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        For Josslyn Rausch, the real-life Layla.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Do not fuck with someone until you know exactly who the fuck you're fucking with. And then don't do it.”

        —Don Winslow, Savages

      

      

      

      
        
        “Murder's a sin.”

        “Depends on who you do it to.”

        —Dennis Lehane, Gone Baby, Gone

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Stick around for bonus prequel story “The Silver Lining” immediately following the end of the novel.

      

      

      

      TRIGGER WARNING: If you're a person who can be triggered by fictitious actions and fictitious statements made by fictitious people, those triggers are likely in this book. This is a book about bad people doing bad things.
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      Tony and Angela were sitting on a park bench in the middle of Dueweke Park, staring up at the stars, when Tony said, “I've got something to talk to you about.”

      Angela looked at him. Even in the dark, she looked radiant. Her eyes caught a glint of light from a distant street lamp, and for the briefest moment, sparkled. “What is it, Tony?”

      He stood, surprising her. He got down on one knee and reached into his pocket. Angela raised her hand to her mouth, gasping. “You're not doing what I think you're doing—”

      Tony raised the ring box between them. He opened it, and like Angela's eyes, the diamond on the ring caught a glint of light and sparkled. Staring at the ring, Angela started to speak, but Tony spoke over her. “I love you with every fiber of my being…”

      “Tony.”

      “Will you, Angela De Lorenzo, marry me and make me the happiest man on the planet?”

      Overcome with joy, she smiled the biggest, whitest smile she'd ever smiled. There were tears in her eyes, and even though she wasn't one to squeal, and had in fact never squealed before, Angela squealed.

      “Does that mean yes?”

      Angela threw her arms around him. “Yes, yes, yes, Tony! Of course I'll marry you!” She leaned forward and kissed him. Once they concluded their kiss, he said, “Now you're gonna have to tell your father about us.”

      Angela bit her lip. “I guess you're right. We can't really keep it a secret anymore, can we?”

      An hour later, they were inside Tony's apartment, standing in the doorway to his bedroom, kissing madly. They kept the bedroom light off, but there was light streaming in from the hall. Neither Tony nor Angela said a word. They just continued kissing, stripping off clothes as they did.

      Finally, Tony was naked and Angela was wearing only her bra and panties. Still kissing, they let their bodies fall onto the bed. Tony rolled Angela onto her back. Propping himself up to look into her eyes, he smiled. “Hello, Mrs. Donato.”

      “Hello to you, Mr. Donato,” she purred.

      “You look…”

      He let the words hang there, and Angela said, “I look like what?”

      “Good enough to eat.”

      And Angela, the girl who had never squealed before tonight, squealed a second time. Tony sat back on his legs, looking down at her. Then he reached both hands down to her panties, grabbing the sides, and ripped them off, tossing them to the floor.

      He climbed on top of her, straddling her. Penetrating her. They moaned simultaneously, and Tony began to thrust. Angela, eager to assist, wiggled beneath his weight. They worked as one, finding their rhythm, doing their best to pleasure one another. As they made love, they felt as though their bodies had intertwined, becoming one.

      Immersed in the experience, neither of them heard the sound of the closet door open.

      As Tony continued thrusting himself into Angela, the intruder behind him, dressed in black with only his face exposed, crept toward the naked, writhing couple.

      “Oh, yes, Tony!” Angela cried out. “Oh, yes, yes! Fuck me hard, Tony! Fuck me harder!”

      Still pounding himself into her, Tony said, “You like that, don't you?”

      “Oh, yes, oh…yes, yes, yes!”

      “You've been a bad girl, haven't you?”

      “Yes!” Angela cried out. “I've been bad. Sooooo bad!”

      The intruder, a knife in his hand, was standing right behind Tony. Oblivious, Tony said, “Do you know what I do to naughty girls? Do you know what I do?”

