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    Chapter One




    Wednesday




    AN EXPLOSION OF a gunshot forced my eyes open.




    I am in danger, I thought. They’ve finally found me.




    The weapon’s discharge echoed in my ears during my first waking moments, as I searched the dark motel room for some clue of its origin.




    Beside me, Nasreen lay on her stomach, entirely unaffected by the noise, oblivious to the threat. I pulled the filthy sheet to cover her naked bottom.




    Had the gunfire been real or a dream?




    I held my breath to listen for a follow-up sound. A second shot, footsteps, anything unusual that might indicate further intrusion into my hideout. For weeks now I had been hiding from some very dangerous people linked to Mexican drug cartels. I fled a hospital in Los Angeles for my life, and landed in this vacant motel in faraway Kentucky, but I could not escape the dread that at any moment my pursuers might find me. This fear gnawed at my consciousness every waking second of every day and toyed with my sleep every night.




    “Hey,” Nasreen said, stretching like a waking cat. She rolled onto her back and purred, “What is it?”




    Like a fool, I asked, “Did you hear that?”




    “Did I hear what?” She opened her eyes a little wider. Even after a long night of mattress wrestling, she looked like a Persian princess or a Bollywood actress. Her features were delicate, almost too perfect. Her lips were prim and her cheeks taut like a teenager’s. Her teeth were flawlessly white contrasted against the honey-colored skin. Her smile captivating. A loop of black hair flopped over her piercing brown eyes. At 23 years of age, Nasreen Bowman was the epitome of youthful Iranian splendor. Instinctively I knew she was several categories of beauty, class, and intelligence above me. She had to be using me for something underhanded. But my loneliness and male arrogance tricked me into believing that she saw me as a desirable partner. What had I promised her last night?




    “Come back to bed,” she purred, “and we’ll try for a new world record.” I swallowed.




    “I don’t think I have it in me.” God, this was hard to admit to a woman more than a decade younger than you.




    “Oh, trust me! I know how to bring out the best in you.”




    Afterwards, I had a sudden burst of energy. Nasreen lay sleeping again, so I got up and dressed. I switched on the light and unplugged the electric space heater in order to plug the coffee maker into the orange electric cord that ran through the bathroom window. I squeezed the sprayer on the garden hose to fill the coffee pot, but nothing came out. I followed the green hose onto the walkway, looking for a crimp that had blocked my source of water. Like the orange cord that provided electricity, the hose was my lifeline to water from Nora’s house, my 70-something-year-old neighbor. I traced the hose through the chain-link fence across Nora’s back yard to the spigot at her back door. It was shut off. Strange.




    I cranked on the water just in time to hear Nora’s sliding glass door rumble.“Coffee’s on. Come on in,” she said, clothed in a threadbare housecoat that may have been white a generation ago.




    Nora was my only friend in Lexington. I suspected that I was hers too, although she had a repulsive daughter named Holly, who seemed to hate all white people—especially me—and an adorable grandson, Trent, who was lodged perilously between two and three years of age, in that phase of pure terrorism. His most recent victims were a poor yellow kitten and anything fragile within his reach.




    Nora poured me coffee in a cup that read WHAT HAPPENS AT GRANNY’S, STAYS AT GRANNY’S.




    “Black like you like your women, right?” she said, handing me the cup. She removed the lid from the porcelain cookie jar shaped like a strawberry. I took a glazed oatmeal cookie.




    “Are you flirting, Nora? Holly would never approve.” I said and snapped a chunk of cookie with my teeth.




    She dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand while emitting a brilliant toothless smile.




    “Not me, but I want to introduce you to Florida Evans. She works at the post office and owns her own house, too.” Nora had retired from the US Postal Service in Lexington.




    Her face became serious. “Lord, I forgot my dentures.”




    She trotted out of the room, and I called behind her, “That’s dentured servitude.”




    “You’re not funny!” she yelled.




    Trent waddled into the kitchen amid a dissipating cloud of last night’s slumber. He had the kitten in a stranglehold in one arm and a plastic Happy Meal creature in the other.




    “Care for a cup of coffee?” I asked the toddler. He looked at me and gave me his toy.




    “Least ways,” she hollered from the bathroom, “anyone I fixed you up with would be a damn sight better than that hussy you brought here last night.”




    “Did I bring her here?” Damn, I must have been drunker than I thought. “You need a nice African American wife, honey.”




    Trent disappeared into the pantry.




    “Keep an eye on Trent while I take a quick shower,” she called from the hall. “Give him some of his graham cracker fish.”




    Something crashed to the pantry floor and the kitten scampered away.




    I looked out over the backyard. The sun was rising behind the abandoned motel that I called home. A makeshift security fence surrounded the bank-owned real estate with KEEP OUT signs posted every 25 feet.




