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For all you Hap and Leonard fans.
Bless your little weird hearts.




The pistol is the devil’s red right hand.


Steve Earle


 


Man turns everything into a weapon. Even his tongue.


Hap Collins
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I hadn’t been shot at in a while, and no one had hit me in the head for a whole month or two. It was kind of a record, and I was starting to feel special.


Brett and I were upstairs in our little rented house, lying in bed, breathing hard, having just arrived at the finish line of a slow, sweet race that at times can seem like a competitive sport, but when played right, even when you’re the last to arrive, can make you feel like a winner.


In that moment, life was good.


Brett sat up and fluffed her pillow behind her back and pushed her long bloodred hair to the side with one hand, shoved her chest forward in a way that made me feel mighty lucky, said, “I haven’t had that much fun since I pistol-whipped a redheaded midget.”


“You don’t know how romantic that makes me feel,” I said. “I think Little Hap just went looking for a place to hide.”


“I thought he just came out of hiding,” she said, and winked at me.


Thing was, she actually had pistol-whipped a midget. I was there. She was trying to find her daughter and save her life, but still, it was ugly, and I was a party to it. I will say this, however, in favor of the midget: he took his beating with stoic pride and refused to take it while wearing his cowboy hat, an expensive Stetson. He wanted it right on the skull and that’s where he got it.


“You know, I think they prefer being called dwarf instead of midget, or little people,” I said.


“No kidding. I don’t know about the rest of them, but the one I worked over, I just call him Pistol-Whipped.”


“Do you ever feel bad about it?”


“Nope.”


“He died, you know.”


“Not from the pistol whipping.”


This was also true. He ended up dead another way, but, man, that had been some pistol whipping. She had also set her ex-husband’s head on fire and put it out with a shovel, which is a far cry from a water hose. My sweet baby, at times, could make a man nervous.


She said, “Speaking of little guys,” and took hold of my crotch.


“Little guys?” I said. “That’s supposed to fire me up?”


“No. I’ll fire you up.”


She chuckled and slid over close and I took her in my arms and we snuggled. Things were looking operational when there was a knock on the door.


Typical.


I looked at the clock on the nightstand. Eleven p.m.


The knock came again, louder.


I got up and pulled on my robe and bunny slippers, and cursed. “Keep that thought. I’m going down to kill a late-night Bible salesman.”


“Will you bring me back his head, please?”


“On a platter.”
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Downstairs, I went to the window, eased back the curtain and took a peek. Two big black guys, one supported on a stick, were standing on the steps. My best friend, Leonard Pine, and an ex-cop buddy, Marvin Hanson.


I opened the door.


“Sure isn’t good to see you,” I said to Leonard.


Leonard pushed on in. He was decked out in cowboy boots, jeans, a faded snap-pocket shirt that was a little stretched across his broad shoulders, and a shit-eating grin. “Now that’s no way to be,” he said.


“Your timing as usual is impeccable, brother,” I said.


“Thank you.”


“Leave your horse and hat at the corral?”


“The horse is wearing the hat,” Leonard said. “After the fun me and him had, I thought he deserved a little token of my appreciation. You can bet he’ll call tomorrow.”


“You’re funnier earlier in the day,” I said.


Marvin came in more slowly, using the cane.


“Like them foot rabbits,” he said, nodding at my shoes.


“Yeah, me and them are buds,” I said. “You’re getting around good.”


“You should have seen me before we went dancing. Those hip-hop steps have a way of making you weak.”


“We went for tacos,” Leonard said. “This guy, you can’t get him to do nothing fun. His idea of a good time is chewing gum with a fruity flavor.”


“Where’s the love of your life?” I asked Leonard.


“John?”


“No. Winston Churchill.”


“He’s mad at me.”


“Imagine that.”


“It’s nothing much. I think we called each other bitches and then I got mad enough to take a dump in the middle of the bed, and did.”


“Overshare,” I said.


“We both forget what started it, and we’re both holding out for an apology. I will, of course, cave, and then we’ll be back to normal. You got anything to eat?”


“I thought you ate tacos?”


“Two, maybe three hours ago.”


“I’m not feeling all that friendly right now,” I said. “Why would I want to feed you?”