      Angela opened her eyes to look up at Tony. When she did, she saw the intruder over his shoulder. Her eyes opened wide and she erupted with a loud, piercing scream. This startled Tony, who was caught off guard. He stopped thrusting and tilted his head, looking down at her. Before he could speak, the intruder brought the blade down hard into his back. Angela screamed again.

      The intruder raised his knife and brought it swooping down again, this time into her eye.

      Then he raised the knife again.

      And again.

      And again.
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      “Has the library given you anymore problems?” Lefty Collins asked his twelve-year-old daughter, Layla. When he said this, he was referring to an incident the previous month when a nosy, busy-body librarian at the public library said she wasn't allowed to check out Chester Himes' Rage in Harlem because it was “too adult.” This had enraged Lefty, and he'd gone to the library to confront the woman.

      When he'd asked her where she got off telling his daughter what she could and could not read, the heavyset white woman had done some pearl-clutching. “Why, I, uh…”

      “You what?”

      “She's not even a teenager yet.”

      Lefty raised an eyebrow. “That's none of your business.”

      “But she's too young for that kind of material.”

      This assessment had made him even angrier. He leaned over the counter, not to be intimidating but to make his point. “Let me ask you a question. Are you her mother?”

      The woman stared at him incredulously, her mouth flapping silently. Finally, she whispered, “No, I am not.”

      “Well, I am her father,” Lefty snapped. “And I'll have you know that my daughter can read whatever the hell she damn well pleases. She's a smart kid. I assure you, she'll be just fine.”

      The woman tried another tack. “Okay then, what do I do if your little girl tries to check out something bawdy, like Tropic of Cancer?”

      Lefty grinned. “Then she'll be one Tropic of Cancer-reading twelve-year-old girl.”

      The woman looked at him as if he'd slapped her. “Don't you think that's a bit… inappropriate?”

      “No, ma'am, I don't. But I'll tell you what I do find inappropriate, and that's you acting like you know what's best for my child. Now, my daughter is out in the car. Here in a moment, she's going to come in and attempt to check out that book again. Now, ma'am, what are you going to do?”

      The woman's sagging face turned beet red and she gasped, searching for a response. When she didn't speak, Lefty repeated the question. “Come on, it's not that hard. Now, when she comes in, what are you going to do?”

      “Let her check out the book,” she said, looking beaten and deflated.

      For the past five years, Lefty had done everything he could to maintain a low-profile. Because of this, they weren't even Lefty and Layla Collins anymore. At least not here, in Oklahoma. Here in Bartlesville, they were Michael and Josslyn Green. But Lefty had broken his vow to keep his head down just this once because he wanted to make a point.

      Sitting across the kitchen table, Layla rolled her eyes. “They haven't given me any problems. In fact, the librarian looks at me like she's scared of me. And you've already asked about this half a dozen times.”

      “Well, now it's been half a dozen and one,” Lefty said. “I just wanna make sure. If my little girl wants to read Chester Himes, then by God she can read him. She can read whatever the hell she wants. This is America.”

      Layla rolled her eyes again. Seeing this, Lefty said, “Just finish your dinner.”

      Layla gave him one last look, did a half-shrug, and resumed eating her pizza. Content that the conversation was over, Lefty went back to his food as well. When Layla finished her slice, she looked up. “Daddy?”

      “What, Tator Tot?”

      Layla flashed him a murderous look. Lefty raised his palms. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I forget.”

      Lefty had called her “Tator Tot” since she was a toddler. But now she was a middle schooler—twelve going on twenty-five—and she hated the nickname.

      “Anyway,” Lefty said, “what did you need?”

      “When can we use our real names again?”

      Layla met his gaze with sad eyes, and Lefty understood. The truth was, he was tired of his fake name, too. But they had to use them. It had only been a few years before when Lefty had been a hitman. And a damned good one at that. But he and another hitter named Orlando Williams had left a couple dozen bodies in their wake while on a job in Detroit. Because of this, Lefty, Orlando, and Layla had been forced to assume new identities. They had first tried living in Kansas City, Missouri, but there were too many people there, and too much of a chance they'd be recognized. After that, they'd moved to a small city called Bartlesville, Oklahoma.

