

        

            

                

            

        




	WHEN THE PLOT TO STEAL GOVERNMENT MONEY FROM AN AIRPORT SUCCEEDS, THE AMATEUR THIEVES BECOME EXPENDABLE TO THE REAL CRIMINAL AMONG THEM, A RUSSIAN SUPERKILLER.


	 


	A Russian mobster stumbles onto a plot to rob a county airport where millions in small denominations sit shrink-wrapped on pallets waiting for military transport planes to deliver the money to the Middle East. The mastermind of the heist is the “inside man,” a disgruntled armored-car guard named Smith and his slattern of a wife. Even more astounding to Dimitri Byko, a hardened criminal and psychopathic killer, is that other members of this misfit gang include the pair’s son, a juvenile delinquent, and worst of all, Macbride, an obese, alcoholic professor. When this unlikely band of thieves pulls off the robbery, Byko’s regard for his partners in crime is short-lived. But what he is unprepared for is the woman assigned to hunt him down. Special Agent Annie Cheng has wide experience with the ruthless mafiya of Brighton Beach.


	 


	The man standing there was big. So big and wide across the shoulders that Macbride involuntarily took a step backward, which was just as well because the man would have bowled him over if Macbride had hesitated another second.


	He didn’t strike Macbride as a man with a lot of friends. He smiled at each of them but it never went as far as his eyes, and that smile was the warmest thing you could say about Mister Dimitri Byko


	It was past one in the morning when Smith finished describing the plan. As they were wrapping up in their coats, Macbride proposed meeting somewhere other than his house.


	“Why?” asked Dimitri turning to face him.


	It was the first time he had looked directly at Macbride since they almost collided at the door. He gave him the identical razor slit of smile.


	“I should have mentioned this before,” Macbride said as casually as he could manage without his loathing surfacing, and not sure how to begin. “One of my neighbors has decided to form a neighborhood watch. You see, I found a flyer in my mailbox—”


	“We meet here,” Dimitri said without looking up. He gently rapped his knuckles on the coffee table but it had force enough to move it. “If this neighbor of yours becomes a problem, I’ll deal with it.”


	 


	 


	You will enjoy the hardboiled, but never dated, style of the prose.”—Jochem Vandersteen, author of the Noah Milano series


	 


	“The Russian Heist solidifies White as one of the absolute best in the crime thriller genre. With crackerjack dialogue, dark wit, whip-smart characters and a plot that happily drags you into the shadows of the criminal underworld, this novel deserves to be on everyone's reading list. The Russian Heist is a masterclass on how you write a crime procedural. Nobody gets as down and dirty in the crime genre as White, and the Russian Heist is his best yet. —Ryan Thomas, author of the Roger Huntington Saga


	 


	“White begins our journey through The Russian Heist with a brief intro to Dimitri, a brutally carnivorous nihilist. Then brings us to a barroom frequented by colorfully rough yet seemingly harmless characters. The possibilities are endless. As always, White illustrates philosophical portraits exposing the dichotomy of dreary existences no longer valued, offset by life itself being the only part that does. Lighthearted sparring, contrasted by apprehension of the cold-hearted Dimitri’s inevitable return, an unfolding collision of wills is a likely transition into a spider’s web of crime and violence.”—Frank Rocca, author of I’m Jack & I’m Back and I’m Jack & I Want More




	 


	 


	THE RUSSIAN HEIST


	 


	 


	Robb White


	 


	[image: ]


	 


	Moonshine Cove Publishing, LLC


	Abbeville, South Carolina U.S.A.


	 


	Copyright © 2019 by Robb White






ISBN: 978-3-96633-913-1


Verlag GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin


E-Book Distribution: XinXii


www.xinxii.com


[image: logo_xinxii]
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	Prologue



	One Week before Christmas


	An adult bookstore in Niles, Ohio  


	 


	He looked at his watch again. No Aleksei. He was never this late. No answer at any of his cell numbers. The three customers made a fluid isosceles triangle as they moved about. His uncanny spatial imagination was a predator’s gift. Once while waiting for his father to sleep off a drunk in Odessa, he had wandered into a waterfront bar and watched some sailors playing pool. He picked up a cue stick and cleaned the place out. Some convicts watching the action beat and kicked him and took his money when he tried to leave. Although he was big for his age, he had not yet reached his full size and those were rough men. 


	The only time in his life he could say he experienced a feeling of melancholy he was sitting on a bench in Gorky Park when an old man took the other end. Dimitri figured him for a pervert, debated whether he ought to let the old man touch him and decided he would demand Deutschemarks or dollars—rubles had fallen so far in the last days of Gorbachev it wasn’t worth more than the paper to wipe your ass. The man ignored him and studied his book. When he noticed he was being watched, he smiled and handed the boy his book on chess moves. Dimitri followed the arrows depicting moves by a man named Spassky and marveled at the beauty of their attack. 


	The old man laughed. “You cannot understand,” he said. “Those are grandmaster level. You would have to see eight, ten moves in advance and keep them all in your head.” 


	Dimitri burned with wrath. He knew he could understand what he saw in those diagrams. He thought they were clear to anyone, even this old fool. He did not study in the commune. No one had to tell Dimi Byko that education was not for his kind, all that Marxist rubbish about the sons of labor be damned. In those days he had guile but not much patience. He thought of sticking the old man in the throat with the potato knife he carried in his boot. Instead, he thanked him and returned his book. His father would kill him if he attracted attention.


	It was Aleksei, so glib of tongue, who had convinced him to flee the commune, join him in Moscow. Despite the enmity between Russians and Ukrainians, he and Aleksei ran with the Ljubertsy gang, preying on drunks and extorting from vendors and prostitutes from the workers’ tenements. They spent every night prowling the subway station for any kind of action—once hijacking a truck between the Vnoekovo airport and the Keninsky Prospekt. He punched Aleksei on the jaw for spending both their shares and fractured a metacarpal. Later, watching the doctor wrap his hand, Aleksei was impressed:  “You don’t feel pain, cousin.” Dimitri knew he was different in that way too.


	He flipped the open-closed sign and hustled the customers out the door. He drove Aleksei’s Jeep fast and expertly, slewing over the median so close to traffic he could see the oncoming drivers opening and closing their mouths like goldfish to curse him. After his first conviction, he was sent to a logging camp in Siberia where he drove trucks on frozen rivers in temperatures so cold he didn’t dare shut off the engine. During his second conviction, he had taken on five zeks in the gulag at the same time and beat them all. Aleksei knew he did not like to wait. Cousin or no, you took your life into your hands when you defied him.


	A blur in the rearview mirror caught his attention just before he cut across two lanes to the outerbelt of Youngstown. The car ran a red light to keep up with him and he frowned. The car was six lengths behind but closing; the driver was using the thinning rush-hour traffic as camouflage. 


	Instead of taking the 680 loop, he stayed on 422 and used the traffic flow to watch his pursuer. He kept taking turns that brought him closer to Aleksei’s bungalow on Lake Glacier, where the suburbanites built themselves expensive cottages with wraparound decks. The small lake was fringed with fir trees, sugar maples, white ash, and stands of birch. The back window of Aleksei’s house overlooked his neighbor’s sauna. Every weekend the attractive young wife who stayed over while her husband worked in the city paraded nude from the sauna while steam billowed from her pink skin.  


	He doubled back north, but the car stayed in place and kept its distance. He took the Jeep out of part-time, floored it down Valentine, rounded the corner and clipped the wing mirror off a parked car. He saw nothing behind him on the way back to Lake Glacier. Aleksei said the cops liked to ticket him and knew his Jeep by sight, so he wouldn’t let Dimitri carry his guns in any of his vehicles. Ohio’s CCW law didn’t extend to Ukrainians with criminal records and false papers. Dimitri hoped, whatever it was, it didn’t involve those fucking Chechens. You killed one of those animals, you better kill everybody in his clan or spend your life looking over your shoulder. He would call New York as soon as he had his guns strapped on. If Aleksei objected, he’d remind him with his fists who was giving orders.     


