righteous...


 


He singled me out. It wasn’t hard;
I was the only one there.


“Art thou wicked, or art thou
righteous?” he asked me


“I art righteous, man,” I replied.
“You oughta hear me play sometime.”


 


...The righteous man leads a
blameless life, blessed are his children after him...


 


“Well, I ain’t blameless, that’s
for sure,” I said.


The preacher dialed down the volume
and looked sadly at me. His fire and anger melted into disappointment.


“Then you are not righteous, son,”
he said.


I suppose there ain’t a whole
helluva lot of his type of righteousness walking the streets this late at
night, but what did he know of my righteousness, this man of God?


He started back in, riffin’ and
rollin’ on his whole righteous bit as I headed for my own righteous oblivion.


The neon sign in the Emanon’s
window flickered “Ope.” I walked inside. 


The place was crowded and smoky. It
reeked sweaty and stale. The din of endless hustles, delirious diatribes, junky
tantrums, sub rosa one-on-ones and incoherent rants assailed my ears. This was
where the bad times rolled.


The jukebox on the far wall tried
its best to be heard above it all but was doing a better job holding up the
hooker jamming quarters into it as she shouted obscenities at the floor. 


Booths along the wall were filled
with those employed by the various industries that open their doors after
midnight; shifty, shady, shameless characters. A pimp speaking in a loud
whisper as the girl he was with tried to twist her arm free, a he/she
pretending to check his/her lipstick as he/she spied on the room in a broken
compact mirror, and three greasy degenerates making plans. It was clear none of
them trusted one another enough to pull off whatever caper they had in mind.
They’d all be in jail or dead by the end of the week, the lot of ’em.


You don’t look anybody in the eye
here. I made my way across the sticky floor toward the bar and collided head on
with five feet of too much makeup and not enough dress. The dress and its
contents said woman, but the cigarette, the heels, the spatula’d makeup all
said too young and trying too hard.


“Looking for company?” she slurred.


“Isn’t this a school night?” I
asked. “How old are you?”


“Fifteen,” she shot back as if
that’s what she thought I wanted to hear.


“Really? Fifteen year olds who can
do what a guy like me wants the way I want it done have been doing it with a
funny uncle or brother or step-dad since they were ten and are a one-way ticket
to jail and/or the clinic.”


She didn’t give up that easy.


“I can do things to you that you’ve
only read about,” she said. 


“I don’t read. Scram.”


I copped a squat at the bar.


This is where you roosted if you
flew solo. Inevitably some gal would try to make friends or some hustler had
something to sell, but for the most part you could sit there and vanish. 


I ordered a scotch with a beer
chaser. I gunned them both and snapped my fingers for the bartender.


“Encore,” I said. 


He slid round two in front of me.


“Howsabout you, chum?” he asked the
guy wearing pajamas next to me. “The first one was on the house. You want
another?”


“I ain’t got any money,” he said
almost choking on the words.


I was beginning to feel a little
better but the preacher’s words were still dancing in my head. 


 


...And Jesus said: I desire
mercy, not sacrifice. For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners...


 


“What the hell,” I said. “This
one’s on me, pal. I’ve had a rough night, too.”


He grabbed the dirty mug and began
lapping at it before it barely had a chance to leave the bartender’s hand. He
clutched it close like a dog with a bone. He was shaking and sweating
profusely.


“What’s your story, pal?” I asked.
“Why the evening wear?”


He didn’t answer.


The hag to my left spoke up.


“The Emanon’s customer appreciation
policy,” she said through teeth that looked like a skyline.


“I don’t follow...”


She cackled.


“He just come from St.
 Vincent’s,” she said. “The Franciscan Fathers run St. Vincent’s hospital
downtown. Drunks get sent there as a last ditch effort to sober up. If not,
their next stop is the morgue.”


She cackled some more as she pulled
money out of a wallet and stuffed it in her blouse. She gave the pictures
inside a quick once-over before tossing it on the floor. I instinctively felt
for my billfold.


“What’s with this customer
appreciation policy?” I asked.


“You come to the Emanon with your
release papers or show up in St. Vincent pajamas and your first drink is on the
house.”


I looked back over at ol’ PJs. His
glass was empty, and he was sobbing. I looked back to the hag but she was gone.
So was the change I had left on the bar.


Two drunks behind me were singing
loudly, the degenerate meeting in the booth had degenerated into a fistfight,
the he/she was making out with a clueless collegiate as his buddies looked on
in hysterics, and everything—the smell, the noise, the desperation—seemed to be
turned all the way up.


This whole scene was righteously
low down.


