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Dedication


    For my father, who has always treated me as a friend.

  


  
    
Chapter One


    Monday


    This had been coming to a head for months. Ever since my son Josh was murdered in Los Angeles by a criminal gang linked to a Mexican drug cartel, thugs working for the cartel had been searching for a set of ledgers that had landed in my lap during a case I was investigating. I had no idea what the Spanish financial records meant or what their value was. So instead of turning over the ledgers to the criminals, I stubbornly resisted. Had I known that the stupid books would get my son killed, I would have gladly handed the damned things over.


    But hindsight and regret go hand in hand. I fled to Kentucky, where I started nursing a nervous breakdown and toying with suicide. My unstable emotional state had risen to a simmer a few days ago when small-time mafia boss Ross Levin sent his muscle to torture the location of the ledgers out of me. They messed me up pretty bad, but a friend of mine, Mia Thompson, followed us to the cellar where they held me, and helped me escape. Levin retaliated quickly. They found Mia’s body buried at a construction site in Charleston, West Virginia. The tension boiled almost out of control when washed-up boxer Manny Rodriguez, who had once been Mia’s lover, told me he was coming to Cincinnati, Ohio to make Levin pay. Then, just minutes ago, the pressure had reached a steaming squeal when I walked into John Avery’s Tavern and confronted Levin and his band of thugs.


    Among them was Doctor Herman Weiss, a South African intellectual and organized criminal who traded in blood and stolen Middle Eastern antiquities. As other mobsters did with blood diamonds in Africa, Weiss dealt in the lucrative black market of Babylonian, Sumerian, and Acadian artifacts looted from the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad and other Iraqi sites. This business meant murder, kidnapping, and the rape of innocent civilians and complicit competitors—and their families—all in order to increase his profit margins. I had locked horns with Weiss’s underlings in Iraq, and walked away the loser each time. Meeting him tonight brought back a bundle of traumatic memories and unsettled scores.


    Sitting around the table to Levin’s right was Bobby Scruggs. The moose of a man was dying to kill me. He was the older brother of Bennie Scruggs, long-time hired muscle for Levin. A few days ago, Bennie and his accomplice Anthony were the ones who’d locked me in a cellar in Kentucky, bound me, and given me a thorough beating in an effort to get the location of the ledgers out of me. I hobbled out of that dungeon with a concussion and a number of broken bones in my right hand and foot. Bennie and Anthony weren’t so lucky. I painted the stone floor with the hooligans’ blood. Or that’s what Mia told me, anyways.


    I ain’t no tough guy. No one’s ever accused me of that. It’s just that Mia had snuck into the cellar to rescue me. So when Anthony knocked her down and proceeded to kick her into submission, something in me snapped. I don’t remember it none too well. I just recall the sordid feel of blood and hair and crushed skull caked beneath my nails, clasped inside my fists, and wedged between my wrists and duct tape and the wooden chair arms I’d bludgeoned them with. I felt the hedonistic satisfaction of revenge, even if the memory was not chronological or clear.


    Bennie was laid up in some hospital somewhere sucking on a ventilator tube in the fight of his life. I have no idea if Anthony made it or not, and didn’t give a fuck.


    Bobby Scruggs was itching to finish the job on me his brother had started. The only thing holding him back was a short leash held tight by Ross Levin. And Levin was constrained only by his greed. Levin wanted those ledgers for the payday they represented. But I had hid them well, and I was gonna hold out as long as I could, make it as difficult for Levin and his band of well-dressed pirates as possible.


    I knew I was about to take a beating. I don’t know if you have ever been in a situation where you know you are going to suffer a whipping that’s gonna take weeks to recover from, but I gotta be honest with you: It sucks. It made me nauseous from my waist to my neck. My head was light. My hands and arms and legs were trembling. My brain was scrambling in search of a way out, however unrealistic. A sense of overwhelming dread soaked my entire being, slowly suffocating me. I wanted to flee, needed to breathe, surface for air. I was clinging to the irrational hope of a painless escape from this bar, but deep down I knew it wasn’t gonna happen.


    I knew I was too stubborn to just submit the ledgers without resisting these goons who’d killed Mia. I hated pain nearly as much as I hated bullies. And I would have tried almost anything to avoid the beating that was coming. But there were entirely too many unsettled scores in the room yet to be tallied up to just let me walk out unharmed. I had not yet recovered from that cellar thrashing and did not look forward to this one tonight.


    Levin was a former amateur boxer we called the Cincinnati Pit Bull. People seldom got the chance to cross Levin twice. I had messed with him a number of times, and I had lived to rub it in, so Ross was sporting a healthy grudge. Although he was a bit of a germaphobe when it came to particularly dirty jobs, I suspected he would take particular pleasure in rolling up his sleeves and making an exception this time. Bobby, older and meaner than his brother, could almost taste my forthcoming punishment. He wasn’t the self-disciplined type of hoodlum who could extend my suffering. He’d want to finish me off with his dukes and a lead pipe. Professor Weiss was a wild card. While he was responsible for his share of carnage in the Middle East, I had no idea if he’d participate in my gang beating when the time came. But I wouldn’t put it past the old bastard.


