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This book is dedicated to the far too many victims of gun violence, and to the loved ones who grieve for them. Sending love and light, with a special nod to the young people taken too soon.

The future expected you. Now it mourns for you.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


I grew up with guns. My dad, who was both a hunter and an avid collector, taught me to respect firearms. I am, in fact, an excellent shot and at another time in my life enjoyed target shooting. Today, however, I don’t own a gun and, as an animal lover, would only hunt if it was that or go hungry.

I respect the Second Amendment. But we must address the gun violence problem in the United States. Statistics show a steep rise in gun-related deaths and injuries since 2014. In 2017, as of November 6, more than 13,000 people had died as a result of non-suicide gun violence.I With an average 93 Americans killed by guns every day,II the year-end total would be around 18,000 non-suicide gun deaths, up 4,000 from 2016. (Suicides generally account for 62% of gun-related deaths,III which would put the total figure at more than 47,000.) Mass shootings (three or more deaths per incident) also show a precipitous upward trend. Young people are often involved, both as victims and perpetrators.

While the outcome of stricter gun control continues to be debated, I felt it was important to try and understand why someone might be compelled to pull the trigger. This is what authors do: we ask why. Why are people prone to violence? Why do people seek revenge? Why do people hate or fear or despair? Why do people kill people? If we can understand the whys, perhaps we can begin to solve the problem.

The characters you’ll meet in these pages have powerful life situations driving them in negative directions. Any one of them, in a precise moment in time, might decide to pick up a gun and fire it. If they seem familiar it’s because they are, at least in some small way, inspired by stories that pop up in news feeds every day. They are fictional, but real.

Disclaimer: their views do not reflect my own.



I. Data from the Gun Violence Archive

II. Data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

III. Data from the CDC


Guns don’t kill people.

People kill people.



YOU


Yes, you.

Come here.

Please? I need

to ask you something.

Have you ever felt the desire

to hurt someone?

I mean pummel them,

wound them, watch

them bleed?

Did you?

Would you?

Could you?

If I were the gambling type,

I’d put my money on “yes.”

See, there’s this thing inside

every one of you,

the collective human call

toward violence.

All it takes is one singular

moment to encourage

it into play

and the lamb

transforms

becomes

the lion.



TAKE IT ONE STEP FURTHER


Have you ever thought

about killing someone?

I mean, poisoning them,

bludgeoning them, grabbing

a well-honed knife

and carving them into pieces?

Chances are you haven’t,

wouldn’t, couldn’t

follow through.

Contemplate.

What’s required

to become the catalyst

for death?

A moral compass, sprung

and spinning haywire?

Antifreeze, flowing

through your veins?

Or, perhaps, nothing more

than circumstance?

In that instant when the lamb

unleashes its roar,

would you heed

the call or instead defer

to the quivering

voice of reason?



LIKE DAWN AND DUSK


Existence and demise

are inextricably linked

as per the Grand Scheme

either drafted by some

all-powerful architect,

or randomly designed.

Perhaps this is the true

knowledge of Eden—not

the mechanics of procreation,

but the promise that one’s time

on earth is nothing more

than a journey toward

inevitable departure.

Surely the ancient ones

who bore witness to birth

in the wilds, and death

from claw or club or predation

by creatures too small

for the eye to identify,

were aware of nature’s plot.

As their spines uncurled

and they drew upright to run,

discovered the value of flint,

the power of spear and arrow,

the lust for blood billowed

like a black-bellied cloud. Oh,

to wield a weapon mercilessly,

extinguish a beating heart.



THE MILLENNIA CREPT FORWARD


Dawn to dusk to dawn

to dusk, and humankind

shed its fur,

fashioned clothes,

deserted its caves

in favor of villages, cities.

But even as people

learned to plant,

harness sunlight

and rain to nurture

garden, fields,

their passion

for the hunt remained.

They killed

in the name of

survival,

protection,

vengeance.

They killed

in response to

lust,

jealousy,

despair.

They killed

for the thrill,

the simple pleasure

of witnessing bloodshed.



THINK


For one delicious moment

how they would have watched

in wide-eyed reverence

the advent of gunpowder,

marveled at the fire lance,

its relentless evolution

from crude spear-driven

flamethrower

into a fierce weapon

able to discharge one thousand

flesh-ripping metal projectiles

in sixty lethal seconds.

Ponder their amazement

at a machine with the ability

to level entire villages, infant

to ancient, in mere minutes.

They would’ve fallen on their knees

and lifted their arms in worship.

Now you understand the talent

of a firearm. But perhaps

you’re unaware of the force

fueling its seductiveness.



YOU KNOW HOW


Sometimes you hear a whisper

fall over your shoulder,

but then you turn to search

for the source, find nothing

but landscape behind you?

So then you tell yourself

it was just a case of hyperactive

imagination, convince

yourself that sentiments

don’t materialize out of thin air.

But the truth, at least as I like

to tell it, is that the voices

who speak to you from inside

your head have taken up

permanent residence there.

