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        For Jordan, Jaiden, Jalyn, and Josslyn, who were all

        Layla at one time or another.

      

      

      

      
        
        Julian, you might have been a boy, but you're

        Layla too.
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      The character Orlando Williams previously appeared as the protagonist in the novel The Suicide Game. However, this should not be seen as a sequel, but rather a completely separate story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I look at the helpless bundle in the crib and she looks up at me and I wonder what I would not do to protect her. I would lay down my life in a second. And truth be told, if push came to shove, I would lay down yours too.

        HARLAN COBEN, NO SECOND CHANCE

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        Hell is never far away.

        LORENZO CARCATERRA, THE WOLF
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      Lefty Collins made his way quietly through the mark's crib, his silenced Glock 23 in hand, ready to be used should the need arise. The mark's stereo was playing loudly, and music filled the place. It was Eric Clapton. As Lefty walked, he paid no mind to the lavish interior of the mark's home, a big mansion worth a couple million easy. Lefty had neither the time nor inclination to gawk at the man's possessions. Other people who'd grown up in the neighborhood Lefty had would have stopped and taken note of this assemblage of expensive crap, but not him. He was here to do a job. Beyond that, he didn't want to know a damned thing about this man. He didn't want to see the mark as an actual human being. Doing so would only make his job more difficult.

      He passed the stereo and turned slightly towards a hallway. He sensed the mark was somewhere down there, in the bowels of the mansion. Lefty moved slowly into the hallway, prepared to shoot at any moment. He came to the first room, which was filled with arcade-style cabinet video games from the 1980s. Lefty had enjoyed these games as a kid—he could see Galaga and Frogger there, just to name two—but he paid them no mind. He continued down the hall. He passed framed photographs of the mark posing with friends, family, and celebrities like Michael Jordan and Barack Obama, but he didn't look at them.

      As he came to each bedroom, he looked in and found them empty. After passing several rooms, he came to one at the end of the hallway. The door was open just a bit, and there was light inside. Lefty could hear the shower running. He leaned his head in towards the door, listening for additional sounds, but heard only the shower. He slowly pushed the door open with the silencer of his Glock. As he did, waves of steam from the hot shower came cascading out. Lefty made his way towards the shower, which was along the wall at the back of the room. There was a shower curtain closed, and Lefty could see the figure of a man inside. Luckily the shower curtain was beige, so neither he nor the man inside the shower could get a good luck at the other.

      He moved closer to the shower, his raised Glock a few inches from the curtain. This was when the man shut off the water. Lefty tensed up, and the man pulled the curtain back. Lefty saw a black man and a black woman standing there, naked, startled by his presence. Lefty recognized the man as his mark. Before anyone could move or say a word, Lefty squeezed the trigger. The first shot struck the man in the eye, and the second caught the woman in her left cheek. Their brains painted the white tile wall of the shower and they dropped into lifeless piles of skin and bones. Lefty was pretty sure they were dead, but he shot each of them once more to be sure.

      He turned and made his way out of the bathroom. He was just turning into the hall when he heard a sound coming from inside one of the dark rooms he'd passed. It was the unmistakable sound of a small child crying for its mother. The realization that came with this horrified the hitman. He made his way towards the sound, and entered the room he'd previously believed to be empty. There was a small child, probably about two, standing beside a Mickey Mouse toddler bed. It was dark, so Lefty used the gloved hand carrying the Glock to switch on the light. He looked at the little girl, unsure what to do next. The thought of shooting the child crossed his mind, sickening him.

      The little girl stopped crying and looked up at him. She made a nonsensical baby noise that sounded gleeful, probably happy someone had come to save her from bedtime.

      “What's your name, little girl?” asked Lefty.

      The toddler had no idea what he was saying and stared at him blankly. Eric Clapton was singing “Layla” in the next room. And so it goes.
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      They were close to St. Louis, midway through the eleven-hour drive from Chicago to Tulsa, when Layla had to go potty. Lefty told the little girl, “Gimme a couple minutes, Tator Tot. I gotta find a spot for you to pee.” As he went to work scanning the road for a suitable place, Layla blurted, “You'd better hurry! I gotta go bad!”

