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1.

The brand-new Lincoln town car rolled west on the Outerbridge Crossing and punched through the city limits of New York City like a butterfly unfolding from a chrysalis. Everything in that town car, including the car itself, was either wrong or broken, but that didn’t stop the occupants from being elated with the prospects that lay ahead. It was almost enough to dispel the horrors and pain they had left behind them, and nearly pushed out that uneasy feeling that in all probability those problems were right on their tails at this very minute.

The driver, Luther LaMotta, began life as a gentle soul who had appreciated the beautiful things in life, such as good music, fine art, and poetry. Where Luther had a promising future ahead of him, his best friend Tony Ferrari had nothing. Tony had also come from nothing, a product of a home that wasn’t broken but should have been. In Tony’s home his parents were still together, and his father was home every single day. Tony’s type of broken home meant everything in his home was broken from constant fistfights. The reason Tony’s father was home every day was because he was in training. Just like a runner stretches before a marathon Tony’s dad good get a good buzz going at home then off he would go on his quest. After all, all of the gin in The Bronx wasn’t going to drink itself, and his father was on a mission. His parents were very close, but close in the sense that they had world-class MMA cage matches every day. You can’t get closer to a person than that. They also lived by very strict rules. There could be no ceramic dishes or glass glasses in the house, as they seemed to shatter too easily when they hit the wall, floor, or someone’s head. Knives were kept in a cabinet with a combination lock on it. It took too long to get the lock open and stab your partner in a fit of rage.

At night, Tony’s mother would go off to work in a rundown building that made boxes, and his father would go to his job of ridding the world of gin and chasing women that didn’t run too fast but charged a lot. It was the only peace Tony had in his life, and he cherished every moment his family spent apart.

Through a series of bad decisions Tony had found himself in deep debt to a neighborhood gangster and went to Luther for help. He told Luther that all he had to do was be a lookout while Tony boosted cars. All he needed were three decent cars that he could sell to a chop shop, and he could pay the debt off. Naturally, Luther was completely against that idea, telling Tony he would help him in any other way he could, but he simply couldn’t get wrapped up in car theft. However, in the end there was no other way—the money had to be paid or Tony would be killed at best or crippled for life at worst. Luther had no choice other than to help his friend, as long as Tony understood that all Luther would do was cover Tony’s back while he stole the cars.

The first two thefts went off smooth as the hair on a frog’s ass. Luther was beginning to relax as Tony began to steal the last car he needed. The last car Tony found would not only pay off his debt, but it would also set him up pretty good for the next several years. Six million dollars of black Bugatti Divo was parked on a side street near the entrance to one of the city’s more famous nightclubs. Had Tony done all the math he would have deduced that anyone that could afford a car that only had a forty-unit production run might also have someone looking out for it while the owner made it rain in the club.

Tony was good at what he did considering his young age, and he was a firm believer that any car could be stolen—it was just a matter of how long it was going to take. Luther stood on the corner in front of the club trying to hurry Tony up with his mind. Tony was under the car, over the car, and in the car, and it was all taking way too much time. Luther shuffled back and forth on his feet, wishing he could make time stand still, when he heard the Divo roar to life with a throaty growl that sounded like it was shredding dollar bills with every second it idled.

“Come on!” Tony yelled triumphantly from the driver’s seat.

Luther took one grateful step forward and the world went blinding white. The only thing he could see was the sidewalk rushing up to meet his face. The driver’s body man had finally seen what was going on and cold-cocked Luther right in the back of the head with a baseball bat. Tony got away in the confusion and Luther went to prison.

Prison life was excruciating for Luther. He had no street sense, no idea what people were capable of, and no idea just how bad deception could be. Luther learned very quickly to hide the real him under a thick layer of emotional armor. This produced his first alter ego, which he labeled Bad Luther. Bad Luther could handle anything, exact righteous vengeance on anyone, and commit horrible acts without a moment’s hesitation. Alone in his cell, Luther built a defense mechanism that would keep Bad Luther from completely taking over. When he was alone, he would allow the personality he referred to as Middle Luther to take over. Middle Luther was not the intelligent and gentle Luther that had gone into prison, nor was he the sociopathic Luther that had learned to survive. Middle Luther was just a guy trying to make it from one day to another without being butt-fucked or stabbed. That Luther was also foggy, not too smart, and had a very tough time understanding nuance. 

Through a series of significant emotional experiences, all three Luthers had come crashing together at once, resulting in the current single personality of Luther LaMotta—a version that was all of them and none of them all at once. 

