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I dedicate my entire writing career to my best friend,
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confidante, light, life, and wife,

Christy.

You taught me to be comfortable using the phrase,

“I should have listened to you in the first place.”

Also:

Thank you for creating Mr. Fluffkins,

and my humblest apologies for what I did with him in this book.

Prolog

For decades the greatest Caribbean playground on the planet was, without exception, Havana, Cuba. Warm tropical breezes, the feel of sand on bare feet, rum, a completely corrupt government, and no U.S. oversight made the city the Devil’s playground. Long, lean smugglers’ sailboats, majestic with their white billowing sails, brass fittings, and teak decks, slid through the painfully blue waters of the Sea of the Antilles for the short seventy-mile trip to the US mainland, where they would lie offshore, filled with enough rum to float the ark. In the dim light of a smugglers’ moon, the crews of the motherships worked feverishly to load smaller boats with prohibition hooch and slip them silently into the mangroves of the South Florida coast to be unloaded.

Mob bosses partied until the weary hours of the morning that are socially reserved for debauchery, ill intent, and nefarious dealings. Meyer Lansky, considered to be the Mafia’s ambassador to Cuba, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Santo Trafficante, Amleto Battisti, Joe Stassi, Don Amadeo Barletta, and even the enigmatic Al “Scarface” Capone were making names for themselves in the flashy yet seedy tropical life of the island.

Celebrities of the time flocked there in private airplanes and personal yachts. Perpetual intrigue unfolded in eclectic bars and bohemian cafes in a city filled with striking architecture, earning the Cuban capital the nickname “The Paris of the Caribbean.” After winning four gold medals for track in 1936, Jesse Owens raced against a horse in Havana—and won. British playwright and actor Noel Coward, Albert Einstein, Howard Hughes, Katharine Hepburn, Joe Louis, Alec Guinness, Maureen O’Hara, Jane Fonda, and Gary Cooper all made use of Cuban hospitality, and writer Ernest Hemingway made his home there for twenty years.

However, the grievous truth of reality is that all good things must certainly come to an end. The luster of Cuba eventually turned into sad and tarnished communist oppression. All that enthusiasm, depravity, crime, and glamor had developed its own unstoppable kinesis, that was now seeking the path of least resistance. That path would eventually drive directly into the center of Miami, Florida. 

While Miami Beach served as the safety net for tropical wildlife, Miami itself continued to be little more than a semi-sleepy southern town with a population that loved minding its business and only ventured to the beach to observe the circus. Moving into the nineteen-seventies, Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive were dilapidated dumps that had become, for the most part, deserted streets that were not safe to walk around in after dark. The Fontainebleau Hotel stood out as one of the only actual working hotels in the area; the rest were hulks of past glory sporting subtropical decay, now only miserable shooting galleries for heroin addicts and hobo hideaways.

The crime de la zone in Miami had turned from flashy organized crime and illegal booze to drug dealing, gambling, and human trafficking, all of which would spiral out of control during the 1980 Mariel Boatlift. On April 18th h, Castro issued an edict along the lines of, “If you think it’s so shitty here then get the hell off my island.” Crafty old communist that he was, Castro also decided to slide a few hundred criminals in with real people in an attempt to ease the economic burden of incarcerating social outcasts. These less than desirable refugees, having no prospects in the U.S., were scooped up by cartels to be used as entry-level forced labor.  

The business of cocaine sales and distribution skyrocketed, giving Miami its own quaint little illicit cottage industry, with obscenely large cottages. At the same time, Miami was revived as the place to be for the rich and famous. Gloria Estefan, Burt Reynolds, Cher, Muhammad Ali, Julio Iglesias, and many more of the rich and famous had homes in Miami, and the list of high-power celebrities visiting the beaches and discos was legion.

The next level of crime that came with the coke trade was, for the most part, tolerated. To some extent, Miami wore its badge of illicit big-time crime with pride. Shows like Miami Vice, based on two detectives fighting the good fight against organized crime, soared to the top of the viewer lists. Just like in 1930s Chicago, big-time crime was romantic and, so long as they were only killing each other, the citizenry had no major issue with it. 

From the early seventies through the eighties, men like Pablo Escobar, the Falcon brothers, Sal Magluta, Barry Seal, Mickey Munday, and more made celestial amounts of money. Then, a shooting in a liquor store in Dadeland Mall marked the opening salvo in the drug wars, Miami was titled the Drug Capital of the World, and the era of the cocaine cowboy was ushered in.

All that money and all that crime were keeping the police extremely busy, and attracted another criminal element, like trash attracts raccoons. The second most romanticized criminal occupation in the history of the world flourished...

Bank robbery. 

1.

Four men, identically dressed in institutional blue, a color fitting their mood, shuffled single file through the maddening sterility of stark white walls broken only by equally spaced light grey cell doors. These men’s slumped and dark constitutions stood in blistering contrast to the officious and superior demeanor of the two uniformed guards that escorted them. The lack of carpet, furniture, or curtains on the small windows of the outside wall gave an unrestrained and forlorn quality to every sound made in this space. Soles of shoes snapped on the light grey tile and echoed against the distant clang of a closing cell door or whir of an electric motor. When one of the guards spoke, the fracture in the echoing silence was shocking and dramatic. 

“Stop,” the front guard ordered. The men dutifully stopped and waited as the mechanical cacophony that signaled the opening of the iron gate in front of them ricocheted off the disinterested walls. 

These four inmates had come to the comfy confines of the Florida State Prison from very different paths. Albert “Al” Jackson exhibited a compact boxer’s frame and a stoic, expressionless way of moving that was involuntarily learned during time at some of the finest correctional facilities in the state. Dark, threatening eyes and a careless Robert Blake haircut would label him as an ex-con no matter where he was.

