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Prologue


Snap.


A face, frozen in the throes of its final agony stared at nothing as shadow replaced the fleeing light from the camera flash.


Snap.


The light swelled again, only to again be squeezed out by the shade shrinking back into its place.


“How long have they been here?” A detective asked an investigator as he ducked under the crime scene tape.


“About three hours,” came the answer from the man holding up the tape. The two walked around a nearby dumpster to the area concealed by it. The first thing the detective noticed as he walked by the near corner of the dumpster was a narrow trail of blood creeping slowly to a storm drain from some horrible source. His eyes followed it around the dumpster. The second thing he noticed was a thing that never ceased to shock him.


It was midday in the dark alley, the two buildings keeping it from the oppressive summer sun. It was unearthly hot but the scene in the unseen alley shed its darkness over the city.


Can a camera still steal your soul if you’re already dead?


Or has it already been stolen by the thousands of pictures documenting your life before it?


“Probably gang rivals…Two weapons, two bodies.”


The detective squatted over the nearest body, tilting his head to the side and squinting at it. He almost shuddered. How many more times am I going to have to see this? He thought to himself.


Another investigator leaned in front of him with a small pair of calipers, measuring.


“Detective Stevens.”


“Yeah…”


“Nine millimeter entry…Exit is forty.”


Stevens looked up at the first investigator.


“Any ID?”


The officer paused for a moment, looking at the IDs in the evidence bag and then pointed at the near body.


“Yeah: Jacob DeMartinez Brown this one, and over here we have an Anthony Curtis Warren. Curtis is two blocks from home.”


“OK, contact their next of kin…”


The officer disappeared to somewhere, back on the other side of the dumpster, as Stevens stood up and walked to the other body. The young man looked eerily familiar, like so many he had seen before, each victim just an echo of the last. It seemed the echo was getting quieter with every new crime scene.


Snap.


Light blazed on another face staring at nothing. Detective Stevens jumped, startled as the picture was snapped off and again when someone barked some new fact at him. Stevens’ thoughts made him hold his face in an all too familiar grimace.


“Benny Warren, California…This is weird.”


The detective turned to face the officer, thoughtful, intrigued.


“Weird funny or weird fucked up? What’s wrong?”


“His closest living relative is his cousin.”


“Give the incident report to officer Masters, he’s been chomping at the bit, and he’s going to be promoted soon. Anyway, he’s been investigating a chain of gang-related murders. He thinks someone new is making a move on this city. I think he’s blowin’ smoke, but Chief seems to buy it.”


Snap.


Once again, a phosphorescent glow danced across the alley and everything disappeared behind an impenetrable blur of white light.









1: Paroikos


This is how I paid for every traffic ticket I ever got. Sitting at a 10-20 no-limit hold ’em table in the Vegas Bellagio. Everywhere is this silent roar as a thousand inaudible conversations linger with the stale cigarette smoke: always just above our heads.


My best friend Benny; to my right, both of us veterans; a lot of people would call us hustlers, sharks. But what else would anyone want to be in a world of less superior fish. Yes, you…in the safari shorts. You’re not foolin’ anyone, you tourist. So sit down with your illusions that you’re gonna leave Vegas with a tripled bankroll. I will take your kid’s tuition all night.


And you, the pompous asshole jock-cop who goes through life with the “there is a way to beat anything” attitude. Wanna dip into your pension to keep playing? News flash buddy—you can’t beat poker. Squeezing cards, grinding teeth, thinking you can “make” a pair work against a straight. Come on.


Me, I make a living this way, and I’m not taking any prisoners; I will do whatever I have to do to keep you at this table, and in every hand.


I will make it personal.


My name is Brigham Detroit…My parents named me after some Mormon guru from the cowboys and Indians days…I go by Brig to keep this fact obscure.


For the next few hours, these people will be my main focus in life. Strangers will come and go, a few new people will sit down and then leave, but these four will be eternal. Me, Benny, the tourist, and the asshole jock.


This is my bread and butter; this is what pays my bills…Benny, he plays for an altogether different reason. He makes a living building people’s dream cars. He makes money, and he makes a lot. Whether you’re the guy who wants their “powder blue” 1967 Shelby mustang GT500 restored to stock status, or you just want a turbo and intercooler installed on your 2000 Nissan Skyline, Benny’s your man.


