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A Bricks & Cam Job

Eric Beetner

​

1

Sometimes it’s just easier to fucking kill someone.

I couldn’t say that out loud, although my wife, Wendy, I think would agree with me in this case. But I don’t do that anymore. Not for a while now. But go ahead and show me any ex-smoker or someone on the wagon who doesn’t want that drink or that smoke. Yeah, I’ll wait. Not gonna find one. Not when the memory of how satisfying it feels is floating on top of your brain fluid like a fat guy in an inner tube at the lake in summer. 

I won’t kill this guy, even though I want to. I promised Wendy I wouldn’t. I left that life behind when we got together. And now, a year into our marriage, I would never do anything to jeopardize what we have. I love that woman. I love her more than I want to kill that guy.

This is progress for me.

Life in the suburbs has been less than ideal, for both of us. I’m a city guy. Always have been. Wendy, on the other hand, would rather be out in the woods. Up in a cabin on a mountainside away from everyone. They say opposites attract, and I guess they’re right, whoever “they” are. Wendy and I compromised with a “planned community” where she could take her years of experience in the national parks and get a good job as assistant director for the Parks and Recreation department in this small town.

In other words, we’re both miserable.

It’s not wild enough for her and I haven’t seen a rat carrying a bagel down subway steps the whole time we’ve been here, so it just doesn’t feel like home.

But the worst is this HOA. A home owners association. I didn’t even know what the hell that was when we moved here. They sold it to us like it was gonna be great. They stay on top of everyone’s house maintenance so there’s no run-down crap shacks in the neighborhood. They make sure nobody has a brown lawn, or paints their house neon green. They make sure the street lights have bulbs and the stop signs don’t get stolen by teenage kids. It all sounds good until you get fined for having your hedge grow too tall. Or you get told your Halloween decorations aren’t appropriate. They might scare the kids. Isn’t that the fucking point?

The guy who runs it, Alex, thinks he’s the goddamn mayor of this six-block grid of houses that all look the same. Worse, he thinks he’s the goddamn King. I’m always amazed at how little power it takes to go to someone’s head. 

And the meetings, Christ the endless meetings. Voting on what color to paint the side of the shed that holds the lawn mowing equipment. What the fuck do I care? In my hometown that would have been tagged with some awesome mural of John Coltrane or The Beastie Boys or Patrick Ewing or something. But here we have to have a vote on what color beige it is. Alex rules over it all like it’s the first draft of the constitution or something.

Alex is condescending, he bullies people into going along with every decision he wants to make, plus he wears fucking crocs. Oh, and he tried to hit on my wife the first month we were here. So yeah, not a fan.

Then the other thing I started to notice was how little I could tell about where all my goddamn money was being spent. We pay out the ass each month for all these services, but the speed bump they promised still hasn’t happened. The new lawn bowling area never went in. We were supposed to have fireworks on 4th Of July, but they cancelled it due to weather, but where did all that money go? Not like we got a refund or anything.

Most of it I could give a shit about, like turning one of the tennis courts into two pickle ball courts, whatever the fuck that is. But I got one eye on Alex ever since I got here and I don’t like what I see.

2

I never made a habit out of killing people I had personal issues with. If I went around killing every asshole who cut me off in traffic, I’d be the world’s most prolific serial killer. I gotta say, I don’t like relating to serial killers on a personal level, but it would feel damn good to just knock off anyone who pissed me off or acted like a jerk in public. If they act like that around people, you know they’re worse behind closed doors. But, no, I never killed for pleasure, I used to do it for money. As a job, with a boss. And nobody made a move on anyone without the boss’s say-so.

Everything we did reflected on him and the organization, so if we went off and settled some personal beef on company time – and all our time was company time – then it made the boss look bad. If that happened, one of my colleagues would pay me a visit one night. And doing what I did, and a lot of guys I know did (and one very notable woman who did it, too) didn’t make us any less vulnerable when a professional came calling. When someone shows up to do business, I don’t care who you are, it’s not easy to stop that business from going down. And I liked to keep it all business.