Al had been the brains of every criminal pack that he ran with. Not due to any criminal specialty, such as planning, skulking, pillagery, or debauchery, but more due to the basement level IQ his compatriots possessed. It’s not hard to shine when you’re standing in a pool of gutter rats with personality disorders. The one thing that Al did possess in spades was an ability to sound like he knew what he was doing at times when he was just as confused as those looking to him for guidance in a tight situation. 

Al grew up in rural central Florida with completely diametrically opposed parents. While Al’s mother was kind and giving, his father was hateful and closed off. Where his mother was forgiving and nurturing, his father was the world champion of holding a grudge, and always saw Al as being in competition for his masculinity. Al knew his father was a piece of shit from a very early age. Unfortunately, his mother totally believed in the hidden goodness of her husband and felt he was only concerned about molding Al into a respectable young man. 

Al ran away from home at fourteen and made his life on the streets of Gainesville, Florida, stealing the things he needed, lying to gain the trust of others, and planning grandiose schemes to make money. Al’s charismatic personality drew people in and made them want to be a part of whatever he was doing. And what he was doing was shoplifting from convenience stores, jacking cars that people had left the keys in, and scooping up unattended personal items in front of the University of Florida’s football stadium.

As with any other fledgling foray into a new business, there were a few bumps. The first occurred when Al and two other underage thieves were in the process of ripping off a 7-Eleven in Alachua. One of his co-conspirators brought a gun—just in case. Apparently, that just in case happened shortly after they walked in the front door. Al’s accomplice walked directly to the cashier, shoved his gun through the small opening at the bottom of the bulletproof glass surrounding the attendant, and demanded he empty the register. As the attendant was busy breaking the gunman’s arm on the edge of the glass protection, he was simultaneously pressing the button to lock all the outside doors, trapping Al, the gunman, and the other stunned would-be thief inside.

Pleas, promises, and oaths fell on deaf ears, and simply filled the minutes until the Alachua PD showed up, sirens screaming and guns drawn, as excited cops screamed conflicting orders at the hapless soon-to-be convicts inside. That was Al’s first taste of the Florida Department of Corrections, with a sentence confining him to the Center for Success and Independence in Ocala. Kiddie prison.  

Al’s life continued, measured in snippets of time consisting of crime, punishment, lamentation, self-reflection, crime, punishment, and on and on. The periods of incarceration and the contrasting life of freedom taught him two very valuable things. First, the idea of doing time to pay for his indiscretions was nothing more than an illusion. Long after his correctionnel dues had been paid to society, he would continue to be punished for being a convict. No self-respecting business was going to hire an ex-con, he couldn’t get a job in the federal government, he was unable to vote, and most people that had been his friends shunned him as soon as they found out he had done time.

His life on the inside taught him the juxtaposition of the two worlds. He learned from professionals how to commit the crimes he had been committing all his life, but now it would be in a much more careful way. He learned the different nuances between robbing a gas station and robbing a liquor store. He learned the difference in prison time between using a weapon, threatening someone with that weapon, firing that weapon, or not using a weapon at all. He received a master’s degree in criminology. 

The second man in line was both Al’s cellmate and a minor pain in his ass. Tall, thin, brooding and particularly gaunt, Sanderson “Sandy” Barrow’s life could have been a carbon copy of Al’s. For that matter, all four of the convicts in this line had nearly the same criminal backgrounds. Constantly in and out of prison and endlessly blaming shitty luck for their jail time.

Sandy grew up in the poorer regions of south Duval County, the son of an absent alcoholic father and a present, endlessly pregnant mother. Sandy had eight brothers and sisters of varying intellectual levels and ethnic lineage. His mother wasn’t necessarily a whore as the strictest of definitions go; she was more gullible than sexual. Each new man would show up in her life with a line of bullshit ten miles long, and more plans for the future than the generals in charge of D-Day. All these men needed for success was Sandy’s mother to support them for a short time until they hit it big. Unfortunately, the only thing they usually hit big was Sandy’s mother, in both a physical and sexual way. Sandy’s mother’s stomach would begin to swell and the latest male authority figure realized he needed to be someplace far, far away from responsibility.

One thing that Sandy’s mother absolutely demanded from her children was that they attend school every single day, and Sandy stuck to this idea religiously for quite a long time. He was considered the brains of the family, because he had stuck with his educational duties until he was nearly finished with the sixth grade. That was when he decided that he had learned all there was to learn in life and skipped school to smoke weed, drink beer, and harass passersby in the park with his hooligan buddies. 

The human mind is a fascinating machine that craves to be filled with knowledge, and Sandy’s was no different. In the absence of any useful knowledge being pumped into it, the empty spaces of his brain proved the perfect breeding ground for unquestioned knowledge of the suspicious and ignorant variety. He was astounded that people walked around in life completely unaware that a form of lizard people had inserted themselves among average Americans and were now running the planet from the shadows. He marveled at the gullibility of people believing the United States had landed a man on the moon, or that the pictures they sent back were proof of a spherical planet. Sandy wasn’t stupid, and if you didn’t believe it, you could just ask him. He was always ready to explain in wildly condescending tones just how much the rest of the world didn’t know.