The keys to the Town Car still had the valet ticket attached and served as a constant reminder that the current occupants were fleeing town in a stolen car. Luther, hopeless romantic that he was, had made a deal with a kid who was the valet in one of the more upscale restaurants in the city. Luther paid the kid, and the kid gave him the keys to any car in the parking lot Luther wanted. Luther wasn’t going to steal it, he just wanted to take his girlfriend Candy out and show her the finer things in life by fucking her in the backseat of really expensive cars. When Luther realized he had to get the hell out of town, it seemed a no-brainer that the valet was the first Luther would go for his transportation. He just wouldn’t tell the kid he was never going to see whatever car Luther had the keys to again. 

The passenger in the right seat next to Luther was a pitiful, emotionally broken man, and a mere shadow of what he had been before. Martini “Marty” Conti had been a high-level enforcer for the Manchini organized crime family, the same family Luther had been a lackey for. Conti, in his forties, had fallen into a deep and deadly relationship with Cutter Manchini’s teenage daughter Evangeline. One evening, Cutter heard noises coming from his daughter’s room and walked in to find Conti sodomizing Evangeline as she begged him to fuck her harder.

Many years before, Manchini’s wife, Bianca, had been abducted by a Columbian cartel then taken back to the Colombia-Venezuela border, where they tortured her, cut her into small parts, and fed her to a crocodile. Manchini personally led his men to Columbia, where he murdered every last person and their families that lived in the cartel compound. Devastated and crushed by despair, Manchini shipped the crocodile back to New York, where he built a perfect habitat in the basement of the family’s office building. Manchini was certain that parts of his wife were still inside of the croc, so he named it Bianca and ordered his people to collect all of the animal’s waste, pack it into specially made sterling silver cases, then ship the cases to Miami where they would be interred in the family mausoleum for eternity.

Conti’s punishment for sodomizing Evangeline had been deeply thought out and multifaceted. First, Conti was banished to the croc pit, never again to see the light of day. Second, Conti would be completely responsible for the health and wellbeing of Bianca, ensuring that every single molecule of crocodile scat she produced be placed in silver boxes and shipped south. And third, from that day forth Marty Conti would be referred to as Croc Turd. Anyone caught referring to him as anything other than Croc Turd would be summarily executed on the spot.

Conti had been liberated from the croc pit by Luther when Luther exacted his revenge on everyone that had wronged him in the Manchini organization. Luther’s last act was to put a bullet in Bianca’s head. As the Town Car crossed out of New York and into a hopefully bright future, Conti was still coming to grips with being released from years in that dungeon and all the abuse at the hands of the Manchinis and their crew. Fresh air was assaulting his senses and overwhelming him. After all of that time breathing nothing but reptile shit, mold, and stagnant pond water, even the less than beautiful air in and around New York City seemed like it was suffocating him, but not necessarily in a bad way.

He also noticed he was scared to death being in such wide-open spaces. In fact, the only thing that was currently keeping him from rolling up into a tight fetal ball and sucking his thumb was the assumed security he found in the confines of the car itself. He had no idea how he was going to act if they stopped at a gas station, or, God forbid, went into a restaurant. He would try his best, of course; Luther had risked a lot to get Conti out of that croc pit and into this car. Conti would do whatever was in his power to make Luther’s life easy as they ran from the harbingers of their imminent demise. 

The third passenger in that car was more of an idea of a concept of reality. Tony Ferrari had taken on the responsibility of Luther after he was released from prison. It had been Tony’s fault that Luther was caught and cracked over the head, making him simple, and been sent to prison. Tony had vowed that he would take care of Luther for the rest of his life if that’s what he needed, and to that end he arranged for a job that would make Luther a semi-cleaner, semi-muscle, and kind of a bagman with the Manchini organization. 

Tony would look out for Luther when they were doing their job. Luther had a hard time with the mob’s incessant habit of giving commands with head nods and winks. Luther was amazed they would leave such crucial matters of life and death to a head nod. In one of the family’s meetings a crime boss got mad and stood up to leave the meeting room. Cutter looked at Luther and nodded his head. Since Luther had seen that exact same head nod used when Cutter wanted someone killed, Luther started to pull his gun out to cap the other crime boss. Tony caught him just in time and told Luther that Cutter just wanted him to open the door for the guy. Luther spent a lot of time frustrated, and Tony spent just as much time keeping him out of trouble.

In that position, Luther learned to allow both Bad and Middle Luther to exist. Bad Luther cut parts off bodies and fed them to a crocodile; he beat the shit out of people that his boss Big Benny Amato pointed at and nodded his head; and he stood behind upper management looking sinister at the appropriate time. Luther had to have an outlet for his inner beautiful self, and once he moved into his own apartment, he built Good Luther. Good Luther was never allowed outside, and never showed himself to others, including Tony. Good Luther kept plants, listened to gut-wrenching music, danced in his living room, and drank fine wine while he listened to Edith Piaf.  