      Lefty looked at her in the rear-view mirror. Her face was contorted and she was twisting uncomfortably. “How bad?”

      “Real bad, Daddy.”

      “You need to tell me when you first feel it coming on,” said Lefty. “You gotta give me time to find someplace to take you. You can't just wait until you're about to explode and then expect me to find a gas station in two seconds. There aren't any gas stations around here.”

      “But I didn't know I had to pee until just now,” she said, her voice shrill and whiny, as urgent as he'd ever heard it.

      Lefty's eyes continued to scan the road, occasionally glancing at the little girl in the back seat, writhing uncomfortably. Finally, after a couple minutes, he came to the conclusion that he had to do something immediately or the seven-year-old was going to have an accident. He pulled off onto a small county road. Seeing there weren't any businesses beyond the highway, he stopped the Caddy on the side of road, its frame leaning into the ditch.

      Layla said again, “I gotta go pee, Daddy. I gotta go real bad.”

      Lefty unbuckled his seatbelt and made eye contact with her in the mirror. “I know, Tator Tot.” He opened the door and climbed out, making his way back to Layla's door. He opened it and found Layla unbuckling her belt. He let her out, looking down the road to make sure there were no vehicles approaching.

      The little girl looked around. “Where's the bathroom, Daddy?”

      “There's no bathroom, Tator Tot.”

      She looked at him quizzically. “Then where should I potty?”

      Lefty nodded toward the ditch. “Right here.”

      She looked at the ditch, confused and unsure. “I don't wanna pee outside.”

      “I understand that, kid, but if you don't pee now, you're gonna pee your pants. That's a no-no. Think how yucky it's gonna feel wearing cold pee pants. So—”

      “So what?”

      “You gotta pee outside.”

      She wasn't pleased about this development, but she took it in stride. Layla was smarter than the average seven-year-old and Lefty had found that most of the time he could simply explain things to her as though she were an adult. There were of course exceptions, but for the most part this was true.

      She made her way down into the ditch. “How do I do it, Daddy? I never pottied outside before.”

      Lefty looked to the heavens, taking a slow breath. Showing a little girl how to pee outside without getting any on her clothes was not something he'd ever imagined he'd be doing. “Pull your pants down, to your socks,” he said. To his surprise, without much resistance, Layla slid her tiny blue jeans down around her ankles. “You gotta pull down your panties, too,” he said. “Really?” she asked. This made him chuckle. “Unless you wanna pee through your undies, then yeah, you gotta slide those down, too.” Again the little girl accepted his word and slid her panties down, now standing there with her privates exposed to all of Missouri.

      She looked at him. “Now what, Daddy?”

      “You just gotta pee, right?” he asked. “No poop?”

      “No poop.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You gotta squat down and stick your butt out so when you pee you won't get any on your pants or your shoes.”

      “I don't sit on anything?” she asked, unsure. “I just pee with my bottom in the air?”

      “That's how you do it.”

      “Why?”

      Having no sufficient answer for this, Lefty replied, “That's just the way it's done. There's no reason why, that's just how it is.”

      “Okay,” she agreed, starting to strain to make the urine flow.

      As she did this, Lefty glanced down the road and saw a white car approaching. He squinted his eyes, trying to see it better. It came closer and he realized it was a cop.

      “Shit,” he said, unsure what the best course of action might be.

      He looked at Layla. “It's starting to come out now,” she said.

      “I'm sure it is,” he muttered. There was no way out. The cop was approaching, slowing as he did. Lefty could just imagine how this looked, a black man standing on the side of the road next to an expensive car, hovering over a little girl pissing in a ditch. And considering how close they were to Ferguson, where the cops had famously killed an unarmed black man named Michael Brown, Lefty wasn't overly excited about the prospect of being stopped here.

      Maybe it would be a black cop, he reasoned. They weren't much better, Uncle Toms really, but that would dramatically decrease his chances of being gunned down in front of his little girl. The cop pulled up, and Lefty could see his face. He was as white as a paper plate blowing in a snow storm.

      Here we go, he thought.

      The cop was staring at Layla through the window of his cruiser.

      Lefty looked down at her squatting there. “You about done, Tator Tot?”