Some shout warnings, prodding

you to take cover, flee,

or brandish a weapon.

Others murmur, haunting

you with poetry.

Like mine.



BECAUSE WHAT IF


A few of those rumblings

inside your brain

aren’t make-believe at all?

What if they could be the inspired

ramblings of an alien

creature, not flesh and bone,

but rather the embodiment

of a raging primordial power

dwelling within your synapses?

What if it’s my murmuring you hear?

I am the voice of Violence.

You know me. You do.

I’ve made my presence clear

though you may pretend otherwise.

We need each other, you and I.

We’re conjoined. Consider, if you will,

the notion that a similar symbiosis

is in play when it comes

to the oft-embraced theory

of daily communion

between man and a higher power.



YOU SEE, LIKE A GOD


I am nothing

without you.

Nothing but energy

in need of a vessel

capable of action,

and an intellect

able to form and follow

through with a plan.

Often, you will ignore

my pleas, feign deafness.

Ah, but I am relentless.

I know you can hear me

and sooner or later

you’ll heed my call.

Unarmed,

we are formidable.

High tide

chewing into the sand.

Oh, but weapon in hand,

we are inexorable.

A tsunami battering

the breakwater.



PLEASE ALLOW ME


To introduce you to a partner

of mine. No, more than that.

A friend.

Meet Ruger LC9s Pro,

9 for short.

Light.

Compact.

9 millimeter.

Striker-fired.

No hammer required,

nor external safety.

Effortless.

Efficient.

Nothing to slow you down.

Six inches in length,

weighs just over a pound.

Easy to hide.

Easy to hold.

Even a child

can cradle it in tiny hands.

Its magazine carries eight rounds,

more than enough ammo

to stop someone dead

in their tracks

if you’ve got decent aim.

Practice makes perfect.

Want to know a secret?

This piece doesn’t even require

a magazine locked

into place.

All you need

is a single bullet,

chambered.

Hibernating.

Awaiting release.

If you don’t understand

all those details,

not to worry.

In essence,

it’s rapid-fire.

Simple to use.

A sexy little plaything.

At the ready.

Hold steady.

Draw a bead,

give a gentle squeeze.

And you will know power.



OUR MUTUAL HISTORY BEGINS


Quietly enough, with a series

of neighborhood break-ins,

the kind that rarely

even make the news.

9 was purchased,

brand spanking new

from Tombstone Tactical,

a totally legal,

federally licensed

Arizona gun store.

Protection was Zane’s plan.

Now, it’s possible I floated

a spore of mistrust

on the Sonoran Desert breeze.

Zane was ripe for convincing.

You see, Zane and Renee,

his loving wife

of forty-six years,

lost their only child

in the Persian Gulf War.

With fewer than four hundred

Americans killed in Desert

Storm, the odds of that were slim.

But Zane didn’t accuse Fate.

No, he laid the blame

square on the goddamn Iraqis.

They sent his boy home in a coffin.



IN THE ENSUING YEARS


Zane mentally catalogued

every terrorist attack,

every crime attributed

to Middle Eastern monsters.

As he aged, edging further

and further away from mental

acuity, his neighborhood

closed in around him,

becoming ever more diverse,

and with the growth

came an inevitable uptick

in petty crimes.

I wormed inside

his brain, growled,

Punks moving in.

Forewarned

should be

forearmed.

The emphasis was on

the “armed,” and Zane

understood completely.

As he got into his car

for the trip to the gun

shop, I urged him to,

Look. Practically right

next door. Jihadists.

He stewed for the entire

drive. I rose up

and reminded him,

Who knows what those

people are up to?

Stay wary. Don’t be

taken by surprise.

As Zane wandered

the store, fondling

firearms, I spoke

for them by proxy.

Touch me.

Own me.

Hold me, feel

the weight of me.

I will comfort you.

When he first hefted 9,

and the dealer explained

its myriad advantages,

I prodded,

Feel that twitch

below your navel,

where everything’s

been silent for years?

He felt it.

He liked it.



ON HIS WAY HOME


Zane had to drive past

his new neighbors’ house

and he cruised slowly,

observing. Gathering

information. Facts.

He could tell they were

young because of the baby

stroller parked by the front

door. Or maybe that was

just a red herring.

A suicide bomber disguise.

A chill sweat trickled

down his face from his brow.

He reached over and patted

the box containing 9,

and he felt a whole lot better.

Once he parked his car,

Zane hurried inside to load

his newfound best friend,

and was doing just that

at the kitchen table

when Renee ambled in.

Her eyes widened to

the approximate size

of small saucers.

“What are you doing?”

“What’s it look like?

I’m loading my gun.

No damn punks gonna

come along and take me

and you by surprise.”

“Zane, dear, do you really

think . . . ,” Renee protested.

Guns made her nervous,

and her husband had shown

troubling signs of instability

since his retirement,

almost ten years back.

“Now you listen here, old woman . . .”

His favored term of endearment.

He seemed to have forgotten

he was older than she.