Benny isn’t here to make money, it is just amazing to him that a “grease monkey” like him can beat out lawyers and doctors and engineers, all of which went to college for a long time. His payment is gratification. You see, his family wanted him to be the first to go to college; he was all set up on the American Negro College Fund, but he fell in love with cars instead. Consequently, he has an inferiority complex. He gets off on making you Ivy-leaguing, Phi Beta Kappa-fraternizing assholes feel stupid for going to college. Benny has amazing luck; I will never bluff Benny, and I will not even stay in many hands with him unless I have a sure thing, which is rare. His only downfall is his love for the art of bluffing, which he is horrible at. I will never understand why he is so bad at it. Maybe some form of morality; see Benny was raised Catholic, and had always been taught never to tell a lie. When he gets to bluff in poker, it is like he is suddenly allowed to lie. And he makes it painfully obvious what is going on. Taste the freedom Benny; you can bluff me all you want.


So this “George of the jungle” looking, Guns Weekly subscribing, pile of fuming testosterone-jock sits down in the middle seat. Long generic blond mane of hair billowing gently in the synthetic breeze, warrior chin poking out at you echoing and reinforcing the nonchalant wink he always gives you when he smiles, he looks like some prick from the cover of a romance novel. His body language tells me he wants everyone to think he is a hero. And I guess that makes me the anti-hero. Me, I’m all the way to the left, away from public eye. And I already can’t stand this asshole breathing the same air as me. As I said, Benny is next to me. And the asshole bruiser, first thing out of this punk’s mouth when he sits down: “Hello, losers.”


I just look at him and all I can do is smile at his absurdity, his oozing machismo. Benny says to him, “Eat my ass motherfucker.”


I hear the dealer snicker as the tourist in Khaki safari shorts sits down next to this lion of a man.


Khakis looks at me and smiles, I smile boldly back at him and say, “Howdy partner.”


He waves silently with one quick wrist flick and then quickly looks away. I can already tell he is nervous, but now I know he’s the quiet type as well. I smile to myself. There are two types of quiet people in the world; the first kind doesn’t talk much for fear of others realizing he is stupid. The second kind, well the second kind you have to watch out for. The second kind knows a little too much and has powers of deduction that border on psychic ability. This kind of person doesn’t say much because there is nothing more to be said. Simple, concise, logical. The latter can be a tough case, but their intelligence usually beats them before I do. The former…well, he’s a free lunch on me.


The dealer lays down the first hand. I am dealt 2 and 4 off-suit. I’m big blind, and it checks around to me. I check.


Captain Mighty, the jock, speaks up, “So what does everybody do for a living?”


Mr. Khakis immediately responds, “I am a freelance videographer.”


The flop is 2♠, 4♠, 3♠, and Mr. Khakis politely checks. I hear Beefcake scoff as he checks; apparently, there is little nobility in filmmaking.


Then Benny speaks up. “I’m a porn star.” Benny checks.


I follow suit and make up some bullshit about being a producer from San Francisco. Mr. Khakis looks at me strangely, probably thinking that I don’t look like a producer, but he can’t think of why I would lie to him. I say, “What…you don’t believe me?”


He smiles at me. I bet, breaking the “checking” rhythm. He calls politely. The big wiener winces as he folds his dump of a hand and Benny bumps me. I look at him forcibly; he turns away…and suddenly begins laughing frantically. I immediately call. Mr. Khakis calls. K♥ hits the board. Mr. Khakis silently checks, Beefcake speaks aloud as if anyone is still paying attention: “Police officer.”


And somehow he manages to puff out his chest even further, as if it’s the most important job in the world. I am thinking he is hoping we will let him win by default, reinforcing his belief that he can conquer anything. Anymore, I fucking hate this guy.


Benny looks over as he folds and says, “I fold…You’re a cop? I’m sorry…”


I can’t help but smile. I bet fifty. Mr. Khakis looks at me for a second, looks at the board, then looks back at me and calls. The jock looks over and says:


“Don’t be.”