Behind Sandy stood Bo “Diddley” Parker. Diddley, as he insisted friends call him, stood at a mere five foot five, with that lean and wiry frame that comes from hours laboring with your hands. Long greasy hair, parted in the middle, fell lackadaisically over dark, dull, expressionless eyes that at once seemed to be searching for unreachable answers while remaining devoid of even a spark of intellect. Diddley had spent his entire life less than five miles from where he was born in the center of Chokoloskee, Florida, and possessed one of the most interesting quirks. While his speech was unimpaired, the voice in his head stuttered. That lent to long moments of staring dumbly at people while he tried to stop thinking. Quickly, thinking became nothing more than an irritant and something he tried to suppress.

Chokoloskee, from the earliest memory of time, was a society of questionable repute and fierce isolation. Floating in the southwestern bayou at the edge of the Everglades, just a single road served as an escape route from the island, and that road ended in the equally small and sequestered town of Everglades City. Career options were few and far between, existing mostly around the fishing trade and the small number of tourists that might be resilient enough to trek there to feel the rustic nihilism of the wilds of South Florida.

Two major factors made Chokoloskee what it was by the 1980s. The first was minor tourism, and the second was the drug trade. No one knew the confounding maze of backwater and coves around Chokoloskee like the residents did, making it perfect for smuggling bales of weed and bricks of coke into the U.S. A veritable air force of small aircraft constantly dropped huge bundles of weed into the tannin-filled waters surrounding Chokoloskee. The locals would then venture into the labyrinth of waterways, pick up the stash, and spirit it back to town for eventual nationwide distribution. 

Diddley eked out a living piloting one of those boats. The cartel liaisons loved people like Diddley because they did what they were told, didn’t ask questions, and had no ambition. Diddley inherited these traits from a Chokoloskee family tree that resembled a telephone pole more than it did an actual complex lineage marker. Keep it in the family was engraved on the Parker family crest, just below crossed shotguns.

Diddley had something that a lot of people living outside of Chokoloskee didn’t have. He was unquestionably washed in the loving light of his Lord and Savior, and a vehement member of the Chokoloskee Family Church of God. Diddley may have been an extremely common criminal, but he was not a blasphemyr. He understood it didn’t matter what sinning he did in life because his seat at the side of God in Heaven was guaranteed by his unwavering devotion. Consequently, Diddley might steal, carouse, drink, smoke weed, and run amuck, but let anyone around him blasphemy and that person was liable to get the ass-whippin’ of his, or her, life. Diddley was a simple but obtuse man. 

The last man in line was the poster child for the Riddle Wrapped in a Mystery Inside an Enigma club. Rodney James was a member of American society that was saddled with the primary descriptor Black; the kind of Black in which, when spoken, all the letters were silent and only mouthed in slow motion, with shifty side-to-side eye motion like a suspicious Labrador. Rodney was the kind of Black that is a needless precursor to a story like, “I knew this Black guy...” Rodney was incessantly underestimated and unwillingly placed into a cross-section of American fraternity that he had absolutely zero in common with.

The moment white middle-class people saw Rodney they instantly knew everything there was to know about his history. It was obvious to even the most casual observer that Rodney was the product of a broken home, raised by his grandmother because his father was in prison and his mother was a crack whore. People even knew that Rodney lacked any kind of formal education and had not made it past grade school. He did possess one off-putting Black person trait that made it hard to stick with the ghetto lovechild stereotype—he was “so well spoken.”

The truth was that Rodney was so well spoken because his father, a tenured professor at the University of Miami, and his mother, one of the leading neurologists in the state, made sure Rodney attended Ransom Everglades private school. Ransom Everglades was where anybody that was somebody in Miami sent their children. Rodney graduated with honors and could have written his ticket to any Ivy League school he wanted, but his father being faculty at U.M. had some serious perks. Besides, his Corvette-driving friends were all going to U.M.

Rodney excelled in the college atmosphere, pledging to the most prestigious frat there, Alpha Delta Phi. Life was great and Rodney’s future was charted for success—until he entered his sophomore year. Fraternity parties at U.M. were loaded with three key ingredients that made them must-attend events on campus: weed, alcohol, and sex. On one occasion, Rodney had been wallowing in all three until late into the night when one of his best friends thought it would be hilarious to “borrow” a Lamborghini that had been just asking for it by being parked across the street from the party. Drug and alcohol fueled decisions are the absolute best—right up until they aren’t. 

It was just going to be a joyride for an hour or so, which turned into a jacked-up all-or-nothing road race down U.S. 1. Of course, the police got involved and, as they are wont to do when a joyride is revealed to be grand theft auto, Rodney and his bestie were both arrested. His friend’s parents, both high-octane lawyers, immediately got involved and had their son’s sentence reduced to community service. Unfortunately, Rodney’s parents were mortified and instantly turned turtle, disowning Rodney. 

Left to his own devices, Rodney had the proverbial book flung at him, receiving a stiff felony prison sentence. That was the end of the bright lights and big city future he was so certain would be his. As a felon that couldn’t get a decent job if Jesus recommended him, Rodney drifted into a life lived as a heroin addict and street person. The prison chaplain during Rodney’s second incarceration experience turned Rodney around, helping him to get the monkey off his back. Rodney vowed he would never go back to the needle, or anything else even remotely addictive.

Unfortunately, he was still a Black felon in the south, and the only lucrative prospects he had were in the less than legal arena. That earned him his third go-round in prison, where he met Al, Sandy, and Diddley. The four of them were scheduled to be released around the same time, so they made a pact. Once out they were going to go professional, band together as a crew, and amass as much ill-gotten gain as they possibly could, then jet off to an island in the Caribbean and live in tropical bliss for eternity.

Near the end of their incarceration, these four compatriots were able to land a “job” in the prison laundry. Even though the laundry job paid nothing, it was an opportunity to get out of the cell, converse, and spend time in a more relaxed atmosphere nearly guard-free. The only other person on that detail was a giant manchild named Ace.