    What had I promised Nasreen? It gnawed at me. It couldn’t be good. Trent deposited a handful of tiny brown fish into my palm.




    I popped them into my mouth. They were hard and crunchy and tasted of gravel. I swallowed them with coffee.




    The roar of the shower emanated down the hall.




    I thought back over the previous night’s exploits. Nasreen attracted the eyes of every man in the bar where I was playing pool when she entered. She wore a blue and white Zephyr Kentucky Wildcats Royal cap pulled down to her eyebrows and no makeup in a look that was either meant to temper her sexuality or cloak her identity. A red flannel shirt covered an elegant, white, sleeveless top.




    We played as opponents. I won some of her money. Then, we played as partners and I lost some of her money. She bought me some drinks when she learned that I had once been a private detective. She tried to hire me. I should have walked away then. I know it.




    I told her I was retired, which only intensified her insistence. She made her move on me personally to snag me professionally. I knew she was bad news. But that body. That smile. Her lips, her tongue, her hand. Her heat. Her veiled sexuality was more powerful than my resolve, than my dignity. I had been in a funk, and she pulled me out of it.




    Back at my squatter’s dump, she broke me down kiss by kiss. I agreed to something, but I wasn’t sure what. Only flashes of the rest of the evening emitted from the drunken blur.




    Trent brought me some more fish. I ate them dutifully. Got myself a coffee refill, and Nora returned to the kitchen properly dressed and properly dentured.




    “Take me to town for a flu shot?”




    “You got the flu?” I asked.




    “No, dummy. You get the shot to keep from getting the flu.”




    “Prevention? Yeah right,” I said sarcastically.




    “All flu shots are prevention, dummy.”




    “Really? I want one then,” I said. “What will they think of next?”




    “What that hussy want from you anyway?”




    “Isn’t that obvious?”




    Nora looked at me funny.




    “Honey, you good looking, but you ain’t that good looking. She’s way out of your league. And way too young, too.”




    She pursed her lips declaratively and spouted, “Anyone look like her, out with someone like you, mean she up to no good. What she ask you to do? Rob a bank? Steal a kidney? Kill her husband?”




    “She ain’t married,” I said defensively.




    Nora sipped her coffee and continued. “What’s wrong with this picture? You tell me that. After your money?” She laughed like a jester. “After your body?” She roared with laughter.




    I immediately felt an illegitimate stab of anger. I didn’t need this.




    “She’s smart. Man shouldn’t never be with a woman smarter than him,” Nora said and snickered. “Course, in your case that don’t leave you too many fish in the sea, now does it?”




    Trent handed me some fish. I took them, glad for the distraction.




    “Trent honey, don’t do that. That cat food, not people food,” she said in her granny voice.




    My surprise must have registered because she asked, “You ain’t eat none of them, have you?”




    “Of course not,” I lied. “I was just playing with him.” Then I feigned gobbling them to Trent’s delight.




    When we got back from the pharmacy, I climbed under the fence at my motel compound.




    “Hey you,” Nasreen said when I opened the door. “It’s cold in here.”




    I plugged the heater back in.




    I was relieved to see her still there. I had come to Kentucky to die. I wasn’t brave enough to take my own life, but I could drink myself to death, pick a fight with a street gang, get married, or some equally dangerous endeavor.




    But after just one night with Nasreen, I started thinking that maybe I wasn’t beyond redemption. Maybe she saw something in me worth salvaging.




    “Where you been?”




    “Got a flu shot. Did you know nowadays they prevent the flu? And they work? I feel great. Not a sniffle.”




    “Come here, silly!” She patted the bed. “Let’s give it another go before I go to work.”




    When she had finished with me, I struggled for at least three minutes to reorient myself. I was euphoric. By the time my breath began to normalize, she was dressed. She had transformed from sexual deity to sloppy street skank before my eyes. My kinda gal.




    “So,” she said as she leaned over and kissed me on the mouth. “If you want me to spend the night again, you need to keep this place heated. Winter’s coming.”




    The thought of another night with her buoyed my spirits even more. She asked, “When will you have the information?”




    “Information?”




    “On the guy in the photo?”




    It started coming back to me in patches. She’d offered me cash to follow a man in a photo on her phone.




    “OK, yeah, sure. Email me the photo,” I told her.




    “Already did. Last night.” She studied me. “You don’t remember, do you?”




    “I remember.” Then I added, “Just refresh my memory, so I can remember better.”




    She let out an exasperated breath before saying, “I just need to make sure he is who he says he is. And fast. I can’t afford any mistakes, OK?”




    “What’s the deal?”




    She clenched her teeth, clearly trying to decide whether she could tell me more. She couldn’t. “Just do it! You promised.”




    “He’s not gonna steal a kidney, is he?”




    “No.”




    “Rob a bank?”




    “Just do it. I’ll meet you back here tonight after work, OK?”