      So here they were.

      Layla looked at him with pleading eyes. “Please, Daddy,” she said, calling him “daddy,” laying it on thick. “I miss being Layla.”

      Lefty looked at her sympathetically. “I know. Trust me, I know. I miss being Lefty Collins, too, and I was Lefty Collins a long time before you were anything. But it's too dangerous. There's a video out there of your Uncle Orlando and me doing a bunch of wild shit. If we get caught—”

      “You'll go to prison for the rest of your lives,” Layla said knowingly.

      The video he was referring to was security camera footage of an alley behind an Italian restaurant. In the video, Lefty could be seen walking out of the restaurant, which was filled with dead mobsters. The video also showed him smashing the head of a gangster named Bruno De Lorenzo in a car door. And it showed Orlando shooting a former associate of Lefty's who had attempted to double-cross him. After the police had gotten hold of the footage, someone had leaked it onto the internet. After that, the video had amassed a few million views in a matter of weeks.

      The Detroit incident had changed everything for Lefty and Layla. It not only changed their identities and place of residence, but it had forced Lefty and Orlando, who was now Calvin Johnson of Lawrence, Kansas, to ignore their love of Cadillacs. Wanting to avoid doing anything that might remind someone of the men they'd been, they had purchased more common vehicles; Lefty drove an Equinox and Orlando rode a motorcycle.

      They'd also changed their appearance. Before all the Detroit shit went down, Lefty had dressed nice, and Orlando had dressed even nicer. But now, Lefty wore t-shirts and jeans, and Orlando had given up pricey tailored suits. Now he wore button-down shirts and slacks. Lefty still wore Nikes, but Orlando had given up his Bruno Maglis in favor of suede slip-ons. Lefty's hair was still short, but now he sported a neatly-trimmed beard. Orlando's head had been shaved bald for decades, but now he had short hair. Also, he stopped wearing glasses and began using contacts. He hated touching his eyeballs, and it had been a hard switch, but he'd managed it.

      Life had changed dramatically, and for all intents and purposes, Lefty, Layla, and Orlando were now dead.

      “I hate it here,” Layla said.

      Lefty looked around. “What? Our house?”

      “Oklahoma.”

      “Everyone hates Oklahoma, Layla.”

      “I wanna go home. Back to Chicago.”

      “Tator Tot.”

      “What?”

      “You were seven when we lived there. You don't even remember Chicago.”

      “I do remember Chicago.”

      “Maybe you do,” Lefty said. “You know what? I miss Chicago, too. But we can't go back. At least not for a long time.”

      Layla looked down at the table, considering this. Then she looked up with fire in her eyes and said, “This is bullshit.”

      “Heyyyyyy!” Lefty snapped, surprised to hear her speak to him this way. This was something she'd never done before. “We don't talk that way in this house.”

      Layla met his gaze. “You do.”

      “Well, you're not me, are you? I'm the adult, not you. But it's not even so much the cursing as the disrespect. You don't talk that way to your elders.”

      Layla took a deep breath. “I'm sorry, Dad, but…”

      “What?”

      With tears in her eyes, she said, “You did those things, not me. It's not fair. How come I have to have a different name and live in the middle of nowhere because of something you did? You did it! Not me, you!”

      Lefty stared at her. He wasn't angry. He couldn't be, could he? He felt like shit because he knew she was right.

      He'd spent all these years feeling guilty that he couldn't tell Layla that she wasn't actually his daughter, that she belonged to a mark he'd been contracted to kill. But now he saw that there was a lot more than that for him to feel bad about.

      Looking at her, he said, “I'm sorry, kiddo. You'll understand one day.”