	Aleksei’ Yukon Denali was parked around the side of the house beneath a dusting of snow. He was probably entertaining his new girl from the strip club and forgot the time. 


	Dimitri walked around to the side of the attached garage and looked in the window. Aleksei’s Harley Davidson Shovelhead rested on its kickstand under the tarp. Returning to the front of the house, he climbed the steps and immediately halted. His breathing slowed while his senses rarefied. A set of footprints. Someone bleeding had stopped every few steps, dripped straight down and then staggered on. He saw other craters where the spatter wore tails like elaborate commas. They led to Aleksei’s SUV.


	The tinted windows forced him to inch along its side at a crouch. Aleksei was slumped over the wheel, a Charter Arms dangling from a crooked finger. Tiny puffs of condensed breath meant he was alive. Dimitri opened the door and the coppery smell of blood wafted toward him. The front of Aleksei’ pants was stained dark from crotch to knees. He touched a finger to his cousin’s neck and felt the carotid—it was barely ticking. He cursed in their village dialect.


	“Fuck your mother, Aleksei, what have you done now?” 


	He loosened the gun from Aleksei’s sticky grip and pushed it into his own belt.


	Aleksei moaned as he eased him outside and laid him on the ground. Too much American junk food since their Moscow days made him too heavy to carry. He got an arm under him and dragged him the way he used to carry sacks of beets, one arm holding the gun and his eyes fixed on the house. Dimitri hoisted him up the steps and propped him against the house. He rushed the door and kicked it with such force that it blew off its hinges. Gun first, he went from room to room pausing only once to look at the woman on the bed. He returned for his cousin and dragged him to the couch. Aleksei wheezed, made a gurgling sound and passed out. 


	He went into the downstairs bedroom to check on the girl. She lay on her stomach spread-eagled across the bed where they had left her. The air in the room was fetid, rank. Her hands were flex-cuffed behind her back by a thin nylon rope that extended to her neck. Dimitri knew death from the stillness it left behind but he also knew she had suffered much pain before she died. The rope bit into her neck hard enough to cause her tongue to protrude between swollen, bruised lips. One end of the duct tape dangled from her chin where it had been loosened by her killers to stifle her screams, so they must have wanted to interrogate her as well. She was lying over a congealed pool of blood. The outer edges showed where the sere had separated. 


	Her puckered anus leaked. They must have taken the broom with them—sensitive killers, definitely not Chechens. He came back and undid Aleksei’ pants to expose the red wound. There was nothing between his legs. He had lost too much blood, but the cold kept him alive. 


	Aleksei’s face was chalk. His eyelids fluttered like a butterfly in the wind and then closed. He tried to speak but there was only a hiss between his teeth that Dimitri could not understand. White flecks of spit were dried in the corners of his mouth. He went into the kitchen for water and helped him drink. 


	The wound was fatal, so he wrapped his arms around his cousin to keep him warm and waited. Just before Aleksei’s pupils disappeared into the surrounding black, Dimitri whispered, “You’ll have your revenge, Aleksei Gunin.” He kissed his cousin over both eyes. 


	He stood and placed the barrel to the thin cap of bone near Aleksei’s temple and squeezed. The slug passed through his cousin’s brain and exited into the couch carrying a comet’s tail of brain matter. He sat down on the couch to think. 


	The ground was too frozen to dig a grave. He thought of burning the house with the bodies but dismissed the idea. He had once burned a man to death and recalled how his blackened tongue poked out of his face as the muscles contracted from the heat. If the small lake weren’t frozen end to end, he could weight them down. By the time they came up in spring, too bloated and decomposed to remain at the bottom, he would be far from anyone’s reach, even his uncle’s, if need be. 


	Dimitri’s iron will was forged in a brutal youth. He had no religion, no God, believed in nothing but his might and the power of money; he had no attachments he could not sever with a phone call. Aleksei was already sinking like a stone into the abyss of other discarded memories. Dimitri walked over to the front door and shut it and returned to his place near the corpse of his cousin. He slowed his breathing to a measured susurration as the hours passed, one after the other, in utter stillness. He could almost hear the dust motes drifting lazily in bars of smudged sunlight. No other sound besides a vee of Canada geese honking overhead disturbed the silence. He sat thinking until all the light faded from the windows. His plans had changed. It was not Chechens; of that he was certain. These were men he knew well. After all, he was one of them.


	 




 


	 


	Part 1: The Plotters


	 


	Chapter 1


	Christmas Eve:  The Professor Invictus


	 


	At ten minutes past eight o’clock in the evening, the Wing Ding Bar & Grill was winding down to its faithful few before the bar-hoppers and serious freaks arrived. Three were maintenance workers from the Boeing hangars, downing shots and beers in their usual corner booth. The mismatched couple from last night sat together on their same bar stools, off to themselves, the guy twenty years older than the woman. The sixth customer had become a regular in the last two weeks. Tony, the bartender, told the owner about him one day and said the guy must wear a pant size in the 50s, straight from Omar the Tent Maker. 


	Half-wiseass, Tony looked up from his newspaper and said, “Another one, professor?” 


	He sidled down slow as possible and let his fingers tap the necks of bottles—make him squirm for it. Made a little show of reading the labels. When the professor had first come in, he asked him for a menu so Tony leaned into his face and said, “This is a shot ’n beer joint, pal. You maybe took a wrong turn.” He had sized up the fat man as slumming and stopped himself at the last second from adding “from some fag bar in Youngstown” because the Jew he worked for was on a kick to attract more customers. “Grill” was a complete misnomer because no one in living memory could recall the last time those greasy barbecued chicken wings were served in the place.


	The owner thought his dump would attract chicks if he went for the fifties chrome-and-steel look, so he ordered those cute little stools that rotated. Tony had seen thongs that covered more ass. He got damn tired of the regulars complaining about how uncomfortable they were. But not him, not once, and that thing must look like a butt plug in a horse’s ass. Tony figured the guy for two hundred ninety, maybe three hundred. 


	The professor was jiggling his glass in that homo way that made Tony want to reach down for the butcher knife he kept beneath the bar wrapped in towels. Cut his hand off at the wrist, dangle it in front of his nose and drop it on the bar. “This one’s on the house, professor,” he’d say. Instead he reached for the glass, about to pour, when the professor laid a hand on him and said something about “a flagon of rum.” Tony looked down at the large freckled hand touching his wrist. The fat man withdrew it—a spider changing its mind about making love to a tarantula. 


	“No rum,” Tony said.


	“Then have you a good malt back there somewhere?”


	“JW, got Black and Red both.”


	“Johnnie Red will do just fine. Thank you, Tony.”


	Douglas Macbride watched him pour and said, “Ambrosia.” Some of the amber liquid dribbled down the sides and formed a shimmering puddle of gold. He looked at the muscle-bound ape and decided against asking for a napkin. Bar courtesy in the Wing Ding was as dead as Julius Caesar. 


	He lifted the glass with two fingers and threw it back. His eyes misted from the liquid heat. The bartender swept the three wet bills from the bar and rung them up without shaking them. 


	“I was just wondering—”


	Tony looked into the mirror at the man’s reflection. “Wondering what?”


	“If we could bag this snow up and ship it to the tropics, what kind of return on investment would there be, do you think?” 


	Tony had seen rough factory guys dissolve like sugar in water once they got mopey about their women at Christmas. The talky ones were no problem because he could stare them down to shut their yaps. But solitary drunks, especially at this goddamned time of the year, made him want to puke. 


	“Nobody’s gonna buy that white shit,” Tony said, “unless it gets them high.”