A♠ hits the table. Mr. Khakis bets lightly, and I hammer-raise him, going way over the top. I wait and stare him down as he looks at me. He stares at the table for about thirty seconds and then folds his hand. He asks me if I had it. I show him my two pair. I laugh as he turns red; he looks at me frantically and says, “I had to fold a flush, and you knew it and bet it like you had a straight flush or something. Why don’t you play the game straight up, honestly, like a decent person?”


“I am obliged to uphold certain moral standards,” I say.


“That’s not moral,” he says.


“I know.”


Beefcake turns to Benny and says, “What’s your beef with the police?”


At this point, Mr. Khakis is out for revenge…My blood is on his menu so now he will call me any chance he gets, which is lucky for me because I hit a cold streak of cards and have to assume a folding pattern, playing very passively. I look up at beef while I light up a smoke and say, “Who said he had a problem?”


“I hate cops, they make my work harder,” says Benny.


The cop stares at Benny and says, “What’s your work?”


“Now, that’s entrapment if I ever saw it,” I say, laughing.


“I make street racing cars…automotive customs…” Benny says as he wins a big pot from the two of them. And the big lug begins to perspire noticeably and as he moves his arms I see sweat stains becoming evident. He begins to administer the following standard Neanderthaloid argument, “Say you get robbed, who are the first people you call going to be?”


I am still folding, and I nod toward Benny and say, “My family, they will help me if I lost anything in a robbery.”


Big Brawn looks at Benny and then at me, “You two are family?” I nod as he wins a big pot. Benny answers, “I’d talk to my partner.”


The guy he’s talking about, he deals drugs to the drug dealers, runs a local gang who subsequently run all crime in his city. Benny restored his car for him. A 1959 pink Cadillac convertible. The man pays him in protection, this isn’t racketeering so much as protection from chop shop gangsters that may like to see Benny put out of business.


The cop continues where he left off, not missing a beat, “He gets shot, and they come after you? Then you die?”


“Everybody dies sometime,” I say, as the cop wins a pot. Mr. Khakis has been playing very tight, trying not to look like a bad player and all the while Benny has been winning from the random strangers who mistakenly sit down at our table for a “quick game.” Benny speaks up: “That wouldn’t happen; you don’t know my partner, pardner.” He looks at the cop.


The cop says, “You’re right, I don’t.”


Mr. Khakis surprisingly cuts in. “My son was arrested for smoking marijuana, and they harassed him just because he dresses odd. He even has a cannabis card; he had back surgery when he was younger.”


“I’m sure that was the only reason they were hard on him,” the pig-cop says with no hesitation, as if he’s been trained to say it.


Now I’m cutting in. “Yeah, you can justify just about everything.”


Benny wins another pot; Mr. Khakis shuts up after the cop disagreed with him. Now I know his number, how he ticks. He is a smarty, but he is very reserved and insecure, easy to push around…like when I severely bluffed him into submission earlier. It is my guess that his only reason for being here is to prove to us and himself just how clever he can be. Normally, I’d be harassing him, but for now I’ll let the badge push him around verbally. I don’t want him head-hunting me anymore than he already is. I am riding out a bad luck streak, and between an occasional call and the blinds, I am dwindling fast. I need to make a score. And soon.


A good-looking redheaded waitress stops at our table, and the cop and I order drinks.


I am in this hand; I hold J♥ and 8♥. The flop comes out 7 9 Q rainbowed. The cop looks over at me, posturing, he asks, “Hey man, when was your last negative interaction with the police?”


Benny beats me to it with, “I just don’t get why cops are always giving kids a hard time when they are just tryin’ to have some fun with their car. And how much you mothers make off of confiscated drugs in a year?”


Inside straight draw…a sucker’s bet. I speak up as I fold, “My last negative interaction?”


The cop answers Benny’s question with, “Oh, I’d say about thirty thousand.”


Benny shouts “bullshit,” and the cop continues, “It’s called my salary, and that’s how much I put my life on the line for.”


I interrupt, “Excuse me for interrupting your profound philosophical debate, but the last time I had a problem with the cops was when they shot their own undercover unit.”


“I haven’t heard of that,” he says.


“Are you kidding me?” I ask, “Tell me; how do you kill your own fucking vice cop?”