Ace looked like a character that parents might use to scare the holy shit out of impetuous children. Towering six feet four inches, Ace, AKA Ashley, Washington moved his two-hundred-eighty-pound, two-percent-body-fat frame around like he had been injected with sloth DNA. Nothing was going to hurry Ace and absolutely nothing was going to ruffle his feathers.

Ace was in the middle of a life sentence for manslaughter and wore the marks of a man that had lived the majority of his life in the animal farm that was the United States prison system. The top of his shining bald head had a gentle dent in the center, like something you might find on a ’66 VW front bumper, and a scar that ran from above his left eyebrow all the way down to his massive jawline, courtesy of the Aryan Brotherhood.

Usually, picking on the biggest, hardest looking Black man in the yard would have scored reputation points for the neo-Nazis. What that altercation actually earned for the swastika-embossed bullies were long-term health issues and an understanding that Ace was not to be fucked with.

Like a first-grader on a playground, the Gestapo wannabes had to try and save face in the only way they could, by hurling insults at Ace from a safe distance. Midnight, Moon Cricket, Porch Monkey were flung in Ace’s general direction, followed by nervous giggling that only served to garner sarcastic grins from the rest of the Black and Hispanic inmates.

However, one of those insults struck a chord. One day, as Ace walked into the yard, one of his harassers said loud enough to ensure Ace could hear, “Look at that fucking ape, he’s blacker than the Ace of Spades.” Ace liked that name because it carried a certain amount of mystery and a hint at a life lived in the seedier parts of society.

He marched to the Nazi who had flung the insult and ordered, “I like that. That’s what you cracker-ass hillbillies are going to call me from now on—UNDERSTAND?!”

The cracker-ass hillbillies worked hard at glaring back their defiance, but it was hampered by vibrating jaws and trapped animal stares. As punctuation, Ace leaned in quickly and cocked his fist at the insulter. The Nazi fell off the bench he was sitting on trying to duck the blow that never came. The rest of the yard erupted in laughter, and the Nazi, after he was certain Ace couldn’t see, spit into the dirt.

Ace learned early that he should live down to expectations. The guards assuaged their deeply held insecurities by ridiculing him as being slow, illiterate, and slightly brain-damaged. Ace knew they needed to make him look weak because they were scared to death that he might break his chains at some point and rearrange their faces. He was just fine with the peace his size and slow-witted hick persona brought him. 

In the laundry, Sandy outwardly dismissed Ace, but only to cover up his raging fear. Diddley was ambivalent, as he was to most of life that occurred around him, and Al found Ace interesting. He wasn’t sure why, but he never really bought Ace’s unschooled boob vibe and thought he pushed it way too hard to be real. And Rodney? Well, Rodney hated Ace with every single strand in his DNA chains. Ace represented everything that Rodney had to combat since his fall from the grace of the good life. To Rodney, Ace sounded like an Uncle Tom, or even worse, he sounded exactly like Lightnin’ from the Amos and Andy comedy skits.  

One particular day, all five men were keeping themselves busy folding sheets and retrieving baskets of clean uniforms, basically ignoring each other as Diddley partook of his irritating unconscious habit of whistling “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” 

Ace uncharacteristically broke the semi-silence as he leaned on the folding table and looked off into the distance euphorically. “Dat sho is perty, Misa Diddley,” he said in his slow and easy way of speaking. “My ole mammy used ta sing dat as she was pickin’ da cotton.”

Rodney stopped what he was doing and glared at Ace. “Dat sho is perty, Misa Diddley,” Rodney mocked with intense sarcasm. “My ole mammy used ta sing dat as she was pickin’ da cotton.” Then added, not so under his breath, “Ignorant fucking asshole.”

Diddley perked up at the recognition. “Hey, you people know that song too? I’ll be damned.”

“Two ignorant assholes,” Rodney mumbled. “Jesus Christ on a crutch.”

“Oh, sho nuff,” Ace grinned, ignoring Rodney, “we’s knows ALL dem ol’ songs.”

“Sho nuff Massah.” Rodney’s voice dripped with ridicule.

“No shit,” Sandy offered, “I always figured you people for illegitimate.”

“Illiterate, dipshit,” Rodney corrected, “and I find it astronomically ironic that you would fuck up that word.”

“Blow me, Rodney,” Sandy said evenly.

Diddley smiled. “Like it says in Leviticus 12:12...”

“Oh, my holy God.” Rodney put his hands on top of his head in exasperation. 

Al noticed a semi-superior smile flit across Ace’s face.

“Say what, bozz?” Ace asked Sandy.

“He can’t help himself, Ace,” Al said by way of apology, “he was raised by feral hillbillies.”

“Hey,” Sandy protested, “what does being fertile have to do with anything?” 

“Well, Missa Sandy,” Ace chuckled, “we all mays be can’t write or reads none too good but we sho can sing... and tap dance too.” Ace put far too much theater in the last part of what he said, with eyebrows comically raised and eyes bulged out.

“I am surrounded by shitbirds,” Rodney exclaimed in exasperation.

Al smiled at Ace and stopped working. The light was slowly starting to come on after all the time he had known Ace.

“Do you know all the books of the Bible from memory?” Diddley asked Ace in childlike wonder. “Like when the elders handed them down to you in the huts in Africa?”

“You sure as fuck don’t know them,” Rodney grumbled. “You must have been playing in the shithouse when they taught Bible in hick reform school.” 

“Is dat da Bible befo’ oh aftah da meetin’?” Ace asked innocently. 

