
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
      
        
          Dirty Work

          Dirty Deeds: Book 1

		      
          TA Moore

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Rogue Firebird Press

        

      

    


  
  
Acknowledgements




Dedication 

To the Five, all of us for now and always. I love you all and appreciate everything you’ve done to support and encourage me. And to my mum, who puts up with my brain being away in other worlds a lot!

And, of course, to C.S Poe. Who knows why!


      [image: image-placeholder]Acknowledgements

Thank you to Penny Rogers and Brian Holliday for keeping me on the editorial straight and narrow, even in the gross bits! I know I make you go ‘ew’ but at least I’m not writing in annoying fonts anymore!








  
  
Dirty Work by TA Moore




Crime Scene Cleaner [kraɪm siːnˈkliːnə] - Cleans up crime scenes…before the cops know there is one. 

People always say ‘you can’t go home again’. It turns out that doesn’t count as a guarantee…especially not during a global pandemic.

After the jobs in LA started to dry up, crime scene cleaner Grade Pulaski was forced to pack up and move home. He loves his family, but the last thing he ever wanted was to face the ghosts he’d left back in Sweeny, Kentucky.

Also, the place just sucks.

He certainly isn’t going to stay any longer than necessary. The plan is to save up enough money to move back to LA and give his business a kick-start. The problem is that, as previously mentioned, Sweeny’s a hole and the locals are anything but professional.

Now a body has gone missing, Grade’s reputation is being held hostage, and people keep asking whether his Dad really did run off with 100 grand of meth in the back of Dodge. Plus, even though you shouldn’t sleep with your employers, crime lord Clay Traynor is exactly the sort of bad idea that Grade can’t resist. Tattooed, bad news, and dangerous.

…oh, yeah. Grade’s job is to clean up the crime scene before the cops know someone’s dead. That’s why he needs to sort this out before he gets a bad review on dark net Yelp. 
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Chapter One





It was a dive bar restroom in bumfuck, Kentucky. Grade had set his expectations low before he pushed the door open. Turned out that “low” was still too high. 

The dead man lay sprawled on his back on the tiled floor in a puddle of his own blood. One side of his head was gone. Well, not gone. Most of it seemed to have been splattered over the doors of the stalls, hair and bits of bone shellacked over the greasy mess of graffiti left behind by past customers. The man was barefoot and hadn’t taken the care of his feet necessary to make that choice.

On the other side of the corpse, a man in well-worn jeans and a sleeveless tank top pissed into the bloodstained urinal.

“Christ,” Grade said, the exclamation dragged out of him involuntarily.

The man glanced around. He took the cigarette out of his mouth with his free hand and gestured at the corpse. 

“First time?”

“No,” Grade said. He shrugged his kit bag off his shoulder and let it thump down onto the tiles. “I just didn’t expect to find anyone else in here.”

The man shrugged. 

“I needed a piss.”

Tattoos covered his shoulders and down his arm, mostly professional-looking instead of stick-and-poke jailhouse scribbles. That meant he wasn’t here because he couldn’t afford to drink anywhere else. So either he was slumming or…

“Are you Ezra?” Grade asked.

The last drops of urine hit the porcelain, and the man gave his cock a shake before he tucked it away. He took one last drag on his cigarette, flicked it into the urinal, and then tugged his jeans up over lean hips so he could zip up.

“What business is that of yours?” he asked, his voice still lazily good-humored in that slow, easy way that around here meant the opposite. 

The back of Grade’s neck felt sweaty and uncomfortable. “I was told to ask for Ezra.”

“And now you have.”

They both waited. After a second, the man snorted. He stepped over the corpse and gave his hands a brisk wash in the sink. Habit made Grade silently sing along, and the end result wasn’t exactly pandemic proper but close enough.

“Ezra’s in the office,” the man said. He shook water off his hands and then wiped them on his jeans. “I’ll tell him you’re looking for him.”

He took a long step over the puddle of blood and walked toward Grade. Three steps, and then he paused. They stared at each other expectantly. Grade was mildly surprised to realize he was taller and…

…in the way.

He was in front of the door.

Grade stumbled to the side, nearly tripped over his kit, and had to grab the wall to keep from losing his balance. He snatched his hand back quickly and tried to ignore the itch that started at the base of his fingers and worked its way down to the heel of his hand. 