    I glared at her. My chest and mind were battling for control. I needed her in my life, but I couldn’t afford another lethal case. I was already teetering on the brink of a nervous breakdown. This could shove me over.




    “OK, I’ll check him out.”




    I should have known better.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    FALLING OFF THE face of the earth is not so difficult. Just follow four golden rules.




    One: Cut off all contact with everyone you have ever known. Reaching out to anyone from your past is like a submarine pinging a vessel with sonar. It gives away your location.




    Two: Assume a false name. I’d changed mine to Ed Winter.




    Three: Steer clear of all forms of legal authorities: police, FBI, hospital officials, anyone who might trace your identity.




    Four: Never let anyone into your life.




    As I lay on my bed in this firetrap of a vacant motel chain smoking, I was thinking that these four rules had kept me safely off the grid since fleeing Los Angeles several weeks ago. I chided myself for breaking Rule Four last night by bringing Nasreen home with me. She was young and beautiful and sexy, and I was pathetic and lonely.




    “You’re gonna check out JJ, right? Make sure he is who he says he is?” Nasreen repeated this assignment. I knew it was a mistake. If I walked away now, I might just be able to stay off everyone’s radar.




    “I told you I would,” I snapped.




    “You shouldn’t smoke in bed!” she scolded me.




    “Nonsense,” I responded defiantly. “Smoking in bed has lots of advantages. Relaxes the nervous system, increases self-esteem, fights weight gain, stimulates the metabolism, improves mental acuity, increases muscle mass, boosts energy, sparks the libido, and promotes a good night’s sleep.”




    She frowned as if I was making fun of her. God, she was sexy.




    “Trust me!” I went on mischievously, “Smoking alone has dozens of health benefits in and of itself. But you add in the advantages of smoking in bed and BOOM, you’ve got all the makings of a magic formula for longevity.




    “One study even suggests that habitual smoking can delay ovulation, serving as birth control. If you smoke on your back in bed right after sex, there’s almost no chance whatsoever that you’ll get pregnant. Fact is—that’s why I ride bareback. I ain’t never got pregnant. You should try it sometime.”




    “You need some serious counseling. You know that?” she said, kissed me on the lips, and left.




    I read this book once, Cracked by Dr. Drew Pinsky. He wrote that we should always trust our first instincts. This primal intuition will almost always keep us out of the kind of the trouble that we bring onto ourselves.




    My instincts told me that Nasreen’s mysterious, dark man was bad news. But sometimes, I just can’t get out of my own way.




    I took a couple slugs of Captain Morgan to build my resolve and walked down the stairs and through the hole in the fence without having taken a shower. The stench should add to the persona I was trying to create.




    I had no idea that I was about to break the rest of my golden rules in one clean swoop.




    Depression was creeping back over my shoulders and into my head, and I didn’t try to fight it. Sometimes, you’re better off just letting it consume you.




    The senior citizen volunteer at the public library took no notice of me as I joined the homeless and the dregs of humanity to check my new email account. I read the information about Jonathon Jefferson (JJ) Adams that Nasreen had sent me and wasn’t impressed. I surfed the web for other information till about noon, printed out a few pages including MapQuest directions to JJ’s crib and a blurry photograph taken by Nasreen’s iPhone, and folded them all into my coat pocket.




    I walked through the Liberty Heights Cemetery toward Raymond Street to catch a bus to the edge of town. Overwhelming dread kept clouding my thought processes, but the desire to spend another night with Nasreen again drove me on, one ill-fated step after the last. I was already addicted to her. If that’s what you call ‘thinking with your junk,’ then I was guilty.




    Before boarding the bus, I bought a Jim Beam Kentucky Whiskey Sampler pack; I like to sample the traditional local product wherever I am. When in Rome…




    The city bus dropped me at the edge of town, and I walked behind an abandoned gas station and descended a grassy knoll and skirted a viaduct, half expecting a Kentuckian troll to step out and accost me before I reached a street below. It was that kind of sad neighborhood.




    It wasn’t so much that it was run down, that many buildings were vacant, or that bank-owned real estate signs were staked into every other yard. It wasn’t the broken glass store windows patched with cardboard and masking tape, or the homeless vagabonds pushing shopping carts of possessions, or rusted cars suspended on concrete blocks. It wasn’t the deposits of unemployed minorities, drinking from paper bags in front of package stores, or even the entire walls filled with spray-paint graffiti.




    It was the knowledge that this neighborhood represented the armpit of the economic and social collapse in Middle America, and that things didn’t have to be this way. Lexington offered more promise than any other city in the Commonwealth of Kentucky.