“Interrupt something?” Leonard said, sliding into the kitchen to open the refrigerator.


“Yeah, me and Brett were just setting up the checkerboard. Marvin, why do you hang with this riffraff?”


Marvin found a soft chair and was sitting there, stretching out his leg, rubbing his knee. “I hang with him because I pity him.”


“So why let him bother me?”


“Leonard said you love late-night company.”


“He’s a lying sonofabitch.”


“Hey, boys,” Brett said.


I turned and saw her coming down the stairs. She had on a white shorty robe and her hair was bed fluffed and her legs were long enough to make a giraffe drown himself. Her eyes were half closed and she was beautiful.


Leonard came back into the living room, empty-handed.


Brett finished off the stairs, said, “Hi, Leonard.”


“Hi, Brett. You got anything to eat?”


“John lets you out to play this late?” she said.


“I’ll make it up to him tomorrow,” Leonard said. “I’ve got some moves, honey. If you like, I could show Hap some of my tricks, though it would be purely theoretical, of course.”


“Your biology sucks,” I said. “John. Brett. Different plumbing. Wouldn’t work.”


“Hi, Marvin,” she said.


Marvin smiled, gave her a little wave.


“I’m having milk and cookies,” she said. “Anyone else?”


“Me. Me,” Leonard said. “Are the cookies by any chance … vanilla?”


“They are,” Brett said. “Hap keeps them just for you, baby. There’s also your favorite. Dr Peppers. These are from the only plant where the original formula is used. We drove over there special to get them.”


“We were passing by the plant,” I said, “so I thought, why not.”


Leonard looked at me and batted his eyes. “You are the sweetest bastard ever squatted to crap over a pair of shoes.”


“Cookies aren’t just for you,” I said. “I like them too. And Dr Pepper.”


“He’s a liar,” Brett said. “He keeps them for you. He drinks that diet crap. Go sit down. Milk or Dr Pepper with your cookies?”


“Need you ask?” Leonard said.


“Marvin?” Brett said. “How about you?”


“Milk and cookies sounds fine.”


“Great,” she said. “Hap, get your ass in there and get the cookies. Some for me too. Chop-chop.”


I started toward the kitchen. As I passed her, she grabbed my arm. “Just kidding,” she said. “I’ll get them. I was just evaluating your training. You get an A. Later I’ll give you a treat, and it won’t be a dog biscuit.”


She leaned forward and kissed me on the lips.


As I started back into the living room area Leonard said, “Good dog. Next you’ll be off the newspapers and using the yard.”


“That’s my goal.”


I sat down on the couch, the far end from Leonard, who had kicked off his shoes and was stretching his legs out.


“I can’t see what Brett sees in you, Hap,” Leonard said.


“It’s the parts you don’t see,” I said.


“Nor do I want to.”


“I’m thinking, maybe,” I said, “you didn’t really come over here to interrupt my sex life and have milk and cookies.”


“I’m having Dr Pepper,” Leonard said. “Dr Pepper that you got special just for me.”


“Go to hell, Leonard.”


“You’re right, Hap,” Marvin said. “We didn’t come over to have milk and cookies. It’s a little more complicated than that.”
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We finished up our milk and cookies, Leonard his Dr Pepper and cookies, then Brett went upstairs to bed. The treat she offered me would have to be held in abeyance. I considered the delay Leonard’s fault, and gave him a black mark on my mental chalkboard. No star for you, asshole. Next time I’d get RC instead of Dr Pepper, see how that pulled his chain, maybe get some of those nasty coconut cookies he hated. I hated them too, but the punishment was worth consideration.


We went out in the yard to talk so Brett wouldn’t be bothered by our big mouths. She had bought some metal lawn chairs and put them out there, and I kept expecting to come out some morning and find they’d been chair-napped, as our part of the neighborhood was getting bad. Used to, you could leave your wallet on the porch swing and no one would bother it. These days, you left a cheese grater out, someone would steal the holes.


It was a nice night and there weren’t too many lights on our street, and the sky was clear so you could look up through the limbs of the elm tree at the edge of the yard and see stars. It was too cool for crickets and there wasn’t any traffic on the road out front. The air smelled fresh and a little sweet, like a baby’s breath, and in that moment I was glad we lived there in that house with that yard and that big elm, in what the old books about the South used to call genteel poverty.