	Tony knew the professor had exactly two more shots coming before he packed it in and waddled out the door. Then he’d see about hustling these airport boozehounds out and call that soldier-boy’s honey. 


	“Where are you from, Tony—that is, if you don’t mind my asking?” 


	Tony had a disgusting image of his chin wattles quaking like a pan of Jell-O.


	“Vienna,” Tony said.


	“Vienna,” said Macbride, “city of canals.”


	Tony wasn’t sure whether he was mocking him.


	“No,” he said and leaned toward the professor. “That’s Vi-en-na.” 


	“El Dorado,” Macbride said. He made the word four syllables stretching the a. “City of gold.”


	  “Smackover,” said Macbride. He beamed at Tony, delighted with his new bar game. “Sumac couvreé,” he said. 


	Tony wanted to reach for his throat, but he said, “What the fuck’re you talking about, man?”


	Douglas Macbride, gypsy scholar, was at that moment contemplating the etymologies of place names because he was afraid to think of more immediate things, such as the fact that he had been terminated after his last class. He was thoroughly warmed after the long, cold drive to get here. He badly craved the lightening sensation only drink gives the weary sojourner, a burden eased if not lifted. 


	He said, “French explorers, Tony. They saw virgin forest covered in sumac. Thus, Sumac couvreé. Ergo, Smackover, Arkansas.” 


	Tony’s shaved head looked as if someone had sprinkled iron filings on it. Macbride’s, however, was genetically acquired through the maternal line. He barbered his Caesar fringe but let his Vandyke get bushy to cover the jowls. He told himself he didn’t want to cultivate that menacing contemporary look. 


	“What’s-his-name’s from there, Clinton,” Tony said.


	“Hope, you mean.”


	“I meant the fucking state.”


	“Yes, yes, I see. Correct you are, Antoine.”


	Tony looked at the professor to see how shitfaced he was. Not showing it, but there was the drunk talk.


	Last night the professor went off on some history of medieval romances with lions rampant and azure fields of gules, whatever. Tony’s face said he didn’t believe a word he was laying on him. He told him nobody, not even the biggest fairy of a knight, would lie in bed next to his lady fair, his dick pitching a tent with lust, and not have sex with her. “Fuck that shit, man,” he said to him. “That’s just stupid.” 


	The front door of the hut like foyer banged open in the wind. A swirling draft of snow was sucked into the place and heads turned as one. A small man in a quilted parka with a hood appeared out of vortex of whirling snow. 


	“Shut the fucking door, moron!” Tony yelled from behind the bar.


	The apparition approached. Beneath the hood, he wore some kind of brightly colored cloth cap with arrow points dimpling the top of his head like knobs with the two ends dangling down either side of his face. Macbride, who along with everyone else stopped conversation to stare, was mesmerized. It was something that might be seen in a Lapland forest or a Himalayan village where they churned yaks into butter and women married a clan of brothers. But not in the middle of a cornfield in frozen Ohio.


	Tony called out, “Smitty, my nigga.” 


	The apparition dusted off a layer of snow to reveal an ordinary-looking man, albeit with a thin physique and bulging eyes.


	Tony liked to lay on the black-brother shtik to white boys who hated blacks. Someday he’d hire a big ugly-ass spade from Youngstown to hide behind the bar when Smitty came in. Tony knew something else about him; he had a knockout, drop-dead sexy wife. Some hillbilly girl he’d married. Tony remembered seeing her with him only one time, and he was sure she was coming on to him, but it cooled so fast he thought it was because he was cranked up that night. One big, really fine-looking broad, a little older than he liked but he bet she really cooked in the sack. He pictured himself jackhammering her, his back muscles rippling, hearing her moan as he dug his fingers into her creamy white ass and breasts while she raked her nails over his six-pack. 


	Smith fisheyed him, stamped snow from his boots. A couple airport workers muttered loudly about the cold draft, which made him stomp a couple more times before he headed to the bar. His wrists were thin and red from the cold. He threw the hood back exposing the colorful cap. 


	“Jesus to fucking Christ,” Nelson Smith said. “Man, it is one cold bitch out there.”


	“Long time no see,” said Tony. 


	Smith gave a high laugh. “Yeah, like what, twelve hours ago?” 


	He smacked a palm on the bar, a little conductor getting the orchestra’s attention. 


	“Listen to this shit, Zee. Truck blows a rod off Kings Grave. Where do you think that mutant dispatcher sends the tow?”


	“King’s Road in Youngstown,” Tony said. It had happened before. He waved goodbye to his plans for an early closing.


	Smitty slapped the bar top again. “You got it! I been sitting in a fuckin’ ditch for three hours, three of us packed in like a buncha fudgepackers freezing our balls off.”


	Smitty looked directly at Macbride to see if he had his full attention. “So, I says, ‘Fuck this shit, you guys, I’m getting me a drink with my pal Tony Zee.’” 


	He winked at Macbride, threw a hand out and said, “How you doin’, name’s Smith, call me Smitty.”


	Macbride grabbed a chunk of ice. 


	Smith turned to Tony. “What’s the big fella here drinking?” 


	“Johnny Walker,” Tony replied.


	“Make it two,” Smitty said and slapped a ten on the counter.


	Tony did his lazy stroll down the bar. 


	Smitty hollered, “Don’t go givin’ us none of that Four Roses shit, neither.” He winked one bulging eye at Macbride and stage-whispered: “Save it for the coconuts.”


	Macbride stared at Smith’s reflection in the stained mirror. His neck size equaled one of the bartender’s biceps with its bracelet of blue ink. The pallor of Smith’s skin was mottled by returning blood. Thin greasy-looking otter’s hair slicked back under that ridiculous hat. The shabby lighting created a trompe l’oeil effect and made Smith look ancient, wizened. Smith had one of those bull terrier profiles with an egg-shaped head. 


	Smith rubbed his hands together. Tony poured them all shots.


	“Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy,” Smitty said emoting boyish enthusiasm. The other customers had returned to their conversations. The man trysting with the younger woman rose to help her on with her coat. 


	“Freeze the titties off a brass bitch,” said Smith craning his neck to get a look at the woman. 


	Tony leaned forward on his elbows, his arms and shoulders ballooning with the sudden compression. To Smith he said, “The professor here teaches down to YSU.”


	“Oh yeah, no shit, what ya’ll teach?” 


	“Economics.”


	“Economics.”


	Macbride felt awkward. “I’m an adjunct faculty,” he said.


	“Ad-junct,” repeated Smith slow enunciation, his eyes bright. “That means you’re not a real one, don’t it?”


	The couple bundled their coats up to their necks at the door to brace themselves against the icy wind, which howled a few inches away and made the door shake. No buildings, trees, or natural obstacles this far from the airport blocked the wind. One of the airport workers watched them exit, huddled together. He noted the man’s hand cupping the woman’s shapely bottom as he led her outside and said something to the two men across from him that made them hoot.


	Macbride, still flustered at Smith’s disingenuous remark, didn’t have a comeback.


	Smitty looked at him with his big eyeballs and said, “Cooze.”


	“I beg your pardon?”  


	“I said, that guy’s putting his turtle in the mud tonight,” Smith said.


	Tony knew immediately the professor didn’t like the loudmouth next to him, being a cultured man and all that crap, but for all his great size, Macbride would be worthless in a fight. 


	   Macbride stared at the odd cut of Smith’s uniform, which looked like an old-fashioned military tunic from a long-forgotten war. His thin neck poked out of the down parka he was shucking from his body. He noted the company logo stitched in italic script above his breast. 


	Smith’s face was featureless except for an uptilt at the end of his nose that, along with his soft beardless jawline, added nothing for an observer’s eyes to linger over. 


	“Ubi sunt” Macbride muttered, lost in a melancholic reverie of the snows of yesteryear, so many things long gone.


	“Say what, Jack?” Smith whipped his small head around and bored in on him with his ridiculous eyes. It was like having a mackerel stare at you. 


