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The phone rang just after three a.m.

Nothing good ever happens after three a.m. The screeching, static ending of a movie you couldn’t stay awake through. Crappy Chinese takeout, eaten by the light from the open refrigerator while standing in the kitchen in your underwear. Sex maybe, but the sloppy, big-booze variety. Furnace fires. No one calls with the winning lottery numbers at three-oh-five a.m.

The ringing stopped, then started again. I was kicked back at my desk in the back room of the Lucky Supreme, nursing lukewarm scotch from a paper cup and tinkering with one of my tattoo machines. It was a shader, made by a guy up in Washington named Paco Rollins. I ran the stroke long and mushy, so it had rattled itself to shit again. I didn’t enjoy dinking around with machines anymore, so I was still there mostly because I didn’t want to drive home. My sketchbook was out and I was halfway through a tortoise with a hat of some kind, but I didn’t want to work on that, either. Portland winter was in full swing, sleet mixed with snow on a thin crust of dirty ice. The steering wheel on my old BMW wagon would be so cold that the bones in my hands would ache just touching it, and after a twelve-hour shift they ached already. The car seat would freeze my ass on contact. I was partway through a seasonal mope and I knew it. Whoever was calling was only going to make it worse.

Ring.

It was still warm in the tattoo shop, even though I’d turned the little electric wall heaters off an hour before, when I put up the CLOSED sign in the window and turned off the front lights. It hadn’t been a bad day for a Tuesday in February. I let my night-shift artist, Nigel, go home at midnight when it finally slowed down, so he could grab a few drinks with his new girlfriend before the bars closed. He had much going on in the way of skeeby on the side, and it was wise to give him time to pursue his activities away from the shop. My late-night drinking companion was once again the Lucky Supreme. It had been time for me to enter another period of tortuous woman-related activity for weeks, but I’d been putting it off, just like I was putting off the drive home. Everything had burnout written all over it. Maybe I’d decided, deep down inside, where thoughts grew up and then shuffled into hiding, that indecision was my only practical defense.

I studied the machine into the fourth ring. It was brass, and at some point I’d engraved WILL FIGHT EVIL FOR FOOD down the side in curling script. Every artist’s motto, whether they know it or not. It still needed a new rear spring and I’d have to cut one, but that, too, would be a pain in the ass. I set it down on the desk and picked up my scotch at the fifth ring.

In the last two months, I’d spent too many evenings sitting in that chair worrying about things I couldn’t do one damn thing about. Or wouldn’t. A few months before, I’d had a bad run-in with the feds and a worse one with a rich psychotic scumbag that the very same feds had under their microscope. My landlord was having mental health issues, following a decline that had begun more than twenty years ago. Dmitri was a study of ruination in too many ways for anyone’s comfort. As a person, he was a disgusting bummer of a human being. As a landlord, terrifying. The tenants fixed everything and said nothing. To even hint that there might have been a leak in the past, let alone the present, was to insult him, his sainted father, his entire family tree, and also by extension his ethnic heritage, which was unclear. Yesterday an insurance inspector had made a surprise visit and canceled my lame policy, citing the wall heaters, which were dangerously ancient. Now I needed an electrician to come in and upgrade everything so I could re-up the policy.

The ringing stopped. I looked at the phone and waited. It started again.

The back room was lined with shelves of art books. I stared at the collection directly across from me and then I squinted. A faint blue light was blinking over them, gently strobing in through the windows in the front of the shop and washing through the doorway to the back.

Portland’s Old Town had seen a renovation boom in the last year, but it struck me as unlikely that anyone could be working that late on a cold Tuesday night except the most desperate whores, the B-string skag hawkers, and me. I sighed. Ring. The construction in the neighborhood had been a drag on business. The bar next door, the Rooster Rocket, was down more than 30 percent, and that was a harbinger. I relied on bar totals as a forecasting tool. That and the weather, which was also shitty. The Rocket was owned by Gomez, the most enterprising Chicano in Old Town, and the business slump had hit him hard, mentally and spiritually. Flaco, Gomez’s brother or uncle or ancient cousin, had a taco operation in the old theater vestibule in front of the bar, and it was thriving. No one thought that was a good sign. And now some city crew had fired up something at three in the morning. My car was probably blocked in. I was just about to heave my boots off the desk and go check it out when I couldn’t stand the ringing anymore.

“Lucky Supreme, how may I direct your call?”

The line was static, lashed with wind.

“Get out of there, white boy.” It was little more than a gush of whisper. There was a click and the line went dead.

I took the phone away from my ear and looked up at the wall of books across from me. The blue light was still splashing over it, but it had been joined by dialing winks of red. Something huge was erupting on Sixth Street.

I walked through the shop to the front door and cautiously peered out the window, keeping well back in the darkness. The local police and I had a very specific arrangement, the very same one I’d recently cultivated with the feds—they didn’t like me and I didn’t like them, so we tried to stay away from each other. We were all very careful to stick to the program, too. So if they were out rounding up the nightlife as part of the new clean-up program, it would be in keeping with our arrangement for me to stay inside.