      “Almost done, Daddy.”

      The cop stopped and got out of the cruiser. Luckily he didn't have his hand anywhere near his pistol. As he walked around the car, the cop said, “Little girl had to go pee, huh?” There was a big smirk on his face.

      “She did,” Lefty said, nodding.

      Layla heard the cop but was completely unfazed by his presence. She remained there, squatting, focused on the task at hand.

      Lefty looked at the cop, trying to look as nice and smiley and white-people friendly as he could.

      “I got three daughters of my own,” said the cop. “I been down this road before.”

      There wasn't anything in the cop's voice that led Lefty to believe there was gonna be trouble. Not yet, anyway.

      Lefty started to respond, but Layla spoke first. “I'm done, Daddy. What do I do now?”

      Lefty looked at her, and then back at the cop, unsure what he should do.

      “You got any napkins?” asked the cop.

      Lefty hadn't even considered this. “Yeah,” he said. “I'm pretty sure.” He climbed into the car and opened the glove compartment, but couldn't find any napkins. He considered pulling out the Glock, but he didn't want to do any gangster shit in front of Layla. “Dammit,” he said.

      “Ain't got no napkins?” asked the cop.

      “It doesn't look like it.”

      “What were you gonna use to let the little girl wipe with?”

      “I hadn't really given it much thought,” said Lefty. “We hadn't gotten that far. She had to go, so we stopped. This was our first go-around with this type of thing.”

      The cop went back to the cruiser. “I'm pretty sure I got some Dairy Queen napkins in the car. I'll go look.”

      Good lord, thought Lefty. What have I gotten my black ass into?

      “What do I do now, Daddy?”

      “Just a second,” said Lefty. “The nice policeman is gonna get some napkins so you can wipe, just like you do when you sit on the toilet.”

      “Good,” she said. “I was hoping I could wipe.”

      Lefty looked over at the cop, reemerging from the cruiser with a handful of brown napkins. He brought them to Lefty, who then carried them to Layla. “Here you go, Tator Tot,” he said. “Wipe with these.”

      She took the napkins. “What do I do with the napkin after I wipe my pee on it?”

      Lefty didn't know. He looked at the cop, who was on the verge of real laughter. “Just throw it on the ground,” said the cop. “Someone gets paid to pick up the trash around here. Leaving trash behind, that's job security for those fellas. I wouldn't recommend throwing out your trash all the time, but this once ain't gonna hurt nothin'.” He looked at Lefty. “Who wants to carry around a napkin with piss on it, am I right?”

      Lefty nodded, glancing over at Layla wiping.

      “I'm done,” she announced. “Now what?”

      “Drop the napkin on the ground and pull up your pants.”

      Layla looked at him, a serious expression on her face. “I can't litter.”

      “What?” asked Lefty.

      “I can't litter. Because it's wrong.”

      “Who says?”

      “My teacher told us it destroys the environment.”

      The cop chuckled. “A napkin lying on top of the ground won't hurt the environment. It might irritate the person who's gotta pick it up, but that's about it. It really won't do too much of anything bad.”

      The little girl looked at him. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course,” said the cop. “I'm a policeman. Would I lie to you?”

      “I don't know,” said Layla.

      Lefty looked at her. “Just throw the napkin on the ground, Layla. It'll be fine.”

      Layla didn't approve, but she finally dropped the pee-stained napkin in the ditch. Lefty looked back at the cop, whose demeanor was gradually shifting to one more business-like. “You the little girl's father?”

      Lefty nodded.

      The cop looked at Layla, now standing, pulling her pants up around her waist.

      “Hey, little girl?” said the cop.

      Layla looked at him innocently. “Yes?”

      “What's your name?”

      “My name's Layla. What's yours?”

      The cop laughed and looked at Lefty, then back at Layla. “My name's Jim.”

      She smiled. “Hi, Jim.”

      “Hi, Layla,” the cop said. “I gotta question for you. Is this man your daddy?”

      Layla's face brightened. “Yep, he sure is. He's my daddy alright.”

      The cop looked at him, sizing him up. “He a pretty good daddy?”