      Which was bullshit, because he didn't understand it himself.

      Not having any of this, Layla gave him an exaggerated glare to make sure he knew she was angry. She scooted her chair back. “Can I be excused?”

      Lefty stared at her, and although he'd already known, he realized more now than ever that Layla was no longer a child. She had grown and matured, and he feared he was losing her. He lied to himself that he'd done the things he'd done for her, so she could have a better life. But that hadn't worked out particularly well.

      Now, for the first time, Lefty felt genuinely afraid Layla might grow up to one day hate him as much as he'd hated his father.
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      It was summertime, and school was out, so Layla slept in. Waking up around ten, Lefty sensed she was more herself today. He didn't know if she'd forgiven him yet, and he wasn't about to broach the subject with her.

      Lefty had a record playing on the turntable, as usual, and the sound of Bobby Womack's “If You Think You're Lonely Now” filled the house. Layla tried to ignore the song as she strode into the kitchen, grabbed the Fruity Pebbles, and poured them into a bowl. As she did this, Lefty, sitting at the table behind her, said, “Now, this is real music, Tator Tot. You don't know nothin' about this here.”

      Layla rolled her eyes. She poured milk over the cereal, returned the milk to the fridge, picked up her bowl, and turned to face him. “Daddy,” she said coolly, “we've been through this.”

      “Don't even say it. It hurts my ears and it hurts my heart when you say it.”

      She smiled as she sat down. Before digging into the cereal, she looked across the table. “Can I ask you a question?”

      Lefty looked at her, his head swiveled back and his eyes slitted, waiting for her to talk her shit. “What's that?”

      “I just wanted to ask you how it feels to be wrong.” She grinned, feeling pleased with herself.

      “Daughter of mine, I'm a humble man.”

      “But you're not.”

      Lefty ignored this and continued. “And as such, I'm willing to admit when I make mistakes, and trust me, I've made a few.”

      Through a mouthful of cereal, she smiled and said, “Tell me about it.”

      “But this isn't one of those times. I'm right as rain on this. You know what I really think? I think you yourself don't even believe what you're sayin'. You don't. You know how I know? Because you can't. It's not even possible.”

      She smiled a smile that would have melted Lefty's heart any other time, but actually irritated him at this moment. “Oh, I believe it,” she said. “I believe it because it's true. The Jodeci version of this song is way, way—”

      Lefty raised his palms, trying to push her assertion away. “No, no, no.”

      “—way better.”

      They'd had this argument a million times. Probably more. Probably two million times. They both loved this game and had fun with it, but the truth was, it did hurt Lefty to hear his daughter say this. Bobby Womack was the fucking man. Not a man, mind you, but the man, capital THE. Jodeci was cool, sure, but there was no way in hell they could fuck with Bobby. But then, who could? It just wasn't possible.

      “You're really sitting there telling me you believe Jodeci sings this song better than Bobby Wo?” he said incredulously.

      “Absolutely.” Before she took another bite, she met her father's gaze. “The Jodeci version isn't just better, but… I hate to break it to you, Daddy, but Jodeci kills Bobby Womack.”

      Lefty shook his head and placed his hand over his heart to show Layla the pain she was inflicting. “Baby girl, the only thing killing anything right now is you killin' me with this nonsense.”

      “I'm killing you?”

      “You are. But it's more than that.”

      “Yeah?”

      Lefty nodded solemly. “You're killin' Bobby Wo, too.”

      Layla looked at him like he'd just escaped from the looney bin. “Isn't Bobby Womack already dead? I'm pretty sure he's dead, Dad.”

      “Oh, he is. Bobby's dead, but what you're sayin' is blasphemy, and it's killin' that poor man all over again.”

      “Daddy?”

      “What?”

      “You're corny.”

      Lefty had always thought of himself as cooler than cool, and right now, for the first time, it dawned on him that he might be turning into a run-of-the-mill corny dad. He raised his hand to his chest again and looked at her with a stunned expression. “You think I'm corny?”