“You know those people, the ones

who moved in down the block?

I’ve been keeping an eye on them.”

He lowered his voice, as if

those people could hear.

“I think they’re jihadists.

Sure looks that way to me.”



ZANE WAS NO DUMMY


He viewed Fox News whenever

he grew tired of game shows.

He watched lots of those.

His favorite was Let’s Make a Deal,

even though the new version

couldn’t touch the one on TV

when he was a kid. Good old Monty

Hall. “Behind door number three . . .”

Zane always picked door

number three because

three was his lucky number.

Reel the fool in. That was

Renee’s thought and she gave

it the old country try.

“I don’t believe they’re jihadists.

I ran into the lady at the library, and—”

“Terrorists do read books, you know.

How else would they learn to build

those incendiary devices?”

Zane loved the stuff he picked up

listening to his favorite pundits.

“You missed my point completely,”

answered Renee. “I meant the woman

was kind. Articulate.”

“Now you’re saying Muslims

are uneducated? They force-feed

them schooling, so they’re smart

enough to sneak into this country

and murder us infidels.”

Renee wanted to say “Muslim”

wasn’t a synonym for “terrorist,”

any more than “educated”

was for “smart.”

But her husband was on a roll,

and she knew him well enough

to understand when his mind

was made up, and it sure

sounded like it was, she had

zero chance of swaying him.

Rather than try, which would

launch an argument. She simply

said, “Quite right, dear.”



OFF THE HOOK


Zane drifted unencumbered

through

his pond of paranoia.

He maintained diligent watch

noting

license numbers and suspect

descriptions any time there was

movement

at the house down the block.

He jotted them down, patiently

awaiting

the action he suspected was imminent.

When all remained quiet, he would

return

to the comfort of his recliner and TV.

But he always kept vigilant because no

goddamn

punks were going to catch him unaware.

Every now and then, he would lift 9

from its favored

spot on the end table next to his chair,

slide his hand along the barrel, and

reassure himself

with a loving caress that all was well.



YES, HE KEPT


His loaded handgun

right there. Why not?

There were no children

in the house, and Renee

was wise enough to ignore

the weapon’s presence.

Zane wanted his equalizer

within easy reach, in case

of attack. Unfortunately,

however, it wasn’t punks

who surprised him.

Renee had gone to visit

her sister for the weekend

so Zane spent Friday night

tying one on and watching

cheap-thrill movies on HBO

until he fell asleep in his chair.

He had no clue that after

several delays Renee’s flight

had been canceled.

It was well past midnight,

and rather than call and wake

the old man, Renee came on

home, pausing on the unlit

front step to wrestle

her keys from her purse.



ZANE WAS SNORING


In his recliner, dreaming

Monty Hall had picked him

out of the Let’s Make a Deal

audience. He was dressed up

like a rooster, and when

Monty asked him to choose

a door, he shook his tail

feathers. “Number three!”

Before the pert blond up

onstage uncovered his prize,

she had to open the other

doors-to-riches first.

Behind number one:

a new dishwasher.

Renee might like that, but

this was his round to play.

Behind number two: a pony.

Zane could almost smell

the new car waiting for him

behind that third door.

Even in sleep, he started

to drip anticipatory sweat.

The studio noise crescendoed

as Monty offered him five hundred

dollars to give up the prize

behind door number three.

“No!” yelled Zane. “I want

the car!” The audience

started to chant, Car, car, car.

and the blond reached

out, ready to reveal . . .

Meanwhile, on the front

step, Renee fumbled

her key into the lock . . .

On Let’s Make a Deal,

door number three opened

and out jumped . . .

“Punks!” Zane startled

awake. “Goddamn ISIS

punks! What did you do

with my car?”

The front door began to

swing open. To be fair,

it could’ve been punks.



TRUTHFULLY


In that instant,

fear drawn up

from the belly

like water from a well,

it didn’t matter

who was rattling the lock.

Zane’s hand closed around

9, his finger found

the trigger, and just as Renee

stepped across the threshold,

no safety to get in the way,

Zane squeezed.

Once would’ve been enough,

but he emptied

the magazine,

eight bullets fired

in rapid sequence,

and damn, it felt great.

To me.

To him.

At least,

until he saw

who lay bleeding out

on the floor.



TOO LATE


Zane understood

the seductiveness of power.

Too late

he realized total control

is a myth.

Too late

to help Renee, he punched

911 on the phone and stuttered,

“H-hurry! I th-think I k-killed

my w-w-w-wife.”

He didn’t notice

her lungs expel

their final exhalation.

Didn’t see the shadow

slip from her shell and dissipate,

the tarried release of soul.

He never got the chance

to say goodbye

or tell her he was sorry.

By the time responders

arrived at the scene,

Renee had arrived in the afterlife.



JUST BEFORE


He heard the sirens,

a thought crossed Zane’s

admittedly skewered brain.

I know because I put it there.

End it all right now, right here.

I almost convinced him.

What was life, without Renee?