“What fucking meeting?” Diddley asked, slightly irritated. “The Bible is the Bible and it’s always been the same, right from the beginning of the world, six thousand years ago. See, you ignorant clowns are never going to be free till you learn some basic facts.”

“Hang on,” Al dismissed Diddley’s tirade, “I don’t mean to stop you in the middle of a brilliant thought, Diddley, but, Ace, are you talking about the Council of Nicaea?”

Ace clearly realized he had fucked up and quietly returned to folding sheets as if nothing had been said. “Eyes don’ know whatch’all jabberin’ ’bout.”

Rodney caught on as well. “Yeah,” he said, brightening, “what the fuck was that?” 

Al beamed at Ace. “See, I knew you were full of shit!”

Ace suddenly found the folding table exceedingly interesting. “Still don’ know what ya’ll chasin there, bozz?”

“You can shitcan the Stepin Fetchit act, brother,” Al said, still looking as though he had just found out Santa Claus was real. “You aren’t what you’re trying to be. Are you.”

Ace stood straight up, his eyes dark and threatening. “Eyes jus’ me, boss.” He added, slower than usual, with uncharacteristic purpose, “Hain’t no un ceptin ol’ Ace standin’ heah afore ya.”

“Look,” Al started rubbing his chin, as he approached Ace conspiratorially, “there’s not a Black dude in this country, I don’t care old they are or how far back in the sticks they grew up, that talks that shuck-and-jive horseshit you push. It may work with these dipshit guards because it’s what they expect. And anyone that correctly references the First Ecumenical Council does NOT use the word ‘ceptin’ in a sentence. Believe me, I get it—low profile, make the keepers think you’re an idiot and not a threat. They leave you alone, the Black guys leave you alone because they think you’re brain-damaged or something, and the brotherhood thinks you’re harmless.” Al regarded the recognition on Ace’s face for a moment then added. “I’m not going to say anything, and I can speak for these three, they’ll keep it to themselves.” 

“Keep what to ourselves?” Diddley was thoroughly confused.

“Yeah,” Sandy added, “what the fuck are you talking about, Al? And why are you hassling Ace?”

“Holy shit!” Rodney said as a huge grin spread across his face. “You are one crafty motherfucker, aren’t you?”

“Come on, dude,” Al said in a low voice as he leaned into Ace, “I know you’re full of shit. Spill it.”

Ace took in a breath and hesitated for a moment. “Alright,” he said haltingly, “but if a single one of you pud knockers lets on, I will shank the living shit out of you.”

Al smiled and made the motion of locking his lips, then turned to the other three, raising his eyebrows conspiratorially. “They all agree.”

Diddley was shocked, his brain kicking into its self-guided function. Wh-wh-wh-what th-th-th-the fu-fu-fu-fu-fuck, it thought.

Ace saw the look on Diddley’s vacant and oddly bent face. “What the hell is wrong with him?” he asked Al in detached fascination.

Al tilted his head as he looked at Diddley to confirm he was truly addled by thought and not having a stroke. “He’s thinking, is all,” Al said indifferently.

“He really should quit doing that,” Ace said without turning his gaze from Diddley’s indifferent face. “It’s creepy as all hell.”  

“Yeah,” Al said, still looking at Diddley. Then, turning to Ace, “He’s trying really hard to quit it. For the most part he is blissfully free of cognitive thought, but sometimes, especially if he’s shocked, he—well, he just can’t help it.”

Al snapped his fingers in front of Diddley’s face twice and received a slow blink in recognition. “We all agree. Right?” Al said into Diddley’s face.

Diddley shook his head to expel the stutter demon and turned to Al. “Yeah, okay, cool, but I don’t know what I’m agreeing to.”

“Don’t worry, buddy,” Al said, patting Diddley on the shoulder, “you will.” Then, turning his attention back to Ace, “There ya go. Now spill it.”

“Yes,” Ace said, drawing in a deep breath, “fine—I’m not what I pretend to be.”

Sandy still wasn’t catching on. “Hey,” he said, like a child that had just caught Daddy wrestling with Mommy, “what the hell happened to his voice?”

Ace glanced incredulously at Sandy, then turned back to Al. “At the place I was in before I got transferred here I had a little beef with the Aryans. They fixed me up with this—” he indicated the dent in his head “—and this.” Ace ran his forefinger the length of his facial scar.

“And what did you fix them up with?” Al asked, smiling.

“Um...” Ace searched the ceiling, trying to recall the tally of injuries he had inflicted. “If I remember right, it was something like crutches, cervical collars, one on dialysis, one in a wheelchair, and two that will always sing soprano.”

“Damn,” Rodney said dreamily.

“Anyway,” Ace went on as he leaned his butt on the folding table and crossed his massive arms across his barrel chest, “I was a pretty angry young man back then and fixed everything with my hands.”

“You mean like a mechanic?” Diddley asked innocently.

“Shut up, Diddley,” Al chastised. 

Diddley began whistling unconsciously.  

“Anyway,” Ace continued after launching a short look of disapproval at Diddley, “I became friends with the headshrinker there and he saw potential in me for some reason. First, he helped me get my GED, and, man oh man, I LOVED the learning. I craved it, and when I wasn’t studying in my cell, I was talking to the doc.”

“Did he ever find out what was wrong with you?” Sandy asked innocently.

“Yeah,” Ace answered sarcastically, “he found out I had DFSS: Dumb Fuck Sandy Syndrome.”

“What’s that?” Diddley asked.

Rodney whistled his disapproval and rolled his eyes at Sandy and Diddley.

“Well, son,” Ace said, sounding official, “that’s when you have your head stuffed so far up your ass that it cuts off the oxygen to your brain and you can’t think straight.”