      Layla laughed. “Duh. Of course you're corny. It's not new. You've been corny.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. She thought he was joking, but Lefty was dead serious. “Since when?”

      “Since forever.” Layla pushed her chair back from the table, stood, and took her empty bowl to the sink.

      Trying to move on from the discussion of his perceived corniness, Lefty said, “What's on tap today? What you gonna do? Play some games? Read a book?”

      Before disappearing down the hall and into her bedroom, Layla said, “I'm going to the library. There's a book I've been waiting for that's due back today.” And then, she was gone.

      As Bobby Womack moved on to “Where Do We Go From Here,” Lefty sat at the table questioning how he had somehow become a middle-aged man and someone his daughter thought was corny.

      “Damn,” he muttered to himself.

      Bobby Womack was right. Where did he go from here?
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      Layla told her daddy that she went to the library three or four times a week, depending on the week. But the truth was, she only went to the library once a week. The reason for this lie, as was usual regarding a twelve-year-old girl's untruths, was, of course, a boy. This particular boy was a white boy named Hunter. He was a year older than Layla, and whenever she was near him, her heart felt funny. All of her felt funny. She had never been in love before, but she thought she might be in love with Hunter. Why else would she feel that way whenever he was near?

      Layla had tried to tell her daddy about Hunter, but he had shut down the conversation immediately, saying she was too young to be dating boys and that she needed to focus on her school work. Naturally, Layla didn't agree with this. Most of the girls she went to school with had had boyfriends since elementary school, and a few of them had already done adult things. Layla had no interest in doing adult things, at least not yet, but she liked Hunter. She believed her daddy's assertion that having a boyfriend would hurt her grades was ridiculous since she consistently had the highest grades in her class.

      So, despite her daddy's insistence that he and Layla always be truthful with one another, he had forbade her to have a boyfriend, forcing her to lie.

      So here she was, walking down the sidewalk, not going to the library. She had her backpack slung over her shoulder. She was on her way to the cemetery to meet Hunter. It was overcast and cooler today than it had been on previous days, but it was still quite hot. Layla was sweaty. She wanted to freshen herself up, but there was no way for her to do so.

      When she got to the cemetery, it was empty except for the thousand or so dead people pushing up daisies there, and Hunter, who was sitting on a bench waiting for her. He was looking down at his phone and didn't see her at first. He had his Cardinals baseball cap on with the bill down, obscuring his face. Layla was six or seven feet away from him when he finally looked up. When he saw her, Hunter smiled and his blue eyes that Layla liked lit up.

      “Hey, stranger,” she said.

      “You're late.”

      She shrugged. “It's a long walk from my house.” She sat down beside him, sliding her backpack off and setting it on the ground.

      They looked into each other's eyes, taking in the sight of one another. When Hunter looked at her with his blue eyes, Layla couldn't help but smile. And Hunter thought Layla's big brown eyes were pretty, too. And she made his heart feel funny as well.

      “You're pretty,” he said, sounding unsure of himself. Layla knew Hunter thought he had game, but he had none whatsoever.

      “Just give me a kiss,” she said.

      The two of them leaned in and kissed. When they were finished, Layla stared out at the graves before them.

      “Let's go for a walk,” she suggested.

      “It's hot,” Hunter whined.

      “You'll be okay. Besides, we 'll stay in the shade. Most of this place has shade.”

      Hunter nodded in agreement and they stood. Layla looked down at her backpack, trying to decide whether it was safe to leave it for a few minutes. Seeing this, Hunter offered, “I can carry it.” He reached down for the bag and slung it over his shoulder.

      They were walking when Hunter said, “We've gotta find a better place to meet next time. Somewhere cooler. Somewhere inside.”

      Layla said, “It's too bad we can't meet at your house like we did last time.”

      He shrugged. “I'm sorry. My mom is home today.”