Fast food, beer, and TV viewing

from the depths of his recliner?

You will die all alone.

One bullet left, he lifted

9 all the way to his right temple,

placed the gun against the soft

pulsing there, and I cheered.

Do it now! They’re almost here.

But he heaved a giant sob.

“No. Can’t. They’ll think it was

murder-suicide. Planned.”

He didn’t want them to believe

she might have deserved it.



THERE WAS SOME DISCUSSION


Among those who came

to investigate. Was there,

perhaps, more to the story

than just a terrible accident?

But Zane was legit shaken,

and his only previous run-ins

with the law were traffic violations.

Family and friends were unaware

of any marital problems,

and neighbors rarely heard

raised voices.

Renee’s planned flight

had, indeed, been canceled,

and there was no record

of a phone call warning Zane

that she’d be home early.

He was cleared to go on

with his life, and 9 was released

back into his custody.

But after Renee’s funeral,

Zane didn’t much care about punks

anymore, so he listed the gun

in the classifieds, sold it cheap.

No questions asked.



NO QUERIES


About qualifications:

Age

Residence

Knowledge of weapons

History of domestic violence

or mental illness

No queries

about affiliations:

Church

School

Clubs

Political party

White separatist organizations

No queries

about details:

Registration

Concealed carry permit

Safe storage options

The advisability

of a trigger lock

No queries

about motive:

Target practice

Competition

Self-defense

Revenge

Suicide



THE ONLY THING


Zane cared about

was making back

a decent percentage

of his four-hundred-fifty-dollar

original purchase price

for a handgun fired

exactly eight times.

Cash offers only.

The first person who

came along was pretty

young, but looked

old enough to qualify

as an actual adult,

and the explanation

for wanting a gun—

staying safe from bad

guys—seemed legit.

Zane never mentioned

Renee. Or punks.

Anyway, the kid had three

crisp hundred-dollar bills,

which proved close

enough for Zane,

who handed 9 over,

ammo included, then

made a beeline down

the road to Plaza Liquors

and Fine Wines, hands-down

the best liquor store in Tucson.

Zane figured he might

as well drink himself

into a premature grave.

He’d emptied his house

of all that really mattered,

carved up his heart,

hollowed out whatever

piece of a person

harbors one’s soul.

His plan was to sit there

in his chair, pickling his liver

until the Grim Reaper

showed up at the door.

He never gave another

thought to the person

who carried his ex-equalizer

clear across Tucson sprawl

to a decent little tract house

in a usually quiet neighborhood.

That’s how my dear friend

9 wound up here.



FIVE FLAGS


Have flown over Tucson.

Old Glory.

The State of Arizona.

The Confederate.

Spain’s.

And Mexico’s.

The city’s rich, fierce history

has made this desert

way station an inviting place

to spend a fair amount of time.

The first visitors

were Paleo-Indians,

who wandered through

millennia ago, stopping

to farm the fertile floodplain

of the Santa Cruz River.

By the time the Spaniards

put down roots here,

this was Apache territory.

I sprouted roots, too.

Neither mission nor fortress

was immune to attack.

Oh, the bloodshed!

Eventually, Spain cut Mexico

loose and this stretch

of sand became part of the state

of Sonora, only to be captured

by the Mormon Battalion

during the Mexican-American

War. They returned possession

as they continued marching west,

but not without casualties.

They kept me busy.

With the Gadsden Purchase

much of Arizona belonged to the US,

and Tucson became the western capital

of the Confederate Arizona Territory.

Hurray for the Civil War,

and the California Column

that drove those Southern boys out.

Now conflict is primal and vicious

and gory. Completely human,

and as people left homes

in the East to settle

the West, they packed up

their bloodlust,

brought it with them.

As a stagecoach and railroad stop,

Tucson was ripe for robbery,

murder, and Indian attacks.

Legend has it Wyatt and Virgil

Earp avenged their brother

Morgan’s killing right there

on the train tracks.

Shoot-outs, duels, and armed

insurrections. You can see why

I’ve always felt right at home here.



THE CITY TODAY


Doesn’t try to escape its heritage.

In fact, it displays it proudly.

It isn’t far to the Mexico border,

and the population is almost evenly

split between whites and Latinos.

Some neighborhoods are called

barrios, and downtown is the Presidio.

You don’t have to be Mexican

to shop at one of their many mercados

(markets), you just have to like the food.

The state of Arizona clings proudly

to its Wild West reputation,

but Tucson and Pima County

share a more modern outlook,

bucking the statewide trend.

Still, the area has drawn the attention

of the white nationalist movement,

which has infiltrated successfully,

building a philosophical crusade

at odds with the prevailing will.

And, regardless of any facade

of civilization, slumbering

within the fallow flesh of every

human heart is a seed of savagery.

All it takes to sprout is circumstance.



SO, JUST FOR KICKS


Let’s play a game.

We’ll call it Arizona Roulette.

Nice ring, don’t you think?

And you get to participate.

The rules are simple.

I’ll introduce you to the players

whose skins you will slip into.