	Macbride realized he must have spoken aloud. He decided not to cast any more pearls and said something banal about how time flies.


	Tony was hunched over his paper listening from the middle of the bar, the men in airport coveralls were motionless in their booth by the wall—just as they were every night at this time, when Macbride decided to make his exit. He had an instinct for nastiness and it was at this moment filling up his nostrils. Unfortunately, in his haste to exit he caught the heel of his shoe in the bottom rung of his stool. He panicked, tried to extricate his foot, but managed only to leverage his bulk a few degrees more off-center. Now the momentum was all wrong, so he overcorrected—too much, he was the clumsy fat boy in gym all over again. He saw his own mouth open wide in the mirror—a man, gaping back at him, yelping a single note repeatedly, missing the pear-shaped tone and producing only sharps and flats. 


	Later that night, amid the revelry, he would call that microsecond of hesitation between Macbride-aloft and Macbride-floored an epiphany. A terrible vision of himself as others saw him, not as the suave, erudite man degreed, if not pedigreed, from Leland Stanford’s prestigious endowment (what an inbred outfit of snobs they were)—but as an outsized, pathetic oaf of a man flat-backed on a grimy, beer-stained floor by Fate. 


	But that was for then. Right at the moment, he was doomed by the Newtonian law of gravity. Smith, half-raised off his haunches at the precise moment he was about to signal the bartender for refills, resembled a jockey in mid-motion astride his mount’s flanks at the final furlong. In an agonizingly slow concatenation of time, or so it seemed to Macbride, he went down in a clattering heap. Bar stools ricocheted in all directions. One thrashing arm hooked something solid to stay the fall—but it was hopeless now. Smith, then at the apogee of his own motion, went up, up, and over the bar counter like a breaching dolphin. His flailing arms and legs knocked pitchers and beer glasses all the way to the ends of the bar, shattering glass everywhere, and startling the airport men in mid-conversation by the sudden commotion. 


	Macbride himself, a mere split-second prior, struck the floor hard, not in sequences of body parts but all at once—Boom! A resounding clap of thunder. 


	The ringing in his ears was the first sensation to return. He was momentarily afraid Tony would come roaring around the bar at him and deliver the coup de grâce with his mighty arm swinging the retractable steel baton he whipsawed into action one night to impress a few giggling females. 


	Instead, what happened was even stranger—they simply laughed. Laughed at him. 


	Even the black-tempered bartender was laughing. Someone hollered something about a “magnitude six on the Richter scale.” The rest of them howled. Lo and behold, the little buffoon with his otter hair sticking out in all directions was laughing too from behind the bar—a hyena yip amid the simian hoots. 


	Macbride’s pratfall warranted no sympathy whatsoever. He used an upended bar stool to slowly, painfully prop himself to his knees and felt an immediate stab of pain in one hamstring and his lower back. He was panting furiously, trying to get his breath and take stock of the damage. The palms of his hands stung. Laughter unceasing, all eyes turned to watch him struggle to his feet. 


	“I believe, ugh, I have torn my miniscus ligament,” he said in a final, plaintive bid for sympathy.


	Silence. Then an eruption of more baboon laughter. 


	Macbride watched the last shred of dignity disappear into the howling din of their contemptuous laughter. He was humiliated, manacled to an obese doppelgänger. His life spread out before him like a banquet of rot and the invited guests—the colleagues who pretended to esteem him, the women who had once professed to love him (and who had all left him, after stripping him of more possessions each time), his adopted parents—all of it became one vast cosmic smirk.


	Finally, he could draw enough air into his tortured lungs to stand, and as he brushed filth from his pants, he felt the onrush of blood to his head create fireflies that winked on and off at the corners of his vision. He knew their monkey faces were gaping at him, idiotic grins pasted on like a Bosch frieze. Apparently, they were waiting for the temblor that followed the quake. He experienced a dizzying flashback of his third wife, a true beauty of Circassian proportions and coloring, possessed of an advanced degree in cybernetics, who had given him the finger as she drove off with her share of the divorce swag. 


	“Barkeep,” he said, rising up from within a dead calm, taking out his last viable credit card and tossing it to the lout like a boy skipping a stone. 


	“Drinks are on me!”


	Another stunned silence. Then the airport men yelled out, “Merry Christmas!” Everybody ordered up. Smith called for a bottle, banged the bar top with his palm and shrieked like a spider monkey in the rain forest.


	Tony snapped the card with his finger, swore, and began serving as fast as he could, his face set in a frozen scowl.


	Macbride lingered a moment in the embrace of his strange calm, which might have come riding in on the icy draft with the newcomer or might simply have been the realization of his utter desperation finally cracking the façade of his dignity. He didn’t know exactly what had possessed him to do that. Before the revelry of the night took over and he succumbed to the collective tumult, he looked once at Tony. The bartender was grim-faced under the dirty light, and Macbride thought for one second that, when he looked over at him, his gaze bored right through him, searching for something. He dismissed it as Deja vù, a synaptic misfiring across the hemispheres, nothing more than that. 


	* * *


	Macbride awoke on his couch with the majority of his clothes still on and one shoe dangling from a foot. Tod’s yellow-green eyes were staring at him while he pedaled Macbride’s chest and mewed for breakfast. Macbride coughed hard and the cat leaped with its back claws dug in for traction, which caused him to scream and send a ripple of elastic pain caroming around inside his skull. Oh Jesus. 


	He sat up but dizziness overwhelmed him. His chest was dotted with a blood tattoo. He must get something on that fast, Tod’s litter box sprang to mind—a miniature Stonehenge of turd clumps. He was aware of an icy draft around his ankles. The front door was slightly ajar. His back ached from the rumpsprung divan, an old velour piece that each wife had spurned in her turn. 


	He rose, staggered toward the kitchen and stopped in the doorway, a beleaguered Samson trembling between posts. Tiny shards of memory flitted into his consciousness like colored plastic inside a kaleidoscope. He found some aspirin in the back of a drawer behind the kitchen towels—three months expired—dumped five into his palm, and chased them with water from the faucet:  an Indian cup. His mother used to hate seeing him do that. Macbride knew he was still drunk. His gag reflex kicked in as soon as the chalky taste registered, and he had to steady himself once more to keep from toppling sideways until the vertigo passed. He waited to see whether his stomach would spasm again. He burped. The hungry cat, unused to these strange sounds, flattened against the linoleum floor. 


	Macbride ransacked the pantry for a can of tuna and scraped its contents into the cat’s bowl. The smell of fish and the cat’s immediate ravening caused another spasm and burp. He wondered whether he might have suffered a concussion from that fall. 


	He looked out the window over the frozen prairie Lake Milton had become in the squall’s shifting snow. The entire shoreline as far as he could see was carved by razor-sharp gusts into linear dunes like the sand seas of the Gobi. A few rusty blades of sedge grass poked through the holes here and there to give the eye something to fix on. A sated Tod gave a satisfactory flick of his tail and walked off to begin his morning patrol. 


	Memories of last night drifted back, the film missing sprocket holes now and then. He remembered a girl named Nikki, a girlfriend of the bartender’s girlfriend, something like that. Another with a phonetically pretty name like a shampoo brand. 


	Oh Jesus, yes. All three dancing on the bar in thong panties and brassieres. Slithers of music. Breasts bouncing—Nikki’s dusky nipples thickened by chill. Ye gods—another image floated before the neocortex’s lens, Smith stretching his flaccid member by the foreskin and howling his hyena yip. Fragments of conversations. He told Nikki about the Angel of Death humming Puccini arias while he culled twins from the selection ramp for his atrocious experiments. Jesus, no, I didn’t—a Nazi goosestep, shouting, “Zwillinge aus!” around the bar with arm stiffened—Jesus, yes, I did.