      Layla stared at the headstones. She pointed toward a grouping of small whitish-colored ones from the 1800s. “I like those. I think they're cool.”

      “What's cool about them?”

      “They're a part of history. Besides, I like to think that when we pay attention to those old headstones, that for a minute, in a way, those people are still alive. Their memory is alive.”

      “That's kind of weird.”

      Layla ignored this. She knew he wouldn't understand. She liked Hunter and thought he was cute, but he wasn't very bright.

      “Your mom died, didn't she?” Hunter asked.

      She nodded.

      “How old were you?”

      “Mama died when I was born. She died having me.”

      “That's sad,” Hunter said. “Was she as pretty as you?”

      “I don't know. I never saw her. But Daddy says she was beautiful. He said she had freckles and was light-skinned like me.” She looked at Hunter. “Daddy's darker, so I got my color from her. And Mama had green eyes.”

      “She sounds pretty,” Hunter said. “But what do you mean you haven't seen her? Don't you have pictures?”

      Layla shook her head. “No. There was a fire when I was a baby, and it destroyed our house and everything we owned.”

      “And it destroyed the pictures.”

      “Yeah,” Layla said, nodding. “All of those photos got burned up.”

      He considered this. “That's kind of weird, don't you think?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There aren't any pictures of your mom? None? Didn't she have Facebook or something? Or, what was that other one all the old people used…” He thought about it. When he remembered, his face lit up. “MySpace! Didn't she have social media?”

      “Daddy says she didn't.”

      “That's weird,” Hunter said. “Maybe you could track down her school yearbooks.”

      Layla stared at him, realizing he was right. He may have been dumb, but he'd thought of something she had never even considered. Why hadn't she scoured the internet for photos of her mama, or even an obituary? Her daddy told her that the photos had all been destroyed and that her mama had no family to ask for more. Since she'd been told this at a young age, Layla had never questioned it. Why would she? But, was it really possible to live to adulthood in the 2000s without leaving anything behind that proved your existence?

      Hunter said, “Are you okay?”

      Not wanting to tell him what she was thinking, Layla said, “Just shut up and hold my hand.”
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      Layla was walking home, looking down at her phone, searching for information about her mama. She was so caught up in this that she failed to notice the sound of the idling SUV pulling up next to her.

      When a man spoke to her from the passenger side window, it startled her, almost causing her to drop the phone. Even more startling was what the man said: “Are you Lefty Collins' kid?” This was a surprise because Lefty and Layla were in hiding, so no one knew their real names. No one but this man, apparently.

      Layla turned and looked at him, now seeing the man's pistol resting on the frame of the window, pointed at her.

      “If you move, I'll paint the street with your brains,” the olive-skinned man with slicked-back black hair warned. Layla looked around at the houses that lined each side of the street but saw no one who could help her. It was late afternoon, and the street was as empty as a street in a ghost town.

      Layla saw that there were three men inside the black SUV; the guy in the passenger seat holding his gun on her, the driver, and the one who was now opening the backseat door.

      There was no escape.
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      Layla was terrified. Nevertheless, she put on a brave face, determined not to show fear. She had the ability to act tough when she wanted to. After all, she was, as the man had said, Lefty Collins' kid.

      She'd dropped her bag, but she still had the phone in her hand. She pressed it against her leg to obscure it from the heavyset man ushering her into the SUV. Once he'd shut the door, Layla pushed her hand down as far between the seat and the door as she could, dropping the phone. It slid down into the crevice easily, making no sound as it did.

      Layla's hope was that she would be alone at some point. Then she could call her daddy. Or, if that didn't work out, Lefty would be able to track her location with the phone locator app. But would he know about that? And if he did, would he understand how to use it? Layla had her doubts. After all, her daddy was in his forties, and old people were terrible with technology.