      She nodded. “He's the best daddy in the whole wide world.”

      The cop nodded. “Glad to hear that.” He looked at Lefty. “Where you headed?”

      “Tulsa.”

      “What's in Tulsa?”

      Lefty wanted to be a smart ass and say, “Tulsa residents,” but thought the better of it. Instead he said, “I haven't been in there in years. I thought it might be fun to take the little girl there. When I was a kid I used to spend summers there with my Auntie Mae. She used to take us to this big amusement park they had there, was open every day. I loved that place, and I think she's gonna love it, too.”

      “You know they got an amusement park up the road in St. Louis?” asked the cop. “Six Flags. I used to take my kids there every summer.”

      “I've heard that,” said Lefty. “But I ain't never been.”

      “It's pretty good. But it ain't cheap.”

      “Nothing is. Not anymore.”

      “You said a mouthful there,” said the cop.

      “The one in Tulsa is called Bell's Amusement Park. They got a big roller coaster there and me and my brother Marky used to ride on it all day long, over and over,” said Lefty. “And there was this Mexican restaurant there my auntie used to take us to…”

      The cop was confused. “There was a Mexican restaurant inside the amusement park?”

      “No,” said Lefty. “It was somewhere else in Tulsa. But it was good. It was called Casa Bonita. Auntie Mae used to take us there all the time to get enchiladas, and those were some good-assed enchiladas.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Lefty grinned. “Best enchiladas I ever had.”

      “I like tamales,” said the cop. “So your auntie, she still live in Tulsa?”

      “Nah, she's gone now, goin' on twenty years.”

      The cop nodded, understanding.

      Lefty leveled his gaze at him. “Cancer.”

      “Cancer's a bitch,” said the cop. “My old man died of cancer.”

      “I'm sorry to hear that.”

      “So was he. But you know what? He was a miserable old sonofabitch, so maybe it was karma. You believe in karma?”

      “Not really.”

      The cop didn't even acknowledge Lefty's answer, he just kept on talking. “He didn't even know he had the cancer. He started feeling bad and then one day, out of the blue, he fell down and hurt himself. They took him in to get checked out. They ran all kinds of blood tests and we waited for days to get the results. When they finally came back, they said he had cancer. It had spread into his brain, lungs, and kidneys.”

      “No shit?” asked Lefty.

      “And you know what?” The cop paused for effect. “My old man died the next day, I shit you not. The very next day. It all went South that quickly.”

      “That's horrible.”

      “I was at work, staked out in front of some meth dealer's house. My old man went into a coma, and they called and said he wasn't gonna wake up again.”

      “So you didn't get to say goodbye?”

      “Well,” the cop said, his eyes watering just a bit, “they put the phone up to his ear and let me talk to him. I don't know if he heard any of it. I suspect he didn't, but they said it was good for me to do it anyway. I couldn't even get through it without crying. I got embarrassed and hung up the damn phone before the nurse even got back on the line.”

      “I'm sorry, man,” said Lefty, trying to figure out how he'd gotten into the curious predicament of consoling a white cop in the middle of nowhere.

      “With all the money they spend on weapons to fight the sand niggers—” The cop caught himself. He looked up at Lefty, an awkward expression on his face, and then tried to pretend he'd never said it. “You'd think, with all the money they got for other things, they would figure out a cure for cancer.”

      Lefty nodded. “I suppose there's more money in it if they don't find a cure.”

      The cop started to say something else, but Layla interrupted. “When are we gonna go, Daddy?”

      Lefty looked at the cop. “Are we good here?”

      The cop nodded. “Yeah, I think we're good. But next time the little girl's gotta pee, try to find a bathroom.”

      “We will. What happened was, she waited until the last second, and there wasn't time. If I had waited, she woulda peed in the car.”

      The cop nodded. “Trust me, I've been there. Just do your best, friend.”

      He climbed back into his cruiser and drove away, giving a small wave as he did.

      

      They had just passed St. Louis when Lefty decided to converse with Layla. For the past couple hours she'd been playing some kind of robot game on her tablet. The only way he'd been able to get her away from the thing for any small amount of time was to ask her for details about the game. She took a break to tell him about it, but damned if he didn't understand a single word of what she'd said. After that, once she'd finished describing the game, she'd gone right back to playing it, seemingly transported to somewhere far, far away.