    I could just about toss a Frisbee in one direction and hit any one of 25,000 University of Kentucky students. Nearly 40% of the city had some kind of college degree. Home to industries like Lexmark and Tempur-Pedic, Lexington could boast of one of the lowest unemployment rates and most stable economies in the country. Fifteen minutes outside of town lay some of the finest thoroughbred racehorse farms in the country. Affluence and success blossomed like well-groomed poppy crops all across the “Thoroughbred City” while poverty stricken neighborhoods like this one stuck out like beggars and amputees.




    I wasn’t no tree hugger, but damned if I could reconcile the co-existence of opulence and decay, of security and crime, that my country had become.




    I was in a dangerous mood, angry at everyone and no one. Mostly, I was disgusted with myself. I took another drink. It seemed to help.




    JJ lived in a piss-yellow clapboard house on Shoemaker Street. Generations ago, some hillbilly engineer had ravaged the topography’s natural serenity. Like a sadistic plastic surgeon, he’d erected a stone abutment all along the north end of the street to artificially hold the soil in place above a freshly cut road. More invasive yet were the concrete steps that burrowed through the yard of each house, like a steel ring in a pig’s snout.




    Nature had begun to retaliate, though. As gravity yawned and stretched, a glacier of soil and rock had begun to unravel man’s artificial order. The outdated retaining wall had started cracking and shifting in several places; without a major overhaul, the decaying sidewalk would disappear under a blanket of topsoil within the next decade.




    Grass and weeds sprouted defiantly through fissures and crevices in the cement steps. I grabbed hold of the rusting steel pipe handrail to ascend into the yard. As I strode onto the concrete porch, I prepared myself for the attack of a rabid dog. Dumps like this always have dogs. I knocked on JJ’s front door, and sure enough I was rewarded with the barking of a large canine inside the house. No one came to the door.




    JJ’s gold 1970 Chevelle Super Sport that Nasreen described in her email was parked in the gravel driveway, so I figured he had to be home. I pounded the door again.




    I unscrewed the cap of a sampler bottle, sucked it dry, and pounded harder on the door. The dog barked savagely. Smoke rolled out the chimney. His car was in the driveway. JJ had to be home.




    I figured the best way to flush him out was to snoop around where he didn’t want me. A gaggle of ex-girlfriends could testify that I am quite an accomplished snooper.




    I hopped off the porch at the driveway and approached the muscle car. It cherished dents and scratches across the body and a tiny chip in the windshield, all of which led me to believe JJ was either exactly the riffraff he claimed to be, or was a pro at hiding his identity, like me. Had he wanted to attract more attention, he’d have a more flashy color, like cherry red.




    I noticed a steel framed real estate sign lying flat on the ground. I flipped it over. FOR RENT it read. JJ hadn’t been here long.




    I circled the car and tried both doors, but they were locked. I shaded my eyes from the sun and looked inside, searching for receipts or crack pipes or used prophylactics or church bulletins, anything that might tip me off as to his true identity. The interior of his car looked like it had been vacuumed that very morning.




    I moseyed around to the detached garage. One door dangled off the hinge, so I went in. I kicked through the rubbish, trying to make as much noise as I could. Boxes of mason jars and stacks of old furniture, coffee cans of nails and rusting iron tools, piles of old newspapers and an outdated disability walker were among a smattering of crumpled tree leaves and rat droppings that filled the edifice, but nothing of marketable value. The contents predated JJ by years.




    I peered in the backdoor window, but couldn’t see squat. The dog continued to yap his freakin’ head off. Times like this, I wished I still carried a gun, or at least a chocolate bar.




    A rusted window air conditioning unit poked out of a bedroom window, like an escaping bandit. I doubted if it still worked, but, hey, why go to the trouble of putting it away for the winter? There wasn’t much on the property that indicated JJ really lived here. I started getting a bad feeling.




    I alighted from the yard and opened the mailbox attached to a wooden post at the street. All the mail was posted to OCCUPANT or RESIDENT. I left the way I had come and took a bus back downtown.




    By dark, I had parked myself at a table in a blue collar bar called The Trustees Lounge not far from the courthouse. I started making notes about JJ on the back of my computer printouts, but I was distracted by three very attractive college girls playing darts. They were loud and already halfway onto getting their freak on. One looked strangely familiar. She had curly brown hair, dark eyes, and a wide face. When she smiled or laughed something inside my chest fluttered.




    She caught me staring at her, and I was instantly ashamed. I turned my gaze away from her and pretended I was studying my notes.




    A few seconds later a girl’s voice said, “Hi.” It was the brunette. The fluttering in my chest reanimated. She wore a tight gray cotton hoodie sweater with a kangaroo pouch that highlighted her healthy breasts and rested loosely on her narrow waist. Her snug black slacks made my mouth water.




    “I’m Andrea and this is my friend Brittney. We’re from Leesburg, Illinois.”




    That was my home town. My cover was blown.




    “You’re Marvin Gray, aren’t you?” Brittney asked excitedly. My heart sunk.