The block had been cordoned off at both ends. There were at least ten police cars I could see, plus three fire engines. And I was right in the middle of it. My car was parked down the street, past the north blockade. It was hard to tell from my vantage point if I was officially stranded, so I grimly decided to go fuck with them.

I unlocked both of the deadbolts on the reinforced door and stuck my head out. The reaction was instant.

“Someone’s coming out!” a cop screamed.

“Get out of there!” a fireman yelled. He waved his arms to get my attention. “Move it!”

The words on the side of the engine closest to the fireman came into focus: BOMB SQUAD.

“Holy fuck,” I whispered.

A young cop sprinted down the sidewalk toward me, skittering a little through the slush. It looked like he might be going for a tackle, so I raised my hands above my head and stepped out.

“Run, you fucking idiot!” He slid into me and almost yanked my arm out of the socket. The kid had a power lifter’s build and was either fresh into his shift or adrenalized by terror. The door to the Lucky Supreme closed on the spring arm as the monster towed me at a flat-out run down the sidewalk to the corner, almost carrying me as I scrambled to keep up.

“Get in that fucking car.” He was panting as he opened the back door to the chicken coop of the nearest cruiser. All the other officers that had been milling around when I looked out less than thirty seconds before were crouched behind the nearest fire engine, the big one that read BOMB SQUAD.

“Fuck you.” I yanked my arm out of his meaty hand and pointed. “The bomb dudes are hiding behind a fucking fire truck, dumbass.”

“Get down!” one of the firemen yelled.

I stiff-armed the big cop in the direction of the fire engine. He stumbled a little and his hand went to his sidearm, fumbling at one of the fashionable tasers they’d been pronging old ladies and hobos with for the last year. One of the firemen grabbed the back of the kid’s jacket and pulled him down. I skirted the cop car and crouched at the edge of the group hiding behind the truck. The sleet was soaking my hair and the back of my T-shirt. My jeans were already plastered to my legs. I started to shiver.

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked everyone in general. There were at least twelve cops and as many firemen behind the fire engine.

“You were alone in there, right?” one of the firemen asked. He was the one who had pulled the cop off me.

“Yes, yes! Now, what the fuck is going on?”

He gave me a hard stare, then peeled back the sleeve of his big rubber jacket and checked his watch.

“We’ll know in just about—”

That’s when the bomb went off.
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Agents Pressman and Dessel looked at me like the loving parents of a two-headed baby chicken. Mutually fond of my embarrassing, almost certainly brief existence, and proprietarily gloating at their proximity to the conclusion. Both of them would have given the last week of their lives to see me rotting in a prison cell for eternity, or at the very least reupholstering hot rods in Argentina. In our brief association, I’d destroyed a case they were building that would have made headline news. I’d gloated about it, too, and that was wrong. I know that now.

“You dudes get my Christmas card?”

Pressman was the older of the two, a homely guy with a pockmarked face and a beer gut he was ripening properly. He gave me a disgusted, girthy grunt. Dessel looked like a boy’s underwear model on a coke binge. He beamed joyously, like he had indeed received the card and put it on his refrigerator next to the unicorn. They were both wearing shitty suits from a discount department store. It was their version of a uniform.

“Quite an explosion,” Dessel said casually, almost like he was congratulating me. I’d just been ushered in via squad car, and the interview was officially off to a creepy start. It was an ominous sign that I’d skipped Police Central and been taken straight to the Federal Building. Even the cop who brought me in was spooked.

Dessel patted his pockets and came up with a bent generic cigarette. Pressman opened the window behind him. It was a no-smoking building.

I’d learned (from eavesdropping on the squad car radio) that the bomb had gone off in the Lucky Supreme’s restroom. There was a low whump and the windows blew out, blowing glass and sheetrock out in a ring that spanned two city blocks. The roof of the building flapped up a few feet, rippling like a cotton sheet in the wind, and then came crashing down, warped but still there. Most miraculously of all, the toilet at the epicenter of the blast remained whole and sailed like a cannonball all the way through the bar next door, where it lodged in the far wall. White fire ripped through everything.

The little convenience store next to the Lucky went up like a gas refinery. All those plastic packages of greasy snacks, I guess. Thick black smoke gushed from the shattered windows of the bar. The Lucky Supreme had been alive with flames, a real ring-of-hell inferno.

I’d watched in mute horror as the fire department snapped into action, obviously ready in advance. As soon as the glass and plaster stopped falling, they were pumping several thousand gallons of water a minute into the roiling blaze. The heat almost dried my clothes from a block away. After ten minutes the fire had died down, but they kept spraying, really hosing the place down to ensure the most thorough possible destruction.

“Yeah, dudes,” I told the feds. “It was like something out of a movie.”