      To keep himself busy, Lefty listened to Parliament on the stereo. He played the greatest hits album all the way from “Up for the Down Stroke” to “Black Hole (Theme)” without Layla saying a single word. Finally he said, “Hey, Tator Tot.” He looked at her in the rear-view mirror. Layla said, “What?,” without even looking up from her game.

      “We're gonna take a break from the tablet.”

      That got her attention. She looked up, a startled look on her face. “Really?” she asked, sounding pained.

      Lefty nodded. “Really, Tator Tot.”

      “But why?”

      “Just turn it off,” he said. “We're gonna talk for a little bit. God forbid you actually have to talk to your daddy some.”

      She slumped unhappily. “But I was just getting to the good part.” This meant nothing, as Lefty had learned from previous conversations that she was always just getting to the good part; seemingly every part of her game was the good part and she didn't like being interrupted.

      “Turn it off, baby.”

      Layla was displeased, but being the good girl she was, she did as she was instructed.

      She looked at him up in the mirror. “What now, Daddy?”

      “I wanna talk to you,” he said. “That okay with you?”

      “What do you wanna talk about?”

      “We can talk about anything.”

      The broadness of his reply seemed to pique her interest. “Anything?”

      “Sure,” he said. “What do you wanna talk about?”

      “Can we talk about NASA?”

      He looked at her, blinking as he did. “NASA? That's what you wanna talk about?”

      “I like NASA.”

      “Okay,” said Lefty. “NASA's good.”

      “Did you know I was two-years-old when Neil Armstrong died?”

      “Hmm. Does that make you sad?”

      “Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. “Now I'll never get to meet him.”

      “What would you have done if you had gotten to meet him?”

      “I'd have told him he was my hero,” she said. “Someday I'm gonna be an astronaut just like Neil Armstrong. Is that okay? Do you think I would be a good astronaut?”

      Lefty nodded. “Sure, I don't see why not. But I wouldn't want you to get hurt.”

      “I wouldn't get hurt, Daddy. I promise.”

      “Pinky promise?”

      Layla said solemnly, “Pinky promise.”

      “Well, then I guess it's okay.”

      “You know what else I'm gonna be when I grow up?”

      He humored her. “What are you gonna do, Tator Tot?”

      “I'm gonna be a police officer, like Jim back there,” she said. Lefty's heart sank, and he could feel his features twisting into a disapproving expression. “You're gonna be what?”

      “I wanna be a cop,” she said proudly.

      “Why do you wanna be a cop?”

      She looked at him, beaming. “I wanna help people.”

      “Is that what you think cops do?” he asked. “Help people?”

      “Of course, silly. They help everyone.”

      “I don't know,” he said. “It seems to me like there are other jobs you could be that might be better.”

      She frowned. “Better than being a cop?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “What's wrong with being a cop?”

      “Well,” he began weakly, “some cops are good, and some cops are bad.”

      “There are bad cops?” she asked, amazed by the thought. “I thought all cops were good. I thought they help people.”

      “Sometimes,” said Lefty. “But some cops are mean. Some of them don't like black people.”

      Her expression was one of genuine interest. “I'm a black person, right Daddy?”

      “Yes, Tator Tot. We're both black.”

      She looked at her arm, studying it. “Actually, I think I look more brown than black.”

      Lefty grinned. “That's true. We're both more brown than we are black, but that's what they call us—black.”

      “Who calls us that?”

      He thought about it for a moment. “Society.”

      “What's society?”

      Lefty recognized this was a rabbit hole he might never get out of, so he gave her a simple explanation. “Everyone. Society means everyone.”

      “Oh,” she said, taking it in. “And cops don't like black people?”

      “Some cops don't like black people. Not all of them.”

      “Daddy, why don't they like us?”

      Lefty turned it over in his head for a moment before answering. That was a good question. “I don't know,” he said. “I guess you'd have to ask them.” He looked at her contemplating this and added, “We probably shouldn't really ask a cop about that.”

      “We shouldn't?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Why's that, Daddy?”