You didn’t believe I’d let you

off easily, did you? Oh, not at all.

This will be an interactive experience.

All are connected, through love

or hate, work or school, by family

or friendship or marriage.

Each possesses an incentive

to pick up a gun, pull the trigger.

They’re my kind of people,

to a one willing—even eager—

to answer my rap on the glass

and crack open

the windows to their souls,

allow me inside to take up

residence in their parlors.

It’s a waiting game.

Simply a matter of time

until my incessant whispering

becomes impossible to ignore.

So, walk in their shoes.

Trace their threads

through the narrative

weave, then you decide

who will be the one

to succumb to my call.

See, I’ve got this theory.

Given the right circumstances,

any person could kill someone.

Even you.



SPOTLIGHT: RAND


Rand Bingham is a responsible guy.

He was just barely sixteen, and

Cami only fifteen, when they found

themselves in a family way.

Rand did right by the girl.

He married her,

because that’s what a reliable

kind of guy should do,

and because, yeah, he loved her.

That strong moral sense

didn’t come from Rand’s mom,

a bitter alcoholic who found out

about the impending nuptials

when her invitation arrived in the mail.

It was sent at Cami’s insistence.

Rand’s old-school dad sat him down,

helped him map out a plan.

“Lead guitar is not a viable future

for a young family. Beyond music,

what can you see yourself doing?”

Rand had given it some thought.

“I’m considering law enforcement.”

It’s been in the back of his mind

for quite some time.

He wants to be a cop.

He wants to take out bad guys.

He wants to settle a very old score.

But Arizona’s got standards,

and you have to be twenty-one

to graduate the police academy.

So until he’s old enough,

he’s getting a leg up on

his education, taking classes

part-time at Pima Community College,

studying criminal justice.

Plus, he’s working construction,

putting in as many hours

as are reasonable for

a student, husband, and father.

So, yeah, he’s absolutely responsible.

But he’s only nineteen.

And once in a while he just wants

to feel like a teenager again.



Fade In:


SLIP INTO RAND’S SKIN

It’s Friday evening, capping off a very long week. Scratch that. An excruciatingly long week. Sometimes you feel forty, but you’re not even half that. Sometimes you think that, at nineteen, you’ve put in more working hours than someone twice your age, for very little return. With luck, things will get better once you’re cruising in your patrol car, hunting bad guys.

I summon your attention. Hear my voice.

Patience, my friend.

Your effort will be rewarded

when you take down

the bastard who shredded

your childhood

with a single perverted act.

“Hey, baby. I’m home,” you call as your feet cross the threshold.

“Take off your shoes!” Cami yells from the back bedroom.

Routine. You unlace your boots, step out, and leave them by the front door, where the heavy-duty mat can catch the sand and sawdust clinging to your soles and pant legs. Even that small gesture makes you feel ten pounds lighter.

Cami wanders out from Waylon’s room, carrying the toddler, who sports red eyes and snot-encrusted nostrils. When the boy sees you, his hands telescope out, palms up, little fingers wagging in invitation. “Daddy!”

Even if you thought you had a choice, you wouldn’t say no, but you idolize your son, so it’s a slam dunk. Your shoulders are weary, and your arms ache from swinging a hammer half the day. But you open them anyway, fold Waylon into them, ignoring the crustiness. This kid is the best thing in your life.

Your boy pouts a kiss against your lips, puffing a vague scent of onions. “You been feeding the kid McD’s again?”

Cami shrugs and weathers your glare. “We had playgroup there today. It was just a cheeseburger.”

“That crap is garbage. Ground-up rat meat and fake cheese. Don’t suppose he ate fries, too?”

“Fries!” agrees Waylon. “Yum.”

The tension falls away, dissolved in your son’s enthusiasm, and you sigh. “You’re gonna turn the boy into a regular porker. Besides, he’s sick. I bet your friends didn’t appreciate you jump-starting an epidemic.”

Cami rolls her eyes. “All the kids had the bug. We were boosting their immune systems. Anyway, why are you so pissed? Hard day?”

Go ahead. Tell her

every single day

is a fucking hard day,

and she doesn’t make them

any easier.

Nah. You kind of want to get laid tonight. At least, if you can find the energy. You put Waylon down on the floor in front of his Little People farm, and the boy picks up the Guernsey, gleefully repeating, “Moo says the cow.”

With his attention focused on the barnyard, you sidle over to Cami, coax her tight little body against your bulk. Your chin brushes her champagne-colored hair, and the scent that rises is cinnamon apple.

“Sorry, babe,” you whisper into its silk. “I love you.”

She turns her face up to look into your eyes, grins. “You just want to get laid.” But she rises up onto her tiptoes, licks her delicate lips before kissing you.

The gesture moves quickly from “sweet” to “boner-worthy,” and as your tongues collide, you lift her off the floor. Another time, you’d carry her into your bedroom. But Waylon interrupts. “Rooster says cocka-doodle-doo-doo!”