Benny wins a decent pot. And the cop impatiently asks, “Who is the undercover cop that got killed?”


I notice the sweat stains under his arms have gotten bigger. “Hold on, let me get my newspaper clippings…” I say sarcastically.


Benny says, “I don’t have too much beef with cops…some of them are pretty cool I guess, I just hate the ones that mess with me for no reason or because my car is too loud.” Benny is talking to himself.


“What state? I can tell you,” says the cop.


I am in another hand, I have to fold. Again.


“You know, you’re starting to piss me off, where did you hear this? I bet you come from the wrong side of the country,” he says.


And Benny, still to himself, “Cause I work hard at what I do…it’s not easy and it’s not illegal, so it pisses me off when a cop tries to impound my car because I have subs and a 3-10 exhaust. It’s bullshit!”


“You are from California aren’t you?” the cop asks me, pointing at Benny and me.


Benny continues, “Cali cops are dickheads, they tried to give me some bullshit about a decibel level you have to keep your car under, but I don’t buy it…I had to pick it up from the impound; cops are gay.”


Khakis finally wins a small amount with a full house, we all ignore his victory. Downcast, and unsure, he collects his winnings.


“Oakland California, January 2001…a bunch of rookie cops opened fire on their own vice unit.”


“I am on the east coast so don’t tell me ‘I killed my own vice cop,’” says piggy.


“Shot him eleven times…what does that mean to you?” I continue.


“It means those cops are fucked up,” he replies. I try to keep from flying off the handle at this guy, as he cannot make a valid return argument. He wins a pot, and I am still dwindling; now I am blaming him. Now it is personal for me too. I ask him, “So I guess east coast cops are like super-cops or something?”


He pulls in his winnings and looks at me hard. “What the hell is your problem?”


I don’t want to piss him off too much, otherwise he may leave, and I want this asshole’s bankroll, all of it. So I say, “I don’t have a problem…”


“I have never even been to California, let alone fired my gun on duty. And you are going to talk to me like I killed this officer?”


Benny wins a big pot, and suddenly speaks up, “How long have you been a cop?” he asks.


The man replies, “Six years.”


Benny says, “And you’ve never fired your gun? Not even a ‘desk-pop?’”


“That’s comforting,” I say, laughing.


Benny continues, “Naw, but some cops are cool…”


I win a small pot, betting on a pocket pair, everyone folds. Fuck, I am down to half of my bankroll.


The cop looks at Benny and says, “Well I’m glad someone appreciates us…I just have a problem with this guy…” He points to me and I smile, he continues, “Making these blind statements…”


I can tell he is just getting madder, I can see a new sweat stain begin in the middle of his muscle bound chest, staining his undersized polo. I look at him and say, “Don’t you read the news? Have you been living in a fucking cave? I am not the one being blind here…Maybe on the east coast, it is better, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”


“I’m not from Oakland. How are you going to sit there and bash all cops in one blanket statement? Oakland, along with all western cities, is one of the most difficult to police.”


“I didn’t bash all police officers, I just was commenting that that incident really pissed me off,” I say. “You asked, I answered.”


We are all dealt a new hand, I am the big blind, my pockets: 7 and 2 off-suit, the worst possible hold ’em pocket cards. I have to fold. I see the cops sweat stains from his armpits have nearly united with the one on his chest. He says, “And you have the nerve to talk to me like I pulled the trigger.”


“When the man to your right made a good point, you shot it down with one blanket statement defending all cops; I merely offered a counterpoint to your blatantly simplistic argument,” I say.


He stops talking for a second to look at his cards; he realizes he hasn’t been paying much attention to the game I am also a bit confused as to where his money went. Benny smiles and giggles a bit as the cop notices Benny’s chip count has about doubled. I continue, “You asked what bothered me about police; I simply answered your question, that’s all.”