      “Well, if it's one of the cops who don't like black people, we wouldn't wanna make them mad. They might hurt us.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes big now. “Hurt us?”

      “Yeah, baby,” he said. “Sometimes cops hurt black people.”

      “How?”

      “There's all kinds of ways. Sometimes they beat black people up with those hard wooden sticks they have, and other times they just shoot them.”

      “Shoot them?” she asked, horrified. “With guns?”

      It was horrific, to be sure. “Sometimes.”

      “Well, I don't wanna hurt anyone,” she said. “I wanna be one of the nice cops.”

      Lefty nodded. She was only seven, so the chances of her actually mapping out her future right at this moment were pretty slim. So he let it go. She thought for a moment and then said, “You know what else I'm gonna be?”

      “You're gonna have more jobs?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I'm gonna have lots of jobs.”

      “How are you gonna work all those jobs at the same time?”

      “Not at the same time, silly,” she said. “I'll work them at different times. When I get done with one job I'll go to the next.”

      Lefty grinned. “That's how it works?”

      “Of course.”

      “So what other jobs are you gonna have?”

      She was excited now. “I'm gonna be a pizza chef.”

      “A pizza chef?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I'm gonna make pizzas and I'm gonna have my own restaurant where I make them. And do you know how much they're gonna cost?”

      “Two dollars?” he asked, kidding her.

      “My pizzas are gonna be free, Daddy.”

      He grinned. “Free pizzas, huh?”

      “That way everyone can have some,” said Layla. “But they won't all be free.”

      “They won't?”

      “Nope. Some pizzas will cost more.”

      “Why's that?”

      “Because they're the ones made with the special ingredient.”

      “There's a special ingredient?”

      “Yep,” she said, feeling proud of herself.

      “What's the special ingredient?”

      Layla looked up at him, barely able to control her enthusiasm. “Love.”

      Lefty chuckled. “You got it all figured out.”

      “Yep.”

      They drove for about a mile in silence before Layla asked, “Can we listen to some music, Daddy?”

      “More Parliament?”

      “I don't like Parliament very much,” said Layla.

      “Then what kind of music do you wanna hear?”

      She didn't hesitate, answering right away. “I wanna hear Al Green.”

      “You wanna listen to Al Green?”

      “I wanna hear 'Love and Happiness.' That's a good song, isn't it, Daddy?”

      “It sure is, Tator Tot.” He smiled proudly with the knowledge that he was raising the girl right. The fact that Layla requested Al Green on her own was a good sign. He picked up the case from the floor and opened it, removing the CD. He slid it into the stereo and a moment later “Tired of Being Alone” came to life, filling the car. “Love and Happiness,'” she reminded him. He preferred “Tired of Being Alone,” but skipped to track five per her request. The song began, and she sang along verbatim, stopping only to ask, “I sound as good as Al Green, don't I? Our voices really go together.”

      Lefty agreed with the assessment, and they continued driving.

      

      Lefty stopped the Caddy at a McDonalds in Springfield, and the two went inside for lunch. “Daddy,” Layla said, “can I have a Happy Meal?”

      Knowing full well the whole Happy Meal deal was a scam, Lefty frequently said no to this request. Today he was feeling good, perhaps inspired by the positivity of Al Green or maybe just feeling good about the trip, so he allowed Layla to get the Happy Meal. His positive response caused her to celebrate, and she was literally jumping up and down with excitement. “Chicken nuggets, Daddy,” she said. “With yogurt.”

      Of course he already knew all of this as Layla always requested the same thing, but he said nothing. When she didn't specifically point out that she wanted Hi-C to drink, he asked her if that's what she wanted, knowing full well it would be. And, of course, it was. He went to the counter and ordered the food. He then sat down with Layla, waiting less than two minutes for the food to be delivered to them.

      Lefty made quick work of his two cheeseburgers, eating them in the same peculiar manner he always had, which was to lay out seven or eight French fries on top of the patties and under the bun, then dipping the sandwich in barbecue sauce. Layla, per usual, ate her nuggets very slowly—Lefty would have sworn she was the slowest eater on the planet—without dipping sauce of any kind.