“You know, you should still wear a mask,” Grade said. “Especially in a confined space.”

The man raked curly light brown hair back from his face and tucked it behind his ears. His smirk was crooked but creased the corners of his dark brown eyes. “Like Covid could survive in this shithole,” he said. “It’s syphilis you have to worry about.”

He pushed the door open and sauntered out. 

Grade waited until he was gone, the door swung shut behind him, and then rubbed his hand roughly down the leg of his chinos. The fabric wasn’t nearly abrasive enough to make him feel certain that layer of skin was all gone.

It was fine, he told himself grimly. That wasn’t even his best hand. He could get along without it.

He scratched his palm absently as he assessed the space and started to put together his plan of attack. The door opened behind him and bumped into his back.

“Fuck sake,” Grade snapped as he turned and yanked the door open. He glared at the rangy, harsh-featured man on the other side. “It’s out of order.”

The man looked Grade up and down, snorted, and tried to push past him. “Go fuck yourself.”

Grade put his shoulder to the door to keep it shut. “There’s a free beer in it for you,” he said. 

That worked. The guy grinned, suddenly loose and friendly, and took a step back, his hands up to prove he wasn’t going to push it.

“Hey,” he said. “Whatever you say, man. I can piss outside.”

He turned around, which involved more footwork than was necessary, and headed for the side door. 

A woman perched on the stool at the bar, dark brown hair loose over her shoulders, waited for him to stagger outside, then shook her head.

“Hate to break it to you,” she said. There was something familiar about her, which wasn’t a surprise. Sweeny was a small town. Grade just couldn’t quite put his finger on how he knew her. “But he had a good idea of what was in there. It wasn’t exactly low-key. Guy goes into a bathroom and doesn’t come out for over an hour, you gotta hope he’s dead.”

The barman got a bottle of Common from under the bar and flicked the cap off. “In that bathroom?” he said. “I’d hope I was dead.”

The woman laughed as she stole the beer for a swig. Despite the roll of banter, her hand was shaking as she picked up the bottle. Her knee bounced in time with the tremor.

Grade ducked back into the restroom to drag the miniature yellow “Closed for Cleaning” A-board out of his kit bag. He shouldered the door back open and set it down outside with a clack.

“You want to work with someone taking a crap on your workstation?” he asked. 

The woman laughed. “Just be grateful that Hadley didn’t have chili on the menu tonight,” she said as she braced her elbow on the bar. She winked at the barman. “God knows, Hadley is. Otherwise people might blame him for the dead man in there.”

The barman—Hadley—looked unamused as he peeled a toothpick and put it between his teeth.

“It’s not my chili,” he said. “I get it from a jar like God intended.”

“Just don’t let anyone in,” Grade said. “I need to go talk to Ezra.”

He nudged the A-board into place with his foot and started across the bar. He paused as something occurred to him and turned back around.

“Oh, and whoever took his shoes?” he said. “I need them back.”

The woman and Hadley traded looks quickly. Then the woman craned around to look down at Grade’s feet. “I don’t think they’d fit you.”

That got a snort of amusement from Hadley. Grade made an exasperated noise. He wasn’t in the mood.

“They’re evidence,” he said. “Get them back.”

The woman rolled her eyes at him and went back to her beer. The barman just shrugged. Grade left them to it as he stalked off to find Ezra. 

It was a job, he reminded himself. Money in the pot. He’d done worse.

He just missed LA, where the restrooms were nicer and the criminals were professional. Unfortunately, it was hard to have a shoot-out over Zoom. So here Grade was. Back home, again.

Fucking pandemic.


      [image: image-placeholder]Adam Ezra had his sleeve rolled up, bloody cuff tucked up to his elbow, and his hand braced on the desk. His arm was laid open in a long, ragged gash from his wrist all the way up to his elbow. Blood splattered over his paperwork in messy smears and blotches. The man from the restroom stood hip shot in the corner of the room as he poured two glasses of better whiskey than they served outside into tumblers. 

“Just find the bastard,” Ezra snapped into the mobile he held in his other hand. “What was he thinking? This is going to cause a goddamn war—”

He stopped as he caught sight of Grade. “I’ll call you back. Just get on with it,” Ezra told whoever was on the other end of the call and hung up on them with a jab of his thumb against the touchscreen. He focused on Grade. “Who the fuck are you, and what do you want?”