Cami’s glittering laugh joins your unscripted guffaw. It was almost as if he purposely crafted the innuendo, though of course that’s impossible. He’s one smart kid, but he hasn’t reached stand-up comic status yet.

Finally, your sexy woman wiggles out of your embrace. “Go get cleaned up and I’ll feed Waylon.”

“You’re not going to feed me?” you sniff.

Cami shoots you a seriously? look. “You forgot, didn’t you? We’re supposed to go to the Rock tonight. It’s Grace’s birthday, remember?”

Grace is your stepsister, and as no-DNA-in-common family goes, you’re close. She’s the younger sibling you always yearned for as a kid, and you’re more than a little protective of her. But all you want to do right now is eat in front of the TV, then play a few games of Sniper Elite on the Xbox.

“You don’t think we could back out of it, do you?”

Cami’s eyes narrow into dark topaz slits. “Only if you want to hurt her feelings and make me mad. I’ve been stuck playing ‘mama’ all week. I want to shake my butt to some decent music.”

She puts her arms in the air, rotates her hips in spectacular fashion, reminding you of why you fell so hard for her. The first time you saw Cami, you decided she was the perfect girl, one you wanted to hang on to forever. Caught up in the daily tedium, it’s easy to forget those feelings.

It’s really not fair, is it?

You should be chilling

with your friends.

Kicking back, enjoying life.

Instead you’re stuck here,

forced into staid adulthood,

and it’s all her fault.

Waylon whoops, “Mama dancin’, Daddy.” The boy jumps to his feet and joins in, singing along to an imaginary Beyoncé track, melting your heart like gum on August asphalt.

But that begs the question, “Who’s gonna watch the kid tonight?” Grace usually babysits on the admittedly few evenings you manage to invest a few bucks in recreation.

Cami quits her gyrations. “My sister.”

Your muscles clench into hard knobs. “Seriously? That’s not such a great idea, is it? I mean . . .”

Cami knows what you mean. “It’s only for a few hours, and Noelle’s solid. Her new meds kicked in great and she’s been seizure-free for weeks. She’s even applying to colleges.”

“It’s just . . . that one time . . .”

Was scary as hell. Noelle and you were sitting around, playing a car-racing game. All was well, or so it seemed, until her Camaro shifted into overdrive.

One minute Noelle was happily cheering on her stock car, the next she was jerking around on the floor, looking one hundred percent like a live toad tossed into a hot frying pan.

Her eyes kept blinking, blinking, as if she was trying to understand exactly what she was seeing, and she mumbled incomprehensible gibberish as spit-foam frothed from the corners of her mouth.

You had no idea what to do, other than let the damn seizure run its course. It only took a few minutes, and as her muscles quit twitching, she kept asking, “What’s that smell? What’s that awful smell?” Even then, just after the main event, she wasn’t what you’d call “there.”

She kept reaching out, trying to pet the “kitty-kitty,” only there was no cat, and when you tried to explain that, she insisted, “The gray tabby, right there, sucking its tail.” That was scarier than the twitching.

Later, Cami explained that they’d had a gray cat when they were kids. A big fixed male, who satisfied his angst by giving oral to his tail. You haven’t look the same way at cats since then. Little Waylon better not ever ask for a kitten. A puppy, maybe. One day. Every boy needs a good dog.

Tonight, you have no real choice when it comes to a babysitter, and at least Noelle works for cheap. “Fine. But I can’t dance on an empty stomach. Just so you know, I’m starving.” It’s true, and happens too often, going straight from an early morning class to work, no time to make lunch before you leave home, nor stop for a bite in between.

Cami paints on her prettiest smile, meaning sarcasm to come. “We could always stop by McDonald’s on the way. Only no fries for you.”

“No fries for Daddy!” agrees Waylon. “Only fries for me!” And he launches into an off-key version of some Miranda Lambert ballad, crooning into an imaginary microphone. God, your boy is amazing, better than might be expected from parents so young.

Cami’s taste in music is eclectic, and that’s a good thing, but if your son is to listen to metal, you’ll have to play it. Maybe one day the kid will have his own band, so you might as well teach him the good stuff. You aren’t exactly an expert, but you’ve played guitar since you were little.

It started with Guitar Hero, and when you begged to learn how to play the real deal, your dad signed you up for lessons. Your mom only laughed into her Tanqueray. “Don’t be stupid. You’re about as musically inclined as a chimpanzee.” She was, and remains, a bitch.

I’ll show her! That’s what you thought, and repeated it over and over in your head, like a mantra. Though you were not a natural talent, through hours and hours of practice, determination made you better than competent. “You could play lead in a band,” your teacher vowed. “Just steer clear of drugs. Drugs always take the best ones down.”

No drugs. No alcohol. Not even tobacco. Most of your friends moved into that space and called you a loser, but you had goals and stayed focused on your music, and believed what your teacher told you. Until the talent show.