In a double, or possibly even a triple cross, Luther’s stripper girlfriend Candy and Candy’s other boyfriend Azi, the mob’s bookkeeper, had set Tony up to take the fall for their skimming operation. Luther had known about the setup, but not that the patsy was Tony. He would have never considered that the love of his life would do something so heinous to his best friend. Consequently, when he was ordered to cut up the guy the mob had tortured to death for skimming and feed him to Bianca, he was devastated to see it was Tony’s broken body taped to a chair. 

A lot of killing, gun battles, and retribution had sprouted from that incident, and now, even though he knew it might not be Tony, because that croc shit could have been anybody, Tony was with them, in spirit anyway. Riding in the center of the bench seat between Luther and Marty was a sterling silver box with gold handles and a section of white medical tape stuck to the lid that had T-O-N-Y scrawled in black block letters across it.

“Do you think it’s possible they aren’t coming after us?” Marty asked hopefully.

“Marty,” Luther said kindly, “I shot Richy, Enzo, and Bianca, and I would imagine the fire I set burnt down the Gold Digger, along with those two assholes that had it coming. I’d like nothing more than to tell you Cutter understands why I did what I did and doesn’t want us dead, but I think we both know that’s not true.”

“Yeah,” Marty said vacantly as he nervously ran his fingers through stringy, unkempt hair. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He stared through the windshield with a look on his face like he was walking up the steps to the gallows.

“Look, buddy,” Luther couldn’t stand to see Marty this way, especially on his first day out of that hellhole, “anything is possible. Hell, after we crossed that river, we could have gone in any direction we wanted to. How the hell are they supposed to know which way that is? We have the entire world to hide in, my friend, and in case you hadn’t noticed, that’s a big-ass place.” 

Marty mulled that over for a moment, trying to work his brain into believing the unbelievable. “Ya know, Luther,” he finally said, “I had quite a lot of time on my hands living in that shitpit and the only thing to do was watch TV. I guess I should have been happy I got that much. My favorite stuff to watch was old Quentin Tarantino and Sergio Leone movies. I memorized nearly the entire script to Pulp Fiction, Reservoir Dogs, True Romance, The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, High Plains Drifter, and shit like that. Of course, also every line from O Brother, Where Art Thou? But that’s a different genre. Anyway, the only thing that keeps running through my head right now is something Marsellus Wallace said.”

“Who the fuck is Marsellus Wallace?” Luther asked.

“It doesn’t matter.” Marty was trying to keep focused. “What does matter is that in that movie a guy didn’t throw a fight like he was supposed to. This guy’s name was Butch. Anyway, Marsellus is understandably pissed off and he wants Butch dead, so he says ‘I’m prepared to scour the Earth for that motherfucker. If Butch goes to Indochina, I want a nigger hiding in a bowl of rice ready to pop a cap in his ass.’”

“Wow,” Luther said, trying to keep the mood light, “I never realized what a racist asshole Tarantino was.”

“Totally,” Marty agreed, “but nobody says shit, because they like to watch his movies. I mean why put a line like ‘Did you see a sign out front that says Dead Nigger Storage?’ when it doesn’t add anything to the script?” Marty shook his head, trying to get back on track. He was finding he had difficulty concentrating on a subject with all of the bright light, motion, and noise around him. “My original point was, Marsellus was that motivated just because Butch didn’t throw a fight. You killed Cutter’s son, his right-hand man, burned down his strip club, shot his crocodile, then stole a queen’s shitload of money. I think he’s going to have an Italian hiding in a bowl of rice for us, Luther.”

“So we don’t eat sushi,” Luther said, smiling. “There, problem solved.”

“I’m serious here,” Marty pouted.

“Look Marty—” Luther was going to try one last time “—the shit you’re worried about is in a movie. If you stop and think about it, any movie is all bullshit. Like, how did he get there that fast, how many times can this guy get shot in the face and still be fine? That kind of shit. Think about a crime boss in wherever Marsellus Wallace lived putting a button man in some random restaurant in a geographical area the size of Indochina and at the exact time—Butch, is it?”

“Yeah, Butch.”

“The exact time Butch orders a bowl of rice. That shit just doesn’t happen in the real world, brother.”

“It’s a simile,” Marty grumbled.

“Ooooh,” Luther mocked. “Check out the big brain on Brad!”

“You can be a real dick at times,” Marty said as he stared out of the side window. “I knew you saw that movie.”

“I just thought jacking around with you would help pass the time,” Luther shrugged.