    The fourth man in the tavern’s back room was Hamish Morrison, a fat, balding investor from Belgium, whom I doubted could pose much of a threat when the cauldron of tension boiled over into scalding violence.


    I’d sized up Levin and his three underworld companions best I could. I swallowed and faced up to the whippin’ I was gonna suffer and came to one single conclusion.


    Fuck the whole lot of ‘em!


    My only hope of limping out of this closed bar alive was Mia’s former lover, Manny Rodriguez. Manuel ‘Manny’ Rodriguez was an aging, washed up, onetime Super Feather Weight contender, who had been salivating to avenge Mia’s death. I’d hoped he’d show up soon to save my worthless ass.


    But Ross Levin was too smart for me. And too smart for Manny. Too smart by a long shot. Through all this pent up tension in the room, Levin remained cool and calm. And that bothered me. I posed about as much physical threat to him as an egret on a white rhino’s ass. Levin had already prevented Bobby Scruggs from bashing me with his fists once tonight, and I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky next time.


    So when Levin made me sit and ordered me a drink, I capitulated. A good 17-year old Scotch is one of my weaknesses. I’m quite an accomplished lush. I don’t deny it. Alcohol has its advantages, like giving false courage and acting as a general anesthetic. I needed both right now.


    As I sipped my drink, Levin turned up the volume on the flat screen so we could hear the news teaser.


    “After the game,” the local TV announcer said, “WLWT News 5 will bring you the latest on this breaking story. Onetime Super Feather Weight contender, Manuel ‘Manny’ Rodriguez, shot dead today in yet another dark episode of his troubled life. In what appears to be a drug-related shooting, Rodriguez was found shot dead in his car along with an unidentified woman, thought to be his girlfriend, in Charleston, West Virginia. More details after the game.”


    Manny’s girlfriend was Marlene, a plump, pleasant middle-aged woman I had grown fond of. She was innocent in all of this, and didn’t deserve to die.


    As an overwhelming sense of loss descended upon me, I started shaking uncontrollably. The four goons were staring at me, making it worse.


    “Such sad news, for a boxing fan like you, isn’t it?” Ross said mockingly.


    “You motherfucker, I’m gonna kill you,” I told him, as Ross’s phone rang.


    “Hold that thought,” Ross said and lifted a finger, while he pressed his cell phone to his ear.


    “Are we all set?” He paused to listen. “OK, good. Go ahead,” he said to the caller. Then he turned to me.


    “It’s for you, Marvin.”


    I looked at him, wondering what could go wrong next.


    He handed me the phone. I took it with great dread. Put the speaker to my ear.


    “Marvin, I’m sorry.” It was Andrea. “They were waiting for me as soon as you walked away. I’m so sorry.”


    If Levin represented everything I hated in this world—greed, violence, corruption, and arrogance—then Andrea stood for everything I loved. She was soft and tender and beautiful and innocent. She was a twenty-one-year-old undergraduate from the University of Kentucky whom I had met about a week ago. She had driven hundreds of miles in the middle of the night just to help me when I had no one else. She had bathed me, bandaged me, and bedded me. Andrea and I had an unusual bond that was at once spiritual, physical, and historical. She hailed from my home town Leesburg, Illinois, having been raised in the environs of my own tragic youth. Her mother had once befriended me, when I needed it most. Now Andrea had done the same. And much more. She gave me hope, a rare commodity for a fuck-up like me.


    Where I saw only failure, Andrea saw a hero. She recognized something redeemable in me, where I only recognized miscarriage. She found me attractive, when all I found in the mirror was an aging, overweight monstrosity.


    I had irrational hopes of building a future with Andrea. Getting past all of this ledger nonsense and moving into an apartment together. Giving up all these grandiose dreams of saving the developing world, and truly retiring from the private eye business once and for all, and getting a 9-to-5 job with a steady paycheck. I dreamed of coming home at the end of the day from work to an eager and enthusiastic Andrea. I dreamt of us making love on the sofa, hiking the Appalachian Trail, and breakfasting on the balcony.


    So when I learned that Levin’s men, the same ones who had killed Mia, Manny, and Marlene, now had kidnapped Andrea, I lost it.


    I leaped out of my chair and pounced on Ross Levin. I became an organism defined by fury. My nervous system was a network of bare livewires, igniting countless sparks of wrath, electrically charging up and down my spine.


    I became an animal protecting its offspring. We all have instincts of maternal violence coded into our being. Not just coded into our brains, but hardwired into our claws, our fangs and mandibles. Our muzzle, our limbs. The muscles in my back and legs tensed, my chest stretched tight, and I launched into a blinding fight I had no chance of winning.


    There is a species of dog in Africa called the Rhodesian Ridgeback that can trap a lion three times its size. The Ridgeback can kill a male baboon. This canine is fierce and loyal; it knows no fear.