    “The name’s Ed,” I lied.




    “Marvin Gray from the Fearless Four,” Brittney continued with a smile as bright as youth itself. “I thought you were all dead.”




    “I heard you were killed in Iraq,” Andrea added.




    I maintained silence. A few minutes ago, I had been enthralled with these coeds. Now, I was terrified that they’d identified me, and the pain of tragedy began stabbing me.




    When I spoke, my words carried genuine sadness.




    “No, two of us are still alive. The other one was in an Illinois state penitentiary serving life, last I heard.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    THERE ARE A lot of things in my life that I would like to forget. And right at the top of the list is a whole web of tragedies and bad decisions associated with the Fearless Four.




    The moniker that the newspapers gave us on that unfortunate April morning was inappropriate in every way. The original labels in most of the media pieces were “Four Fearless Freshmen” or the “Fearless Four Frosh” or some such nonsense. None of it was true. We weren’t fearless, we didn’t do anything fearless, we weren’t all four freshman—only two of us were—we weren’t even friends. And we certainly weren’t four brave teens who broke up the most violent crime in the history of the Lee County school system.




    Long before the Columbine massacre, the four of us stumbled upon a horror in our very own high school parking lot one morning before class. We reacted like the bunch of the immature and unseasoned fools we were. Nonetheless, the label “Four Fearless Freshmen” morphed into “The Fearless Four” over the years.




    I hadn’t thought about that April morning in years until two University of Kentucky girls from my home town, Leesburg, Illinois, recognized me in that Lexington bar and asked me about it. I was ashamed and uncomfortable for the role that I had unwillingly played.




    





    Brian Stall and I were the only freshmen of the four, and the only ones who were even friends by any stretch of the imagination. Brian was actually two years older than me. He was only in my class because he’d failed a couple years in elementary school. He’d been adopted by a family in Leesburg. So, he had a driver’s license when other freshmen didn’t. He also had a job working at his adoptive father’s sawmill, which gave him a little extra money, which he spent on pot and booze. As a result, I hung around with Brian a lot that year. On that particular morning, Brian had picked me up early for school, so we could drive out on the country roads to smoke a joint before class.




    A carload of upperclassmen, driving a green Chevy Nova, waved us down outside of town. Long before the advent of electronic social media, cruising around in cars before class was one of our social networking techniques. Naturally, we stopped to see what the cooler guys wanted. Unfortunately, they pulled a quick scam on us. While they captured our attention in the front seat, they kicked a kid out of their back seat, and sped away, leaving us two freshmen at the mercy of an out-of-school hoodlum named Chris Perkins. He was much older and stronger and wilier than either of us. He’d been accustomed to taking what he wanted from weaker, more timid teenagers—and even adults—by force or by deception.




    A couple years earlier, Chris had been expelled from high school for nearly beating a teacher to death in the classroom. At six foot three inches tall, Chris was muscular and athletic. Had he come from a less abusive home, he might have become an all-state football champion or wrestler.




    Perkins tossed a black gym bag into Brian’s back seat, jumped in, and slammed the door. “Yahoo motherfucker, give me a toke of that shit,” Perkins yelled.




    Brian and I exchanged frightened glances. We were scared of Chris Perkins, as were most of the adults in town. He’d been in and out of jail, like his old man and his uncle, both of whom were currently doing stints somewhere in the state prison system. With no strong adult leadership, Chris was left to his own devices, which led to the torment of dozens of Lee County residents. Worse yet, with no clearly defined boundaries, Chris’ own self-destructive cravings propelled him into quagmires of his own design.




    “Here,” I said with a shaky voice. I handed him the joint and noticed a bruise forming on his left cheek. “What happened to you?”




    He sucked in on the joint and slapped Brian’s headrest in an effort to hold the smoke expanding in his lungs. He blew out a blue cloud and spoke.




    “Son-of-bitch hit me with a tire iron,” he said. With an eye closed to block the smoke, he inhaled from the joint again and unzipped the gym bag and withdrew a sawed-off shotgun. “Broke into this fucker’s house, but he got home from work before I expected him to. He tried to stop me, but I beat the shit out of him with his own shotgun.”




    Of all the things I could think of that I might wish to experience on this morning, riding in a car with a violent criminal would have been well at the bottom of the list.




    We pulled into the school parking lot just seconds after the first bell had rung. I knew that Brian and I were going to be late, but I preferred the principal’s office over Chris Perkins’ company.




    For all these reasons, Brian was nervous and driving too fast. The parking lot was eerily vacant. When a white Chrysler Roadrunner pulled out from the back row of the parking lot, it nearly swiped Brian’s car. He had to slam the brakes on to keep from plowing into it. This was back before many of us used seatbelts, so my head slapped into the windshield.