I ordered another drink.


Righteous.


I got to thinking.


Righteous.


I ordered another drink


I got mad. Righteously mad.


Thirty years of petty crimin’,
two-timin’, moochin’, smoochin’, usin’, abusin’, scammin’, shammin’, with a
general lack of responsibility or concern for anyone, I was anything but
righteous myself.


I got up a little unsteady from the
booze and my dead-end epiphany.


Righteous.


The jukebox honked more honky tonk.


I made it down the narrow hall,
past the couple doing their vertical interpretation of the horizontal mambo, to
the men’s room. The jailbait who gave me the come-on was out on the floor next
to the urinal. Knocked out? Passed out? Who knows? Just out.


I turned on the sink and puked in
it. I immediately felt better. I splashed rusty water on my face. I lit a
cigarette and looked in the mirror, searching for a righteous man.


I lit another cigarette and threw
them both in the garbage along with a big handful of paper towels. I leaned it
against the stall where the chipped paint immediately lit up. I straightened my
tie and headed back to the bar.


“C’mon,” I said to PJs. “We’re getting
outta here.”


I took him by the arm and we both
stumbled out.


PJs helped me drag the heavy steel
newspaper rack towards the Emanon. We jammed it up against the door where it
wedged under the doorknob.


I could still hear the preacher in
full orchestration. We followed the sound of his voice.


 


...The name of the Lord is a
strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe...


 


He recognized me as I pulled out my
horn. PJs leaned against the wall and slowly began to slide to the ground as if
he were melting. I could smell smoke.


 


...For Christ died for our sins
once for all the righteous, for the unrighteous, to bring you to God...


 


“I dig you, preacher,” I said.
“You’re a righteous cat.”


The preacher’s fingers stopped
snapping and he pointed directly at me.


“Have you ever done one righteous
deed?”


I looked at him and smiled. 


“Just dig this,” I said and I began
to play.


Flames began licking out of the
Emanon’s barred windows. The faint sound of screaming inside was drowned out by
a beautiful symphony of the preacher, PJs’ uncontrollable laughter, the passing
train, the approaching sirens and my horn.


“Have you ever done one righteous
deed?” he repeated.


“I just did, preacher,” I said. “I
just did.” 


 


Back to TOC


 










 


 


Mr. Nice Guy Calling


 


Mr. Nice Guy was hardly a nice guy.
He was mobster muscle, murder for hire. A wiry fellow, he wasn’t big like most
gangster gorillas, but would stop at nothing to get his point across. There was
a modest legion of widows and ex-girlfriends who got the point when their
husbands and boyfriends didn’t. Mr. Nice Guy dressed impeccably and carried
himself with confidence so cool it was borderline frigid. He exuded charm and
relaxed those around him. But the affability meant nothing. He was a sociopath
and a straight-up killer.


However, he got pinned with the
nick-name for unsolicited niceties—often done on the sneak. 


He’d crack himself up picking up
the tab for some bum bellied up to the lunch counter just to watch him search
the joint looking for a hitch. He’d tune some joker up who was running behind
on payments and leave him with a sawbuck. His penchant for violence had a
certain cinematic charm, yet he had no problem getting his hands or natty duds
bloody. Consequently, he was paid handsomely, and spent lavishly. But it wasn’t
all booze and broads, the man was downright charitable...if you looked past his
sinister contempt and ill intent. Mr. Nice Guy did the right thing for the
wrong reasons. 


Little League uniforms, a widow’s
wedding ring returned from the pawnshop, new bikes at the orphanage one year...he
did it all selfishly, to upset the cosmic balance, to blow people’s low
expectations to hell; give them false hope in an otherwise utter nothingness.


He hated these fools; suckers who
were always throwing themselves a pity party when reality rained on their
parade. It was as if they were surprised. Mr. Nice Guy had been around long
enough to know it’s the high times and the good luck that were scarce. And when
happy days came out of the blue, it unscrewed the average Joe’s head. 


You might have thought his behavior
was for leverage; bargaining chips for the sweet by and by, a tribute paid to a
god who might actually be there. But it was a comedic compulsion. It was all
for laughs...a big goddamned joke. Mr. Nice Guy was full of malicious charity
and nothing more. And now he had double-crossed his boss, who wasn’t such a
nice guy.


 


***


 


Mr. Nice Guy sparked a Lark and
rang the front desk for an outside line. The operator picked up as he shook the
match dead and let out a cloud of smoke. He had been in this motel room for two
days and was starting to get squirrely. He needed to make tracks. But he was
tired of running and was running out of places to run to. He had ripped off his
boss—who aimed to kill him as much out of principle for making an unapproved
withdrawal as stealing his dame. Money and mobsters, dollars and dames.
There’re usually dollars, but there’s always a dame.