	Disgust flooded him. Horibile visu:  Horrible to be seen.


	A memory of dancing with Nikki beside the pool table that was so sharp it was tactile and olfactory at once. He had cupped her right breast, smelled her tangy perfume. Some caterwauling country-western tune played on the jukebox. 


	His skull was an amphitheater for an orchestra led by a maniac conductor.


	He tried to deconstruct the tawdry bacchanal, but it was like trying to arrange photons scattering across a TV set. He recalled rooting among the debris of coats, discovering a pair of nude legs with ankle tattoos entwined around the hairy bartender’s, both of them passed out. 


	He let the film play out to its sordid denouement. He saw himself outside, his coat flapping open, alcohol like fire in his veins. A cobalt sky ablaze with stars. Hydra the Serpent, Draco the Dragon, Cassiopeia the Queen, and high beyond Orion, Lepus. He heard hissing. He remembered thinking:  rattlesnakes, how extremely odd. Then Smith loomed into view—legs spread, right hand around his penis urinating in a high arc against the fender of somebody’s car. The Wing Ding’s neon sign winked out with a sizzle. Macbride realized it was his Volvo receiving the urine stream.


	He had little recollection of the drive home—so intense his concentration on the disappearing road in front of the wandering high beams. No cops, no cops, no cops, he remembered chanting his mantra as the words transformed themselves into puffs of vaporized smoke through the steering wheel—innumerable snowflakes bombarding the windshield disoriented him; it was like being in a rocket ship hurtling through a meteor storm in blackest space.


	Then the final piece of the sordid catastrophe fell into place. Turning to the man whose hand was wiggling the last drops free, Macbride, filled with boozy Christmas cheer, his hot blood singing to the stars, rounded off the night with a single utterance, a capstone to the debauch. 


	Jolted out of this fragmented reverie by the cold light of dawn, Macbride tottered backwards, forlorn and sick to his stomach in his own kitchen far from the Wing Ding bar. He heard a sudden, loud rippling snore followed by a series of sharp retorts that sounded like—Jesu Christo, filii et spiritu, worse has finally come to worst—someone passing gas. 


	Macbride’s own words returned to him like unwelcome dirty pennies:  Let me offer you the use of my abode, friend. 


	 




 


	 


	Chapter 2


	Christmas Day:  Special Agent Annie Cheng


	 


	Annie Cheng clutched her flapping coat to her neck and asked the young cop at the door where Warren’s lone, still-functioning officer of detective rank was. He pointed over his shoulder. She wasn’t sure if he meant inside or out. Rather than repeat the question, she took the booties from him and slipped them over her shoes. She heard “nine points” and “usable” somewhere just inside the doorway:  technicians lifting prints. 


	She had a theory that, if detectives at crime scenes were allotted a quota of so many words, no more nor less, homicide clearance rates would go up ten percent. She was used to it by now; either they said more than they needed or too little and both for the same pair of reasons: she was a woman, half-Chinese to boot, and she was an FBI agent. Take your pick which one counted more against her. 


	She looked out the front window. The tow truck winch commenced hauling the SUV onto the flatbed. The metal chain protested, the engine whined in the cold, but the lummox of a vehicle came grudgingly up the incline. She passed through a small living room into a smaller bedroom, not overly bachelorized but not a bear cave either. A pull-out daybed was still being worked by forensics; the woman fingered a brown-crusted pillow through latex gloves. She found the other bedroom and saw they had finished in there. Some Ansel Adams prints on the walls. The sheets and quilt removed. No stains or disarray to betray what had happened in the house.


	“Can I help you?” a voice said behind her. She casually lifted her ID card in her hand without making a full turn and heard him say, “I usually look at people when I badge them.”


	She turned full circle. “I beg your pardon. Detective Kirran?”


	“That’s me,” he said and shook her hand. His grip was light, barely a touch. Cops and boxers shook like that. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back and combed long over his head and formed wings at his ears.


	“Special Agent Cheng.”


	“Shit,” Kirran said.


	“I’m sorry?” 


	She didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with this one. Harry had said he was touchy. Better to meet up back at the station where he wouldn’t be so turf-conscious, but she wouldn’t think of it; she had to know right away. 


	“I lost a bet. I said you wouldn’t say ‘Special Agent’ first thing out of your mouth. That rookie at the door, his father’s an old warhorse, he and I have a standing bet every time we meet a feeb.”


	She felt heat rising up from her neck.


	“I’d like to get a briefing from you, detective, if it’s convenient.” 


	“No, I’m afraid not.” Kirran’s smile was intact, playing with her, putting her in her place. 


	“Look, my office has cleared this between our departments. I’m officially looking into this case.”


	If anything, the smile got bigger. “You don’t have to pull rank, Special Agent in Charge Cheng,” Kirran said it with too much oomph on the end. “I was informed this morning we’d be liaising.”


	“I need to see the crime scene fresh.”


	“Oh, it’s still fresh, all right. Help yourself.”


	Harry told her Kirran was on loan from the Warren Sheriff’s because three detectives from the precinct had retirement papers put in and couldn’t delay it. Two others went inactive with a gunshot wound and flu. Right now, they weren’t promoting in the budget crisis.


	“What’s it look like so far?”


	“Too soon to say. I like to see a movie all the way through before I judge it.”


	She kept her face neutral. “What can you tell me that wouldn’t compromise your judgment?”   


	“The male victim’s name came up in Warren PD a few weeks ago. One of our prominent local citizens received a blackmail call from a guy with accent. Thinks it was the dead guy’s voice but won’t give us many details to go on. What’s your interest?”


	She said she was working on a bank fraud case with a possible connection to a Russian mob in New York. She gave him her card and asked him to call her “when it was convenient.” She spent a half-hour looking around and left. Cops milled around outside smoking and drinking coffee out of thermoses. She saw yellow plastic flags leading to the garage and places where dentist’s plaster had taken casts of shoeprints. The young cop at the door smiled too much when she passed him. 


	The air bit as if it had teeth. “That went well,” she said to herself and pulled her coat tighter against the slicing wind. She recalled one of her Quantico instructors at a seminar on how to cultivate a good rapport with local police. “All else fails,” he said, “buy as many rounds as you can.” She followed the lake’s sinuous curves back to Salt Springs Road. Except for the victim’s bungalow, the rest of the houses along this shoreline looked to be built by the same architect, whose repertoire waffled between Victorian and colonial and thus incorporated a marinade of gables, balconies, and dormers that sprouted from house to house in no fixed pattern.


	She found her way back to Mahoning. Traffic was light with shops open only part of the day. She liked the rough mix of ethnic neighborhoods and new buildings. A modern distaste for strip malls and jazzy neon clutter was alien to her sensibilities, as it would be to anyone who grew up in Shanghai or lived very long in Beijing. The entire length and breadth of Mahoning could be shoved into a side street off the Bund in Shanghai.


	She parked next to Harry’s Lexus. His name was stenciled on the wall. She stamped snow from her shoes and took the elevator to the lobby, where she picked up her messages from the temp and riffled through them. Harry wasn’t back from his meeting with the DA yet. Nothing urgent in her voicemail. Once the familiarity of her cubicle enveloped her, she felt herself decompress and life, such as it was, returned to the normal blizzard of paperwork, emails, field reports, faxes, and phone calls. She didn’t think of Kirran again until she and Harry were wrapping up their late meeting of the day—their normal, end-of-day chinwag to compare notes, as he described it. 


	She looked at him while he perused a thick report and wrinkled his brow in consternation. He was all crow’s feet and crooked teeth. His socks rarely matched his ties or belt, but he wouldn’t admit to being colorblind, and she wondered how he had ever misled the academy recruiters on that score. He had a shrewd accountant’s brain for numbers, was a real sleuth at tracing hot money through offshore banks, but he was hopeless at report writing or filing anything where she could get it. Harry was inching toward retirement and more than ever impatient with the “cockamamie” penchant for report writing inflicted by the younger generation of agents upon their elders. Even after their often routine sessions in the conference room, she felt rejuvenated. His experience in the field was priceless; some older hands on Pennsylvania Avenue would have said “legendary.”