Sandy glumly gave Ace the finger as the others laughed at his expense.

“Anyway,” Al said, trying to direct the conversation back on track.

“Yeah, anyway,” Ace continued, “the doc helped me thorough my associate’s degree, then my bachelor’s, and eventually my master’s.”

“Holy shit!” Rodney was truly astonished. “You have a master’s degree?”

“In what?” Al asked.

“The medical field,” Ace answered matter-of-factly. 

“So, what the hell are you doing in here?” Rodney asked. “Why aren’t you working in the dispensary?”

“I don’t do shit,” Ace said bitterly. “That’s why I do the Uncle Remus routine in here. If it ever got out that I had a doctorate, I wouldn’t last ten minutes. I’d be too big of a threat for everybody, for a cavalcade of reasons.”

“Say what now?” Al said, leaning into Ace.

“What part didn’t you understand?” Ace said sarcastically. “I can say it in Spanish, or Latin if it makes it clearer.”

“Bullshit,” Rodney snorted. “Are you saying you’re a fucking doctor?”

“Believe it or don’t,” Ace said easily. “Like Popeye said, I yam what I yam.”

“Yams?” Diddley mouthed, confused.

“Ah,” Al began, trying to wrap his head around what he was hearing, “what kind of a doctor are you—exactly.”

“Psychiatry,” Ace answered. He was getting very tired of this line of questioning.  

Ah-ah-ah-ah shr-shr-shrink? Diddley’s brain was taking over again.

Ace looked at the moronic look spreading across Diddley’s face. “Dude, seriously,” he chided.

Diddley shook his head but left his mouth hanging open. Rodney was seeing Ace in a brand-new light, and Sandy remained suspicious. But Al immediately started thinking about ways to use this new information to his benefit.

2.

After the great revelation of the real Delroy Washington, Psy.D, (AKA Ace the Rube), Al and the others picked his brain about everything they could think of, from evolution to masturbation. Normally Ace shunned this kind of attention, but with these four showing actual interest and not just trying to make a monkey dance, he warmed to them. It wasn’t like Ace turned over a new sociological leaf and thought of them, or anyone else, as friends; it was just that he distrusted and hated these people less than he had others.

Diddley had gotten pretty good at not thinking at all, so he wasn’t the irritant to Ace that he had been in the beginning, and now was more of a maligned fascination, like a fetus in a jar full of formaldehyde in your new mother-in-law’s basement. Sandy was still the racist hick he had always been, but the hillbilly that lived in his head was able to justify his intellectual insecurity by convincing himself that Ace wasn’t Black at all. Sure, Ace was so Black he was almost purple, but in the cobwebs and crickets that filled Sandy’s brain, he knew that only a person with “a bunch of white running in his veins” could be that maddeningly intelligent. In other words, in Sandy’s eyes Ace was Black on the outside, but pure snowy white on the inside. Anything else would have put unlivable strain on Sandy’s psyche and might have irreparably bent him.

Rodney was a modern-art masterpiece of duality. The mental Gs suffered due to the high-speed turn he had made seeing Ace go from Uncle Tom asswipe to self-educated Black man made his head hurt. Rodney respected the hell out of Ace not only for his academic accomplishments, but also for achieving them under such defeating circumstances. On the other hand, Rodney was educated as well, but while he spoke and acted like an educated man, people treated him like that kid from the song Patches. Ace acted like what people expected from him, but Al had looked past the dimwitted exterior and seen something underneath the hayseed pantomime that wasn’t right. Rodney tried not to think about that, because when he did it pissed him off and that wasn’t going to accomplish anything positive.

Al, on the other hand, genuinely liked Ace and respected him. He was certain that over the course of his life Ace had gathered some serious wisdom. He and the others had been making plans for what they might do after they were released from prison in a few months. None of them had family that would support them while they got their life back together, and no one had even the smallest job prospects waiting for them. The only thing they had to look forward to was the certainty of getting in trouble again when life became untenable and inevitably being shipped right back to prison.

Diddley was onboard with the idea of forming a crew on the outside from the drop, with a kind of Delmar “I’m with you fellers” attitude. With someone else making all the decisions, he wouldn’t have to uncork that stuttering asshole in his head when it came to thinking. He was practicing saying anything that might possibly come into his head out loud to avoid slipping into severe antisocial akinetic catatonia. The first time Ace told him he was exhibiting antisocial akinetic catatonia behavior Diddley stood immobile for forty-five minutes just thinking about those three words. Finally, Al had to smack him out of it. He instantly began whistling “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms” like nothing had happened.

Al started asking Ace questions about how to commit the perfect crime a week after Ace’s true identity had been discovered. Ace was fine talking about and explaining the nuance of criminal activity and answered whatever questions Al had. He wouldn’t be culpable in any way if these four clods were caught, and he was certain he would see them come right back into the laundry in just a matter of months after their release. He wasn’t making any specific criminal plans, and he had made it abundantly clear to Al that he did not want to hear anything about even the smallest detail in what they were planning.

Also, Ace found it kind of cute that all four of them, in a delusional white boy kind of way, were idolizing him. They would never have admitted it of course, especially Sandy, and possibly not Rodney, but still he saw them as his groupies—so much so that he began calling them his Four Deuces. Diddley loved it immediately because he was, for the first time in his life, freely accepted into a very cool club. Sandy tolerated it and Al didn’t care if Ace referred to them as the Four Dick bags of the Millennium as long as he got what he wanted.

Rodney, as was usually the case, was the only dissenter, and was the first to pick up on the group’s name for the possible double entendre it was.