I’d been shuffled into the back of a cop car after that. Pressman and Dessel were waiting for me when we got to the Federal Building, a place I’d been spending way too much time in over the past few months. The two of them never seemed to sleep. So it was four a.m. and I was back in the interview room, but this time I had a gray blanket draped over me, I didn’t have any cigarettes, and I was unemployed. My transformation into a street zero had been lightning-fast.

“So tell us,” Dessel said with a tiny smile. “Everything. Especially the lies. Let’s start with those wonderful lies you tell.”

“Give me that fucking cigarette,” I said quietly. Dessel handed it over and I put it in my mouth.

“Light,” I prompted.

He leaned out and fired it with a dime-store lighter. I took a double deep drag and blew two lungs of generic smoke in his general direction.

“It started with lights on the street. I was working late fixing some broken equipment. When I went out to see what the hell was going on some cop dragged me down the block. Whole place was already cordoned off.” I poked the cigarette at Dessel’s smile. “They knew. Some fucker tipped those guys off.”

“Interesting.” Dessel leaned back in his chair. Pressman stared at me. That was his job. “So tell us more. I understand from the lead officer that there’s been … oh, let’s just say it was getting time for you to move your little circus. And we know it’s possible you might want to. Plus, you sort of …” He sucked at his teeth. “You made some people really angry recently, and they might … oh, I don’t know, maybe feel like blowing all your shit up … There’s that. I’m just fishing here, trying to get a bead on the situation.”

Agent Dessel was talking about Nicky Dong-ju, the crazy gangster I’d killed a few months ago and rolled into the river. He’d set me up in an incredibly complicated way to get his hands on some of the Lucky’s old art, which had been used more than fifty years before in a smuggling operation run by a dead con man named Roland Norton. Nicky had been relentless, and in the end I had no choice. I would have nightmares for the rest of my life about the last minute of his life. They were still looking for him, and they suspected I was involved in his disappearance. It was the reason I’d spent so much time telling lies in the interrogation room.

“Think about this, Dessel.” I took another drag and flicked some ash on the floor. “My insurance got canceled yesterday. What does that tell you?”

He shrugged, but I could tell it made him happy.

“Christ.” I dropped the cigarette on the floor and ground it under my heel. “You two cretins think I know who planted that bomb? Believe me, if I did I’d be sitting in county facing murder one. Call me a cab.”

“I love these little meetings,” Dessel said thoughtfully. He stroked his chin, at the soft little stubble there. Pressman grunted like he was on the toilet after a tour of the downtown burrito scene.

“Cab,” I prompted.

“Pay phones are in the lobby. Let us know when you get a new cell phone.” Dessel winked. “Don’t leave town, but do leave that blanket. Can’t have a bum in a welfare getup walking around Federal. Makes us look like regular cops.”

I was glad my house wasn’t on fire. It was an old yellow clapboard two-story pile with Tudor frills that had been divided into a duplex decades ago. I had the ground floor and the basement. The first thing I noticed when the cab pulled up was that the lights were on. All of them. I paid the driver and stood in the freezing rain and studied the place as the car pulled away. Someone had just blown up my life and now someone was in my house. I went over to the steps and rooted around in the semi-frozen dirt under the skeleton of the rhododendron until I came up with a hank of wire I’d hidden there a few months before. A fat braid of wire with a knob of concrete at one end and no conceivable previous felony on it. I pulled the muddy thing loose and hefted it. Half whipper, half sap. Normally I carried a metal ball bearing, but the whole explosion thing had caught me by surprise. The last one probably melted into the sooty remains of the jacket I should have been wearing.

I opened the door and Delia flew into me, her head smacking into my chest. I dropped the wire and held her as she sobbed. I could feel her heart hammering through her bony chest like a hummingbird’s. We just stood like that for a minute.

Delia had worked for me for close to four years. She had a spare key to my place, so she could take care of my two cats when I was out of town or being detained by the police. Standing there with my arms wrapped around her, I realized for the first time that she’d lost it all, too. All of her art, her equipment, her job. Pretty much everything.

“I thought you might be dead, you fucktard,” she sobbed. “I’d have to take care of your cats, like, forever.”

“Nah.” I rubbed her back. She also had a speech condition I thought of as robomouth. Her short hair smelled like lavender and cigarettes and puke. “I was just getting interrogated.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” She pushed me away and wrinkled her tiny pug nose. “You’re all freezing wet and icky, dude.”

“My phone was a casualty.”

“Dipshit.” She sniffed and smeared her makeup around.

Delia was one of the scrawniest little punk chicks imaginable, and her fashion sense ranged from the bizarre to the perfectly dreadful. It was five a.m. and she was wearing baggy black rubber pants, an imitation snake skin belt with a Texas rodeo buckle the size of a coffee saucer, and some kind of shirt that looked like it was made out of pantyhose. The bra underneath was more of a half-corset, with eyes where her tits would be if she had any. Dangling from her right earlobe was an earring she’d made out of the tooth of a hipster dork who got his ass kicked in front of the Rooster Rocket.