However this dish was cold and her
boyfriend—Mr. Nice Guy’s boss—was making arrangements for Mr. Nice Guy to join
her in cemetery bliss. His boss had put the word to the street, and now every
low-life skell, two-bit hustler, as well as the killers on his payroll, was hot
on Mr. Nice Guy’s trail...a trail out of town paved with the boss’ bread. They
would be closing in before too long. Mr. Nice Guy could feel the heat. 


He cocked his hat back, scratched
his head and sank into the worn chair by the window of his motel room. It was
littered with empty Chinese take-out cartons and a few spent bottles strewn
about like dead soldiers. Whatever color the carpet was now, it had started out
as something considerably brighter. There were stains on the peeling wallpaper
and he’d seen cleaner toilets in county lock-up. The whole room looked as if it
had plenty of practice as a crime scene. The air stunk stagnant and stale. He
placed the loaded .45 on the desk next to the phone and loosened his tie. He
waited impatiently for his party to answer.


“C’mon, c’mon,” he said, drumming
his fingers.


The other end finally picked up
with a click, and he smiled big.


“Heya, George,” he said. George was
one of his pals who cashed in and got out of the game and the country without a
toe tag. George’s voice crackled sharp and loud over the receiver, bouncing off
the walls in a mixed-up echo. Mr. Nice Guy winced and held the phone a few
inches from his ear. 


 


***


 


“I dunno, Georgie, I dunno. Tellin’
lies, breakin’ hearts...Actually I’m in Chicago...Well, you were right. I
should’ve gotten out when you did. I’ll bet you’re there right now parked under
a cabana next to some delicious Dominican doll, drinking something fruity with
a straw...You lucky bastard...Me? No, I’m afraid it’s too late. I’m in trouble.
Big trouble. Sal’s after me...I screwed up...Blame it on the dame if you want.
Blame it on Sal, blame it on me. I just had to be Mr. Nice Guy...Well you know
Isabelle, right? Sal’s girl? ...That’s right. The brunette knockout with a
brain that wouldn’t start and legs that wouldn’t quit? ...Not a stripper but a
dancer of some sort. Well, the bastard killed her. Just like that.”


 


***


 


Besides eliminating, separating,
ventilating and cremating folks who did or didn’t deserve it, Mr. Nice Guy, as
the others in his crew, did whatever their boss, Salvatore “Scorch” Scorcia wanted.
So when things went sideways between Sal and Louis Zambito over a joint wire
service scam, Sal took a powder for Miami until things cooled off or in the
case of Louis Zambito, knocked off. And since bringing a date to a town where
he had plenty of bathing beauties on the menu would have been like bringing
sand to the beach, he left Isabelle behind. He left several thugs to the task
of sending Zambito to the shroud tailor, and Mr. Nice Guy in charge of whatever
Isabelle needed, wanted or did.


He was reduced to a chauffeur as
she took advantage of Sal’s absence. She was spoiled, but Mr. Nice Guy was
still going to show her a good time. Those around him were laying odds he’d
screw up and trip over his own dick, unless he could keep it in his pants. 


 


***


 


“I know, I know. But look, turns
out he was knocking her around and kept her on a short leash; a real raw deal
for such a swell piece...Just drove her around mostly...To her mothers,
shopping, wherever she wanted...Of course, that’s what everyone said...No, what
am I, crazy? ...Well, in a way, but it didn’t happen like you’d think...I swear
to God, I was strictly business, I was a goddamned Boy Scout. On the level, I
never even kissed her...Of course you don’t, but I’m tellin’ ya the truth. I
was courteous but played it iceberg when she tried to get social. But George,
I’m only human and this chick was all kinds of beautiful...and lonely...Little?
More like a king-sized crush. I spent more than a couple evenings filling the
tub with ice and just sitting in it...I’m serious. Yes, ice. So I gets the
bright idea, figured I’d have a little fun, give her the Mr. Nice Guy treatment...Well,
at the time it did. As the flowers started arriving with mash notes attached,
her mood started to come around. She got a taste of how she should be treated.
She glowed. Her secret admirer had her wound up with maximum twitterpation...Romance,
exactly. Problem was I was falling for it, too. Figured I could maybe cash in,
you know?...You don’t have to tell me. Look, I knew I could never pay her price
in the long haul, and besides Sal would’ve had me fitted for a wooden kimono,
post haste...No, nothing...Exactly...Because the whole thing blew up in my
face, that’s why.”