	He had grown up in Duluth and was eager to return, or so he said. She teased him by saying you could never go home again, but Harry missed any half-literate allusion by a mile. He said he was like those ancient turtles off the coast of Patagonia which migrate home to die. When she pointed out he had the wrong gender and purpose—it was females returning to spawn—he’d switch to another wildlife analogy, an Alaskan trout or a Monarch butterfly, and generally be wrong about that, too. 


	“It’s the one thing everybody should do before their ticket gets canceled,” he said whenever she countered his zoological fancy with a real fact. Harry was the bravest agent she had ever met. No swagger, no hyperbole, just an exquisite balance among brains, cop instincts, and guts. 


	Youngstown, Warren’s big brother, still clung meanly to its shabby title as the last mafioso outpost in America. All the families a decade before Gotti expired of throat cancer had been given the word about blowing people up in cars or shooting prosecuting attorneys in their homes. Not here. A once-thriving steel town had turned ugly as a chancre. A city full of rust and abandoned factories with broken windows, a place where the unscrupulous made a living by sticking their hands in the other guy’s pocket. Wal-Mart executives, who leered at rust-belt towns like weasels selecting chicken eggs, unleashed their hungry supercenters to suck up the few remaining dollars in people’s pockets. The signs of its decline were in the ravaged faces of too many single mothers and twitchy, cranked-up meth fiends. The scramble for the few lucrative vices of gambling and prostitution caused the murder rate to spike while it was declining in Cleveland and Columbus. Cops were overworked, edgy, and didn’t use their mordant humor as much. The sheer brutality of the latest spate of crimes couldn’t be explained by dope and hard times. This was a throwback to another, darker era. The crime scene at the tiny lake had all the ugly earmarks of mayhem she knew. 


	Harry showed her the fax of the field report submitted by Kirran, an early pre-posting assessment of the victims’ condition. At least, she thought, he’s cooperating at this early stage by keeping them in the loop. She recalled an older cop talking to Kirran about the “stick job,” meaning the young woman in the bedroom. Elizabeth Bhargrava’s pathologists downtown would eventually add their medical jargon to horror’s reality and it would all eventually flatten out to comprise a murder “book.”   


	Finally, at nine-oh-five, they decided to knock off. Grabbing his coat, Harry gave her a thumbnail sketch of his latest Antigua progress. She would need Harry’s clout tomorrow when it came to public relations with local law enforcement, as entrenched a male bastion as ever.


	“Narcotraffickers and crooked banks haven’t a chance against you, Agent St. Angelo,” she said. Harry, tall with slope shoulders, grinned and adjusted his bifocals. He was so well married to the bureau that she worried affectionately about him. Every agent was told first thing that you might love the FBI, but the FBI didn’t love you back. Retirement was hard on those that didn’t learn that lesson soon enough. 


	“How are you getting along with Kirran?” They waited for the elevator. 


	“I’m not,” she said as she brushed some crumbs from their take-out off her sweater. Apparently, Marge the temp was going through menopause and had found a way to rig the thermostat. Annie was always chilled up here. The lobby, on the other hand, could grow orchids. The teletype bell rang faintly in the distance just as Harry shut the door leading to the outer foyer. He looked at her and made a wry face. She shrugged her shoulders noncommittally—your call, Harry. He groaned and pressed his forehead against the pebbled glass as if that would help him make the decision. Then he sighed. 


	“Just be a sec,” he said to her. “Hold the elevator.”


	She stood massaging a cramp in her neck with a practiced rotation of the muscles. She was grateful Harry was more tired than usual; lately he seemed to be always looking for an excuse to talk about her miserable social life. Being a workaholic, single, divorced, childless woman in Manhattan was not an extraordinary thing, but here in northeastern Ohio, it seemed to warrant interest. She felt as alien in the hinterlands as a crash-landed Martian. She was mildly shocked at how much empty land existed out here in the Midwest. You didn’t forget all the abandoned factories with ragwort sprouting through the concrete; she imagined what the land must have looked like to the pioneers before the settlers and their livestock, a time when flocks of birds darkened the sun. But once you left the concrete behind, which was done in minutes of driving in any direction, you were out there, or so it seemed to her, with the lobo wolves still prowling the edges of the clearings. Too many rusty barbed-wire fences. What were these people trying to keep in or out? She was tired of telling Harry, touting one depressingly named singles club after another, that she was alone, not lonely. 


	This was temporary duty, New York said firmly, and it would run its course alongside Harry’s investigation. One more month and she was flying home. She thumbed the button again to open the doors. It was childish, really, but she did this three more times—this dumb show of elevator doors opening with a clack and closing with a rattle—before she heard the office door open and close. She was about to give Harry a bit of her temper. He stood there looking at her with a grin on his face. 


	“What is it?” she suspected she wouldn’t like the answer.


	“New York said it fits the parameters for the ones in the boroughs you asked them to check out.” He showed her the lopsided grin, half-apologetic. “It seems your Russians have followed you to Ohio, Annie.”


	 




 


	


	Chapter 3



	Christmas Day:  Mr. & Mrs. Nelson Lindell Smith III


	


	



Macbride felt like a man awakening in a room designed by Goudi, no right angles anywhere. He was still nauseated but not as badly hung over. The small, foul-mouthed man in the next room seemed angry with him. Did money couriers carry guns? He debated a quick exit from the house on the side of caution when the man himself walked into his kitchen yawning and scratching. His penis bobbed at the front of his shorts like a pigeon pecking seeds. His skinny arms poked through a stained wifebeater and his knobby shanks were disgustingly thin, white, and hairless. Macbride’s usual skill at dealing with irate students and administrators utterly abandoned him. 


	“Shee-it, you’re looking like I feel,” said Smith. “Merry fucking Christmas.”


	Macbride desperately wanted to flee, get away, far away. 


	“I got a bad case of the hunger jags,” said Smith. “Drinking does that to me. Like the shits. You got anything to munch on?”


	The thought of sitting at the table with this popeyed, fishbelly-white creature was not to be endured—having to watch it insert solid objects into the hole in its head—was asking too much of him in his fragile condition. 


	Smith blinked at his wristwatch. “Oh, fuck me, I better get on home, face the music. The bitch’ll prolly go apeshit on me for not calling her last night.”


	Before Macbride could summon a response, Smith made a pained face and said, “Those fuckin’ Rolling Rocks, man.” He headed for the stairs, taking them two at a time like a goat skipping up a cliff. Macbride heard something like “dropping off some brown friends at the swimming pool” from the top of the stairs. Then the bathroom door slammed. Moments later he heard the grunts and ricochets of Smith’s bowels noisily voiding. 


	Only by burning down his house, only by igniting a holocaust to consume the house and woodlands in a fiery blaze would he ever redeem this violation of his sanctum sanctorum. 


	Macbride bolted for the living room and ransacked the closet for a coat, anything, to put on. He grabbed his car keys off the coffee table. He could start the car, hurry the eviction of this odious being, wait for him to come out.


	The wind whipping across the porch was so bitter that tears sprang from his eyes, another cruel shock to his system. His hands stung like fire in Arctic air that lacerated any exposed skin. No matter—this horror show simply had to end. His head was woozy, yet the cold was oddly bracing, for it swept everything not life-threatening right out of existence. He grabbed the door latch and pulled his hand back as if he had seized the wrong end of a branding iron. Worse, a vertical crevasse of ice had sealed the door shut. He kicked it until his foot ached. He finally pried the door free and got in behind the wheel, panting like an ashthmatic. He shook inside the car’s refrigerated tomb; then he became clammy with sweat. His body’s air-conditioning system was completely discombobulated by the alcohol still circulating in his system.