“We got any beer?” I asked. She wiped her eyes again.

“Go change. You smell like a trash fire. We have vodka.”

“Bitchin’.”

I went into my bedroom to change while Delia busied herself in the kitchen. My two cats looked up at me from the bed, insulted by the commotion. Chops was an ugly little guy, so he projected bad vibes with ease. His sidekick Buttons was huge, red, and glorious, but close to vegetables on the intelligence totem pole, so for him projecting anything was a fleeting affair. I stripped my shirt off and dropped it in the hamper. It did smell like fire. The pants did, too. I smelled like a burning building, and it was deep in my pores. I wanted to take a shower and wash the ashes of my life off my skin and out of my hair, but I wanted the vodka more, so I pulled on a pair of cords and went barefoot into the kitchen. Delia handed me a double on the rocks and we carried our drinks into the small dining room and sat down at the table. She fired up two smokes and passed me one.

“So what the fuck?” It came out of her with a tiny pause between each word, and it wasn’t a question.

“I was sitting around when Monique called. I’m sure it was her, even though she tried to disguise her voice. She’s the only person who calls me white boy.” Monique was a local hooker we’d adopted. “Anyway, I looked out and the street was blocked off. Went out and the cops corralled me.” I stared at my drink, remembering. “About a minute later the place blew. I watched them hose it down for as long as it took for them to get the call to bring me in to see Dessel and Pressman. Radio chatter said the bomb was in our bathroom.”

Delia shook her head and took a sip of vodka. Her hand was shaking.

“We’re in shock,” she stated. “We need medication. I’m in shock, Darby. I feel like I’m about to have a heart attack. You’re sitting there like a mental patient. You’re blank.”

“I know.” I squinted at her. “We have any drugs?”

She shook her head. “I hurled my emergency Valiums an hour ago. Biji said she could bring by some Xanax.”

“Fuck.”

She poured us more vodka.

“So Pressman and Dessel are still wicked pissed at me,” I went on. “But it says something that the first people who grilled me were those two guys. Interstate crime. They might already know something.”

“Jesus, Darby. It’s personal with those two.” She studied my face and her expression went from worried to sour. “You got all smart-mouth again, didn’t you?” Her nerves were shot, I could tell, her movements jangly and wrong.

“I did.”

“Biji called me a few hours ago and told me it was on the news when she got home. I drove down there, but they wouldn’t let me anywhere near the Lucky. They wouldn’t even tell me if you were in there.” Her lower lip quivered and her eyes watered up again. She took a quick drink and sniffed. “And then I came here and you were gone. I let myself in and did your dishes.” She shook her head and looked up at the ceiling. “What the fuck are we gonna do?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said, “but we’ll figure it out. We always do.”

Delia sniffed and looked up at me. She smiled a little.

“So I guess this means I don’t work for you anymore.”

“Way to look on the bright side. But don’t even think about putting my dick on your menu.”

Delia barked out a laugh and curled her legs under her.

“Like I’d even think about it after seeing your underwear.”

“Least I wear some.”

I went into the kitchen and got the bourbon and brought it back, then splashed a little into our glasses. It was time for mixed drinks.

“Darby,” Delia said after she’d taken a few meditative sips, “you better find out who did this. You know the feds have been trying to bring you up on something after you blew their last big case. This could be their golden opportunity to hang you.”

“I know.” It was true. “I’ll start tomorrow. I mean today, I guess. After I get some sleep.”

“I’ll call Big Mike and Nigel. They’re both going out of their minds. Why don’t you go rinse off the soot.” Big Mike and Nigel were my two other former employees. Neither of them would have had anything to do with it. Nigel would have killed someone the moment he caught wind of a bomb and then demanded some kind of reward for it. Big Mike usually needed a hug after he hurt anyone or anything.There were also Earl and Ted, but they were new, as in two weeks new. I ruled them out as suspects immediately because both of them hadn’t been in for a few days and the bomb had been planted in the last twelve hours, plus they were both salon tattooer hipster pussies. We’d never see either of them again after this. I sighed as Delia took out her phone.

“Thanks.”

She looked up from dialing and cocked her head. “I’m glad you’re alive, Darby Holland. It’s a daily fucking miracle.”

I grinned, even though I felt empty. Delia was right. I was in shock, and somehow, for me, it had taken the form of nothingness.

When I finally got out of the shower and into some pajama pants and a T-shirt, Delia was asleep on the couch. I got a spare blanket out of the cabinet and covered her up. The sun was coming up. I was bone-tired when I crashed down on the bed and pulled the quilt up to my neck, but as soon as my head touched the pillow the explosion went through my head on a continuous loop, replaying over and over again, punctuated by flashes of Dessel, smiling and laughing, and Nicky Dong-Ju, coming at me with dead eyes and a hole in his face where his nose should be. Slowly, the booze caught up with the ten-second movie reel and blurred it into flashes of light and echoes. After about an hour of that, I heard the soft patter of bare feet on the kitchen floor and then the bed rocked a little. Delia climbed in under the quilt behind me and wrapped an arm tight over my chest.