He looks at me, stands up and says, “I’ll be right back, bathroom…”


He up and leaves, I go back into a folding pattern. Now, I know he is really going to the ATM, but I don’t say anything, I just light up a cigarette, and wait. I look over at Benny, and I can tell he’s caught the bluff-bug again. I watch him and Khakis go back and forth, and I watch Benny’s chip count diminish by about a quarter before Beefcake comes back with more chips. He looks at us and says, “Thought I’d play some craps after this…”


Benny and I catch a glance from Khakis, he cackles to himself. And we both smile as the cop turns red. He huffs, then turns to me and profoundly says, “Look buddy, what if my blanket statement was asking you who you would call if you needed help…”


To which I reply sarcastically, “That’s all you came up with since you left the table, that’s the best you’ve got? Never mind, look man, it’s nothing against you as a cop…I’m sure you’re a great cop.”


I check my hand, and now we really start to butt heads, but this is my habitat; you can’t send a lion to kill a shark in his home. Benny decides now is a good time to bet, he bets 50, and I have no choice but to fold. It’s bad manners to take money directly from a friend. Khakis folds. The flop comes out, K♥, 9♥, 6♠. Benny pushes all his chips in. Chief looks over at Benny, then casually calls, dripping with sweat; he stares into the pot where all Benny’s chips and most of his are collected. Followed by the turn, 5♥.


I see the pig relax his large frame, lean back in his chair and casually tap his fingers, pretending not to look at the action. We call this “looking out the window,”—deliberately pretending that the outcome of the hand doesn’t bother you. It can only mean one thing, the cop made his hand.


Oh shit, Benny’s boned: the bastards got the straight or flush, and I wouldn’t put Benny at more than trips. Then the river rears its compromising head, K♣. He better have pocket kings, giving him four of a kind. No man has the right to ask that of lady luck, she is a lady after all, and she was being very generous tossing him that last king. So it comes down to his pocket cards, and of course, only one of his pocket cards is a king; the other a small number, and I shake my head and grin as Benny’s three of a kind is annihilated by john laws straight. Benny leaves the table to go wait for me in the lobby.


As he passes, the cop says, “Nice game, rookie. Good luck with your business. Oh and by the way, I could give a shit what you do to your car.”


“Fuck you Rin Tin Tin,” was Benny’s reply. “Woof, WOOF!”


Next hand, I am dealt Q♥ and 8♥, I decide to take a stand, maybe double up. I go all in with not much, knowing I have a safety bankroll in my boot, the cop and Khakis both call. Flop comes out, 4♠, 8♦, and Q♠. It doesn’t look good for the straight or the flush, and I have hit two pair, I don’t breathe a sigh of relief, that’s a classic tell. I hold on to some tension as I know it’s not quite a guaranteed winner yet…The cop decides to go all in too, now I’m a little worried, he could be boated, but it’s not likely. Khakis folds. K♦ and 3♥ come on turn and river.


No flush no straight, the cop shows a pair of nines, I have eights and queens, and I double up with the win. I smile and look at him and say, “Suddenly learned how to bluff? Well now you know how not to as well…”


He just glares at me with open hostility. I take the main pot, and he takes the side pot, the surplus. I fold the next hand; he wins some more chips from some random person and Khakis with a queen high flush. He doesn’t win much though. Next hand, he bets heavily, he is on the big blind, but no one has anything good enough to call with, he wins another small pot.


Next hand, I get pocket queens, I check it around, Robocop bets, and I simply call him. Flop comes out 6♠, 2♦, and 9♦. I have three to a flush and good insurance with the queens paired, and I check it again. Khakis checks and the cop bets lightly. I call. Khakis folds. The turn is 2♣, and I check it again, John-law bets again, and I call. The river is 2♥, giving me a twos-up full house. This will either come down to four of a kind or whose got the best over-pair; queens look pretty good. The law bets fifty, again, I simply call him.


He shows twos full of sixes, and begins to collect the pot; I show my twos full of queens, and say, “Easy cowboy, you lost this one.”


He scowls at me, and I see him clenching his fists. His knuckles are white with damaged pride. I look around and notice a small crowd has gathered. I am unsure how long they’ve been here; my guess is they heard some of the rather loud conversation we’d been having, and gathered to witness the intense competition.