There was one time...

I had an issue with this guy. A girl I was dating broke up with me to start dating him. That pissed me off, but it’s not kill-worthy. About a month later he beat her up. She came to me, crying with a black eye, two loose teeth and a sprained wrist. I wanted nothing more than to go kill the guy right then, but I held off. He had connections. It would have been noticed and the message it sent would be read wrong by a dozen different guys all leading up to the boss.

I took the girl to the hospital, but she didn’t want to press charges, which I understood. A guy like that doesn’t take kindly to calling the cops on him. She’d only have made it worse. We reached a stalemate.

So I went to the boss and I started a little rumor. I started saying I’d heard him talking shit about the organization. Saying he could run things better. I planted a seed.

I told the same story to a few other guys, hoping they’d go the boss and report what they heard so it didn’t all come from me. Then I fed a story to a guy who I knew would blab and it would eventually reach the boss that this guy, Vic, was sleeping with the boss’s wife. Look, I said I never did a job for purely personal reasons. The boss? He made his personal into business real quick sometimes.

Pretty soon I got called in. I got the assignment. One of my first.

Now look, as my career in killing goes, it hasn’t been without some hiccups. I’d like to think I’ve gotten more efficient, but in the early days, things got a little sloppy, I’ll admit.

I was given a clean gun from the stash they held. Untraceable firearms kept for this purpose. I went to Vic’s apartment. He lived alone, which wasn’t surprising given his track record with women. A guy who punches you for burning dinner isn’t really the marrying type. I knocked on his door and when he answered I could see him tense up. I don’t think he knew I was there to kill him, but he knew my history with the girl.

“Can I come in?”

He hesitated, but then stepped back and held the door open. “Yeah. C’mon.”

I entered his sad bachelor pad, had a quick look around, then drew my gun. One of the rules I worked by was to always let them know who sent me. The boss wanted them to know who was behind the trigger. On this one, I had my own agenda as well. But I’m a good employee so I started with, “The boss says time’s up.”

If I’d pulled the trigger then, it would have been smooth. Vic was still in shock, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open, unable to believe a beef over some ex-girlfriend could come to this.

But I took too long to say, “And this ends your days punching women in the mouth, you piece of shit.”

He had time to gather himself and he slapped at my arm, sending it up so my shot went into the ceiling. I heard a muffled “Ow! Motherfucker!” from the apartment above.

Vic dodged left, but I leaned that way and blocked him from going for the front door. He reversed course and went toward the bedroom door. I leveled my arm and shot again, but I was off balance and he was moving. The bullet punched a hole in the wall in between a painting of Jesus on the cross and a framed album cover of Born To Run. Two images Vic worshiped in equal measure.

He fell forward through the door and sprawled out on the floor at the foot of the bed. I got momentarily distracted thinking about him and our mutual ex cavorting in that bed, probably letting him do things she never let me do.

I ran to the doorway and fired into his back. I didn’t feel good about it, but what can you do? He grunted and flopped over, facing up. I moved over him and could see blood staining his shirt near his stomach. The bullet had gone through, but not hit anything immediately life-threatening. I aimed for his heart this time to end it, but he kicked up and since I was over him, he got me right in the balls.

I whimpered and then tilted to the right. He scrambled to his feet, adrenaline and a deep-seated caveman instinct to survive masking the pain and propelling him to his feet. He ran out of the bedroom and I had to put my own pain aside if I didn’t want him running off and getting patched up. If he got away, I’d be screwed on two fronts: the boss didn’t like to keep guys around who left jobs unfinished, especially after I’d called him out specifically to Vic. And then Vic would have his own personal beef against me and I’d have nobody to blame but myself. If I shoot a guy and he doesn’t come after me? I’d lose respect for that gentleman, almost more than if he stole my girl.