“Cold,” she murmured.

I could feel her tooth earring pressed into the back of my neck. She snuggled around a little, burrowing for warmth, and then her breathing became soft and regular. It was that sound that finally lulled me to sleep.
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I found Clarissa standing on the corner of Burnside and Broadway, smoking a long menthol cigarette under the awning of a strip club called Mozie’s. Clarissa was tall and black, and for all I knew she might have actually been a man under the insane wig made out of silver Christmas tree tinsel and the low-cut black dress that hugged her extra-jumbo boob job. With her heels on she was around six foot three. Big enough for the doorman at Mozie’s to leave her alone if she wanted to blow any of the horndogs going in and out of the place for a fifty. I ducked in next to her and lit up a smoke of my own.

“Darby Holland,” she purred. “The deposed tattoo king of Old Town. Wazzup, little white fool? Been what, twelve hours since the Lucky lost its rabbit foot. You can’t have got the ‘me’ kinda lonesome that fast.”

I shrugged. “Same old same old. I’m looking for Monique.”

Clarissa squinted down at me. Her large brown eyes were ringed with blue. She shook her silver mane.

“What she got I don’t? Always knew you had a thing for that bubble-butt piece of trash.” She blew some smoke in my direction. Her breath smelled like she’d been chewing on mothballs and urinal cakes.

“Got some money for her.” I took a drag off my cigarette to filter the air as Clarissa barked a sharp laugh into my face.

“Fuckin’ lame. Like I give up a sister. You want to lie to me, you need to get creative. Shit, I thought you used to be an artist.”

“I’ll tell you what I’m thinking.” I took another drag and stared out at the wide street. “I’m thinking two things. Whether I should take you into Mozie’s and buy you a beer and maybe slip you some cash, or if I should put this cigarette out in your eye and steal your wig. How’s that for creative?”

Clarissa stared at me.

“Think fast,” I prompted. “My feet are getting cold.”

“Guess I’ll take me a Heineken.” She flicked her smoke into the gutter.

The inside of Mozie’s was dark. The doorman glanced our way and refocused on whoever he was texting on his phone. A rubbery naked chick was crawling around the stage on the other side of the room, flexing her butt cheeks and doing Juarez yoga for an audience of three. It was still early. Clarissa and I took a seat at the bar, well away from the action, and I ordered two Heinekens. When I tossed a twenty on the bar I slipped a fifty over to Clarissa, who neatly made it disappear.

“So,” I prompted. “Monique.”

“Yeah.” Clarissa took a pull off of her bottle and then absently swirled it around. Her hands were long and bony, with big, mannish knuckles.

“Ain’t seen that crazy bitch in a few days, which is rare. Cheeks runs ’em seven days a week. Don’t matter if a ho got polio, she be out slingin’.”

“Cheeks is her pimp?”

Clarissa snorted, but there was a little fear in it. “Big nigger faggot is what he is. Some girls go to him because he’s gay and they think he won’t be fuckin’ ’em all the time. Thinkin’ he might be sensitive. Shit. That man is a lunatic psycho. He carves an X into a bitch’s ass so they know who they belong to. Monique has one.” She looked at me. “You seen Monique’s ass?”

“My old toilet has. Keep going.”

Clarissa shrugged. “Cheeks is convict trash. Hit the streets hard three years ago and picked up a string. Keeps ’em cooped up out on the interstate at the Sands, right across from that tiki bar. He herds ’em in around three a.m., maybe a little early on a shitty night. You maybe find Monique there, though like I say, I ain’t seen her since your place blew up.” She gave me a flat look.

“Good,” I said. “Anything else?”

She downed the rest of her beer, signaling that my time was almost up.

“I don’t know if I should tell you shit, Holland. I heard you a good man with bad edge on him, but it pisses me off, with that beatin’ on me mouth you got. Just so we clear, I tell you one more thing, an’ then I bounce, as in you don’t know me. Cheeks’s a big time psycho, but he’s a crazy man with a crazy plan. You lookin’ for a girl he got hid up or dead, don’t be lookin’ right in front of him.”

I drank the last of my beer.

“He better not know I’m coming.” I stood up and patted Clarissa’s beefy shoulder. “He does and I’ll be seeing you. No talking at all next time.”

I’d parked five blocks up, close to the big bookstore in the opposite direction of the Lucky. It was still raining and the gray sky was running fast toward night. I missed my coat. After our midafternoon breakfast of Delia’s special nuclear pork chop tacos, I’d gone through the coats of yesteryear and settled on an old gas station jacket with a missing name tag, but it didn’t quite cut it. The engine was still warm when I got back in, so I cranked the heater and went from wet and cold to wet and lukewarm before I set about phase two of my crappy plan.