Playing in your room was one thing; in front of a crowd, even a small one, was something else. Unfortunately, your mom was in the audience when you walked out on that stage, picked up your guitar, took a long look at all those expectant eyes . . . and froze. When people started to laugh, her familiar chime rose above the rest and her words echoed in your head . . . musically inclined as a chimpanzee.

You will never forget it.

And never forgive your mother.

Your thirst to play lead withered completely. That guitar languished in its stand, collecting dust, until you finally sold it to help pay for Cami’s maternity clothes.

Every once in a while, though, you wonder whether, if the law enforcement thing doesn’t work out, music might be an option. You’re older now, and less inclined to care what other people, including your mother, think. Cami would probably divorce you, but music might provide options there as well.

A few weeks back, while Christmas shopping, you almost bought Waylon a guitar. One of those cheap kids’ models with plastic strings in place of nylon. The flirty saleslady asked how old the child was and when you said two, she pointed out even that size guitar was probably way too big for a toddler’s hands. Then she smiled in a totally come-on way and asked, “So, does Daddy play?”

You were so busy being flattered that the double entendre almost slipped past. You caught it just about the time you opened your mouth and managed to sputter, “A little.”

“Thought so,” she said. “You look like the type.” She touched the back of your hand with her own cool palm. “Maybe you should splurge on yourself. I think you deserve it.” She was cute, tempting, and you realized how easy it would be to get away with a fling.

But then you glanced at that damn little guitar, and the thought skittered across your mind like a spider that one temptation could lead to another and everything you’ve achieved in the past couple of years could all go down the drain. You might even lose your kid.

And as you turned away, went back to the shelves to pick out Little People and Hot Wheels sets, you wondered just when you’d turned into an actual adult.

A couple of days later, when Gram’s regular Christmas check arrived, you used it and some socked-away savings to buy Cami the new phone she’d been craving. Then you bought yourself a pawnshop guitar, because Santa would never bring something like that, nor like the other gift for yourself you’d been hoarding cash for. The instrument of vengeance.

And oh how famished

you are for revenge.

“Hey.” Cami yanks you out of your reverie. “You stink. Go take a shower. Noelle will be here any time. And don’t worry. There’s leftover sloppy joes, so you won’t starve.”

She’s not a gourmet cook, nor a very good housekeeper. Those things weren’t part of the deal, but you do hold out hope for improvement.

“Okay, fine.” You take two steps, turn back toward your wife. “Hey. What would you think about me joining up with a band?”

Cami’s face wrinkles in consternation, and you get a glimpse of what she’ll look like in a dozen or so years. Hopefully she won’t put on weight, too. “A band? When would you even have time?”

“I don’t mean tonight. I mean maybe in the future. It’s always been a dream of mi—”

“You’re not serious, right?”

Before you can say damn right I am, her cell phone rings. And when she answers it, turning her back on you and drawing away to talk, irritation erupts like a rash. Prickles.

Don’t let her get away with that.

“Who is it?”

“Hang on,” Cami says into her phone before rotating toward you again. “Shannon,” she tells you. “You don’t know her.” Now she points down the hall, an overt dismissal.

Still itchy, off you trudge to the bathroom. You have no idea who Shannon is, and you remind yourself to ask. It sure seems like Cami’s getting a lot of random phone calls lately.

You let your dirty clothes fall to the floor, no plans to put them in the hamper. Cami can do it whenever. That’s her job. Once the water is steaming hot, you step under the cascade and close your eyes.

The heat accomplishes small miracles, unknotting taut shoulders and boosting your mood. You even attempt a mediocre rendition of Disturbed’s The Sound of Silence cover, cringing at the way the high notes bounce off the mildewed tile. Waylon might one day become the next David Draiman, but for sure his father never will. Fate can be cruel.

Then again, assuming all goes as planned, you’ll enjoy police work. Something that requires using one’s brain, not just his brawn. It’s a career most people respect. You’ve even heard there are cop groupies, not that you’re exactly in the market at the moment, but you never know what tomorrow might bring.

Fate is not only cruel, it’s unpredictable.

But it’s within your power

to manipulate fate.

Fade Out



FATE IS UNRELIABLE


Better to take a tight grip

on your future, manipulate

it to the best of your ability,

not that it’s possible

to completely eliminate

some arbitrary interference.

You might think my existence

is all about grasping control,

but humans are a capricious

lot, given to acting on whims.

That’s just fine by me.

I thrive on randomness.

Thrill to curiosity.

Celebrate rage.

Relish jealousy.

Above all, I worship

the most awful, awe-inspiring

human shortcoming there is.

Revenge.



REVENGE IS SENSUOUS


It feels like a hug of ozone,

a thick, electric crackle

teasing the lift of every tiny hair

decorating your skin.

Sizzling.

Sounds like fun-house laughter.

The sinister chuckling

of the deviant clown

behind a hall of mirrors.

Pulse-quickening.

Tastes like icicles.

A rigid flavorless drip

of nothing, painful against

the sheath of your tongue.

Numbing.

Smells like waste.

Piss and vomit and spilled

blood, draining into summer

sand. Oozing. Staining.