    Although my prowess can’t compare to that of such a ferocious dog, it’s fair to say that on that particular evening, I was no longer a discerning human protected by any concept of fear, but an attack animal leaping through the air with claws bared. Determined to tear the flesh and fur of my enemy.


    Ross Levin was no longer a wealthy mobster who had killed three of my friends to get his hands on the ledgers. He was the predator, a Pit Bull, one that threatened to rip the live flesh off my cub. And I was an adrenaline-drugged mother defending her offspring.


    I swung my left fist at Levin’s face, wanting to crush his nose, drive it up into his reptilian brain. But he easily deflected my punch and countered with a left cross to my mandible. It was not a good shot, but he was strong and experienced. And the blow stopped me in my tracks. For an instant the jolt drained me of power, and my knees buckled. But only for an instant.


    Immediately adrenaline surged again, and I pounced once more. Teeth tearing. Claws ripping. And under my nails I felt the heat and moisture of my enemy’s blood. My tongue tasted pungent copper. And I liked it.


    I was pulled off my enemy and knocked back against something hard and flat. I heard the crash and shattering of glass, of liquid spilling. I felt a force pull at my shoulders from behind, trying to pin me down. I heard human shouts, but the sounds held no intelligible meaning. I twisted free and lashed out again. This time my left paw slipped through my enemy’s defenses and connected with flesh. I felt the crunch of hard plastic and electronic circuitry. I saw blood this time stream from its muzzle. And I enjoyed it.


    I struck again and again. I was hurled through the air. Like a wildcat, I quickly scrambled onto all fours, shuffling and scraping the carpet as I regained balance. I snatched up a drinking glass from the floor with my right paw and leaped again. The pit bull squared its shoulders, bared its teeth, and was ready for my sprawling attack. It anticipated the blow and easily blocked my left paw, but I swiped with the right and it connected, drove glass deep into flesh, both its and mine. And I saw blood. Both its and mine. I became excited. And I enjoyed it.


    The mingling of bodies drove me back, off target. It was difficult to discern where I ended and the enemy began. Other animals were struggling, shoving, striking. Weight was pressing against me. I kneed an animal and the weight lightened. I saw a jugular and struck out with my fangs, my head collided with a face, and I was rewarded with a hammering blow to my skull. I sank my teeth into a coat of fur, the neck, the snout. I tasted blood and I liked it. I snapped at an eyeball, but missed. Heads collided. I heard another animal howl in pain, and I liked it.


    My claws ripped clefts of flesh and drew canals of blood as I was thrown to the floor. This time the weight of a heavier animal smothered me. I felt blood and fur in my claws, and I liked it.


    I wriggled violently to get out from under the weight and back onto all fours. My face felt the pounding paws again and again. And I howled. I tasted blood and saw red pool into my eyes. I blinked furiously to clear my vision. I twisted and jerked and exerted the feline muscles of my back to free myself. I panted and howled to free myself, to no avail. I had tasted blood. And I liked it.


    A flash of reminiscence darted into my primitive brain. I can’t call it a memory, because wild animals don’t have memories. This was a stain of reminiscence from before. I had tasted blood before and liked it.

  


  
    
Chapter Two


    Day unknown


    “We were stuck in traffic when I saw them in the rear view mirror. They got out of a vehicle a few car-lengths behind us. I yelled at-” I stopped in mid-sentence. That was the first thing I remembered. I knew what I was talking about, the subject, the details, but I didn’t remember starting the conversation. This was disorienting as hell.


    We can always remember a start and a finish in our lives. We wake up to start the day. We go to bed to end it. We start first grade. We complete high school. We begin a love making session. We climax. That’s why our conceptual skills grapple with infinite theories and models. It’s one thing to wake up in the hospital after a horrible car accident, for instance. You remember up to a point before the accident—that’s the front side—then everything goes blank. You wake up from sleep or unconsciousness in a strange bed connected to machines—that’s the back side. But it’s quite another to wake up in mid-sentence already fully awake. It means you were entirely sober, consciously got yourself dressed, ate, brushed your teeth, and carried on this way for god only knows how many days or weeks, but with absolutely no memory of it. It’s disconcerting. Who knows what your motivations were. What you told people. What an ass you made out of yourself. What intimate secrets you shared. At least if you blacked out for a few hours while you were drunk, any misbehavior could be discounted. But how can you account for long periods of a conscious void? It’s as if someone stole your soul. It’s scary.


    I looked around the room trying to figure out where I was, how I had gotten here, and how long I had been here. I had no chronological points of reference. No last memory before waking up in mid-sentence, no front side. No car accident. Nothing. A blank.


    Getting arrested in Hua Hin, Thailand for a bar fight seemed as equally remote as failing my American Literature class at the community college. I couldn’t tell if getting fired from the Roy Roger’s fast food restaurant came before or after my breakup with Sarah.