The Sands Motel looked like a place that might have had character about forty years ago. It was a two-story cinderblock dump, but most of the big neon sign with a palm tree and VACANCY still had juice. I sat in my car in the parking lot of the tiki bar across the street and watched the place for a while. The sleet was finally turning into a light snow, but none of it was sticking. Something about looking at a neon palm tree through snowflakes struck me as bad luck, so I eventually stubbed out my cigarette and braved the tiki bar for a drink.

The inside was no busier than Mozie’s had been. A few hipsters were drinking in a booth, and a couple was sitting at the bar with their faces about six inches apart. None of them looked like a giant gay pimp named Cheeks.

Theme bars can be irritating, but the place was as old as the neon across the street. I sat down at the far end of the bar from the first-date couple and nodded at the bartender, a chunky girl with big hair, big eyes, and big tits propped up in a mega band under her tight black T-shirt.

“Whatcha havin’?”

“Jameson rocks.”

She shoveled some ice into a tumbler and gave me a heavy pour and set it in front of me.

“Slow night,” I said, looking around.

“Snow on a Wednesday,” she replied. “People just stay home. I’m from Minnesota. Ninety-year-old ladies with bald tires tear through shit like this.”

“I hear ya.” I raised my glass and took a sip. “What’s good to eat here?”

She put a menu in front of me. “I like the steak. Get it with the onions. Grady is bored back there, but I know he’s got some slow cooking for me for later.”

I slid the menu back. “Medium rare it is. Fries.”

She poked the touch screen and I swiveled a little on the barstool for a casual view of the door and the Sands parking lot. No new cars had pulled up and the snow was still coming down. It was beginning to stick a little, so I could look for tire tracks every few minutes. I turned back to my drink and my new cell phone rang. It was probably Delia, so I fished it out of my jacket pocket. I’d picked up the phone at a 7-Eleven earlier and she’d been the only person I’d called. I’d memorized her number a long time ago, because you only get one call when shit goes sideways and I doubt the police will look it up for you.

“Darby,” I said.

“Duh, I called you, dummy,” Delia said. “How the fuck did you ever graduate from high school?”

“That whole high school thing is a sham,” I said. Delia had gone to Cal Arts, a closely guarded secret I made fun of at every opportunity.

“Where you drinking?”

“No place you need to be.”

“Whatever.”

“So, couple things I’ve been thinking about.”

“Really? Got your little tinfoil thinking cap on?” I could hear the clink of ice in a glass in her background.

“We’ll see. I’m still hunting for Monique. Didn’t stop by the shop.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Prying into the world of our pet hooker has been fascinating. This American Life kind of deal. Heartwarming snapshot of the streetwalker experience.”

“Darby,” she said firmly. “Where are you?”

“Some tiki bar, waiting for a steak. I have an appointment to meet Monique’s pimp in an hour or so. I might not get back for a while. Feel like watching the cats for me?”

“I’m at your place right now, dumbass. Drinking the rest of the booze and eating leftovers. Pick up beer and get me some gas station nachos, extra cheese squirts.”

The waitress was bringing my steak. “Can do. The cats will try to get out if they can, but if they do they’ll blame you personally for the snow.”

“The little piggies are lying on my lap right now. We’re watching The Two Towers on my computer. You really need to get a TV, Darby. It’s kind of like having a colon or a belly button, if you see what I mean. People generally have one.”

I thought about that. I thought about Delia in my place, watching my cats and cooking. About her curled over my back last night. But mostly what flashed through my mind was an image of her on the last day the Lucky was alive, tattooing some biker with a big head, ribbing him about shoe polish, laughing and vibrant. Happy. There was something forced in the lightness now.

“I’ll see ya later,” I said. “We need anything else?”

“Maybe get me a hot dog, too, everything on it. Just load it up. Especially jalapeños.”

“OK.”

“OK.”

We listened to each other breathe.

“Be careful,” she said finally.

“Not tonight.” I hung up.

I finished off the steak and fries and another Jameson’s as slow and quiet as I could, but a few hours later it started to look too much like I was stalking someone. I tipped out the now-suspicious Betsy the bartender well, mostly because it was a slow night and I felt bad for her. Then I went out and sat in my snow-covered car and watched the neon palm tree across the street through a little hole I rubbed out in the windshield before I got in. Classic surveillance.

Just around three a.m., my new witching hour, two cabs pulled up. Eight loud women piled out and went up to room 117 on the second floor. No Monique. In spite of what I’d said to Clarissa, I’d recognize Monique’s cartoon bubble butt anywhere. It was true that she was crazy, and I couldn’t imagine her getting along with monster ladies like Clarissa, but I’d let her use the bathroom at the Lucky to wash her hair and brush her teeth and probably shoot up for two years. I knew her voice from those years of her screaming at me and listening to her cry. Monique cried softly, with a little voice that reminded me of roosting pigeons. She yelled impossibly vile things, just like most of the women I’d known, only louder. She had a butt out of comic books.