 


***


 


Mr. Nice Guy got the call last
Wednesday night. He had dropped off Isabelle at the penthouse and had just
finished his current ice-in-the-tub regimen when the phone jangled angry and
loud. It was Sal.


He knew his boss would be coming
back, he just didn’t think it would be this soon. As far as he knew, Zambito was
still breathing air amongst the living. What could have brought Sal back early?
Could one of his associates have dimed? Mr. Nice Guy was nervous. Sal screamed
orders over the phone. That didn’t help.


So Mr. Nice Guy got dressed, put on
his poker face, checked his gun—and the snub nose he had in a garter strap—and
high-tailed it over to the penthouse and uncertainty.


The door was open when he got
there. Sal was throwing a king-sized tantrum. A huge vase smashed against the
wall sending water, bits of glass and floral shrapnel everywhere while two big,
almost identical goons sat at the dining room table, unfazed, counting a big
stash of cash. Mr. Nice Guy didn’t recognize them but assumed they were from Miami
on account of their golden glow. They didn’t look up when he came in, just kept
flipping through that pile of green on the table.


Sal wasn’t making any sense. It
sounded to Mr. Nice Guy as if he were howling. He was red in the face, stomping
about enraged, swinging his arms, punching walls, upending furniture. His shirt
was unbuttoned, torn and spattered with blood. 


That’s when he saw her.


Isabelle was dead.


She was splayed out on the floor
with one leg up on the couch, her dress was half off and torn...it was awful.
Her face was black and blue and blank with an ugly gash across her forehead.
Blood had begun to pool around her head on the marble floor. His stomach
lurched and he fought the urge to puke. He almost lost and swallowed hard. His
head was spinning. A cold fear ran through him as he tried to focus and feign
nonchalance. Sal was shouting something at him as the two twin Floridians
donned their coats. Mr. Nice Guy’s thoughts were all scrambled. He had gotten
her killed. And now he was being told he had to get rid of her body. 


He and the golden gorillas rolled
her limp body up in the carpet and carried it down the fire escape to where he
had parked the car in the alley. All the while he tried to get a bead on their
intentions. He couldn’t figure them out.


 


***


 


“See, that’s what I couldn’t figure
out. These guys didn’t say word one to me; not a goddamn thing, which seemed a
little hinkey. And they kept eyeballing me funny. For all I knew, Sal had
figured his own version of two plus two, and it added up to minus me. And these
goons were gonna do the subtraction...No, I don’t think so. I had parked the Lincoln
in the alley. I went ahead and popped the trunk. As we heaved Isabelle’s limp
body into the trunk, I saw one of them wink to the other...No, he definitely
winked.” 


 


***


 


That wink was his cue. Mr. Nice
Guy’s instincts kicked in, and in one fluid motion he pulled out his .45 and
shot them both in the head; two shots apiece. Four shots rang out, two bodies
fell. Four deafening shots followed by an eerie silence interrupted only by Mr.
Nice Guy’s breathing.


Struggling, he heaved the two
additional bodies one at a time into his trunk with a grunt and slammed it
shut. He looked around. The four shots had reverberated like a canon amplified
and intensified as their report ricocheted down the alley. Loud, but not
entirely out of place in this part of town at this hour. Cops figured gunshots
meant the situation was sorting itself out and citizens tended to stay away
from their windows and mind their own business when scores were being settled,
contracts terminated, tickets punched. 


Mr. Nice Guy needed to see if he
held one of those tickets. Sal could have wanted Mr. Nice Guy’s removal for two
reasons: he suspected Mr. Nice Guy was Isabelle’s secret admirer or that Mr.
Nice Guy was lax on the job and allowed a rogue Romeo into the fold. Or maybe
he just blew his stack with Isabelle for any number of reasons. He needed to
see Sal’s face, look him in the eye. If after hearing the gunshots, he appeared
the least bit surprised to see Mr. Nice Guy stroll in the room sans perforation
or unlike the two goons in his trunk—with the back of his head intact—he’d know
he’d made the right choice dispatching them on a holiday to harpland. The
question of course then was what to do next. Split? Kill Sal? He had to make a
decision fast. 


He headed up the back stairs, his
gun out, his time running out. He eased silently along the wall to the
penthouse door. The hollow pop, wheeze and grind of snoring came from inside.
He cautiously pushed the door open with the barrel of his gun and made his way
inside. Sal was out cold on the couch clutching a half empty bottle of Johnny
Walker Red in one hand and a picture of Isabelle in the other. 