After seating ourselves in the lawn chairs, I crossed my legs and dangled a bunny shoe.


Leonard said, “Man, you could have at least put on pants. That robe is a little too peekaboo.”


“My motto,” I said, “is if you’ve got it, flaunt it.”


“What you’re flauntin’ is enough to make a man turn a gun on himself,” Leonard said.


Marvin said, “I got a job proposition to discuss.”


“You’re gonna love this, Hap,” Leonard said.


I looked at Marvin. “Am I?”


“I don’t think you’re going to throw a parade, but here it is,” Marvin said. “My daughter’s daughter, her boyfriend, he’s been beating on her.”


This fit in with the theme Brett and I had been discussing. Maybe I should just send her over there with a shovel. If there was a dwarf, I could send her with a pistol.


I said, “Boyfriend? Your granddaughter? What is she, like twelve?”


“Eighteen.”


“Get out,” I said.


“They grow fast,” he said.


“And she’s a cutie,” Leonard said. “You should see her. A dirty old hetero man like you, you’d love her.”


“You’ve seen her?”


“Photograph,” Leonard said.


I turned to Marvin. “So what exactly is the deal?”


“Well, he whipped up on her and I went over and caught him pulling into his place and he got out and I beat him a little bit with my cane. It wore me out and it didn’t do my cane any good and I scuffed up a good pair of shoes. I had to get a new cane and have the shoes shined. That ain’t a quarter no more. White boys are doing it now, by the way. They like at least five dollars.”


“Inflation,” Leonard said.


“How old is the boyfriend?” I asked.


“Twenty-five or so,” Marvin said. “I don’t know exactly. Old enough to be a better person than he is. Old enough for me to kill him and drop his body in a hole somewhere.”


“So you beat him with your cane, and now you want … what?” I said. “Sounds like to me you took care of the problem, gave him an attitude adjustment. Did you leave the old cane up his ass and you want us to fetch it?”


“Deal is,” Marvin said, “he didn’t like it much, that beating, and he has friends he can go to. And my leg, it’s just getting good, but it’s not that good. I can whip one ass easy enough, but multiple asses, not so sure. And I’m only up for one ass at a time, maybe once a week during certain hours after lunch and well before sunset when the stars are aligned just right … I was lucky I caught him alone, without his posse.”


“Call me foolish,” I said, “but since you used to be a cop, did it occur to you that you might want to call the law and maybe have them go over there and do the domestic violence thing?”


“Therein lays the Shakespearean rub,” Marvin said.


“That sounds like something I’d like on my middle leg,” Leonard said.


“You see, my granddaughter, Julia, we call her Gadget, this guy she’s with, he’s kind of a drug dealer.”


“Kind of?” I asked.


“Okay,” Marvin said. “Absolutely he is. And if the law gets involved, well, she could get involved.”


“I’m not loving this at all, Leonard.”


“I was being facetious.”


I turned to Marvin. Fearing I already knew the answer, I asked, “Why would she get involved if the law got involved?”


“Because she is selling grass out of their trailer, and they, as I said, are drug dealers. As for the law, they are in the drug dealer’s pocket, in there with the lint and the pocket change. So it could really turn out bad.”


“I probably should know this already,” I said, “but what about Gadget’s father? Maybe he can do something.”


Marvin shook his head. “No reason you should know. I don’t make a point of talking about him much. He ran off when she was a fetus, and now her mother is at her wits’ end.”


“So what you need from us is …?” I asked.


“I need someone to do some serious ass whipping, and bring her home. If you can get by without the ass whipping and just bring her home, that’ll do. But I’d like to think there will be an ass whipping. Not meaning her ass, of course.”


“What if she doesn’t want to come home?”


“I think she will. I think she would have the other day, but at the last minute she didn’t. I’m not up to snuff. I burned myself out and didn’t have any energy left, so I had to let her go. There wasn’t anything I could do. I bluffed my way out to the car and got out of there. But you two, you can do it. You can bring her home.”