      The burly guy who'd pushed her into the SUV climbed into the seat behind the driver. The man smelled bad, like a combination of cheap cologne and B.O. He was Italian. The two assholes in the front seat were Italian too. The driver was wearing big gold-rimmed sunglasses and chewing on a toothpick like a lame-ass second rate goon from a Van Damme flick. But this was no movie. This guy was a real-life lame-ass second rate goon, and Jean-Claude Van Damme would not be coming to save her.

      The smelly guy sitting next to her flashed his pistol, obviously wanting her to see it.

      “How do you know my name?” Layla asked nervously.

      The man with the slicked-back hair in front of her chuckled.

      “We're friends with your dad,” the driver said. Layla looked at his sunglasses-covered face in the mirror and said, “That's a lie. You don't know my daddy.”

      The driver chuckled again.

      “How do you know, kid?” the guy sitting next to her asked.

      She turned to meet his gaze. “Because if my daddy had known you, you'd already be dead.” Somehow, within a span of two, maybe three seconds, an uncomfortable silence filled the car. Layla was only twelve, but she felt the change.

      “It doesn't matter anyway,” she said.

      The driver turned his sunglasses toward the rearview and looked at her. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he's going to know you now, and like I said, he's gonna kill you. He'll kill all of you.”

      There was another long moment of uncomfortable silence—maybe ten seconds, but it felt like an eternity—and then the goons, wanting to prove how tough they were, laughed jovial laughs that were a little too jovial to be real.

      “You guys can laugh all you want, but you know I'm right,” she said, goading them.

      Now the laughter, fake as it was, dissipated, and the driver looked at her in the rearview again. “Why don't you just shut your mouth and sit back and enjoy the ride, you little twat.”

      Now, for the first time, it occurred to Layla to ask where they were taking her. It had been instantly apparent that they were kidnapping her, so it hadn't occurred to her to investigate further. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Disneyland,” Passenger Seat Guy said. This caused all the kidnappers to roar with laughter.

      “Real funny, dickhead,” Layla said. “But seriously, where are we going?”

      “It's none of your business,” Passenger Seat Guy said.

      “Why? It doesn't make sense. Don't you think I'll know where we're going when we get there? Of course, I will. So why the secrecy?”

      “We shoulda put a blindfold on the kid,” the driver said.

      “And your mother should have swallowed you,” Layla said. “Now, where are we going?”

      “You know what?” the driver said. “You got a real smart mouth, kid.”

      “Well,” Layla said, “you don't. There's nothing smart about you. And I hope you choke on that toothpick. Now, where are we going?”

      “Detroit,” blurted the stinky guy sitting next to her. He sounded dumb. Layla's teacher had shown their class the movie version of Of Mice and Men, and Layla thought he sounded like Lennie, the dim-witted oaf who'd crushed the puppy.

      “What the hell?!” the driver said angrily.

      “Whatchu you doin'?” Passenger Seat Guy said.

      “What?” Stinky asked. “I was just tellin' her where we were goin'. She's right. There ain't no reason for it to be a secret. She's gonna find out anyway, and not tellin' her is just gonna make her keep insulting us.”

      “You know what, Stevie?” the driver said. “You're a real dumb piece of shit.”

      Layla looked over at Stinky Stevie and saw him scowl and poke his bottom lip out like a wounded child.

      “It's okay,” Layla comforted. “You can't help it that you're dumb.”

      Stevie looked at her, his sad features transforming into an expression of anger. The two goons in the front laughed hysterically.

      “She's right, she's right!” Passenger Seat Guy said.

      “It stinks in here,” Layla complained. “It smells like B.O. Can I please roll the window down?”

      “No,” the driver snapped. But Layla already had the window halfway down.

      “I've got a gun, you know,” Stevie said.

      “This is gonna be a long ride,” Passenger Seat Guy said, sounding pained.

      “Tell me about it,” Layla said. “I've got to ride all the way to Detroit with a bunch of inbred cretins who smell like ass.”
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