“Ya know,” Rodney said after a few days of Ace greeting them by saying There’s my Four Deuces, “deuce aren’t just playing cards, and even if he’s using that reference, he’s calling us four twos, which would be eight. But I think ole Ace here has a different definition than that.”

“What’s he talking about?” Diddley asked Al, his childlike demeanor grating as ever.

“Turds,” Rodney pointed out. Ace just smiled.

“Hey, fucker!” Sandy exclaimed in a flourish of atypical comprehension. “He’s right, you’re calling us four turds!”

“Geez,” Al interjected, “could you people relax?”

“I can relax,” Rodney said, glaring at Ace, “but first he has to admit that he’s using a homonym.”

“Sure, Rodney,” Ace said cordially, “it could be taken two different ways, but I only mean it one way.”

“There you go,” Al cut in. “He only means it one way.”

“But...” Sandy began to complain again.

“Knock it off, goddammit!” Al chastised.

“Blasphèmy!” Diddley screamed at Al. “I’ve told you motherfucking assholes over and fucking over again that I will not tolerate motherfucking Blasphemy!” 

“Philistines,” Rodney grumbled as he shook his head.

Ace looked at Al and shrugged. “Are we done?” he asked evenly.

“Yeah, man.” Al patted Ace on the shoulder. “Sorry about that.” Then Al sat on the folding table next to Ace. “Now that we have that bullshit behind us, I have a question for you.”

“You aren’t going to start that crap about bypassing alarms and other things that there is no way I could possibly know, are you?” Ace sounded irritated, mostly because he was.

“No, man.” Al wanted to set Ace at ease. He was swimming in unrealized white superiority and had no conscious idea he was batting above his league. Hell, Al wasn’t even playing the same sport. Ace was firmly in control and only acted like he could be manipulated just to watch his “Deuces” dance. “I realized last night that I’ve been asking all of the wrong questions.”

All five of them went back to sluggishly folding sheets just in case a guard appeared and wanted to know what the bullshit session was all about. 

“It’s about time,” Ace criticized.

Al ignored the slight and pressed on. “I’ve been thinking about all the things that can go wrong in the commission of a crime.”

“Not committing said crime in the first place would be a great way to counter things going wrong, bud.” When Ace said that it came out more fatherly than he had intended.

“True,” Al acquiesced, “but for the sake of argument let’s assume we’re past that point.”

“Okay,” Ace leaned back on the table and folded his arms, “shoot.”

“I’m thinking that all the issues you encounter in the commission of a crime come from bucking the laws of nature,” Al said as he mimicked Ace’s stance. “Not law laws, but no matter what crime you’re committing, in the end you’re committing it against people that are trying to stop you. I think that might be the way to think about this.”

“I think you might be right,” Ace agreed. “Honestly, I’ve thought about that same thing when I see some of the dumbasses in here and the dumbass ways they got caught.”

“Great!” Al exclaimed. Sandy and Rodney looked on with renewed interest. Diddley just kept softly whistling his favorite hymn in an effort to refrain from thinking. 

“I think,” Ace began, “that the issue can be better illustrated by the teaching of Occam’s Razor.” Sandy started to ask a stupid question and Ace cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Anyway, this philosophical razor advocates that, when presented with competing hypotheses about a singular prediction and both hypotheses have equal explanatory power, the person making the decision should naturally seek the hypothesis that requires the fewest assumptions.”

“Could you try that in English?” Al asked.

“Yeah,” Rodney complained, “and then explain just what it has to do with ripping people off.”

“Gladly,” Ace compromised. “Occam’s Razor simply states that when confronted with two different paths, the path of least resistance, or the easiest answer, is usually the right one.”

“KISS,” Al said.

“Exactly,” Ace agreed. Then to stop more dumbass questions he explained to the others, “Keep It Simple, Stupid.”

The other three offered knowing nods.

“So how does that help us?” Al asked.

“You need to take in the entirety of whatever nefarious act you’re about to commit,” Ace explained indifferently. “Then figure out which conflicting element of that plan is the easiest to do away with.”  

“Man, Ace,” Al said as he rubbed his chin, “I’ve been over every single tiny detail about what I have in mind, and I haven’t been able to toss out anything that isn’t necessary.”

“That’s because you’re looking at this from the wrong end,” Ace said, smiling.

“You mean I should start from the getaway and work to the beginning?” Al asked, trying to keep up.

“No, dude.” Ace realized he was talking in astrophysics while his audience was listening in Spider-Man comics. “I should have said from the wrong side. You guys are looking at this from the robber’s side. What you need to do is look at the dynamics of the ones being robbed.”

“I don’t get it,” Sandy said cautiously.

“Yeah, Ace,” Al agreed, “I have to say I’m not getting it either.”

“First of all,” Ace stood up and stuffed his hands on his pockets, “I assume you’re talking about robbery, because you assholes keep talking about robbery specifically just like I asked you not to.”

Al started to defend himself and Ace cut him off. “Okay,” Ace continued, “let’s talk about the types of robbery you can commit.” Ace was pacing and looking off into the distance with his hands in his pockets as he collected his thoughts. “First, you have the straight-up, slam a guy over the head and steal his shit robbery. With that it’s simple and quick. So simple in fact there’s nothing at all that you can philosophize yourself out of. Also, stealing from other criminals, like drug dealers and politicians, is basically the same thing.

“But,” Ace stopped to face his audience, shoving a meaty finger into the air for emphasis, “crime against an institution, where the people you’re directly dealing with are not the direct owners of the property being stolen, is the proverbial horse of a different color.”