Restroom man took a swig of whiskey straight from the bottle, gave the mouth a cursory wipe, and twisted the lid back onto it. 

“Oh yeah,” he said as he turned around. “I meant to tell you he’d gotten here. This is the cleaner.”

He handed Ezra one of the tumblers and hooked his foot around the leg of a nearby chair to pull it over. Ezra sniffed the liquor and grimaced before he fixed his attention on Grade.

“You old enough to be in a bar?” he asked.

“What, the Slap started to card people?” Grade averted his eyes from the gory mess that was Ezra’s arm. “And I’m twenty-six. For the record.”

“Great.” Ezra tossed back the full glass of whiskey in one gulp. He hissed softly and wiped the back of his good hand over his mouth. “So why are you in here instead of getting rid of my problem?”

“I get paid upfront,” Grade said. “And what do you want me to do with the body?”

Ezra made an aggrieved sound. “What, do you think I’m picking out hymns? Get rid of him. And for fuck’s sake, Clay, get on with it.”

Clay pulled a battered camo-print bag out from under the table. He unzipped it and pulled out a heavy-duty surgical stapler. He took the second glass of whiskey and poured half of it over Ezra’s arm. The sting of alcohol on raw flesh was enough to make Ezra swear and try to pull away. Rather than let him, Clay grabbed Ezra’s wrist, fingers folded over the heavy gold watch, and casually ran a row of staples along the cut to seal it together.

The sight of it made Grade’s stomach turn, and he shifted his focus to the other side of Ezra’s face so he could only see the bloody arm in his blurry peripheral vision.

“I think he means, do you want the body to disappear,” Clay said, between the solid ker-thunk of the stapler, “or turn up in a field somewhere?”

Ezra closed his eyes and sucked in a breath as the metal pinched down on raw flesh. His hand tightened around his phone until his knuckles turned white and sharp-looking under his skin. Sweat broke on his face and ran down onto his collar.

“Ah, fuck, you’re a goddamn butcher,” he accused Clay through clenched teeth. 

“You want a good job, go to a hospital,” Clay said. “You want an interesting scar, I’m your man. There. Done. Jesus, you’d think I cut it off.”

He finished the job with one last staple, dunked the stapler into the whiskey, and grabbed a roll of gauze to wrap around Ezra’s arm. It was safe to look, now the whole mess was covered, and Grade was briefly distracted by how nice Clay’s hands were. Under the scars, ink, and tan—which were not negatives either—they were long-fingered and elegant, even when bloody from impromptu surgery.

The thought of that was enough to make Grade feel vaguely off-balance again. He swallowed and cleared his throat.

“I take cash or money transfer,” he said. “No checks.”

Ezra pulled his arm away from Clay and stuck the tape down over his hairy forearm himself. He glanced at Clay and gave an impatient jerk of his chin toward the bottle of whiskey.

“You get paid when the job’s done,” he said. “Not before. What if you’re incompetent? Prove yourself and I’ll give you a nice bonus. Free night at the Chicken Choke, all the lap dances you want.”

“My sister works there,” Grade said. That made Clay snort—then shrug when they both looked at him—as he handed what was left of the bottle to Ezra. “So no, thanks. I prefer money anyhow, and I find people are a lot less willing to pay up once the mess is gone.”

Ezra took a quick, hard pull on the whiskey and then smacked the bottle down on the desk. He wiped the back of his mouth on his hand.

“Or if you don’t do what I want, I’ll shoot you too,” Ezra said. 

Grade stuck his hands in his pockets. “Then you’ll have two corpses.”

“He’s got you there,” Clay said with a chuckle.

“Get the fuck out. Do something useful and help find TJ before he screws us all over,” Ezra said flatly. He waited until Clay did as he was told, the door clicked shut behind him, and then pulled a worn billfold out of his back pocket. It took him a minute to flick it open and fumble through the bills with one arm not cooperating. Finally, he pulled out a handful of notes, folded them between his fingers, and held them out to Grade. “Make sure you do a good job. I wanna be able to eat off the floor in there when you’re done.”

Grade took the money and thumbed through it quickly.

“That’s up to you,” he said. “But I just do bodies, not catering.”
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Chapter Two





Clay scrubbed blood off his hands in the kitchen sink. The bar of soap was thin and piss yellow. It smelled of coal tar, and that took him back. He let his brain idle in neutral as he picked the blood out from under his nails. 