    I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the room. Maybe tiny memories could ignite larger ones. I needed that back side. It was a tiny office. Spartan, really. The old, wooden oak desk sat facing the window. From my angle, I couldn’t determine what season it was outside. The desk was laden with folders and books and receipts, and opened and unopened mail. There was a pencil cup decorated by yellow construction paper, adorned with pink crayon-drawn hearts. A gift from a grammar school girl, I suspected.


    “Uh-huh. And what did you do?” the man asked patiently.


    I opened my eyes and looked at him. Who was this man? There was nothing consciously familiar about him. He smelled of Old Spice. He was in his early 50s. Thin graying black hair combed over his balding pate. He had a clinical, almost gloomy appearance. Seemed to be patient almost to a fault. Somewhere over the years he had lost his edge, his enthusiasm for his work. He’d been beaten down by real-life stories of other people’s trauma and pain. Of his own inability to comfort those who needed it most. His black-rimmed glasses were too thick for this century. No doubt a psychiatrist of some type.


    I wanted to ask him where I was, but feared that exposing my memory loss would raise red flags, delay my release from this institution. If I was right and I really was institutionalized, I couldn’t imagine that admitting I had lost my memory could hasten a clean bill of health. So, I played along as best I could.


    “I don’t want to talk about that anymore,” I said and started feeling the full impact of my melancholy. I couldn’t put my finger on the source of my sadness, but it had to be a doozy.


    “You don’t remember where you are, do you?” he asked almost sorrowfully.


    “Of course I remember,” I lied. When he didn’t respond, I rambled on pointlessly. “How could I not remember a place like this? I mean, wow, what a place. This is some place. I remember everything about this place.”


    But I must have looked frightened, because he smiled gently.


    “It’s OK. You are safe now. You’ve suffered a traumatic event, but you’ve survived. You have a bad concussion.”


    A traumatic event? You’ve got to be kidding me. Which one?


    He smiled patiently with thinly stretched lips.


    “Don’t worry. Your memory will return.” But his words were betrayed by an underlying uncertainty in his voice.


    I squinted at the framed certificates on his wall, but I couldn’t read them.


    “The medication has affected your eyesight. It’s OK. That will return too as we wean you off.”


    “Where’d you study?”


    “University of Pittsburg.”


    “Just my fuckin’ luck. Second-class shrink in a second-class nut house.”


    “I’m a therapist, Marvin. Not a psychiatrist.”


    I closed my eyes trying to exercise my memory, hoping to jump start it.


    He was sitting in his swivel office chair in front of me, behind his desk, but he was facing me. A cheap blue Bic pen in his right hand was suspended over a dime store note pad. I was on a brown loveseat that has seen better days. Low budget state institution furnishings. What a shithole!


    I opened my eyes and looked over my body. I seemed to be all in one piece. No straight jacket. No hand cuffs. I had on civilian clothes. Not a hospital gown.


    Well, I had that going for me.


    I noticed a dull ache in my skull. It was compounded by the disorientation. I closed my eyes and tried to gain some composure.


    Draw on some memory of how you got here, Marvin, I told myself. Find the back side.


    It’s not right to wake up and not recognize anything. Not human. We need some bearings, some coordinates to associate with our existence. The disorientation made me feel sick at my core.


    “My name is Simon.”


    “And Simon says tell me about your childhood. Is that how it is, Doc?” I asked. “Want to know if my mom stroked my pecker when I was a kid? If my dad buggered me?”


    “I was not asking you about-”


    “Well, I got news for you. I had a sunny fuckin’ childhood. The epitome of normality and well-adjustment. Would’ve run for president except my lumbago got to acting up.” I didn’t know what lumbago was, but felt proud of myself for working it into the sentence.


    I can’t say why I objected to this man. Maybe I felt threatened that he could expose my true weakness. That he would pull back the curtain and get a firsthand glimpse at the great and powerful failure that defined Marvin Gray.


    He didn’t laugh. Guess he’d heard his share of Simon says jokes. Probably from me. More than once.


    “How about a smoke, Doc?” I beseeched.


    “No smoking indoors, Marvin. It’s a state law. There’s a designated area. I can show you when you leave the office, if you don’t remember.”


    “OK, then how about a vodka tonic? Surely there’s no law against a good healthy drink, is there?”


    “Marvin, that’s part of the reason you are in here. The drinking has gotten out of control. You, in fact, have gotten out of control. You told me so yourself,” he said patiently, as if he’d told me this before.


    Fuck him. I didn’t like this Simon bastard. What right did he have telling me my drinking was out of control? Although I got to admit, being institutionalized for a drinking problem was a little unsettling. My instinct was to deny it.


    “I am offended. My drinking is not out of control.” My temper was rising uncontrollably. “I only have two or three drinks each day to unwind,” I tried to sound as eloquent as possible.


    “Except on the occasion that you have more than that,” he said.


    “Fuck you!” I told him. “You don’t know shit about me. If you’d been through what I have, you’d allow yourself a taste now and then.”