“How’s that, Ace?” Al asked. He was beginning to catch on and he was pretty sure that Ace was going in the exact direction he wanted.

“Glad you asked,” Ace said as he jammed his hand back into his pocket and returned to pacing. “In the aforementioned cases, no one in the confines of the actual crime has a dog in the fight and isn’t actually losing anything, so look at this from the victim’s side. What would be something, anything that might make you, as a victim, not only not impede the thieves but actually help them.”

“Shit,” Rodney said, smiling sarcastically, “if someone was jacking up a store while I was in it, the only way I’d help is if the crooks cut me in.”

“BINGO!” Ace stopped and shot a finger toward Rodney. 

Diddley’s brain slammed into overdrive as he tried to consume the ridiculousness of what he had just heard. He began to vibrate, his inner voice not only trying to make sense of the nonsensical information it was receiving but doing it at the speed of a sloth slipping into a valium coma. His eyes glazed over, and he gripped the edge of the folding table to keep from collapsing.

“I’ll explain it all later,” Al told Diddley as he placed his hand on the incapacitated casualty of a brain with a speech impediment. “Calm down.”

Diddley blinked twice slowly, shook his head once, and began quietly whistling.

Rodney rolled his eyes and Sandy blew raspberries.

“Look, Doctor Dolittle,” Sandy said sarcastically, “that is easily the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard and is more likely to turn a heist into an instant monkey fuck.”

“First,” Ace glared down Sandy, “Doctor Dolittle is a vet. Second, if you planned a job, I’m certain it would be fucked up. I doubt you could coordinate a blowjob in a whorehouse.”

“Fuck you, man,” Sandy pouted. Then to Al, “Are we really going to sit here and listen to this shit?”

“Shut up, Sandy.” Al could see where Ace was going, and it had some real merit. “Go on, Ace, I think you have something here.”

“Look,” Ace continued after a short glaring contest with Sandy, “I’m not just talking about robbery.” He stopped and looked around the room, knowing he was about to enter territory he had specifically said he didn’t want to be a part of. “I’m expressly talking about bank robbery.”

Everyone but Al had incredulous looks on their faces.

“That’s federal time, brother,” Al advised, “with the FBI on our asses, no less.”

“You just aren’t seeing this right,” Ace offered. “Of all the crime there is to commit in this world, the only one that has always, from time immemorial, been romanticized is bank robbery. Not just robbery, because any other kind of robbery is committed directly against a person. Bank robbery is a crime against an institution that people universally hate and distrust in the first place.

“Look at some of the personalities that have captured the hearts of Americans and evoked overly romanticized stories of their exploits. Bonnie and Clyde, Jesse and Frank James, the Dalton Gang, Butch and Sundance, John Dillinger, even Patty Hearst. Look at Willie Sutton. The guy amassed over two million dollars in ill-gotten gain strictly from bank robbery, and this was in the nineteen-twenties and thirties. He used a submachine gun when he did a job and still the public couldn’t get enough of him. Books were written, movies produced—hell, he even made a TV commercial for Wells Fargo’s security.”

“Okay,” Rodney said cautiously, “bank robbers are cool. What’s that got to do with us?”

“Yeah,” Al added, “I’m not picking up.”

“Jesus,” Ace exclaimed under his breath. “Bank robbers are glorified in the first place—right?”

Everyone nodded except Diddley, who was still clutching the edge of the folding table.

“So, four guys walk in a bank,” Ace continued, like he was addressing the first-grade class at P.S. 12. “They bring guns, of course, along with the omnipresent shitty attitude. Threats are made and possibly guns are fired into the ceiling to cement the fact that they are currently in charge. Now, one of the guys absolutely has to be assigned crowd control because you just threatened to kill them all. Some fucking cowboy in there may have a gun stuffed in his ass crack and decide to be a hero, or possibly one of the tellers makes a move for the alarm button. You see, this enterprise has jumped right off the starting line in an adversarial relationship.

“Now, when the cops show up, even if these guys get away, everybody’s tripping over themselves to nail the guys that were pointing guns at them. None of them has actually lost anything, but they have a nine-foot hardon for the people that scared the shit out of them. So, what could they have done to ensure everyone would keep their mouths shut?”

“Take their driver’s licenses,” Sandy suggested brightly, “and threaten to kill everybody they know if they say anything.”

“Sandy,” Ace said slowly as he shook his head in disappointment, “when you’re a hammer everything looks like a nail.”

Ha-ha-ha-hammer—Diddley’s brain was shooting out of his grasp again—na-na-na-nail? Then Diddley bravely caught up with his thoughts, leapt upon their backs and wrestled them into submission.

“Have you ever heard the parable about the contest between the sun and the wind?” Ace asked. 

“Great,” Sandy groused as he folded his arms across his chest as a sign he was done listening, “answer a question with more horseshit.”

“One day,” Ace continued, ignoring Sandy, “the sun and the wind were having an argument about which was the strongest. For brevity, at some point they see a man walking along the street wearing a long black cloak...”

“What’s a—” Diddley began.

“Jacket,” Al cut Diddley off with his explanation, and Ace continued.

“...So, the wind says, ‘I’ll show you just how strong I am. I’ll blow the cloak off that traveler.’ The sun agrees and the wind begins to blow into the face of the traveler as hard as it can. But the harder the wind blew, the tighter the traveler pulled his cloak around him. After a few minutes the wind gives up and tells the sun it’s his turn.

“The sun parted the clouds and shone brightly in the skies. The warmer the day became, the looser the traveler clung to his cloak, until eventually he removed it altogether.”

Ace smiled, proud of himself for making his ideas so obvious. All around the room he was met with blank stares.
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