Marty spun around and stuck a bony finger in Luther’s face. “You DO NOT jack around with movie quotes!”

Marty held his finger in place as Luther looked at it from his periphery. They held that pose for a second, then they both burst out in laughter.

“Honestly, Luther,” Marty said as the laughing subsided, “they’re coming for us.”

“We don’t know that,” Luther reassured, “and we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”      

2.

The midnight-black Cadillac CT5 rolled across the Outerbridge Crossing leaving New York City and comfort in the rearview mirror. The driver, Big Benny Amato, had been Luther and Tony’s direct supervisor, if the mob actually had a corporate ladder of hierarchy. Benny, dressed in his usual costume of tasteful and expensive black suit, white shirt, and black tie, was the picture of “made mob guy”. Six foot four inches and two-fifty on the scales combined with four percent body fat made his constantly pissed off and threatening look unnecessary. But Benny did nothing, including his facial expressions, for no reason. The mask of “terrifying brooder” he wore came from the fact that Big Benny was constantly pissed off and dangerous. Additionally, he hated his traveling mate. 

Dante “Pretty Boy” Pesci served as the Manchini family’s torture expert. Although he did qualify as a boy, actually more of a male mammal, he was definitely not pretty. Pretty Boy had been captured by a rival gang as a teenager working for the Manchinis and tortured for information about the mob’s coke supplier. Over the course of several days tied to a chair, Pretty Boy had his balls cut off, teeth knocked out, both pinkies cut off, his eye sliced open then scooped out of his face with a spoon, and he was sliced across the face several times with a box cutter then stabbed more than twenty times in non-fatal parts of his body.

In all of that time and enduring all of that pain Pretty Boy never gave up a morsel of information. Once his abusers realized the only thing they were getting out of this session was physically tired of mutilating a teenager, they simply left him to die in an abandoned warehouse that had once been a pet food storage facility. 

During the time he languished alone in that chair, rats chewed through the ropes on his hands, freeing him. Unfortunately, before the rats went after the rope, they ate three toes, took out a large section of his nose and chewed one ear off. Pretty Boy, finally freed, crawled into the parking lot and collapsed, resigned to the fact that this was where his last moments on Earth would be enacted. Cutter’s crew had been frantically searching for Pretty Boy, and it was Enzo Armani who found him as close to death as a person possibly could be without actually walking into the light. Enzo immediately took him to a mob doc.

Unfortunately, that doctor hadn’t been an actual doctor. Shortly after he finished his residency, he traded in a bright future in medicine for the bottom of a whiskey bottle. He basically taped, superglued, stapled, and sutured Pretty Boy back together in the simplest ways possible. On the other side of Pretty Boy’s long recovery, he had become a speed freak, dropping both speed and molly together to take the edge off the constant pain and dark places in his mind. In what must have been a dare to see how much more horrible he could look, Pretty Boy often wore an eyepatch over his empty eyehole with a picture of a bloodshot eyeball painted on it. He resembled the potential result of the Crypt Keeper and Riff Raff’s copulation.

Pretty Boy always had a theme for his torture sessions. He would dress as a surgeon, an electrician, carpenter, or whatever, and mutilate people with the tools of that trade. Today he was on a manhunt, and he was dressed appropriately for that—well, almost appropriately. He was dressed completely in black, looking like Johnny Cash in a Saw movie. A lightweight, black cotton full-length duster covered black, knee-length cargo shorts that were accentuated by knee-high red athletic socks sporting two wide white stripes at the top of each one. These were stuffed into black and white high-top Chuck Taylors. To try and keep from frightening small children, Pretty Boy wore a red engineer’s bandana over his face like an outlaw and had a black, flat-brimmed cowboy hat pulled low over his face. His current eyepatch was black leather with rhinestones in the shape of a cross.  

Cutter had made their mission abundantly clear when he sent the pair off to find Luther and Marty. They were to dice Luther up in small pieces, keeping him alive as long as they could. If that took blood transfusions and speed, then so be it. Marty was to be captured alive and returned to Cutter unharmed, then fed alive to the pigs Cutter had acquired to take over body disposal for the late Bianca.

“Do you think we’re going to be back in time for dinner?” Pretty Boy asked, more to be irritating than as an actual question.

“Why?” Benny asked indifferently. “Do you have a certain quota of children you need to rape before midnight?”

“Fuck off,” Pretty Boy said as he watched the city sights pass by. As an afterthought he asked, “How the hell are we supposed to find these asslickers anyway? Just drive west until we find a pale shithead traveling with a moron? Or is it north, or south, for that matter? Hell, about the only way we know we shouldn’t bother to look is east.”