    “No doubt. You are right. I can’t know firsthand what you have been through. And I hope I never have to,” Simon said tapping his lip with the Bic. “Sure, you are self-medicating. You’re trying to ease the pain by-”


    “That’s such bullshit. Self-medicating, my ass. That’s such a lame excuse.”


    He raised an eyebrow. Guess this was the first time I had gone down this alley with him. Buckle up, Simon, there’s more where that came from.


    “I don’t drink to self-medicate. Alcohol ain’t no crutch in my case. Save that duck shit for all your loser patients,” I said, entirely too damn defensively. I felt immature even as I said it. “For your information, alcohol has many benefits.”


    “Actually, alcohol is a depressant. The more you drink, the more depressed you become.”


    I hate it when people say things like, “Alcohol is a depressant” or “exercise more and you’ll feel better.” What the fuck? Where do you think I’ve been the last few decades? A convent?


    “Like I need a reason to be depressed. You think it’s the alcohol? Well you ain’t much of a therapist if you think drinking is my problem. Alcohol is a symptom, Doc.”


    “Naturally. I know that. And alcohol is making things worse. It’s the glass half-empty type of thing. You tend to see everything as negative. Trust me. Stop the drinking, and things will immediately start looking better.”


    “That’s genius, Simon. Fuck me. Why didn’t I think of that?” I told him, as sarcastically as I could. “What innovative advice you got for your fat patients? Eat smaller portions? Lower your calorie intake? What do you tell your schizophrenic patients? Get in touch with your inner self? Do you advise your anorexics to eat more?”


    The more I thought about it, the angrier I became. “You know, Simon. You might just be on to something here. I bet we can package this new-found wisdom and market it to get rich quick. We can apply this innovative philosophy to just about any human desire. Say you’re a college student and you want to get better grades. Simon says, study more.


    “You are here to be treated for depression,” he said, testily.


    “I thought you said I was here for alcoholism. Or was it trauma? Memory loss? A concussion? Why don’t you make up your fuckin’ mind? Cut the glass half-full shit.”


    Simon leaned way back in his chair. He set his Bic pen and notepad on the desk. He removed his antique glasses and rubbed his eyes. Then he re-donned his spectacles.


    “Maybe you are right. Let’s start over. Maybe I’ve got it wrong. Maybe you should tell me why you are here, then. I’m listening.” He tried to sound professional, but had lost his composure. He wouldn’t be getting it back today. Not with me.


    “You seem to know everything. Words of wisdom by Simon the budget therapist from the University of Pittsburg, of all places. Why don’t you tell me why I am here, Doc?”


    “Well, I can tell you what you told me the first day we met,” he said.


    “Which was?” I challenged.


    “You said you were sick of being profoundly unhappy. Those were your words ‘profoundly unhappy.’”


    I closed my eyes. I knew they were my words. I had spoken them and written them and lamented them a hundred times.


    I couldn’t think of anything to say.


    “It’s OK, Marvin. You do want to be happy again, don’t you?”


    My jowls suddenly became heavy.


    He remained silent. I waited, but he wasn’t going to be the first to speak.


    “No, I know I can’t ever be happy again. Not after what I have seen. What I have done. I don’t deserve to be happy. I just- I mean, I just,” I stuttered. Why was this so painful? “I just don’t want to be so profoundly unhappy anymore.”


    “I know,” he said, which was just about the worst thing he could’ve said. My eyes became full, so I closed them. My lids squeezed out two tiny tears. I wiped them away.


    “Let’s go back to that day in Baghdad. You were telling me what happened on the day you were attacked.”


    I opened my eyes but was silent. I didn’t want to share any more with him. How did I know that I could trust him?


    “You were sitting stuck in traffic. You had just left the museum. It should have been a five-minute drive, you said. Go on. You had gotten farther this time. We were making good progress.” He stopped.


    Tears welled up in my eyes. My cheeks felt heavy, drawn. I was going to cry.


    I stood up and reached for the box of tissues on his desk.


    I sat back down and wiped my eyes. I had no logical reason to trust him. Maybe he was trying to keep me locked up here indefinitely. Anything I said would be used against me. He might not be a physical threat, but sometimes institutional threats were much more powerful than brute force. Infinitely more dangerous.


    “Go fuck yourself,” I told him.


    He winced.


    “So we are back to that, are we?”


    “Yes, I guess we are.”


    He heaved a breath and let it out steadily. A honed tool he practiced well, either for his own benefit or for that of his patients. He wiped his brow with his left hand.


    “Fair enough,” he admitted. “Then, tell me about the children.”


    But I didn’t want to talk about the children. I wanted to talk about her.


    Instinctively, I knew we had made progress. Nothing I could remember. But the tension in my chest at thinking about her was noticeably less. Naturally, I wanted to talk about her. She is all I wanted to think about. About how I met her, how I felt about her, what had happened to her, the tragedy of her, how she had trusted me to protect her, and how in the end, despite my best efforts, I had betrayed her. Let her down.