      “How far is it to Tulsa?” she asked.

      “We're close now,” he replied. “Only a couple more hours and we'll be there.”

      Layla nodded and went about eating her chicken nuggets, occasionally stopping for a sip of her Hi-C.

      When they were finished, she asked, “Now what?”

      “I figure we'll take a break for a bit. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds good,” said Layla. “Can we go to the park?”

      “I don't know where the park is here.”

      She made a disappointed face, playing him like a fiddle. “Please, Daddy.” As was most often the case, she succeeded in playing to his desire to please her and he said sure. They drove a block down the street to the Get-It-Quick gas station, where Lefty asked for directions to the nearest park. He was directed to a place called Jordan Valley Park, which was only a few minutes away. They went to the park and Lefty sat on a picnic table and watched Layla swing and play.

      Finally, after a half hour had passed, he called her over. She sat down beside him and the two of them read a chapter from Stephen King's Pet Sematary, which they had been reading for the past week. Today they were reading about a zombie named “Paxcow” who had returned to pay a visit to the book's protagonist, Louis Creed. Once Lefty and Layla finished the chapter, he closed the book. “That's it for today, Tator Tot.”

      “That was scary,” she said solemnly. “Don't you think so, Daddy? Wasn't that scary?”

      “Sure, it's scary,” he conceded. “That's why we read it—to get scared.”

      “Really?” She considered this for a moment. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would we wanna get scared? Isn't that silly?”

      Lefty grinned. “No, it's fun being scared. Don't you think?”

      “I guess.” She nodded and accepted his assertion unquestioningly.

      He looked at her. “Wanna go shoot?”

      Her eyes got big and her face lit up. “Really? I get to shoot?”

      “Sure.”

      “The Glock 23, Daddy?”

      As always, he sought to please her. “Of course,” he said. “The Glock 23.”

      He then drove out of town onto the highway in search of an out-of-the-way road they might take to get to a secluded area where they could shoot. It took a couple of bad turns resulting in subpar locations, but finally, on the third try, Lefty found a suitable road that was off-the-beaten-path. After driving a ways away from the highway, he then made another turn, now completely out in the country, ensuring they would be smack dab in the middle of nowhere.

      Once he was satisfied with the location, Lefty stopped the car. They climbed out and he retrieved some empty Coke cans and the previous night's empty Jack Daniels bottle from the trunk. He sat them on wooden fence posts, and then returned to the gravel road.

      “Can I hold the Glock, Daddy?” asked Layla.

      “In a minute,” he said. “Daddy's gonna shoot first.”

      He raised the pistol, leveling it, and fired on the whiskey bottle, shattering it.

      “Now my turn!”

      Lefty walked around behind her, put his arms around hers, and the two of them reached out towards the empty Coke can. Even though he was behind her and couldn't see it, he knew, knowing this child as he did, that Layla was smiling big from ear to ear.

      “Breathe in and out, slowly,” he said. “Okay…breathe out. Slowly.” She did as he instructed. “Now this time,” he said, “we're gonna squeeze the trigger when we get to the end of that breath, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      The little girl calmly did what she'd been told to do, squeezing the trigger when she exhaled. The gun fired, making only a zip sound as it was muffled by a silencer. The shot went right, missing the can.

      Layla slumped, disappointed. Lefty knew she was about to cry, so he cut her off, comforting her before the tears could come. “It's okay, Tator Tot,” he said. “Everybody misses sometimes.”

      She twisted her head around to look at him. “Even you, Daddy?”

      “Even me,” he said, lying. “And you're still just learning. You're gonna get better every day.”

      “I will?”

      “You absolutely will,” he said. “You wanna try again?”

      The little girl became animated once more, nodding excitedly. “Yes, please.”

      He stood behind her again, putting his arms over hers, and the two of them aimed the pistol, training it on the can. “Breathe in slowly,” he said, then telling her, “now breathe out.” When she reached the end of her exhalation, they squeezed the trigger again, this time hitting the can, which shot back into the high grass behind the post.

      Layla got excited. “I hit it, Daddy! I hit the can!”

      He took the pistol back from her, saying, “You did good, Tator Tot. You did real good.”
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