Half an hour after the stable came in, a low-slung Lincoln with gold spinners rumbled into the Sands parking lot. The suspension heaved and two enormous black men draped in thousands of dollars of wool got out. One of them was fat. The other one was just plain big. The fat one was carrying a box he’d had in his lap. The just plain big one had a bottle of something in a paper bag. They went up to room 119 and the lights flicked on behind the curtains. The fat guy came back out, went next door and collected money, went back.

I gave them a few courtesy minutes to warm the place up and settle in and then I got out of the car. The snow was still falling, but it was small stuff, almost like flecks of styrofoam. I ducked down in the collar of my jacket and stuck my hands into the pockets, then went up to meet Cheeks. I could hear music through the door, a floaty disco with a strong backbeat. I uncurled one of my hands and knocked on the door. The music dialed down and big feet tromped in my direction. The peephole went dark, the chain came off with a loud rasp, and the door opened wide. I was briefly stunned mute by the gaudy interior of the place, just visible around the frame of the scowling fat guy. Old lamps, velvet paintings, leopard rugs, beaded wall hangings. They’d redecorated the motel room completely.

“I help you?” the fat man rumbled. His voice was mixture of cigar smoke and rock grinder.

“Here to see Cheeks.”

He looked me up and down and then peered out into the snowy parking lot. “You pig?”

“Just a dude.”

He stood aside. “C’mon then.”

Cheeks was sitting on the floor in front of a turntable, looking at an album cover. He was probably six foot four and a hard 250. I’m five eight, but solid. In his eyes, I was half his size. To me, he was just plain big. He looked up at me and smiled, revealing a grill of gold teeth.

“Motherfuckin’ Darby Holland,” Cheeks said brightly, even warmly. “I thought I saw you sittin’ in your piece of shit Nazi wagon across the street.”

I kept my hands in my pockets. Cheeks showed me the album cover he was holding.

“Sylvester. Original. Now that nigga knew his shit.” He gestured at the records stacked around the turntable. “CD is for pussies. I’m old-school vinyl. This fuckin’ record here might get me five bills on eBay, but I ain’t sellin’.” He casually took a huge gun out from under a scarf sitting beside him and pointed it at my face.

“What the fuck you sellin’, boy?”

The fat guy chuckled.

“Nothing,” I replied. “I’m buying.” I slowly took my hands out of my pockets and held them up, palms out. Cheeks’s massive hand tensed. “I’m looking for Monique.”

Cheeks cocked his head, playful. “Really. And for that little drunk-ass crackhead you disturb my evening. While I’m getting’ me some Sylvester. I been looking for this wax for three fuckin’ years. Then it snows an’ my bitches run up a cab fee, an’ then you knock on my door.”

The gun never wavered. His eyes narrowed.

“Know how I know you, tattoo man? You let my bitches into the bathroom at your old place. Always watching’ ’em, ’cause you know, it’s what I do.”

“You probably have to,” I said, sympathetic.

He squinted. “I thought you might be gettin’ a free tap on some ass, an’ shit, I’d a put chunks o’ your brain in that john. Bitches squat behind a dumpster they need to shit. Fuckin’ pee in their pants. I own every hole on they bodies, ain’t no one gets in free.”

Cheeks got up, the gun still on my face. “But you never tapped that.” He laughed and his eyes grew wide, the size of chicken eggs. “Maybe ’fraid of what might happen to your precious little white pecker, ’fraid you might get a crab off some bitch’s ass.” He laughed and the fat guy did, too. “’Cause they got em! Red Lobster buffet up in them G-strings.”

Cheeks took a step forward and touched the barrel of the gun to my forehead.

“Thing I can’t figure out,” he said softly, “is why you ain’t afraid of me.” The humorous period of the conversation was over.

I shrugged.

“Just stupid, I guess. My friend Delia thinks I’m having a mental episode. Shock.”

He whipped the butt of the gun into the side of my head, and as I went down his knee crashed into my face. The fat guy kicked me in the ribs at the same time. The gun hit me again on the top of my head and a foot went into my stomach. I was blind when someone stomped on my hand. Then something heavy put a dent in the back of my skull and I was out.
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Consciousness returned at a glacial pace. I found myself contorted in a cold, rancid-smelling darkness. My left eye wouldn’t open, but when I turned my head I found a ribbon of blurry light with my right eye. My ears were ringing like I had my head in a giant bell someone was repeatedly ramming a car into, and I was shivering in seismic jerks and shudders. Even through all of that, I was able to size up where I was.

I was in a dumpster.

I pushed a bag of trash off my chest and tried to sit up. Pain exploded through my chest and stomach and I vomited something coppery and lukewarm down my chest. My right hand was just a numb thing dangling from my wrist, so I pushed at the heavy lid with my left, praying it hadn’t been locked down. It groaned open and I flopped out over the side into two inches of snow.