I studied on this a moment, looked at Leonard. He gave me a small nod. I said, “We’ll do it, but she doesn’t want to come home, I don’t know what to tell you. That’s the case, we bring her back, she’ll just run off again.”


“I understand that,” Marvin said. “But I saw something in her eyes before she got pulled away. She wanted to come home. I’m not sure she knows it outright, but I could tell.”


“I don’t trust things you see in people’s eyes,” I said. “You might be seeing your own reflection.”


“Me neither,” Leonard said, “but I’d sure like to whip that guy’s ass. We could make it a weekly tradition.”


“You mentioned that he has a posse,” I said.


“He does. My catching him alone … I understand that’s rare.”


“How many?”


“From my sources, I hear four, sometimes less, sometimes more. But generally, four. They stay in a trailer out in the woods. That’s where I caught him. I wasn’t using my head. Had they been there with him, my picture would probably be on a milk carton, people out beating the bushes, digging up anything looked like a grave. I don’t think they’re all that rough-and-tumble, but I don’t want you to think they can’t be dangerous they catch you just right.”


“Who are your sources, far as the size of his posse goes?”


“Formerly bad people gone straight. Or so they say. They may still be bad people. But I trust them on their head count.”


“Four is a lot,” I said.


“Hey,” Marvin said, “you two against a trailer full of scum, that’s not fair to the scum.”


“Don’t blow me, Marvin,” I said.


“I wouldn’t think of it. But you show up in that robe and bunny slippers, you’re bound to have them licked. They’ll laugh themselves to death.”


“You’re kind of nasty for a man wanting a favor,” I said.


Marvin grinned at me, then his face let loose of the smile and his eyes narrowed. “Look. I need your help. I’m asking … Hell, I’m begging a little, just not so that you can tell, all right?”


“This guy, what’s his name?”


“Oddly enough, I don’t know. I know where he lives. He has one of those sixties-style Afros, maybe not as big as the really big ones, but you know, out there, Jimi Hendrix like. But I can put you right at his trailer.”


I looked at Leonard. He gave me a nod.


I said, “We’ll scope it out. See what we can do.”
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The place where Gadget was selling grass and her boyfriend was selling meaner drugs when he wasn’t using Gadget for a racquetball was not in LaBorde but just outside a nearby town called No Enterprise, where the law was two fat guys in a used cop car with so-so tires. They took the town’s cop checks, but they didn’t do much for it, except maybe catch a speeder now and then, maybe talk some gal into a blow job to get a pass on a ticket. The real money was in crooked enterprise. Or so Marvin told us. And Marvin isn’t often wrong about stuff like that. He was a cop for years. First in Houston, then in LaBorde. He said he knew about those guys and told us about them, and I took his word to be as true as the turning of the earth.


We drove over to No Enterprise in my pickup. The truck is one of those Dodges with a backseat and four doors and a short bed. I had recently traded for it and it ran good.


It was raining and it was a cool day, especially for early fall. Just the night before we had been sitting in my yard in shirtsleeves, and now it was cool enough to wish for excess hair on your chest. As for women, I don’t know exactly what they’d wish for. Probably a nice coat and a pair of shoes. I know Brett liked coats and shoes, especially shoes. She had enough in the closet to shoe a couple of monster-size centipedes, as long as they liked their footwear to come from Payless, Wal-Mart or Target. Equating women with shoes might be an old sexist cliché, but it didn’t change the fact Brett had a lot of shoes.


What Leonard and I had were some windbreakers. Mine was blue. Leonard’s was beige. We made a point of making sure we weren’t wearing the same colors. It’s hard to be convincing as tough guys when you’re wearing matching outfits.


We had the address from Marvin, and of course the thing to do was not to just drive right up on the place, as that would be foolish and dangerous, but, since the two of us together sometimes can only manage the IQ level of a ground squirrel, that’s exactly what we were going to do. We tried to come up with some nifty sophisticated plan on the way over, but we kept getting distracted and singing along with the CD player. We had to listen to Leonard’s music. If I didn’t want to, he pouted. He can pout big-time. Since we were in my truck and it was my CD player, I should have chosen some of the music. I wanted to play Amy Winehouse. He didn’t.