It was one of the things the military had taught him, right after the fact that no matter what the recruiter had promised, a high school dropout from rural Kentucky wasn’t going to be on the fast track to fuck all. Luckily, the second lesson had made the first more bearable: soldiers didn’t need to think. Not on a daily basis. In fact, a lot of the time, it was better if you didn’t.

That’s what basic training was for: getting rank-and-file recruits to the point they could get on with the job without their brains having to check in more than once a day. Everything was rote. Everything was practice. Break down that rifle thirty-two times—fingers raw as the oiled black parts were spread over the table—and then put it back together again for the next recruit in line.

The military wanted soldiers to do and officers to think. 

And if the officers weren’t holding up their end of the deal, well, best not to think about that. 

Clay dried his hands on an old T-shirt and turned to look at Arlo Hall, pinned down in his chair by Harry’s heavy tattooed hands clamped down on weedy shoulders. Under Clay’s gaze, Arlo shifted uncomfortably on the hard plastic seat and gulped, the bob of his Adam’s apple jerky and exaggerated in his wasted throat. His lip was split, and one eye was halfway to swollen shut.

It wasn’t that Clay had any compunction about hurting people. He didn’t get off on it like some, but it would be specious to pretend he had any moral qualms at this point in his life,. He found it was just best to run on instinct and not second-guess himself.

“I told you I didn’t know where he was,” Arlo blurted out as he cringed down as far as Harry would let him in the chair. He licked the sweat off his upper lip. “Me and TJ ain’t joined at the hip, y’know. I just slip him some cash to run errands. That’s all. He’s his own man.”

Clay pressed his damp thumb between his eyebrows and sighed.

“He’s your son,” he said.

The blank look he got was all he deserved, he supposed. Arlo had the emotional range of a catfish. It wasn’t even the pills or the booze, although Clay figured they hadn’t helped. Everyone who’d grown up with the asshole, and in someplace as small as Sweeny, that was nearly everyone, said he’d been like this since he was a kid.

“OK, let’s try that again,” Clay said. “We’re not done here, Arlo. I’m just done punching you.”

Most people would have enough going for them to realize that was a threat. Not Arlo. He wasn’t even smart enough to hide the smug look as he thought he’d gotten away with something.

Idiot.

“Jesus Christ, Arlo,” Clay said, shaking his head as he pushed himself upright. “You’re a piece of work.”

He punched Arlo in the face. His knuckles mashed Arlo’s lumpy nose, which folded in on itself with a wet crunch and a spurt of blood. The blow knocked Arlo back in the chair, the front legs briefly up off the ground before Harry tightened his grip and brought them back down with a crack. 

“What the ’uck,” Arlo slurred through his fingers as he reached up to cradle his nose. His voice thick and snotty as blood dripped down his needle-scarred arm. “You said you were done punchin’ me! Wha’ happened to tha’?”

“You made a liar out of me, Arlo,” Clay said. He wiped his hand on the leg of his jeans and nodded to Harry. The big man hauled Arlo and the chair over to the turned-up-to-the-max stove. It had been a while since it had been cleaned—if ever—and yellow globs of grease had melted off the tempered glass door and splattered over the floor. “Tell me something, you stupid fuck. Did you think we were going to roast some veg for your Sunday dinner?”

For the first time, worry crossed Arlo’s face as he looked back over his shoulder. He tried to squirm away from Harry, his whole body contorted into tight, awkward shapes.

Leaving Harry to keep Arlo from lizarding away out of the chair, Clay circled them both and pulled the door of the oven open. It was red-hot and the heat blasted out to scorch his knees. Arlo had left half a tray of ribs in there, and they’d cremated, the meat turned to charcoal and sauce baked into a crust. It smelled like it had already gone bad before the oven had been flicked on.

“What are you doing?” Arlo demanded. He dug his nails into Harry’s hands as he tried to squirm out of his T-shirt. “I told you. I don’t know any-fucking-thing!”

“Yeah, but I don’t believe you,” Clay said. “So if I were you, I’d think of some-fucking-thing to tell me before I see how much of you I can cram in here.”

He slapped the top of the stove. It was greasy and hot enough from the oven to sting.