When the shivering forced me to think about getting up, I spent a lost period of time dragging myself up the side of the dumpster. With one eye, I looked around. I was in the NW industrial area outside of a warehouse. It had a sign on it, but I couldn’t read what it said. The sky was black and starless, but the snow had stopped falling. A wild tremor ran through me and I almost went down. If I did, I knew I would never get up again.

My coat was gone, and so was one of my boots. Everything was gone. My pockets were empty. I looked down at my numb foot and the sock was covered in blood. When I tilted my head down a few drops of blood rained out of my nose and pattered into the new snow around it.

“Gfug,” I gargled. That was when I discovered my jaw had been dislocated.

I thought about screaming, just howling like a mad animal, but my ribs were too sore to get a breath. The vague memory of being beaten on by two black guys in a motel room swam to the surface and I felt a sudden spike of fear. My head lolled to either side, but I didn’t see any cars.

I’d been left for dead.

I took as deep a breath as I could and blew out a white plume and coughed. Then I staggered along the side of the warehouse. When I reached the corner, I stood swaying and shivering in a light wind and studied the street sign. I knew some people who lived around here. Jane Shannon. A crazy old bartender who worked the stick at the Mallory. She had a big red neon heart in her living room window. Off to my right I could make out a row of old houses. One of them had a reddish blob. I started limping toward it. The world was spinning and I couldn’t breathe, so I paused at every pole and sign along the way to steady myself and breathe. When I finally got to her front steps, an eternity of staggering later, I knew I’d never be able to climb even one of them. I summoned the last of my strength, every ounce of anything I had left, and collapsed on the wooden steps and started pounding on them with my left hand.

I’ll never know how long it was before hazy yellow light touched my eyelids. A woman screamed. My left arm was still pounding away, like some broken robot appendage. I couldn’t feel it and I couldn’t make it stop. Something impossibly hot touched my cheek and I tried to open one of my eyes.

“Darby?”

I suddenly remembered who I was.

“No cops,” I lisped. And then the blackness swallowed me again.

Somehow that tough old broad dragged my dead weight up her stairs onto the rug in her front room and covered me with a dusty flap of it. When I came to, she was wiping my eyes with a wet dishtowel or a sponge. It hurt like fire. I tried to slap her hand away, but my arms didn’t seem to be working.

“You need a fucking hospital,” Jane sobbed. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

“No,” I managed. “Cops.” My jaw had slipped back together, but I couldn’t close my mouth.

“Fuck, Darby,” she said. “What if you die or go into a coma? Then what the fuck am I supposed to do?”

“Sit up,” I whined. Jane Shannon was wearing a bloody pink bathrobe. Her gray and brown hair was a mess, her eyes wild. She reached down to take my right hand and drew back.

“Fucking Christ,” she said again, sobbing.

“Booze,” I tried to say, though it came out as “pooze.” “Thigarette.”

I held my left hand out and she pulled me into a sitting position. I would have screamed if I could have, but I could only gasp a few times as she propped me up against her ancient green sofa. I closed my eye again.

A minute later she was back and tapping my cheek. She’d tossed a blanket over me. I opened my eye and almost started crying. She was holding out a shot glass full of something brown and a lit smoke.

I reached out with my right hand and noticed that my pinkie was jutting out at an odd angle and that the whole hand was crusted in dried blood. I took the cigarette between my thumb and forefinger and tried to get it into my mouth. I think I rammed it into my forehead and my bad eye a few times before Jane guided it to my swollen lips.

“Good,” I said as I exhaled. I took the shot glass into my shaking left hand and dumped it into my mouth. A line of fire traced its way all the way down into my groin. I took another drag.

“Thousand bucks,” I murmured. “Cash. For one more drink. Advil.”

“What happened to you?” she asked. “Where’s your car?”

I was about to answer when I passed out again.

The next few days were a blur. Someone making me drink lukewarm tap water. A brief, bright pain in my right hand. Pain everywhere. The gong of a concussion ringing in my ears, flashes of light and long periods of darkness. I was incredibly thirsty most of the time, and I couldn’t breathe through my nose. My swollen, cracked lips could barely contain my massive tongue, and the back of my throat felt like someone had branded it. When I was finally lucid enough to moan something like a real word, Jane was there. She’d been sleeping in a chair next to the sofa I’d been levered onto. I was warm, covered with a gore-spattered comforter. My entire body felt like it had been stomped on, which it had.

“Water,” I rasped.

Jane padded off in the direction of the kitchen and returned with a pint glass. She’d reset the pinkie finger on my right hand and wrapped it in an old shirt with a tongue depressor sticking out of it. I propped myself up on my elbow and took the glass in my left hand. It felt as heavy as an anvil. I drained it and my mouth watered like I was drinking the tears of angels. It was the best thing anyone had ever given me.
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