Anyway, we drove over there singing to Kasey Lansdale’s Back of My Smile CD, some Hank Williams, and a bit of Ernest Tubb. All good stuff. Then we listened to Patsy Cline. Neither of us had the balls to sing along with Patsy. That just isn’t done. By the time we were five miles outside of No Enterprise it occurred to us that we had yet to concoct some kind of strategy, so we stopped off in town at Big Burger, a local place that served food and was also a filling station with an open garage. Inside the garage was a lube rack and a lonely-looking guy in blue khakis sitting on an old-fashioned Coke crate turned on edge. He was reading without fear of insult a sex book titled in bold letters Poontang Palace. The book was probably older than the reader, and considering the size of the town he probably read more books than he lubed transmissions.


Inside, they took our order and a lanky guy in an apron brought it to the little table where we sat, placed the hamburger plates on the plastic checkered tablecloth, and went away. They made a good hamburger and some French fries that tasted as if they had been put out on the drainboard and pissed on the night before and left to dry. We both bought potato chips as a replacement and pondered how a place could make such good hamburgers and such shitty fries. What kind of cook could fry a burger and couldn’t dip some French fries in a deep fryer without screwing them up?


At that moment it seemed like a question equal to “why are we here?” We came closer to solving the French fry enigma than coming up with any kind of plan to deal with our problem concerning Gadget and her keepers.


“We’re just going to rough him up, aren’t we?” I said.


“He hit Gadget.”


“We don’t really know Gadget.”


“She’s Marvin’s granddaughter, isn’t she?”


“She is.”


“All I need to know, Hap, ole buddy.”


“So, we punch him in the head a little and we take Gadget with us.”


“We can punch him lots of places. He’s got friends, we got to punch them too.”


“Okay, so we punch him and anyone else gets in our way, and we punch them all kinds of places, and then we take Gadget.”


“Always been the plan, far as I’m concerned.”


“And if she doesn’t want to go?” I asked.


“We could take her.”


“That wouldn’t be smart, and it wouldn’t be any good. You know that. We told Marvin that.”


“You told him,” Leonard said, sipped his coffee and looked out the window at cars going by on the highway.


“But you know it’s true,” I said.


“Yeah, I know it. But I don’t like bastards like this guy and I don’t like what he’s done to the granddaughter … Ever notice how many cars are red these days? That used to be bad luck, a red car.”


“No. I haven’t noticed. We don’t know this guy has done anything. She might be making him do it.”


“Making him do it? Sayin’, ‘How’s about hittin’ me upside the head’? That what she’s doin’?”


“I don’t mean she deserves it. I mean it may be some kind of sexual ritual. He punches her in the eye, then she sucks his dick. Then she punches him in the eye, and he goes for the taco. Then they start all over again.”


“That what you think?”


“No.”


“Just like to hear yourself talk, don’t you, Hap?”


“Pretty much,” I said.


“So we’re back to roughing his ass up and seeing she wants to go with us.”


“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” I said. “That is the plan. I mean, why do something smart and safe and well coordinated, when we can just drive up on them and start throwing knuckles.”


“Sometimes it works.”


“Sometimes it does. And sometimes we get our asses kicked around.”


“I know,” Leonard said. “I’ve seen it happen. But that ain’t often, is it?”


“Once is too goddamn often.”


“Point taken. Chocolate pie?”




5


We finished off our lunch with chocolate pie and more coffee, considered having another slice and another cup but talked ourselves out of it, reminded by the fact that we had a job to do, a promise to keep, and we didn’t want to do it toting too much weight in our bellies.


Outside I took a peek in the garage. The reader was still sitting on the upturned Coke crate, engrossed in his book. I sort of hoped no one would want a tire changed or a manifold replaced. I’d hate to think such intense concentration might be broken. A car backfired out on the highway. The dedicated reader didn’t move. He didn’t bat an eye. I guess he was at the good part, where someone was about to put the arrow in the target.


Leonard came over and stood by me, said, “Come on, doofus. I been standing out by the truck waiting. Let’s roll.”


Following Marvin’s directions over to the place, we listened to some more music and sang along some more, this time with Willie Nelson. I thought I did a pretty good “Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain.” Leonard didn’t think so. We sang “In the Jailhouse Now,” which I thought might be a form of prophecy, considering what we were about to do.