I fired at his back again, but caught him in the thigh. He went down.

I limped out of the bedroom and knew I had to finish it soon. Someone would have called the cops by now. Vic was writhing and grabbing at the back of his thigh, smearing blood on the hardwood floor from his gut and his leg. 

I stood over him and put one in his head. Maybe I should have said something else to him, something cool, but I wasn’t thinking that way just then.

I pocketed the gun and went to the front door to get the hell out of there. When I opened it, there was a guy about six foot four, two-eighty at least, blocking the exit.

“Who fucking shot me?”

He was holding one foot up off the ground, a bloody hole in his sock.

I must have looked guilty, because he reared back and swung a fist the size of a cantaloupe at me. I tried to block it, but I got there late. He hammered the side of my head and I grabbed his arm as it ricocheted off my skull. As I fell backward, I held on and pulled him with me. Balancing on one foot, he didn’t have much choice but to fall with me.

I tried to pivot my body as we fell and I got out from under his bulk. He hit face down and the crunch was louder than the gunshots. He lay right next to Vic and Vic’s blood soaked into the upstairs neighbor’s clothing.

He moved and moaned, but he was clearly out of it. Concussion, most likely. That was a lot of weight to fall with nothing to break it. I could have shot him in the head and not left any loose ends, but I had no issue with this guy. Him asking who the hell shot him through the floor was a legit request. Can’t fault him for wanting some answers and some revenge. I took the gun and shoved it under him, then made for the door.

By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, the cops were at the front door to the building. I ran by and yelled, “He’s got a gun. He’s crazy! I think he killed the guy.” Then I banged out the door. A trio of cops went in and up the steps.

Out on the street I heard some muffled shouting, then four quick pops. The cops took care of the upstairs neighbor for me. A guy with a gun, a corpse on the floor, the cops are gonna shoot first, ask questions later. I knew that much.

My balls hurt for a week, but the next time I saw the ex-girlfriend, she thanked me.
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It was Saturday and that meant time to mow the lawn. Jesus, I have a lawn. And a mower. What the hell happened to me? 

I could pay some guy in a beat-up pickup with a weekend meth habit and an alimony payment to mow it for me, but I don’t like outsourcing small tasks I can handle myself. So I took an old pair of sneakers and made them my lawn mowing shoes and now they’re green around the edges. But I have to do it or, no lie, Alex comes around in his golf cart with a RULER and checks the height of grass. And only Kentucky Bluegrass. No St. Augustine or Tall Fescue, which are other kinds of grass I never knew a damn thing about until I got the HOA guidelines.

My next door neighbor, Mrs. Gebhart, came out to check her mail while I was finishing up the last row. She’s ninety-three and a sweet old gal. She welcomed Wendy and I to the block, while most of the other neighbors are still on a nod-and-wave-from-across-the-street level of friendship. 

She loves getting mail. The rest of us not born before World War 2 hate actual paper mail. The junk ads, credit card applications and catalogs you never remember signing up for. She loves it. I think she’s lonely. Wendy and I have had her over for dinner a few times and she always brings cookies that she baked. They’re awful, but we smile and thank her and she goes away happy, even though she eats like a bird and leaves behind all the bad cookies.

“Hi, Mrs. G.”

“Hello, Cameron. Lawn looks nice.”

“Looks nice or else, right?”

She tried to smile, but nothing happened. Her slow shuffle was a little slower and sadder too. I asked if she was all right. At ninety-three, I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

“Well, since you asked...” She paused and leaned on her mailbox. I walked closer so she wouldn’t have to raise her voice. “I’ve been told I have to leave.”

“What?”

“I have to sell. I guess there is some clause in the HOA that says you can’t live in a house you don’t directly own, to keep out renters and that air bed and breakfast thing people are doing.”

“Yeah, but you own your house for, what? Like forty years?”