Without thinking twice, Mr. Nice
Guy gathered up all the money on the table and shoved it in the satchel it had
come in. It was the most money he’d ever seen—all big bills. Nothing but Franklins and Grants grinning back at him. He buckled the bulging bag shut and skedaddled.



He hailed a taxi where initially
the driver threatened to throw him out when he asked to be driven Cleveland. Two thousand in cash changed the crabby cabbie’s mind. It also got Mr. Nice Guy
to Cleveland in three hours, instead of the standard four, and gave the driver
a story for the grandkids. Thus began the ride of Mr. Nice Guy.


He bought a new car for cash in Cleveland and continued his journey of uncertainty. He had to keep moving. Sal would have
guys like him hot on his trail, but by the time he made Chicago, he was spent.
He set up camp at The Regal Hotel in Chicago.


 


***


 


“Yeah, fairly plush. But hey, you
know the way neon signs flashing through the shades looks so cool in the
movies? Well, I’m here to tell you, it ain’t so cool, especially when you’re
trying to sleep or trying to forget...That’s what I though. So I went down to
the lounge...A drink, some company, I don’t know. It’s always been a Sadie
Hawkins dance anyway, you know?...We think we’re large and in charge, but these
chicks...they hold all the cards. Who do we think we’re fooling? George, I knew
this all along and knew it even when this skirt winked at me. She was obviously
on the financially motivated stroll, but I fell for it just the same. I bought
her enough drinks to make me sufficiently handsome and convincing and brought
her back to my room...Well, you know me. We did the mattress dance for an hour
or two. Just what I needed. When I woke up in the morning, she was already in
the shower. I went down to the coffee shop to get some danish and some joe...Yeah,
yeah, I know, and all that money, but I was hoping for an encore of the
previous night’s performance. I came back to the room and heard her on the
phone before I could put my key in the door. All I could make out was ‘Mr. Nice
Guy...Yeah, I’m sure’...and something like ‘I’ll keep him busy ’til you get here.’...What
could I do, George? I walked in as she was hanging up. She tried to cop the
casual act, said it was her mother. I went to my coat pulled out my pistol and
pressed it to the little dime-dropper’s forehead. I pulled back the hammer...No,
she didn’t see that coming...No, Mr. Nice Guy couldn’t pull the trigger. Came
close. He did crack her in the head and tie her up though...Oh, and I left her
a thousand bucks...Yup. Mr. goddamned Nice Guy...I dunno. I had to evaporate
quick-like, so I moved to a motel just outside of downtown to plan my next move...It’s
still yet to be determined. I’ll be a target in any major metropolis I stop in.
Besides these guys are relentless; hell-bent on singing me a chorus of the lead
slug lullaby. I oughta know, I’m one of them. Oh, I forgot to mention, I left
Sal to the tune of just over a half a million dollars...I may just take you up
on that. I appreciate the offer. But I just wanted to catch up with you pal.
Maybe I just wanted a record of what’s gone down. Maybe this is just my
confession...Well thank you, padre. Stay outta the sun.”


 


***


 


There was a knock at the door. Mr.
Nice Guy went over to it and squinted through the peephole. The safety chain
rattled as he unhitched it to open the door.


“Hola, Lupe,” he said. A moment
passed before he thanked her and shut the door. He threw the fresh towels on
the bed. He picked up the phone and dialed the front desk, reaching back to
massage his stiff neck.


“I need you to hold me a cab out
front,” he said. “I’m going to the airport. Wait five minutes after I leave and
then call an ambulance. Somebody’s been shot.”


Through the slats on the little
closet door, I saw him lean over, cradle the receiver and spin around, a pistol
in his outstretched hand. Three shots rang out, splintering though the door. I
felt a sharp pain in my leg and in my side and pitched forward though the
busted-up wood. I fell to my knees.


Mr. Nice Guy kicked the gun from my
hand and stood over me, smiling. Blood was beginning to soak through my shirt.
I looked at the blood on my hands. I felt faint. 


“Heya, Floyd,” he said. “Figured
I’d run into you eventually.”


“How the hell did you know I was in
there?” I asked.


Mr. Nice Guy laughed.


“The housekeeper told me,” he said.
“And judging by the reaction my voice got from the front desk man, he told you
I was here.”


“That sonofabitch. I slid him a
C-note,” I said.


“Well, I slid her three.”


He stepped past me and reached up
into the closet. He came out with a large satchel. He reached in and pulled out
a packet of bills, tossing it at me as he made for the door.


“Don’t try to be a nice guy, Floyd,”
he said. “There’s no money in it.”
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