Where we were going was kind of a peckerwood suburb, which was pretty much a clutch of fall-defoliated trees, some evergreen pines, a listing mobile home, and a dog hunched to drop a load in what passed for a yard. The dog was medium-sized, dirty yellow, and looked like the last meal he’d eaten was what he was dropping. He was working so hard at dropping those turds, his eyes were damn near crossed, had the kind of concentration that made you consider he might be close to figuring out the problems of string theory. He didn’t look owned. Had the look of a freelance dog. Maybe there was something to be said for that.


The yard wasn’t much. The rain had stopped and windblown leaves had bunched up all over the place. There were some cars parked there, and there were some people standing next to the cars. Eight guys, to be exact. They looked pretty young. There was a fellow standing in the doorway of the trailer in Scooby Doo shorts scratching his nuts like a squirrel sorting acorns. He was young too. I didn’t see anyone I thought was Gadget, unless she had been disguised as the stray yellow dog or was in that fellow’s shorts hiding next to his nut sack.


We parked and Leonard got my .38 snub-nosed revolver out of the glove box and stuck it in his pants and pulled his shirt and windbreaker over it. I have a gun permit, as does Leonard, but that gun wasn’t on it. It wasn’t even registered. It was for nefarious deeds.


I said, “Don’t use that.”


“Hey, better to have and not need than not have and need.”


“What about me?”


“You didn’t want me to use it, but now you want to carry it? I don’t think so.”


“It’s my gun.”


“Tough shit. Use your suave and debonair fucking charm.”


We got out and started walking toward the trailer. The people in the yard rapidly divided into two camps: the scared and the nervous. Some of them got in their cars and drove away quickly. They would be the buyers. The rest started inside the trailer. They would be the drug-selling posse. The guy in the shorts let them pass, then took his position again, hand in his drawers. He looked at us like he thought he was tough enough to chew the edge off a Buck knife. I didn’t think he looked as tough as he thought. However, sometimes looks can be deceiving.


There was what passed for music coming out of the trailer. Rap, I guess, but it sounded like someone beating an active washing machine with a log chain.


I said to Leonard as we walked up, “Take it easy, play it cool.”


“Cool is my middle name,” Leonard said.


“No,” I said. “No, it isn’t.”


We were close to the front door when the man holding his balls, a black guy with pale skin and a longish Afro that made him look like a time traveler from the late sixties, early seventies, said, “Man, you two are fuckin’ my game. You didn’t come here for what we sell, I can tell.”


“Ain’t this where they’re having the revival?” Leonard said. “I been wanting Jesus in my heart, or up my ass or somethin’. Way you’re digging, is he in them Scooby shorts with you?”


“You a funny nigger,” the black man said. “You don’t know shit. Scooby is cool. What the fuck you want?”


The idea that our bad guy guarding the door was worried about our dissing Scooby amused me a bit. We had stopped about four feet from the door. The trailer was up on concrete blocks, so the guy in the doorway was standing above us. He was still playing pocket pool. By this point, my nuts would have been chafed and my hand would have been tired enough I would have had to call in reinforcements. His legs had bruises on them. I figured that would be from Marvin’s cane. Behind him, in the slight darkness, I could see movement, and the sound of the music was loud enough and bad enough that the idea of kicking someone’s ass was beginning to appeal, if for no other reason than their lack of taste.


“I don’t like being called a nigger even when a nigger calls me that,” Leonard said.


“That some kind of joke too?”


“You see me laughin’?” Leonard said.


Another man, a lanky but muscled white guy with a close-shaved scalp, appeared at the Afro guy’s shoulder, looked out, said, “You want I should take care of them?”


“I ask you shit?” the Afro man said. “You hear me ask some shit from you? Go on in there and sit your white ass down. Pet the fuckin’ dog or pat my old lady’s ass, but don’t be gettin’ in my game unless I call on you.”


“Have it your fuckin’ way,” the white guy said, and disappeared back inside the trailer.


“I’m pettin’ your gal’s ass,” the white guy called from somewhere inside.


“That was like just a fuckin’ thing to say. Don’t you do it, asshole,” the Afro guy said, glancing inside the trailer. Then he looked back at us.