    Dazed and high, I stepped out of the car and joined in the curses volleyed back and forth by passengers from both cars. I was immediately struck by the residual smell of fireworks. I felt it was odd that the two students in the Chrysler would want to leave school this early, and equally confused as to why they failed to leave, even after we nearly crashed into them. But as we all piled out of the vehicles, events took on a life of their own.




    Brian and Chris became ensconced in a battle with the two teen passengers from the other car. Somewhere deep in the burrows of my consciousness, I wrote it all off to teenage testosterone. My head was spinning, and I stepped forward to get a better look at the driver of the car, whom I didn’t recognize. I turned absently toward the school and noticed students and teachers crowded at both glass entrances and at the classroom windows on our side of the building. They were observing us, as if commanded to do so, during a fire drill or to observe some emergency exercise. To watch the events unfold, but not to get involved.




    Then I noticed something even stranger. I saw a man who looked a lot like our principal laying on the ground between two parked cars. As I stepped closer toward the man, the nauseating odor of burned gunpowder attacked me. I could see blood on the man’s chest and his left arm. His tie was flipped awkwardly over his face. His jacket lay hastily abandoned on the pavement above his head. A stack of papers had scattered under a white Ford Fairmont.




    As I approached the shooting victim, I could tell it was indeed Thomas Stein, principal of Leesburg Community High School. His chest inflated and dropped ever so delicately, almost imperceptibly.




    A black 1974 Chevy Vega crept to a stop in the lane closest to the building. I recognized the driver as Gordon Wise, the sophomore class president and promising tennis star. I waved frantically to him and yelled.




    “Help me! Help me!”




    I dropped to my knees beside Principal Stein and held his hand. He didn’t know me. I was just another nondescript freshman.




    His chest wheezed. His lips were blue and his eyes fluttered ever so slightly.




    “Fuck me,” Wise shouted when he joined us. He knelt on the other side of the dying man. “Start mouth-to-mouth,” Wise said, “I don’t think he’s breathing.” It was true. His chest had stopped moving.




    Back in those days, Leesburg didn’t have a proper ambulance service. The town council contracted the hearses from all three funeral homes to rush patients to the emergency room. But in an era before beepers were common place, most people just drove their own to the emergency room at breakneck speeds.




    “I don’t know mouth-to-mouth,” I admitted with regret and shame.




    “You took Health, didn’t you?” Wise was referring to freshman Health taught by football coach John Reynolds. One week in the semester was dedicated to First Aid. I think I passed the course with a B-.




    Our school was too poor to have medical CPR dummies, like you saw on TV. I knew the theory of mouth-to-mouth, but had never even seen it practiced apart from on Emergency or some other television series.




    “You do it!” I told him. I could hear my voice trembling.




    “Stop the bleeding,” Wise yelled.




    “With what?” I asked, frantically.




    “Your hand.” Then, after a second’s thought, he said. “His jacket. Grab his jacket.”




    I reached over the bleeding principal, feeling particularly dull and numb and awkward. Teens often suffer from angst as it is. I felt as if this surreal event was frying the synapses, the neuron transmitters in my fingers, the exposed skin on my arms, those in my face, behind my eyes. Anywhere my body should be feeling and reacting normally, I felt clusters of nerve damage, necrotic flesh and muscle, steeped in lethargy—the conscious mind battling with the flesh to obey.




    Principal Stein’s sports jacket made for an uncooperative bandage. I whipped it into a bundle and pressed it onto his chest. Blood seeped out around it, pooled on the blacktop below the left side of his torso, dripped from his arm in rivulets, merging into a sea of thick blood at the base of my knee. My jeans sucked it up, like a disposable towel on a television commercial.




    This must be the initial stage of shock, I thought.




    Wise cursed and shouted, “Stop the fuckin’ bleeding, Gray!”




    “He’s bleeding everywhere,” I shouted defensively, and immediately was struck by guilt. Certainly Stein could hear me.




    I repositioned the sports jacket wad and leaned my weight into the worst of the gunshot wound. Wise tilted Stein’s head back, pinched his nose, and started blowing air into his lungs.




    “Aren’t you supposed to clear his throat first?”




    Wise cursed again. “Why didn’t you do it then?” He cleared the air passage without looking up. The stream of blood seemed to decelerate. Either his heart was slowing or I was clotting the blood.




    “What are they waiting on? Why aren’t they coming out to help?” I asked, and nodded toward the students and faculty glaring at us like cattle. Stein’s hand was still warm but otherwise inanimate. I was still high from the pot, and stunned from a mild concussion my head had suffered against Brian’s windshield. The adrenaline of fear was pumping through me.




    “They are afraid of whoever did this,” Wise said when he straightened his back, taking a break from his pseudo-CPR. Neither of us knew what we were doing. And we were equally terrified. But at least we weren’t hiding inside the building, behind a glass partition. My contempt for my classmates congealed on that morning and never dissipated.