“I have a great idea,” Benny said sarcastically. “Here’s my phone. Give Cutter a call and ask him all the same stupid shit you just asked me.” Benny handed him his phone.

“Jesus Christ,” Pretty Boy whined, “I’m just pointing out that this is fucked up and we had better start getting our story together for Cutter when we can’t find these assbags. I mean, holy shit—he sends two people out to find people that don’t want to be found? He has more people than just us, what the fuck’s wrong with him?” 

“I don’t know,” Benny answered, clearly annoyed. “I didn’t ask him that while he was screaming that he wanted the ‘motherfuckers’, I believe his exact words were, ‘caught and killed.’ It just didn’t seem like a good time to mention he was fucking up.”

“Not even you can be stupid enough to just jump in a car and start blindly driving west,” Pretty Boy jibed. “You have to have something up your sleeve you’re not telling me about. Otherwise we might as well just shoot ourselves in the face and ship our bodies back to Cutter for the pigs.”

“Yeah,” Benny said, glaring straight ahead, “and eat shit for the stupid remark.”

“Oh please, kind sir,” Pretty Boy mocked, “could you possibly share your information with this humble vassal? If that’s not too much trouble, of course.”

Benny shot Pretty Boy a shitty look. “Before Asshole left the apartment where he shot Richy and Enzo, he took their credit cards and IDs.”

“Oh, come on, man!” Pretty Boy said as he looked at Benny incredulously. “Are you serious? Not even those shitheads could be ignorant enough to use those cards. Besides, they stole enough money from Cutter to buy Staten Island, if anyone would want to live in that shithole. Why would they use any credit cards? Plus, both of those accounts are in Cutter’s name. You know how paranoid he is.”

“Look, goddammit—” Benny was getting really tired of being questioned “—I have no idea. If they don’t use them, we’re pretty much screwed. We’ll ask people along the route westbound if they’ve seen a dipshit and a ghost together who are paying for shit with hundred-dollar bills. If nothing else, the car they’re in is stolen.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me that?” Pretty Boy was deeply irritated. “And how the hell do you know? Do you also know what kind of car it is?”

“The Manchinis own a swanky restaurant near the river,” Benny explained, “and, according to the valet they beat the living shit out of, that dumb fuck Luther used to bribe the kid to let him fuck that twat Candy in the backseat of fancy cars belonging to people that were in the restaurant having dinner.”

“He did what?” Pretty Boy couldn’t believe Luther was really that stupid. Stupid, yeah, but screwing a company stripper in the backseat of connected guys’ cars stupid? Man, that was an entirely different level of ignorant.

“You heard me. Anyway, Luther gets the keys to a brand-new Lincoln town car from that poor dumb shit kid that thinks Luther is just going to fuck in it.”

“So we know the car, the color, the tag number, and the fact that the cops are looking for it,” Pretty Boy said as he relaxed. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that shit in the beginning?”

“Because,” Benny looked at Pretty Boy with a grin that held no humor or warmth, “I just hate seeing your ugly ass happy.”

Pretty Boy held up a crooked middlefinger, then folded his arms, leaned against the door, and sulked.

Benny was happy for the first time since he got the order from Cutter to find Luther and Marty. 

3.

As Luther and Marty cruised through Middle of Nowhere, West Virginia, which is pretty much any place in West Virginia, the adrenaline from their harrowing escape out of New York was beginning to wear off, leaving them drained. At the beginning of the trip they both felt as though they could drive straight through to California if it was necessary. Now physiological reality was beating them into unconsciousness. Darkness was creeping across the countryside like a comfortable quilt being pulled up on a cold evening.

Marty was beginning to feel a little better in the freeing anonymity of the night. He could almost force himself to imagine that he and Luther were going to be fine and that their lives wouldn’t be measured in a matter of a few days, or a week at best. Luther could feel what his friend was going through, and he had waited as long as he could to make the suggestion they both knew was inevitable.

“Buddy,” Luther said gently, “are you awake?”

“Yeah, man,” Marty answered quietly. He knew what was coming. “I’m with you.”

“Marty—” Luther hesitated “—I think we’re going to have to take a break here.”

“Yeah,” Marty answered, “I know that.”

“Marty,” Luther continued, “I don’t want to state the obvious here, but if we get a motel, you’re going to have to get out of the car at least long enough to get into the room.”

“Thanks for being so understanding, Luther,” Marty said in not much more than a whisper. “But honestly, I don’t want to be a burden. Whatever you need to do, just do it, and I’ll find a way to get through it.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way, buddy,” Luther said, trying to calm Marty. “We can go as slow as you want until you’re ready to function as a normal person.” Luther regretted the word normal as soon as it came out of his mouth. Luckily, Marty didn’t seem to take offense.