Suffocating.

Looks like a bull’s-eye.

Crosshairs trained

against a target,

a threat brought to bear.

Chilling.


SPOTLIGHT: SILAS


Silas Wells is an admirable guy,

that is if you admire serpents.

Cool.

Calculating.

Treacherous.

He looks—and acts—older

than his eighteen years, infused

with a meanness that goes

way beyond “tough.” So why

are people drawn to him?

He likes being a leader.

Captain of the football team

suits him well, and he earned

the distinction. Truthfully,

if it wasn’t for football,

he would’ve quit school already.

Well, that, and the fact

that his dad would literally kick

his ass if he didn’t graduate.

“You can’t get anywhere

without a diploma, boy, and

I’m not footing your bills forever.”

Silas has no clue how

his father managed to graduate—

not like he talks about stuff

like that—but he did, and college,

too. Border Patrol has strict

qualification requirements,

and Agent Quentin Wells has worked

out of Nogales for, like, forever.

Silas will not follow in those

footsteps. He does not possess

the patience to build the necessary

skills. But that doesn’t mean

he and his buddies can’t manage

a little freelance border patrolling

every once in a while.

Ironically, his dad would not be

supportive. His job might necessitate

rounding up illegals,

but he doesn’t resort to violence.

Not that I haven’t worked

very hard to convince him.

Silas’s mom would be livid

if she knew about his “hunting

parties,” or about any of the stuff

he does as a devoted member of

the Traditionalist Youth Network.

But his mom is a social worker,

and so, a bleeding-heart

liberal. White nationalism?

Definitely not her cup of hate.

But it is yours.


Fade In:

SLIP INTO SILAS’S SKIN

Shitkickers. You dig ’em, especially once they get real good and broken-in, like this goddamn fine pair of Doc Martens Dad gave you last year for your birthday. You’ve kicked some definite shit with those steel toes, too.

You like how it feels

when your foot connects

with flesh, when it yields

and splits and bleeds.

You love the sound

of bone and cartilage crunching.

Cracking.

Splintering.

Football can provide a similar rush but games have rules, not that you don’t detour around them. So, okay, you’ve had a fair number of penalties called against you each season, enough for Coach to make you run a few extra laps in practice. Some things are worth supreme effort.

The sport was an anomaly, really. Though you’ve enjoyed certain perks, like cheerleader worship, you’re more the online gaming type. It was probably good that your dad immersed you in Pop Warner, which pushed you to participate in high school football, or you’d probably be a big slug. Exercise is good for a boy, and you don’t mind it at all. It’s just that winning is easier when you don’t have to rely on a team to help you do it.

Anyway, football is over for the year, and not only that, but also for the rest of your life. You’re a senior, and once you’ve got your diploma, you’ll never set foot on a campus again, unless it’s to crash a party or maybe deliver a pizza. You’ll have to do something to earn a living. Working in a convenience store isn’t exactly lucrative.

All dressed down in faded jeans and a Cardinals jersey, almost ready to head off for some Friday night good times, you check your phone, find a couple of messages. The first is from your dad: YOU STILL COMING TOMORROW? PIZZA OR TACOS?

You take a moment to text him back: I’LL BE THERE. IF ZIA’S COOKING, TACOS.

Your dad is shacking up with a Mexican. Her food is good, great in fact, but the idea of doing a brown-skinned bitch sickens you. That might be the way things are, but it’s not how they should be. Unnatural, that’s what it is. And God forbid the two of them ever make half-breed babies. You’d never live that down. Maybe you should have the talk with your dad, remind him to always use a condom.

The day he walked out on your mom and you in favor of Zia is seared into your psyche. You were in the sixth grade, and between classwork, homework, and your first real crush, you hadn’t exactly been paying attention to his increased absences. He worked, sometimes late, he went out after to relax. That’s what dads do. But not all dads fall out of love with their wives and in love with a coworker.

It was a Saturday, and you’d ridden your bike over past Delaney’s house, hoping just to catch a glimpse of her. When that didn’t happen, you pedaled home, and as was your habit, came through the door quietly. Sometimes you’d overhear interesting parental dialogues or arguments, and that afternoon was no exception. But it wasn’t a conversation you ever expected to eavesdrop on.

“I . . . I don’t know what to say, Quen.” Your mom’s voice quivered, and that was rare. She was gravely wounded.

“I am so goddamn sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I’ll take care of you and Silas. Don’t you worry about that.”

Even at eleven, you had a very bad feeling that a vital change was blowing your way.

“I can take care of myself, thank you. But you will provide for your son.” That part was iron. What came next was rusty tin. “I just can’t believe this. Thirteen years means nothing?”

“Not nothing. Believe it or not, I still lo—”

“Shut up! Shut up! Don’t you dare say it. Get. Out.”

He did, and there was nothing you could do to make him stay. You tried. You begged him. His only response was you’d understand one day. He moved straight into Zia’s little place in Nogales, and he’s been there ever since. He tore your family in two. For a Mexican.
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