	Macbride turned the key. The engine coughed once, died. He turned it again until the starter protested with rattles and clicks. Nothing. He twisted the key all the way over and held it until it dug a square pattern into his flesh. Nothing!  Macbride, who rarely cursed, swore like a drunken sailor and pounded his fists against the steering wheel until his hands throbbed with pain. He wanted to cry.


	He threw his bulk against the door and stumbled out, nearly slipping on an icy patch. Back inside the house, he heard the toilet’s feeble gurgle upstairs. Oh God. He shouted up the stairs:  “The car won’t start. You’ll have to give me your phone number so I can call your wife.”


	The bathroom door swung open. He craned his neck around the stairwell and saw the bottom half of a dripping toilet plunger next to a pair of albino-white legs. “Your fuckin’ shitter is jammed!” Smith shouted down the stairs.


	  Too late, much too late, Macbride recalled the water valve needed to be fixed.


	Macbride hauled himself up the stairs, wheezing. Perspiration coated his entire face. Smith trotted down the stairs past him, dangling the plunger and scratching his stomach. He laughed as Macbride’s bulk squeezed past him and pressed him into the banister. “You’ll never get a plumber over here on Christmas,” he said.


	Light-headed at the top of the stairs, Macbride stumbled into a rancid cloud that buffeted him with the backdraft of its hideous effluvia. He opened the bathroom door. He shouldn’t have but he could not refrain from looking. A swirling brown broth with clumps of befurred feces, swam to the top of the bowl’s rim. His mouth opened involuntarily and he sucked in foul vapor. Macbride instantly felt a volcano go off behind his nasal cavity. He drunk-walked, tripped with stomach in full revolt. He gripped the handrail as tightly as living hands outside a cataveric spasm might, and began inching himself one at a time down the stairs; his hands throttled the banister railing and his heels clicked against the face plates of the stairs in a macabre dance step. At the fourth step he felt his legs buckle like cracked steel. He twisted his body to grip the banister harder, but the torque was all wrong. He went backward, headfirst down the stairs, arms flailing to stop the inertia of his massive body weight. 


	But it was all for naught;  gravity conspired against him for the second time in less than a day to bring him down to earth hard, sending him in a sickeningly fast schuss straight down the stairs, hydroplaning over the carpeted wood until his head took a last, wallop from the cabriole of his secretary (another piece of worthless furniture abandoned by wives one, two, and three) and he stopped. 


	“—ass over teacup,” Smith was saying to someone as he came to. 


	He realized he was looking at Smith’s upside-down face hovering above him. Macbride lay flat and tried to bring his roving eyes to heel. He heard Smith say something that concluded with “like a big rag doll.” Equilibrium utterly gone, he rolled over just as the regurgitated stream of hot bile jetted forth from his insulted stomach. He knew he was doomed, doomed for all eternity. This was hell, nor was he out of it—one of Dante’s lost souls of the eighth circle, cursed to entombment in filthiest excrement.


	Her face was a bobble doll, an oval surrounded by a yellow halo. It seemed a long way off and then hovered briefly before sharpening into view. He tried to recognize her but couldn’t. Not a student, certainly, not any woman he knew. Light spun off her  butter-yellow hair and settled in the frosted tips. For a solitary moment, he was back in the Wing Ding, reliving his pratfall. When his senses cleared, he realized she was real. 


	When she reached down to help him sit upright, she towered over him, an amazon of a woman. A bolt of pain clipped his vision and he almost blacked out again, but she swooped behind him, an angel of mercy, to steady him with her hands against his broad back. Her hands, he remembered thinking later, were large for a woman but shapely and very strong. When she came back into focus, she was looking into his eyes, her palms resting on the knees of her Levi’s. She smiled. His eyes drifted to the canary yellow sweater that outlined and snugged her breasts up tight. 


	“Hon, c’mere!” she shouted toward the kitchen. “He’s coming round.” Her husband just then walked out eating a sandwich.


	She turned back to Macbride. “Do you know where you are?”


	“Hell,” he whispered.


	“Ah, he’s all right,” said Smitty, still chewing, his mouth was full of white bread.


	Macbride looked away, fearful the sight of his mastication would induce a repeat of projectile vomiting. 


	With Smith and his wife both helping him to his feet, straining under his bulk, he allowed himself to be steered toward the sofa. She used her body weight to propel his, her hip riding alongside his in time to his own clumsy steps. She yelled in Macbride’s ear, told her husband to stop pulling at him. 


	A shawl of black despair settled over him. His right eye felt swollen and teary. His right elbow and left forearm throbbed. From his shins to his spinal column, he felt scraped raw. She patted him on his head and told him he had no broken bones. 


	“She’s a nurse,” Smith waved a crust of bread at her. 


	She touched Macbride’s face with a cool palm. “It didn’t bleed much but you gave yourself one heckuva knock.” 


	“She’s only a what-you-call-it, a LPN,” said Smitty, “not a real nurse.”


	“Shut up, you.” 


	Macbride wanted only to disappear, slip into a black hole and never return to this cruel dimension. 


	“I’m on call at Warren General two days a week,” she said. “My luck, I have to work Christmas.”


	“Good thing, too,” her husband said, “else she’d be home cooking and I’d be off sick with food poisoning.” 


	Their physical mismatch was a surprise. Up to last night he understood life on this planet. It was an alien universe now. She wore no makeup except for a silvery gloss on her lips. 


	Macbride felt her hand slip softly onto his wrist and hold it. It was a shapely hand in proportion to the womanliness of the rest of her. He always noticed women’s hands; his adopted mother had small bony hands with stick-like, veiny fingers. 


	She said, “Your pulse is a beat high. Jerk here says you boys tied one on last night.” Her eyes were hazel, tea-colored in the light. She wore all the badges of femininity, the kind aviators liked to draw on their fuselages in the Second World War.


	 Macbride felt compelled to say something. “It was the end of the semester,” he said lamely. Fired, drowning my sorrows. “I was celebrating a bit too early,” he finished with a lame smile at her.


	“Oh, what do you teach?”


	“Economics.”  


	He heard Smith rooting in the silverware drawer.


	She stood up. It had the effect of tightening the fabric of her Levi’s and made a pronounced vee between her legs where the material pooched out. Her crotch was at eye level. He turned his head politely away, but she didn’t seem to notice. 


	She put a hand lightly on his shoulder and said, “Smitty said you and him were talking about it.” He heard Appalachia in her voice. Kentucky, maybe West Virginia. 


	Torpor waged its battle for his mind, but his body had already sent up the white flag. It was a real struggle to think. 


	“He said you were right for it, ‘perfect,’ he said.” Her face was partially hidden by the frosted halo of her hair.


	Macbride felt his new surreal world tipping on its axis. Apparently, he wasn’t hearing right; this made no sense at all. He hoisted his bulk to a half-sitting position. 


	“My name’s Roberta,” she said. “Everybody calls me Bobbi.”


	Smitty came into the room munching from a bag of potato chips. “Now that ain’t exactly right, honey bun. I’ve called you lots of names.”


	Bobbi, furious, “You said he agreed, asshole!”


	Nausea, rampant again, made the floor rotate. He stretched out his arms like struts, one against the back of the couch, one against the coffee table. What were these godawful people talking about?


	Smitty placed another chip into his mouth, balled up the empty bag with a crackling noise and tossed it over his shoulder, and managed to give it a theatrical kick behind him. He wiped his hands on his pants.


	“OK,” he said and came up behind her and rested one hand on her hip. He said to Macbride, “You remember me saying something last night about a million?” He gave Bobbi’s rump a little slap.


	“No,” Macbride wheezed out. “What are you talking about?”


	“You dint let me finish,” Bobbi pouted to her husband. 