“I’ll see how it goes at the motel,” Marty said hesitantly, “but really, Luther, I think I can get through most anything as long as you’re there. And I’m not just blowing smoke up your ass.”

Luther chuckled a little. “We aren’t going to be swapping spit in the shower now, are we?”

“Blowing and asses would be Richy’s job.” Marty was laughing.

“Used to be anyway.” Luther was also laughing, “But I imagine he’s sucking cocks in hell right about now.”

“Right next to his mother,” Marty added.

“Oh shit, man,” Luther said, smiling, “an archaic Exorcist reference. Nice.”

They high-fived.

The darkness of the West Virginia night enveloped them like a woolen sock as the Lincoln’s headlights probed the way, forcing shadows to dance in the trees lining the highway. Far off in the distance, as far as you could see in this seemingly endless forest of a state, Luther could see the glow of neon lights. Not many of them, but anything that took electricity to run gave a hint of civilization and a possibility of a place to stay. As Luther got closer, the glow of the lights doubled in size, showing a thriving metropolis of one building on one side of the road and another across from it.

Gravel crunched under the weight of the Lincoln as Luther wheeled into the parking lot of a sad-looking motel that hadn’t been updated since disco was king. A gaudy, individually lettered sign above what was either the office or a castaway prop from a Resident Evil set gave off a dismal attempt to seem warm and welcoming. Fly and moth-encrusted yellow and green neon labeled this particular dive as the ‘No Tell Motel.’ Two of the Ls had gone on strike indefinitely, changing the name to ‘No Tel Mote.’ The first room next to the office had a beat-up red door resting on one hinge, with an upside-down number 1 clinging desperately to the last rusted vestige of a nail that had possibly been used to shoe the horses of conquistadors when they invaded Mexico. The window was open and drab curtains struggled to escape the confines of the gloomy interior. The row of six other rooms each had a different color door that had been painted way back in a time when someone had actually given a shit if this place remained standing or not.

“Are you okay to wait here?” Luther asked Marty.

“Are you up to date on your tetanus shots before you go in there?” Marty asked as he gazed, mesmerized by the enormity of the who gives a shit aura the building was casting off in all directions.

“Hey, at least there’s a bar across the street,” Luther said lightly.

“Baby steps, brother,” Marty advised, “baby steps.”

“Holler if you need anything,” Luther said as he got out of the car.

“You got it, partner,” Marty said, forming a gun with his hand and pointing it at Luther.

The screen door screeched in protest at having to do its job and Luther was nearly knocked over by the stench when he entered the room. It was like he had been smacked in the face by a wet towel that had been used to wipe a hog’s ass. This bouquet of misery was finished off with notes of cheap cigarette smoke and permeating body odor. The entirety of the office was wrapped in early 70s fake walnut paneling that had come loose in a few places, leaving gaps where insulation hung out. An avocado chair that would have fit great on a Jetsons cartoon slumped in one corner as a floor lamp fitting the same description stood guard next to it.

The check-in counter was appropriate—yellow Formica from the Bronze Age wearing chips, cracks, and scars that were so old time had worn them smooth. To one side, a plastic Easter lily in a red plastic pot drooped toward the desk, weighed down by cobwebs, dirt, and plastic depression. Luther could hear snoring coming from somewhere behind the counter. Each step he took across the beaten-down, grubby, once shag carpet seemed sticky and putrid. As he placed his hands unconsciously on the countertop, he could see an extremely fat man lying horizontal on an overburdened desk chair. The buttons on his shabby cowboy shirt, which was adorned with one embroidered bucking bronco on each breast, were pulled nearly sideways as they desperately strained against his girth. As if to verify the two-sizes-too-small concept, the shirt tail rested three inches short of his belt, showing off a deeply indented bellybutton that closely resembled Moby Dick’s blowhole with greasy hair around it. Tatty jeans appeared from under the mass of gut then slithered down his legs and disappeared into the tops of beaten cowboy boots.

Luther looked at the proprietor for a moment, wondering if he had been in that position for so long that he had actually grown around the chair. Luther raised both hands off the counter and slammed them down hard. Fat Man jumped like he had been suddenly hooked up to an electric outlet, rolled to one side breaking a wheel off the chair, and landed on his hands and knees, exposing a dead-fish white, hairy butt crack.

“Som-bitch!” Fat Man yelled. “Who the fuck did that?”

Luther cleared his throat. “Yeah, that guy looked like a real asshole when he ran out of here. But, as long as you’re awake, how’s about a room?”