    I needed to talk about her to process this tangle of emotions that was smothering me. I needed to breathe freely again.


    “Marvin, why do you blame yourself?”


    Without thinking, I responded, “Isn’t that fuckin’ obvious? I got her killed.”

  


  
    
Chapter Three


    Baghdad, Iraq


    Thursday, 2004


    I saw two of them in the Toyota Land Cruiser’s passenger mirror. The insurgents leaped out of a vehicle stuck in traffic several cars behind ours and hurried toward us. They brandished AK-47s in their right hands like plumbers carrying pipe wrenches. They knew their trade. And their trade was execution.


    The hairs on the back of my neck stood erect, and a chill ran through my shoulders. I cringed emotionally, and shouted to Mohammed the Iraqi driver, “Get us out of here!”


    I drew the Beretta 9 Millimeter Short from the left pocket of my cargo pants and turned around in the seat. I saw two more hurrying on the driver’s side.


    “I can’t. The traffic,” Mohammed said in Arabic. He was right. We weren’t going anywhere in this traffic.


    “Miriam, get down,” I commanded to her in the back seat. I didn’t know how to say ‘floorboard’ in Arabic.


    All the blood seemed to rise to my head. My shoulders squeezed involuntarily, tight. My breath froze in my chest, like heartburn.


    “Go, goddamn it,” I yelled in English at Mohammed, “Get us the-fuck out of here. Push the car in front of us. Go through them. Just GO, GODDAMNIT.”


    Mohammed locked the vehicle in Drive, accelerated, and smashed into the old, brown sedan stopped ahead of us.


    The pursuers sped up.


    I stretched over the back seat and forced Miriam down. My only thought was to protect her.


    Mohammed slammed the car into reverse, mashed the accelerator, and spun the steering wheel around to the right, scraping the old pick-up beside us as he backed up. We came to a dead halt when we crashed into the car behind us. I saw the insurgents running now. I heard a loud shot ring through the cabin, and the rear window behind Miriam shatter.


    Again Mohammed was plunging us forward and screaming to the drivers around us to move. But they were not heeding his warnings. We weren’t the threat. The men carrying the semi-automatic weapons were.


    The Land Cruiser broke free on the left, and the front wheels climbed a tall concrete medium. The rear wheels spun, and we were stuck again. Mohammed floored the gas pedal, the engine screamed, and we bounced onto the medium. We inched past one car, then two cars and entered the buzz of traffic at the circle.


    BOOM! My chest thudded at the sound of a gunshot. But that’s not what scared me. It was what I saw. Mohammed’s brains splashed against the windshield.


    A spider web formed in the safety glass around a tiny bullet hole at the center of dripping black blood and clumps of orange flesh. Our car leaped forward and crashed into a white sedan from another era. The engine died. They’d disabled our vehicle by taking out our driver. Always take out the driver first.


    Miriam screamed from the back seat, and instinctively I turned to see her being wrenched out of the floorboard by the hair. I aimed my handgun at the assailant, but suddenly she was jerked upright, and I couldn’t get a shot off without striking her.


    I wanted to kill them but couldn’t get a clear shot. My fear stretched into panic. I couldn’t think clearly. I wanted to shout something that would stop them. Scare them, curse them, or generate mercy. I wanted to beg for her life. But I never got the chance.


    Another BOOM assailed my brain and my chest, and I suddenly became deaf, as a sledgehammer blow simultaneously pounded my left shoulder. Like Miriam, I was being pulled from the vehicle by my hair. My door had been locked, but somehow they’d opened it. I noticed glass and blood in my lap. I twisted and fought, as they dragged me to the pavement. I clawed and tried to find them, a target for my gun. I could feel, but not see them. Pain seared my left shoulder, my arm. Panic and adrenaline pumped through my body. I swung the gun looking for a target. But there was none in my sights.


    I was forced face down on the burning macadam. Something struck my head with the power of a blunt ax. Stars twinkled before my eyes, and I screamed in fury and frustration.


    I was supposed to protect her. I had failed her.


    My vision cleared, and I saw a pair of shoes, shiny black dress shoes. I pulled the trigger with my fist, aiming at one leg. Shoot goddamn-it, shoot! But the pistol refused to obey.


    The safety was on.


    I was struck again in the back of the head, and the twinkling returned. I felt the gun ripped from my hand.


    Where was Miriam? I could hear her crying. Rapidly begging for something I couldn’t understand in the Iraqi dialect I hadn’t bothered to learn.


    “Leave her the-fuck alone,” I yelled in English. It was a meaningless challenge, but it was the only weapon I had. I couldn’t see, but I could feel the pain and the panic and the humiliation. I could sense sweat and blood dripping through my hair, into my eyes. Felt the thick sticky heat of blood down my shoulder, rivulets streaming down my left arm, and puddling on the pavement around my hand.