“Fifty five.” She sighed. “A few years ago I moved everything into a trust and gave my son power of attorney. I’m not that young anymore, you know.” Bless her heart, she smiled. “Well, I guess that removes me from being the owner, since it’s my son’s name as beneficiary to the trust, and he lives in North Carolina, well...”

“Let me guess, Alex told you?”

“He said he was reviewing the records and found the violation.”

“That’s bullshit, Mrs. G.” I caught myself.  “Sorry for the language. But you don’t just trip over something like that. He had to go looking for a reason to kick you out.”

“I can’t say I’ve always seen eye to eye with him, but it is a rule and I did sign the contract.”

I held in a long string of expletives to protect her fragile ears. But seriously, this fucking guy.

“What are you gonna do?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ve looked at a few assisted living places which are quite nice. It won’t be so bad.”

“But still, kicked out of your own home. That’s...”

“Bullshit?”

This time I smiled. “Yeah. Complete and total bullshit.”

“In my time, I’ve seen my share of BS, let me tell you. This isn’t the worst.” 

“Mrs. G, you saw Hitler so your scale may a little skewed. It still sucks.”

“I just hope you get a nice neighbor to move in. You and Wendy have bene so kind to me.”

I wiped sweat off my forehead with my sleeve. “Let me see what I can do. Don’t start packing yet.”
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After I showered I told Wendy about Mrs. Gebhart.

“No!” She had really taken to the old lady. “That’s awful.”

“I know, right?”

“Where is she going to go?”

“Nowhere yet. I’m gonna go talk to someone.”

She scoffed. “Who? Alex?”

As if I couldn’t love her more, when he hit on her at our first community center mixer about three weeks after we moved here, she had told him she was married and that even if she wasn’t she would never be with a guy who hit on married women and even if she would be with a guy like that she would never be with him and that he should try sticking his nine-iron up his ass and teeing off into the sun. My mountain girl, tough as a cougar.

“I’ll go talk with Geno first, see what’s up.”

“I hope you can do something for her. I doubt it, though.”

“Worth a shot. If we just sit around and take this crap then they think they can get away with anything. Fucking bullies.”

––––––––
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The parking space where Alex put his stupid little golf cart was empty so I knew I’d timed it right and I could only deal with Geno. Geno was the vice president of HOA, and a nice guy.

“Hey, Cameron. How are you?”

“Not so great, Geno. I just had talk with Mrs. Gebhart.”

I could see his posture slump and he winced a little. He obviously knew what was going on there and he knew me well enough to know he was about to get an earful.

“Yeah. I hated how that went down.”

“Then reverse it. She’s not gone yet. Change the stupid rule. Or just ignore it for a 90 year old lady who’s lived here longer than the HOA has existed. Things get grandfathered into contracts all the time. Why not grandmothered in?”

“It’s really not up to me.”

I tried taking a deep breath to calm myself. “Is Alex some kind of dictator around here? Does he have total autonomy to do whatever he wants? Including evicting an old lady?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Not really, Geno. Not that complicated at all. Just change the rule or choose to ignore it. Pretty fucking simple.”

He looked over both shoulders and then dropped his voice low. “Between you and me... there’s some shady stuff going on.”

I kept my voice at full volume. “No shit, man.”

“No, I’m serious. Like, missing money. Contracts that never get filled even though they are funded through the dues. Alex keeps a pretty tight lid on the money stuff, but I’ve been sniffing around and something smells off.”

Now he had my attention. This scumbag was skimming from my dues payments? Fuck, no. He might think he can get away with this shit in a small town, but skimming from job sites and fudging the numbers on contractors was three-fourths of the economy where I grew up. Paying guys for no-show construction jobs, high bids with built-in graft, greased palms in every deal that goes down – this is how my family supported itself for generations.

No. Not on my watch.

“You got anything concrete?” I asked him.

“No, not really. Like I said, he keeps things pretty buttoned up.”

“Can you do some more digging? Find out what’s going on?”

“I can try.”