    “Goddamn them,” I said.




    Wise added, “Maybe they think that whoever shot him is still here. Are they?”




    The two passengers in the white Chrysler Roadrunner immediately came to mind. Then I heard a siren.




    





    Brittany’s face grew mischievous, loaded with the type of capriciousness that young women often reserve for promiscuous advances. “The Fearless Four was a black legend in Lee County when I was a little girl. Sorta like the boogie man, or Lizzie Borden,” Brittany said smiling. “Stories mothers told their daughters about you bad boys, the kind we needed to stay away from.”




    She left her mouth open when she’d finished speaking, as if eagerly waiting to respond to my reply. When I didn’t speak, she teased, “You only wanted to get into our pants, didn’t you? Love us and leave us?”




    I tried to hide my disappointment. Both girls paused as if they realized just how much discomfort this conversation was causing me.




    “But that made you all the more irresistible, didn’t it?” Andrea quirked, sporting a sex-enticing smile. My chest fluttered involuntarily. What was it about her? She reminded me of someone, but I knew that I’d never met her.




    “My mom said you slept with half the girls in the county,” Brittany flaunted.




    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” I defended. “County myth.” It was true that after that April morning, I enjoyed the undeserved affection of the opposite sex. Society had unfairly branded us equally as heroes and social untouchables. Teenage girls seemed only too eager to defy their parents and sully their reputation with a backseat evening of “parking,” the term we used back then for fucking.




    “I think you banged my mom,” Andrea said, as if testing me, tempting me to divulge more. Or at least ask who her mother was.




    “Listen, I gotta run,” I lied. I needed to get out of there. Get some fresh air. I thought I was having a panic attack.




    “Mom says you were a hero,” Andrea said as if to make up for her earlier comments. To cheer me up. “You kept Stein alive all the way to the hospital.”




    It was meant as a compliment, I know. But it stung, and I can’t really say why.




    “We weren’t heroes by any stretch of the imagination,” I said, hearing the numbness in my own voice. “I just held his hand. Pretty pathetic when you think about it. Wise performed half-assed CPR. Maybe it helped. I don’t know.” This was true. I didn’t know much. “Once the police got there and arrested Evans and Percifield, the school nurse came out and did the rest. The police even handcuffed us and kept us in custody for a couple hours, thinking we might have taken part in the shooting.” I laughed and added, “They were as scared as we were.”




    Andrea twisted her lips in feigned regret. She wrote her number on a napkin and stuffed it into my shirt pocket. “Call me tomorrow. I got something to show you.”




    I watched her ass as she walked away. I felt physically aged, emotionally adolescent, and intellectually inadequate.




    When I stepped out of the bar, the frosty Kentucky night embraced me. I thought about following up with Andrea. She was star struck with an aging legend. My ego wanted to take the rare advantage to sleep with a beautiful twenty-year-old. Like all the rest, however, I knew it would leave us both empty and disappointed. For once, I did the right thing. I wadded the napkin into a ball and tossed it onto the blacktop.




    I lit a smoke and walked for blocks, rehashing that tragic April day yet again. Had Percifield used deer slugs, Stein would have died immediately. But the disgruntled student’s shotgun only carried buckshot that day, probably loaded for rabbit hunting since winter. Two shots to Stein’s chest at close range, and the damage was done. Sickening, in fact. So much spilled blood.




    I thought about my son, Josh. I got teary-eyed for no apparent reason. Fearless Four, my ass!




    At a payphone, I dialed a number halfway around the world. A man’s groggy voice answered. “Marvin, is this you? Are you alright? Where are you?” he asked in Spanish.




    And then I broke down.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    ALBERT EINSTEIN ONCE said that one indicator of insanity is repeating the same behavior and expecting different results. I see evidence of this madness every day. My cousin Julie, for instance, has spent her adult life bouncing from one abusive boyfriend to the next. Each one shares characteristics with her alcoholic father. They woo her, fuck her, and beat her. She, in turn, calls 911, has him arrested, bails him out, and drops the charges. When she’s finally had her fill of abuse, she borrows money, gets her own place, and starts classes at a community college. Soon she gets involved with another batterer, drops out of school, and the cycle repeats itself.




    I used to tell my family that Julie deserved what she got. That she was “asking for it.” Why else would she keep repeating the same patterns of self-destructiveness, doomed to reap the same ill-fated results?




    But I was dead wrong. Julie is merely stuck in a cycle of domestic violence, kicked off by her bastard father and wimpy mother.




    Like the Buddhist cycle of samsara, my cousin is caught in a mucky cycle of violence. Julie’s subconscious continues to recreate a fantasy world, a scenario in which she replays her twisted past in hopes of repairing it this time around. Somewhere in the depths of her psyche, Julie believes that she must vindicate past wrongs by resolving fresh crimes in the image of the original sins committed against her.