Fat Man climbed the chair hand over hand, then the desk, and finally the counter like he was on his last legs as he approached the peak of Everest. “Gawd-damnit,” he groused as he spit a load of brown lumpy tobacco juice into a Styrofoam cup.

“You sleep with that shit in your mouth?” Luther asked.

“You writin’ a book?” Fat Man grumbled.

“Nope, partner,” Luther said brightly. “Just want a room. Two people, and we don’t want room number one.”

“That’s my place,” Fat Man said as he inspected Luther with a jaundiced eye. “Not available.”

“Of course it is,” Luther said cordially.

“How long you want it for?”

“When is checkout time?” Luther asked.

“Checkout time!” Fat Man crowed, then he began laughing. He turned his head slightly and addressed a room devoid of other people, “Hear that shit? Checkout time. Jeez-us-Christ. Look, the only people that come here are drunks from across the street that think they’re in love, right up until they cum.”

“Hot pillow joint, huh?” Luther said apathetically. “So let’s say I don’t want to use the bed for an hour, and I’d like to have a place to stay for the night. You know, kind of like how motels work? And don’t give me any shit about an hourly rate.”

“Fifty bucks, cowboy,” Fat Man said, as he spit more juice into the ever-present cup. “That ok with you?” 

“Do you take credit?” Luther asked as he passed a card across the desk.

Fat Man processed the card. “Will room two suit your needs, Mr. Manchini?” he asked sarcastically.

“Yeah, that should be fine,” Luther said as he took the room key, which was attached to a large grimy block of wood by a leather thong. “By the way, we might want to stay longer. Could you not run that card until we check out? I don’t want to run up extra processing fees.”

“Anything you say, ah, Mr. Manchini,” Fat Man said sarcastically. 

Even though Luther knew he gave the desk pig Richy’s credit card it was a small and irritating shock being referred to as Mr. Manchini. Luther got into the Lincoln and parked in front of room two. The remnant of a broken lightbulb hung in the form of jagged glass and snapped filament from the overhang above the door as Luther shoved the ancient key into the lock. The giant wood block bounced clumsily off the steel plate of the door, making a dull clunk noise.

“After you, my good sir,” Luther said to Marty as he held the door open to a dark void that smelled of casual sex and desperate emotion. Marty felt along the rough paint just inside the door and found the light switch. Dim yellow light filled the room, forcing roaches to scatter for cover like the First Infantry Division at Kasserine Pass. 

“What a shithole,” Marty said, with all of the amazement people usually reserve for their first look at the Grand Canyon.

“Yeah, honey,” Luther joked, “but it’s our shithole.”

Marty tossed his backpack on the bed and stepped farther into a fake-paneling doppelganger of the motel office. Avocado peel-and-stick carpet squares covered the uneven concrete floor and led into the yellow and orange tiled walls of the bathroom. Marty looked up at the water stains on the ceiling. “You know,” he said thoughtfully. “If you squint your eyes, it kind of looks like that painting in Italy of God touching fingers with some other guy.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Luther said as he examined the different shades of tan in the peeling plaster of the ceiling.

“Hey,” Marty said, “you left the cash in the car when you checked in.” 

“Yeah,” Luther responded, “what about it?”

“What’d you pay for this dump with?” Marty asked. “Your good looks?”

“Well,” Luther said chuckling, “we both know that ain’t happening.”

“Seriously,” Marty pressed. “Because I can’t believe you might have done what I think you did.”

“What’s that?” Luther asked placidly.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Marty wanted answers.

“I used Richy’s credit card, Marty,” Luther said, confirming Marty’s worst fears. “But Fat Boy is not going to run it until we leave, just in case.”

“Oh shit, man!” Marty cried, covering his face with both hands. “Why in the name of all that’s holy would you do something like that? We have enough money to buy this place, burn it, and build another MGM.”

“We don’t have quite that much,” Luther corrected. “That money is our ticket to a new life.” He pointed to the black duffle bag he had tossed on the bed next to Marty. “If I pull out a wad of hundreds to pay for a room in a criminal breeding ground like this, how long do you think it would be before some assholes came in here, guns blazing, and took every dime we have?”

“But Jesus, Luther—” Marty began.

“Look, buddy,” Luther explained calmly, “unless Cutter has connections with Wells Fargo nobody is going to know we used that card until we’re long gone. Besides, that’s why I asked him to wait until tomorrow to run it. If by some chance that account goes back to someone that’s still alive, no one will know until we’re back on the road again.”

Marty considered that idea for a second, trying to force his logical side to accept what he was certain sounded like horseshit. He sat in the yellow gloom examining the extra shitty carpet.

“You okay, buddy?” Luther asked softly.