Arlo swore, a desperate, slurred run of filth, and kicked desperately at Clay with grubby sneakers. One wild kick caught Clay in the thigh hard enough to hurt, and the next slammed the oven door shut.

“Ha!” Arlo yelled. “Fuck you. There! What you gonna do now?”

Clay stared at him for a moment. Some days the people he had to deal with made him regret throwing his lot in with Ezra. Not that he’d had another option. 

Still, for fuck’s sake.

He reached down and pulled the door open again. “That,” he said. 

Arlo tried to kick it closed again. This time Clay grabbed his ankle before he could connect and hung on. 

“Where would TJ go if he was in trouble?” Clay asked slowly, in case that was the problem Arlo was having.

Arlo licked chapped lips and sniffed. “Fuck you,” he said, his voice strung tight with nervy defiance. “You ain’t gonna do shit.”

When Clay didn’t immediately “do shit,” Arlo’s lips twitched into a smug-bastard grin. He wasn’t a man that had many wins in life, so Clay gave him that one… for a second. Then he yanked on Arlo’s leg hard enough to drag him half off the chair and shoved his foot into the oven. 

The tray of ribs cracked against the back of the oven as Arlo’s foot jammed in awkwardly between the two shelves. Grubby rubber melted against the hot metal, and Arlo squealed as the pleather trainer blistered and peeled.

“All right!” he screamed. “I’ll tell you, alright? I’ll tell you!”

Clay nodded. “Go on.”

“Damn.” Arlo writhed around in the chair, hands clamped down and white-knuckled on the arms. His face had gone a sickly color. “The fucking lake. The thingy one, like a dam, up by the mines. Cave Lock Dam. My da used to take him fishing up there. Stupid wee bastard was too dumb to wonder why they never caught any fish. TJ goes there sometimes, hides out in the shack.”

His words had slurred together at the end, spat out as quickly as Arlo could get them off his tongue. Sweat dripped off his face as his foot scorched. 

Clay supposed that was something. Not much, but enough to at least make it look like Clay had put the effort in. He caught Harry’s eye and gave him the nod to let Arlo go. The minute he did, Arlo slid onto the ground, with a crack as his tailbone hit the tiles, and he yanked his foot out of the oven

He tried to pull his charred shoe off with both hands but snatched them away as the hot rubber blistered his fingertips. Arlo whimpered at the pain and tried to scrape the overheated trainer off against the floor 

“Hey,” Clay said. He snapped his fingers to get Arlo to look up at him. “Wash your fucking feet, Arlo. It smells like shit in here.”

He stepped over Arlo’s legs and headed for the back door. Harry waited long enough to give Arlo a kick in the ribs.

“And next time, keep your nails to yourself,” Harry told him. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“Look at it,” Harry grumbled as he stuck his arm out. Bloody scores ran across the back of his hand. “What am I going to tell Lanie about this?”

They were parked in the car just down the road from Arlo’s house, tucked into a dirt road pull-out under the trees. Crickets chirped in the undergrowth, and a particularly huge one had dropped with a thwap onto the windshield a minute ago. Clay watched it idly out of the corner of his eye as he hung up on the man he’d sent up the mountain to look for TJ. 

He didn’t like bugs. He hadn’t liked them before he went on tour in Afghanistan, liked them a whole lot less afterward. 

“Cat?” Clay suggested as he put his phone away and got a smoke out. He flicked the flint on his lighter. It sparked twice before it caught. He lit the cigarette and sat back, exhaling blue-gray smoke into the cab. “Raccoon?”

The acrid taste of smoke on the back of his tongue, the heat of it in his chest, grounded him in the static of his thoughts. It always took him a while to get his brain back on the tracks after turning it back on. It puked up a dozen different ideas at once, like a toddler who’d had too much ice cream.

What the fuck was TJ thinking, killing the goddamn Catfish Mafia’s man in the fucking bathroom? Do it outside.

At least the cleaner was pretty, with his lemon eyes and green-smoke smell…

…what the hell? No.

Shouldn’t have called him in, whatever color his eyes are. It’d be better to come clean and grovel, but fucking Ezra has fucking pride.

Green eyes. He had green eyes, and he smelled of lemon bleach. That makes more sense.

Was it too late to pick up some BBQ ribs from the Chili’s on the interstate?

He ignored the scattershot explosion of thoughts and took another drag on his cigarette. Next to him, Harry pointedly turned the car back on so he could lower the window more.