    Her emotional memory of that first set of crimes is so powerful, so vivid, that her subconscious reconstructs a familiar world. As if running on emotional autopilot, her behavior becomes a predetermined fixation. The emotional trauma acts like a web of anxiety blocking out conscious knowledge of this fixation. In other words, she is virtually ignorant of what she is doing until it is too late.




    Buddhists refer to this anxiety (dukkha) and ignorance (avidya) or inability to recognize the fixation as by-products of the past lives. I have come to realize that for people like Julie and me, the blind fixation is a product of the past in this life, and that ignorance is not always bliss.




    You can find guys like me sitting at any bar on a Wednesday night, rehashing the past, unable to see the future clearly. We try to scrounge up stimuli equal to the highs we felt the day we pitched that no hitter in high school or caught that touchdown pass to win the big football game. Or if the result was failure, we’ll spend the rest of our sad lives trying to recreate scenarios where we can win this time. Catch the pass, get the girl, protect the child, or save the principal.




    In my case, I was never a jock or a tough guy. I was a weasel of a coward who stumbled into a scene of violence and bloodshed. And I have spent my whole life trying to put humpty dumpty back together again. Sometimes, I find myself protecting a dame, a child, my son. And I always fail.




    I am destined to recreate flawed, gunpowder scenarios infected with fear and broken souls, as closely resembling my original sins as possible, so that this time I can fix what I couldn’t fix the first time. Or the time after that.




    “Marvin, it’s OK,” said the Spanish voice half-way around the world empathetically. “Take your time.”




    I finally got a hold of the weeping. I dug into one pocket and found one unopened whiskey sampler. I broke the seal and drained it.




    “Ah, that’s better,” I said with false valor. “Sorry, I had something in my eye.”




    “Gracias a Dios,” he said. “You are alive. I was afraid they’d found you. I haven’t heard from you since you left the hospital. How’re you feeling?”




    “Like a cultured feces,” I said.




    “How’s the lung? Safe to fly now?”




    I consciously rubbed my chest. “Never been better. Can hold my breath for eight seconds. Call Guinness. I think that’s a world record.”




    He laughed. “Glad to see you’re getting your sense of humor back.”




    I tapped out a cigarette and lit it. He must have heard me inhale or the tobacco burn because he asked, “Are you smoking again?”




    “Do the New Orleans Saints pay bounties?”




    “I don’t know what that means, but after a punctured lung…” I was in no mood for a lecture.




    “I just needed to hear a friendly voice,” I told him. Falling off the face of the earth, hiding and staying on the run, may save your life, but it is no fun. Take it from me.




    “Don’t hang up!” he said. But I was already gone.




    In my inebriated state, I decided to return JJ’s dangerous Lexington neighborhood, break into his house, snoop around, and wait for him to come home. I pictured myself sitting on the sofa in the dark when he arrived. I would surprise him by flipping on a lamp and reveal the gun in my hand, just like they did in the movies. It sounded like a stellar idea until I remembered his barking dog. I’m a coward when it comes to dog bites. Plus, after what happened to my son, I just can’t stand guns.




    So I opted instead to go back to my abandoned motel room and meet up with Nasreen for a roll in the hay. Before catching public transportation, I walked to a package store to restock my pocket mini- bar. Then, I took the bus back to Raymond Street and retraced my steps through Liberty Heights Cemetery nursing a pint of Kentucky bourbon. Graveyards are really cool places at night for gathering your thoughts. And between my fatigue and drunkenness, I was doing some serious thought gathering when I heard a few short bursts of a screaming cat.




    I followed the noise across the bowels of the dark cemetery. I bumped into a headstone, skinned my shin, and cursed. The noise led me to a scene unfolding before the headlights of a car. A crew of five teens had gathered around a squirming body on the blacktop. The teens were taking turns kicking someone. As I got closer I recognized the body as that of a woman. An African American woman in a long, brown man’s corduroy winter coat. One teen stood on her wrist, while another ripped her black blouse open, instantly revealing a black bra. She immediately covered her coat over the vulnerable stomach and chest with her free hand.




    The hoodlums were cursing and taunting the woman in Spanish. The man on the ground began struggling to remove her jeans. The woman threw a punch and struck the gangster wannabe on the chin. She must have packed quite a punch because his torso wobbled for a second, as if he were play acting, before collapsing onto her stomach. He quickly regained enough balance to scramble off of her and sprawled onto his back, rubbing his chin. The other men squealed with laughter.




    In moments like these, I panic. Tough guys start cracking heads, heroes leap into action.




    I just stopped in my tracks, trying to figure out what to do. I no longer carried a cell phone, so I couldn’t call the police. I couldn’t fight off one of these guys, let alone five. There was no time to run for help.
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