    My eyes recovered, but I only saw feet. Shoes, legs. I was dragged through the traffic, bumping into fenders and legs as we went. Tires and car doors. And bumpers. Car tires squealed and engines revved, as innocent Baghdadi drivers fled like sheep escaping the wolves. I heard voices, yelling unintelligible warnings or encouragement to the insurgents.


    They dragged me on, and my limbs couldn’t keep up. I stumbled and fell, saw the burning hot pavement scraping the flesh from my palms. I was kicked and shoved and bludgeoned until I found myself on my hands and knees deeper into the intersection. I was sure I would be hit by the swirl of vehicles racing around me. I looked around for Miriam, but the Iraqi sun was too bright. All I saw was blinding glare.


    I smelled the dust and burned gun powder and felt the full force of 125 degree afternoon heat. My flesh burned. My whole body became lethargic, disobedient to my commands. The blows to the head had dulled my reflexes, my reactions. I was barely hovering above consciousness.


    More AK-47 fire exploded, but I had no idea of the target. Miriam was still screaming. Each burst of gunfire was so loud, so offensive that the discharge shook my chest. Blurred sounds. Dull voices in a language I couldn’t understand. Pleadings of Miriam. Warnings or commands from our attackers.


    They dragged me on. The pavement grated my hands and knees like cheese. Drawing more blood. Tiny asphalt shards were embedded into my abrasions. The heat was punishing. The blood and sweat began to puddle beneath me in this new spot. We had stopped moving. I looked up and saw a cameraman. I realized where we were. We were in the middle of King Faisal Square.


    We had left my office at the National Museum of Iraq and headed east on Nasir Street toward the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities where Miriam worked when traffic came to a halt. Just a few minutes more was all we had needed to travel, north on Haifa Street. Just a few minutes more, and we would have reached the safety of the ministry’s well-guarded compound. A few minutes could have made all the difference.


    But this was Baghdad. Speed was your friend. Traffic and delays were your enemies.


    The insurgents had dragged Miriam and me out into the square, the intersecting of streets, to attract the maximum live viewership for our public execution. An hour later this would be on Al-Jazeera.

  


  
    
Chapter Four


    Monday


    “You fight like a fuckin’ girl,” Levin spouted with contempt. His voice was shaking with rage. The calm he’d exhibited minutes before I had attacked him was gone.


    My own breathing had diminished into a heavy heave. My humanity had returned. My energy drained. I began thinking again. My eyesight was clearing. There was blood on the carpet. Most of it probably mine. I had been brought down several notches, and I knew it. I had the fight beaten out of me.


    As my adrenaline was dissipating with each heartbeat, the pain in my face, head, and back began surfacing. I lay face down on the carpet. Someone heavy was on my back, limiting my movement. I was at the mercy of my enemies. The only reason that I was still alive was the fact that I had hidden the ledgers that were so valuable to Levin. I didn’t know what they were worth, but the fact that I was still breathing after my outburst meant they were worth a hell of a lot more than I had ever imagined.


    “Get him up,” Levin ordered. “And go get him a towel or something to stop his bleeding.” Then as an afterthought, he added, “Get him a bottle of Johnny Walker Gold. We need him to talk.” He was in command, as always, but his voice trembled. And when they turned me over I could see why.


    Ross Levin’s nose was swollen and smeared with blood. There was a knot forming over the left eye. Scratches marred his face and neck. A mouse formed from his split upper lip. Red saliva stained teeth. He held a wad of red-soaked napkins on his neck trying to stop the flow, and his chest and shirt were heavy with fresh blood. Worst of all, for him, his dignity had been deflowered. His toupee was gone.


    I smiled. His most carefully-guarded secret had been revealed. In no small way, I had injured his fabricated pride.


    But my pleasure was short-lived. I had to stifle a scream as pain flared down my limbs and back when they pulled me to my feet. I couldn’t distinguish the origin of the agony, because I hurt everywhere. I couldn’t recall ever having suffered a beating like this before. I prayed I never would again.


    Then, I felt Levin’s pelt in my right hand. I forced a smile despite my pain.


    “Anyone feel a sudden draft in here?” I asked with glee.


    He stretched his bloated lip tight across his teeth.


    “Sit him down over there,” he commanded, barely restraining his anger.


    They put me in a lounge chair. I was grateful for the respite. I could have fallen asleep right there had I not been suffering a growing tsunami of pain.


    “Think you can behave yourself, Gray?” Levin asked. “Or do we need to tie you up?”


    I forced another smile. “Love the new look, Ross. What do you call it? Cincinnati Super Dome?”


    “Still got the smart mouth, haven’t ya Gray?”


    I wiped the blood from my mouth and nose with his rug, and started to toss it toward him. Then, I thought better of it. I blew my nose on it, but was immediately sorry as pain shot through my head and face. I coughed and sputtered and more blood filled my sinus cavities. I doubled over in the chair coughing up blood and pain. I let his hair piece fall to the floor.


    Levin smiled with that familiar arrogance that I had grown to hate. He’d been standing, but now positioned his chair around to face mine and sat.