	“That piece-of-shit truck I was driving. We was taking a deposit to the airport, same run as last week. I reckon, what with two other trucks running similar routes, we got close to a five, six million inside.”


	“Government money,” Bobbi added. “For rebuilding Iraq.” She pronounced it like most newscasters with a long diphthong.


	“Fucking-A,” said Smith. “Our tax dollars going bye-bye to the ragheads.” 


	Macbride was confused by the non sequiturs floating around his head like moths. Now they were talking about Iraq.


	“Someone had better start making sense—” he said.


	“We’re going to steal it,” Smith said. 


	“Hellfire yes, we’re going to steal it,” Bobbi added.


	“What—what—what are you two talking about?” Macbride, with much labored breath, propped himself onto his throbbing elbow and yelped at the sudden blitz of pain. His bleared vision forced him to twist his head from one to the other, and back again. Bobbi’s tawny eyes, however, said, “No joke.” Smith bounced on his toes, heel-to-toe, like a little kid contemplating great mischief. 


	Macbride exerted himself, tried to get off the sofa, but only slumped against the back. This circle of hell seemed even stranger. He stared at the stained teeth of the little man, grinning down at him like a satyr coming upon a wood nymph. No, more like a minnow about to swallow a whale—him. 


	“How’s that for fuckin’ economics, professor?”


	* * *


	“See, I been watching you,” Smith said to him much later with a leer creasing his face. 


	The brittle disc of sun was fading already and taking away the daylight at the windows. Soon he would need to turn on a light to see them clearly, but he had no trouble hearing them. They prowled around his rooms, Smith sniffing like a fox, always aware of him, grinning, but Macbride had the creeping sensation this odd pair was not merely trying to impress him with a fantastic boast. 


	Smith had managed to locate a can of ginger ale and some crackers. Macbride didn’t know which to be more disgusted by—the robustness of Smith’s appetite or the sheer lunacy of what he was hearing. 


	Bobbi was making coffee in the kitchen, singing something clichéd about hearts stomped flat and beer. Macbride, less groggy now, and more than a little afraid, held his aching head in his hands and tried to conjure forth a solution to make all this disappear. Smith’s grating voice was a steady klaxon in his ears.


	“I fuckin’ told you why,” Smith said. “The Got-damn guy’s half-nigger. All that rap shit, coon jive. A big strike in my book.”


	Tony the bartender. Macbride’s tongue was too thick for much speech and his brain still sluggish, trying to back away. Get out, walk, run away was all it formulated in his hour of need.


	Bobbi handed Macbride a mug of coffee. He noticed a slight redness at the tips of her fingers—excessive handwashing, the paranoid nurse’s answer to funky nosocomial infections in hospitals. 


	“Thank you,” he said. It tasted like varnish and scalded his palate immediately—microwaved; even worse—instant. A relic abandoned in the cupboard from Siobhan’s days, no doubt; he thought of her with ambivalence, an almost wife, whose once voracious sexual appetite was offset by her blithe indifference to cooking in general and his demand for French-pressed coffee in particular. 


	She walked over and sat on the ottoman and placed an arm casually around her husband’s knee. Smith’s boyish face beamed at him like one of those withered apple dolls. 


	“I spoke to you last night,” he said. “Right here, right here on this very spot. I said, ‘You are the one, by God.’”


	“I don’t know what you mean,” Macbride said. It was like trying to plug pinprick holes in a balloon. Somewhere a buzz in his back brain dredged up an eerie conversation between them, strangers and drunks, shortly before he passed out on the couch.


	“Listen, professor, I’m not shitting you—” Smith slapped his hands and sent crumbs to the floor.


	Bobbi leaned over Macbride, her breasts looming into view; her closed hand extended to his and she put something in his hand. “Here, take some Bayer. I found it upstairs in the medicine cabinet while I was cleaning up that disgusting mess.”


	“—we need your . . . your eloquence,” Smitty resumed happily. The word seemed to please him.


	Macbride’s voice was a ragged whisper. “For God’s sake, I teach college. I’m educated. I’m—he cast about in the detritus of his life looking for the right self-definition but found only negatives—I’m not a thief—”


	“You’re poor as a shithouse mouse,” Smith said with a big slice of contempt. 


	His hyena laugh carried enough scorn to lap over the edges of Macbride’s fatuous response like an unspoken reminder of his antics during last night’s circus in the bar. Smith goose-stepped around the room, a little Nazi on parade. “Haw, remember this, professor? I seen you with that girl.” Macbride could not recall seeing Smith in the Wing Ding before last night. 


	“Hon, be nice,” said Bobbi. She squeezed his knee hard.


	“I seen all your utility bills over on the table,” he said again. “And your bank statements, and your credit card statements. It don’t take no college degree to figure out you need money real bad, man.” 


	“I’m not that . . . poor,” said Macbride, but his face flushed at the obvious lie. 


	“It don’t matter a good God-damn to me, professor.” Smith slapped his palm on the table for emphasis. “But poor is poor.” 


	Bobbi sat on the couch the way girls learned to do at school to keep boys from looking up their skirts. He touched his sore eye where the skin was puffy, elastic to the touch.


	“That’ll be yellow and purple by tomorrow,” Bobbi said. Macbride thought her crude sensuality a knockdown version of Helena’s—Bobbi’s muslin to the other’s silk. But each woman’s beauty hammered out the same message to males. Stare if you can’t help it. 


	Macbride shivered, chilled, and realized he needed to end this conversation at once. 


	Before he could speak, Smitty snapped at his wife. 


	“Zee said he’s not a real professor. Just a part-timer, somebody they fill in with when the real teacher ain’t there. Like a hired bookworm.”


	Macbride was galled that a cretin like Smith should discover the truth.


	“That because you aren’t good enough, professor?” Bobbi’s gratuitous insult scalded him worse than that liquid filth she called coffee.


	Macbride reared up from the sofa. He thrust a finger toward the door. “Get out of my house, both of you!” His voice quavered, broke, a bottled-up dam released. Standing made him light-headed, so he immediately sat down. His rage was already spent from the effort.


	 Bobbi tugged angrily at her husband’s arm. “I told you this was a mistake, you idiot.”


	Smith refused to budge. He glared at Macbride. “It ain’t a mistake, God damn it!  He knows that!” 


	He allowed himself to be urged out the door by his wife. He glared back at Macbride with fury. Only when the door banged shut against the jamb was he dimly aware that he needed to breathe. He was giddy with fear and his palms were wet. He felt as if he had just walked offstage from an all-day, third-rate melodrama. 


	He listened to the chuk-kerchuk-chuk of an engine turning over in the iron cold, become a throaty purr, and then fade down the driveway. Blood thrummed in his veins. Pockets of cold air swirled around his bare feet. He heard the cat jump from his window seat onto the hardwood floors. It sounded excessively loud like a pistol shot in the silence of his empty house. 


	“Has it come to this?” he asked the bare walls. He saw the same forlorn, shadowy rectangles, the last remnants of the photos and prints packed and gone with wife number three. Masochistic reminders of his failures as a man and husband. 


	His house violated. His dignity and peace a shambles . . . 


	What dignity?  A reedy voice inside his head enquired. It sounded weirdly like Smith’s. 


	What peace, asshole?


	 




 


	 


	Chapter 4


	Monday, the Day after Christmas:  Dimitri Andreivich Byko 


	 


	He was bored looking at fuck books. His cousin said—this was back during the store’s annual Halloween leather and bondage sale—that it would be a few more months, maybe after this Christmas, before it was safe to go home. Home meant “Little Odessa,” Brighton Beach, not the Ukraine, certainly not Krivoy Rog where he was born, a windswept village that principally raised beets and sold them to Muscovites standing in mile-long queues. The place became a radioactive black hole after Cho’rnobyl. A month before that, his papers to get him to New York were secured by his uncle.
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