“Yeah,” Marty answered disjointedly. “I think I’m getting my shit together faster than I thought I would. Living secluded in that death pit for as long as I did fucks with a guy’s head. Honestly, Luther, if you had ever double-crossed me, I would have fed myself to Bianca.”

Luther sat next to Marty and put his hand on his shoulder. To Luther’s surprise Marty didn’t flinch at the human contact.

“I hate to make you feel like a crutch, but as long as I know I have you watching my back I’m pretty good,” Marty said, facing Luther. “Open spaces and shit like that seem to only affect me when I’m alone. Even if you’re like in the other room, or someplace away from the car, I get kind of jittery.”

“I’ll try to stay closer,” Luther said apologetically.

“No, man,” Marty said, putting his hand on Luther’s leg, “That’s exactly what I don’t need. I’m going to get out of this shit pretty quick if I force myself to. I just have one kind of fucked-up thing to ask.”

“Anything, dude,” Luther assured.

“Well, nighttime is going to jack with me pretty bad,” Marty explained. “I can feel that. If I sleep, I have no idea where people are sneaking up on me from. So—if you don’t mind—would it be okay if I slept in the closet for now?”

“Sure, man,” Luther said gently. “Whatever you need.” He was trying very hard not to let Marty see his breaking heart.

Marty smiled. “Thanks. I’ll try not to make this take too long.”

“Take all the time you need, brother,” Luther said smoothly. Then as an afterthought he added, “Hey, you want to take a lot of baby steps and walk across the street to that swillhole over there? I promise I won’t take my eyes off you. Hell, if I have to go pee you can come along and hold it for me.” 

“I’d like that, brother,” Marty confirmed. “As for your dick, I don’t see how that’s helping my condition.”

“It’s not,” Luther said as he stood up. “But it sure would help mine.”

“Blow me,” Marty said, laughing lightly. 

4.

Marty and Luther stepped out of room number two directly onto the gravel of the parking lot and stopped to take in the weight of the milestone Marty was about to tackle. The night was warm and slightly humid, with a smell of pine trees fighting for attention against the rotting pile of construction material they had just walked out of. Marty stood still, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, then listened to the moths fight for position next to the unhelpful yellow lightbulb jammed into a socket above their heads.

“Maybe I should do that breathing thing just a little bit farther from this dump,” Marty said, coughing. “This place smells like pig shit and turpentine.” 

“The middle of the street might be your best bet,” Luther said, patting Marty on the back. Then, indicating the bar across the street, he added, “it looks like the ambiance of that shitpile isn’t going to be any sweeter.”

The building across the street looked like the fake front of a Western movie set saloon sans hitching posts. Closer inspection would show that the wood planks, windows, and even the old-timey-looking overhang running the length of the building were just painted on concrete block walls by someone that almost certainly had been paid in beer. The red letters above the picture of a porch roof, proclaiming this establishment be known as ‘Thunderbolt and Lightfoot’s’ were actually worse than the half-assed building front. The letters looked like they had been applied by a six-year-old with a paint roller that was jerking off while he was painting.

“This entire area looks like a seabag full of assholes that has been abandoned in a bus station,” Marty said as they crossed the street.

The parking lot only had a few cars in it, which might have been an indication of a very busy night for this out of the way establishment. A few trucks that were being held together by willpower and rightwing talking point bumper stickers rested near dilapidated economy sedans that had probably started life on the showroom floor already looking like a box of sad rolling shit. However, there was one brilliant exception to this fleet of ‘just waitin’ for the welfare check here, boss’ vehicular potpourri that was sitting right in front of the door. Parked at that obnoxious ‘go fuck yourself’ angle taking up two, possibly three spaces, was a giant, gleaming red Ford F-350 dually. The scarlet rolling overcompensation wagon had tires that each cost twice as much as most of the vehicles around it, and the running boards actually had to have boarding steps due to the strip mining equipment size shocks, springs, and risers. The back window was rendered nearly useless by a huge white vinyl silhouette of an AR-15 that stretched the length of the glass, and adding to the additional backside view atmosphere was a confederate flag on the tailgate that had been unknowingly painted upside down. As if anyone seeing this monster would have missed the dick extension quality attached to the owner, a red rubber pair of bull testicles hung from a trailer hitch that offered every hitch ball size imaginable—just in case. 

“What do you think?” Luther quipped as the two walked onto the crushed and pathetically cast-off appearance of the asphalt in the parking lot. “Could there be maybe one or two shitbirds in this place?”

“Well,” Marty answered, trying to sound less frightened than he was, “from the outside it would appear to be some type of asshole breeding ground, or possibly a worldwide distributor of asshole and dipshit sundries. But I could certainly be wrong.”
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