I said, “Could you ask him to turn down the music? I think I saw a bird fall out of a tree.”


He ignored me. “You cops?”


“We look like cops?” Leonard said.


“He does,” he said, pointing a finger at me.


“He’s white,” Leonard said. “All white guys look like cops.”


“I resent that,” I said.


“We ain’t cops,” Leonard said. “Now, get your hand off your bulbs, we maybe can do a little business. But you and me. No matter what the business. We ain’t shakin’ hands.”


The Afro guy didn’t pull his hand out of his shorts. His eyes narrowed. “All right, you buyin’ somethin’ or not?”


Leonard said, “You’re right. I fess up. We don’t want to buy anything. To be precise, we’re here to take somethin’. It’s Gadget we want.”


“Gadget?”


“Yep,” I said.


“You guys are nuts. Ain’t nobody around but you two, and there’s four of us and a badass dog, and you’re tellin’ me you’re takin’ my woman?”


“If you had two dogs,” Leonard said, “now that would be different.”


“There’s a dog?” I said.


The guy in the doorway shifted his nuts to the other side of his shorts and looked exasperated. “Gadget ain’t goin’ nowhere, man. She’s my hole.”


“Damn, that’s a romantic reference,” I said. “You say you got a dog in there?”


“She ain’t goin’,” the man said.


“Only if she wants to go,” I said. “And maybe even if she doesn’t want to. We’re kind of up in the air on that part … What kind of dog is it?”


“Ah,” he said, “I get it. You two from that old nigger. Her granddaddy. That fuckin’ cripple.”


“Whipped your ass with a cane, didn’t he?” Leonard said. “That was some lively old cripple, wouldn’t you say? Your legs look like a fuckin’ zebra with them bruises.”


“He caught me off guard.”


“He hit you with that stick like he was dustin’ a rug, Tanedrue,” the white guy said from somewhere inside.


“You shut the fuck up,” Tanedrue said.


He turned back to us.


Leonard laughed a little. “Tanedrue? That’s your name? Your mama made that name up, didn’t she?”


“It’s African.”


“Naw it ain’t,” Leonard said. “If that don’t scream ignorant backwoods nigger, I don’t know what does. That was my name, I’d stick a sharp stick up my ass and impale myself.”


“That’s it,” Tanedrue said, and reached back into the trailer with his right hand. For a slight moment he was distracted, which of course was what we were waiting for.


Leonard moved quickly, caught Tanedrue by the feet, jerked them up and out. Tanedrue’s head smacked on the bottom of the trailer doorway and then Leonard dragged him down the metal stairs so that his head bounced on each and every one of them. I saw a bit of blood fly out from Tanedrue’s skull, then he went limp and tumbled off the stairs, his hand still in his shorts. No doubt about it, he was one tenacious ball handler.


We kept moving, straight into the trailer.
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The white guy with the shaved head was the first one at the door. Leonard hit him between the eyes with a swinging elbow so hard I’m sure a distant relative in bad health in the old country crossed his eyes and died. The blow made the goon spin around and away from us. He went down on one knee and held his head, just to make sure it was still attached. While he was on his knees, his legs slightly spread, Leonard kicked him in the balls like he was making a soccer goal.


I was in right behind Leonard. As I entered, the music smacked me like a fist and the stink of the place draped over me like a blanket. Then a dog jumped at me from the shadows. It was a big, dark, growling dog and it was part of the stench. It went for my throat. I moved to the side slightly and caught the dog by the collar with one hand as its teeth snapped in the air, and saliva from the snap popped across my forehead. With the other hand, I caught its hind leg and picked it up high as I could manage. It was a heavy dog. I saw a window out of the corner of my eye, just over a stained kitchen sink. I tossed the dog at it, hard as I could. The window cracked and the dog went through it in a shower of black and tan fur and a tinkling of glass, its body doing a kind of horseshoe maneuver from the impact. The dog let out a whelp and a yip and then I heard nothing but the sound of its body striking the earth outside. There was blood and fur on the jagged glass. I suspected fleas had pulled parachute cords.


I heard Leonard say, “Come to papa,” and when I turned my head, I caught sight of Leonard holding a big bushy-headed white guy by the back of the neck, slamming his head into the wall so hard a mirror fell off and shattered.