    “Can’t wait till you look at yourself in the mirror, Marvin. Love to hear your wise cracks, then.”


    “Speaking of wise cracks,” I said trying to recover some semblance of my own dignity, “how’s your crack whore daughter?”


    “Let me tune him up, Boss,” Bobby Scruggs said. I had nearly forgotten he was there. He was standing behind me. I twisted in the seat to see him, and it hurt like hell. Bobby didn’t look too bad. Had a little laceration on one cheekbone and some blood on his face and clothes and hands that didn’t appear to be his.


    “Here’s how this is gonna go down, Marvin,” Ross was saying, but I was looking around the room.


    “You’re going down on me, Ross? Didn’t know you swung that way.”


    Hamish stood back near the door as if he were preparing to bolt. Professor Weiss returned to the room with a wet towel and a bottle of whiskey.


    “You’re gonna tell me where you stashed the ledgers, and I might just let that whore Andrea live.”


    I looked down at my left hand. My palm and fingers were bleeding. It dawned on me that I had Ross’s telephone in it when I slugged him. The good news was that it had probably served as brass knuckles, accounting for some of the damage to his face. The bad news was that it shattered in my hand, cutting me worse than him.


    “Here, take this,” the professor said as he handed me the towel, but instead I reached for the booze. There were few fingers left in the bottle. Enough to take the edge off. I sunk my teeth into the black and silver bottle pourer and pulled it out. I swallowed a mouthful of the scotch and blood. It burned smoothly.


    “Good stuff. Want some, Doc?”


    My butchered flesh was begging for something soft and wet. So I took the towel without thanking him and pressed it against my face. When I pulled it away, it was splotched red. I dabbed my face again.


    “No Ross, this is the way it’s gonna go down,” I told him. “You can have the ledgers. I don’t want them anymore. But first, you’re gonna release Andrea. I’m gonna call down to the Springdale Police Department. I know the number by heart. Once I hear her voice and know she’s safely there, I’ll tell you where the ledgers are.”


    Ross shook his head. “You’re in no position to bargain.”


    I raised my eyebrows and puckered my lips with feigned indifference.


    “Bargaining positions are overrated, Ross. You should know that.”


    His eyes narrowed.


    “Otherwise, we can go for round two,” I said. “I’m just getting warmed up.” It was one of the greatest lies of my life. I was having trouble seeing out of one eye, and nothing short of a cattle prod could have gotten me out of my seat.


    “Gotta hand it to him. He’s got balls,” the professor said.


    “Yeah, not a fuckin’ lick of sense,” Ross spouted. “But he’s got balls.”


    I took a big mouthful of whiskey and swallowed. I almost puked it back up.


    Ross and the others laughed. Which pissed me off.


    Just to show them I could handle the booze, I took another swig. I started feeling better. Nothing quite as quick-acting as a shot of 17-year-old Scotch.


    “Like I was saying, Marvin,” Ross resumed his position. “You’re gonna give me those ledgers or I am gonna instruct my men to pull a train on your whore.”


    I admit this scared me a little. I wouldn’t put it past the bastard. But I didn’t want to let him see my fear, so I improvised.


    “Ross, I gotta confide in you,” I said with my most derisive laugh. “I am struggling here.” I laughed. It was genuine. “I mean, you gotta have a look in the mirror. You don’t look too damn threatening without the wig. In fact, with the hair poking out on both sides, you sort of look like Larry from the Three Stooges.”


    His face reddened, which made me smile all the more.


    The professor awkwardly pulled a chair beside Ross’s.


    “Let’s not do this, Mr. Gray,” the professor said. “I know you don’t want Andrea to end up like the Iraqi gazelle, now do you?


    “What was her name?”


    Fuck him. I wasn’t about to sully her name in his presence.


    “Don’t have a clue what you are talking about,” I lied.


    “Sure you do. That’s why you got kicked out of the country, right? Because of her? That’s a well-known fact. Everyone knows how you made a muck of this whole situation. Right?”


    I remained silent. If I had had any energy left, I would have leaped on him and plucked his eyes out. That’s what he deserved.


    “Not that I can blame you. None of us could, really. She was beautiful, even by Iraqi standards.” He turned to Levin and spoke. “She really was. We’d had our eye on her for some time. She was gorgeous, that one.”


    Levin smiled. Hamish behind him smiled. I didn’t have to see Bobby behind me to know he was smiling.


    I found myself losing what little calm I had gathered for myself. I fought down the anxiety with a shot of whiskey. Booze does wonders for fighting down the anxiety.


    “She was a virgin when she met you, I suspect,” he said again to me. “Myself, I fucked a dozen Arab whores while I was in Jordan and Iraq. But,” he said while wagging his finger back and forth at me. “I gotta say, for someone as experienced as you in Iraq, speaking the language and all that, you should have known about honor killings. What Arab families do to their daughters and sisters when caught having sexual relations outside of wedlock.”


    I squeezed my jaws to control my rising anger.
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