“Yeah, you do that.” The idea of getting Alex on evidence and facts wasn’t nearly as exciting as my instinct to put a bullet between his eyes. Sending a guy to jail for fraud might not be as satisfying as sending him to the morgue, but I’d try it once at least.

“This have anything to do with the speed bumps that somehow never happened?” I asked.

“That’s one of them. It’s what got me to do a little hunting, actually. I asked him about it and he just said, ‘don’t worry about it’. But it’s been over a year, and that money is gone and I don’t see any pending contracts for the work.”

“So he took the money, paid himself, and we get no speed bumps.”

Geno nodded.

How the hell I was getting so worked up over speed bumps is beyond me, but it’s the principal of it all. It was a good thing Alex wasn’t there right then, or I might have beat him to death with his fax machine.

I shook Geno’s hand. “Keep me posted.”

He looked nervous, but he nodded. “Ok. Will do.”
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I didn’t tell Wendy just yet. I wanted to wait for more solid evidence. Plus, if I got myself worked up over it she would see that all I really wanted to do was kill him, and that wouldn’t be good.

“You get any answers from Geno?”

“He’s gonna look into it.”

“Do you think we can get Mrs. Gebhart to keep her house?”

“I’ll do my damndest.”

“Not sure how much we can do. Those contracts. I hope we didn’t sign away anything we shouldn’t have. I didn’t read the whole thing, did you?”

“Not every sub-clause and fine print, no. Nobody does.”

“That’s how they get you.”

“Only if you’re an asshole who’s looking for ways to get people.”

“Well, we have one of those, that’s for sure.”

“He’s not God. He can’t just do whatever he wants.”

“Well, hopefully Geno can take care of it.”

“Yeah. Let’s hope so.”

A storm came through that night, blowing down tree limbs and knocking out power. We sat in the dark for a while and when it seemed obvious the power wasn’t coming back soon, we made love in the dark, giggling like teenagers. Not a bad way to spend a night.

––––––––
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Okay, look, I haven’t been 100% off the killing thing since Wendy and I got together. But there was a damn good reason.

One thing I’ve learned living in a small town is that you learn about every crime and mishap that happens. In New York, you’d have to stay glued to a TV all day long to get reports on every petty crime and murder. But around here, we hear it all.

So when a kid was run over exiting a school bus, it was big news. The guy behind the wheel got impatient waiting behind the stopped bus and veered around it, running the kid over. Of course there are laws about this and of course he went to jail while he awaited trial. And people were pissed, yes because of the dead kid, but also for how little remorse he showed. Every interview, every testimony during the trial he came off defensive, aggressive, playing the victim. His life was ruined now, blah, blah, blah. 

He was a dick, and he showed everyone how big of a dick he was.

Then it came out that the flashing red light on the back end of the school bus was out. A request had gone out to maintenance to replace the bulb, but it hadn’t been done yet. Even though the bus had one of those pop-out Stop sign thingys. Plus, the fact that everyone knows not to pass a stopped school bus. But this literally had a Stop sign on the back and this ass wipe couldn’t wait sixty seconds? But the guy skated because the “proper warnings weren’t in place”, according to his shyster lawyer, and that somehow exonerated him from crushing a little girl’s spine in his Lexus.

And still he was unrepentant. And again, everyone was pissed. Well, I don’t like sitting around and complaining when I can get up and do something.

So I went to his house. The Lexus was still in the driveway and my plan was to serve a little poetic justice and run the fucker over with his own car. Not kill him, necessarily, but crush his legs, break a dozen ribs, mangle an arm and a hand. A fuck up his car while I’m at it. I got it open, thanks to some long dormant skills I learned as a teenager, but hot-wiring a car is not what it used to be. It’s all computers these days. You can’t pop the steering column, strip a few wires, get a spark and start it up anymore. The thing ain’t moving unless you have a key fob with a transmitter in it. So I abandoned that idea.
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