As I turned, a thin black guy came down the hall at a rush, clubbed me in the ribs with a right hook that nearly caused me to piss myself. I tried to kick him, but there wasn’t any room. In a reflex action he shoved out with both hands, hit me in the chest and knocked me down on top of the guy Leonard had kicked in the balls. The ball-kicked dude was resting politely on the floor whimpering like a little girl who had lost her dolly, hands between his legs.


“You hurt my dog,” said the guy who shoved me.


I rolled up and he kicked at me and I scooped my hand under his leg and grabbed his face with my other hand and used my closest leg to sweep his standing leg out from under him. He hit his head on a counter, his teeth snapped together on his tongue, and he went down, blood foaming out of his mouth. I smelled something that made me think he’d bent a biscuit in his skivvies.


I heard a shriek from the back, looked down the hall. A young, long-legged woman was running at me. She was a dark-skinned girl with a lot of processed hair, maybe some extensions, and for all I knew a recent manicure and a toe ring. She jumped on me with her legs spread and straddled me, her ankles locked around my back; she had hold of my hair with one hand and was clawing my face with the other, still shrieking.


I hit her with a right cross between the eyes and she let go, though her legs stayed hooked. She fell back on her head, then her legs came undone and they sort of melted toward the floor with the rest of her.


Leonard was still working on the big hairy guy, had him by the mane and was smashing his head into the wall, cracking the paneling. All I could tell for sure was the guy now had a very flat nose and his lips looked like fat fishing worms that were coming apart. One of his teeth was embedded in the paneling and there was blood on the wall. One more slam and a big crucifix fell and bounced on the couch and then bounced on top of the ball-kicked guy and then onto the floor.


The ball-kicked guy had gotten some juice back. Maybe the crucifix revived him. He tried to get up, made it to his hands and knees. Leonard, without letting go of the guy whose head he was bouncing, kneed the other dude in the face, knocking him back down. He winced, did a kind of push-up, tried to come up. I got him from behind, right in the snickerdoodles again. He farted and went down and didn’t get up, either knocked out, dead, or hoping to God we thought he was. Right then he was probably wishing he had been thrown out the window with the dog. I was too. That was quite a fart.


I took a breath and put a hand on my side, then my face. I was bleeding from where the girl had scratched me.


I did a quick reconnoiter. It looked as if the trailer occupants were all pretty much Nap City. Leonard whirled the guy whose nose he had flattened around and hit him with a hard strike to the neck with the side of his hand. The guy went down. Not that he really needed that neck strike. He was going to fall anyway. Leonard kicked him once just to keep himself flexible.


I picked up the CD player on a shelf over the couch and slammed it against the wall. The CD flew out of it and I stepped on it. It felt good to have the air filled with emptiness.


That’s when the now awake Tanedrue came wobbling through the door, his hand no longer in his shorts. He reached for what he had been reaching for before, something just inside the door on top of the refrigerator. A little automatic. He got hold of it. As he brought it around, Leonard pulled my .38 and shot Tanedrue in the right thigh, just below the shorts. Tanedrue dropped the automatic, grabbed his leg, let out a yell that made my asshole pinch tight, then went down shrieking, holding his thigh, blood squirting everywhere.


“Goddamn, Leonard!”


Leonard gave me an exasperated look. “I started to let him shoot you, but I thought Brett would be mad.”


“Goddamn, Leonard.”


The guy who had bitten his tongue was closest at hand, so I grabbed his shirt by the front and pulled hard. It ripped off of his unconscious body, and I stuck it in Tanedrue’s wound. Tanedrue cussed me and struck out at me, so I hit him in the head a couple of times. “Lay down, you stupid fuck, before you bleed to death.”


“You shot me!” he said.


“Technically, he shot you,” I said, jerking my head at Leonard.


Leonard tossed my .38 on the couch, grabbed Tanedrue by the Afro and lifted him off the ground a little, slid behind him, and slipped his forearm around his neck, pushing in tight on the arteries there. He slid his choking hand into the bend of his other elbow and locked the other hand behind Tanedrue’s head, compressed while he expanded his chest.
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