“If a fucking cricket gets in,” Clay said, “I’m going to make you eat it.”

Harry put the window up about half an inch. Still plenty of room for a cricket, but that was on his head.

“What am I supposed to do?” Harry asked. “Tell Lanie I tried to catch her a raccoon that was a heavy smoker?”

The corner of Clay’s mouth curled up. “Some girls like that sort of thing.”

“She’s not a girl. She’s a woman,” Harry said dryly. “And since when do you know what women like?”

Clay flicked ash out the window. He’d thought about tapping it onto the floor, but he liked Harry. The big man was good at his job and could hold an actual conversation… and hopefully, once the thrill of getting back together with his ex wore off, he’d discover a topic other than Lanie again.

“She was a raccoon at that Halloween party Ezra’s mom threw,” Clay said. He held up his free hand and counted his points off on his fingers. “She works at a wildlife rehab place. Her phone case has a raccoon on it. Unless she’s got a tattoo that says ‘Secretly I hate raccoons’ on her vulva, I don’t see how fucking her would enlighten me any about what she likes.”

Harry grunted and put the window down again. “Don’t talk about fucking my wife.”

“Ex-wife.”

“Fuck you.”

“You ain’t my type.”

Harry snorted. “Please,” he said as he licked his thumb and smoothed his eyebrow. “I’m a catch.”

Clay laughed around his cigarette and then held up his hand as the phone balanced on the dashboard started to ring. TJ had left it in his jacket, hung over the back of a seat in the main bar when he went for a piss. Then he decided to just murder the bagman for the biggest deal Ezra had ever gotten a sniff of and leg it out the back, with a brief stop to lay Ezra’s arm open with a switchblade when he’d tried to grab him.

It made no sense, but fuck it. Half of the people Clay had killed had been complete strangers, so who was he to judge.

The contact that flashed on the screen said “Dad,” which was pathetic enough to make Clay feel a bit bad for TJ, even after the mess he’d made of Clay’s night. It might be biologically accurate, but expecting Arlo to play any sort of role other than loser was wishful thinking.

He clamped the cigarette between his lips as he picked up the phone and swiped it on. For a second, he blanked on what TJ would say. After a glance at Harry—whose shrug passed the buck back—Clay went with a strangled, whispered, “Yeah?”

“What the hell did you do, boy?” Arlo raged down the phone. “Two of Ezra’s boys were just here, that gay one and some big fuck, asking questions and trying to put the screws on me. Everything I’ve done for you, and you bring this shit to my door? Your mom should have listened to me and taken the damn pills to get rid. You hear me? Whatever you done better have been worth it, because you’re going to need to make this up to me. Where are you?”

Clay turned his mouth down at the corners in a disappointed grimace. It was confirmation that Arlo didn’t know anything, which was useful. Clay had just hoped for more.

“Just outside,” Clay said. “And I think we put those screws on pretty good, Arlo. Now throw the phone out the window and learn to mind your own business.”

The sound of Arlo’s breath rasped down the phone into Clay’s ear.

“Go to hell,” Arlo snarled after a shocked moment. “What the fuck you gonna do about it?”

Clay leaned back and stretched his legs out in front of him into the deep footwell. He leaned over into Harry’s side and pressed down on the steering wheel. The blare of the horn made the cricket jump off the car, and Clay swore to god, if it got in through his window, he’d shove it up Harry’s ass.

On the other end of the line, he heard the replay of the horn.

“I could come back in,” he said.

The line cut out. Clay shook his head and tossed the phone into the pocket on the door next to him. It could rattle around with the spare change and drink lids. Clay had no immediate use for it, but someone with more brains than Arlo might try and call TJ.

“One day, someone is going to call your bluff,” Harry said dryly as he pulled out of the lay-by. The car jolted as the tires ran over the deep ruts dried into the ground after the last rain. “Then what you gonna do, Clay?”

That’s what he liked about Harry the most. Harry still thought Clay was bluffing.

“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out,” Clay said. He meant it too. Lanie made a good pot roast, and in Clay’s experience, when he did have to follow through on a threat, dinner invitations dried right up. Clay flicked his cigarette out the window into the dark. Hopefully, it would hit that fucking cricket. He leaned back in the front seat and closed his eyes. “Drop me off back at my car. I’ll go tell Ezra what’s gone down.”
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