The pretty waitress comes by with a drink tray as the next hand is dealt, the cop accepts a cosmopolitan sliding the waitress two dollar-chips with a wink and a click. He looks over at me and I just laugh at him, He looks away instinctively remembering he is married, probably. The waitress gets to me and I accept my four-olive martini, sliding her a fifty-chip. She leans in to me and whispers a name, which I didn’t quite make out, as she drops her spare room key in my lap with a pretty wink and wanders off. I noticed her nametag said Sue. Few people truly know how to wink effectively. How to wink with your whole face rather than just an eye. It’s just the slightest sexy tilt coupled with a half smile and eyebrow trying to come together, squeezing wrinkles and intentions into the surface of the face. The wink should actually make a tiny “ding” in the head of the person receiving the wink. I smile, because this girl has an impeccably effective wink.


The cop, witnessing the whole thing blushes deep red, and I laugh at him some more.


Next hand, I am given a 7 and 8♦ that I hesitate to call with, as Khakis bets heavily; he is not really a bluffer, so he must have something. The cop calls. And despite my urges not to, I reluctantly call anyway. The flop is Q♠, 9 and 5♦. I have an inside draw to a straight flush, also a straight and flush draw. There are twelve cards that will improve my hand fairly significantly, that’s about a quarter of the deck, and six that will make it only marginally better as I may also pick up two pair, or a kicker. I have a feeling that that won’t be enough to win this time, but I really like my odds. Fuck it…I’m feeling lucky, and I don’t get to see many straight flushes…I decide to go all in, and not surprisingly, they both call. I was chip leader at this point, so all the money at the table is now in the pot, I feel my stomach tighten, and slowly begin to knot up but I remain calm and stay in my seat, forcing the panic down. At this point, there is no point in bluffing anyone, so I light up a cigarette. I glance at Paunch; his shirt is all wet with a diamond-shaped island of dryness under his soaking chest. The dealer instructs us to turn over our cards. Khakis shows high card. I can barely believe it, Khakis tried to bluff; he will live to regret that decision I think. I see Khakis smile as the asshole cop shows his two pair, queens and nines not suited.


The cop laughs when he sees my cards, saying, “Nice bet, good luck with that one.”


The two fish in the middle watch intently as the dealer reveals the turn, Q♠. That gives the dickhead cop a boat, queens full, he laughs gregariously. Now I have to make my straight flush; I almost whimper with anticipation. The river hits the table, it is 6♦; I have filled my straight flush against impossible odds, all tension releases from my body and I shudder, near collapse. I lean back and enjoy my victory cigarette, and Benny wanders back over…I’ve got a huge grin on my face as he sits down next to me. He glances at the table, and then looks at me and smiles. I throw in my monster straight flush and look directly to the cop, waving my fingers at him.


“Goodbye loser, good luck with your business.”


The small crowd begins to applaud. Always the showman, I stand and offer him my hand…His face turns crimson as he notices all the spectators. He stares at my cards, a yell starts in his throat, but he stifles it, he throws his cards at me then stands up and shouts, “Stay the hell out of New York City you arrogant asshole!”


He storms off cursing to himself and Khakis smiles and shakes my hand saying, “Thank you. I was hoping you could shut him up.”


“You’re very welcome,” I say, and he quietly walks off. Benny is laughing hysterically. The crowd disperses, jovial, alive with conversation.


In the end, the cop’s own willingness to argue, and show dominance in every situation is what beat him. The fact that I beat him in our argument kept him trying to prove himself on the poker table, consequently he played more hands, and that meant he played worse hands, giving me a huge edge. That’s fine with me, a win’s a win.


I look at Benny, he is staring down at my chips, he says, “Man, I scored some chicks for us tonight in the lobby. How much you win dog? Lemme get some of my money back man.”


I gather up my chips and say, “You didn’t lose it to me; go get it back from them.”


“You know, you’s a cold son of a bitch,” he says.


“I know, it’s a gift…” We get up and walk to the cashier, and I ask Benny, “So how ’bout those women my friend? Because I have a date in room seven-oh-nine…”


“How bout we hit the craps tables first my man, I have some winning to do.”


Benny, being of the African-American demographic, fits the stereotype of having a natural penchant toward all dice games, and let’s just say it is a good thing he is so goddamned lucky. I won’t go near a craps table with the intent to put money on the line, in fact, usually the only dice I’ll even play with are the ones that keep my penis company on those cold, lonely nights. Truth be told, I should have lost that game; the odds were against me after the prick had filled his full house, and in all honesty, I expected to lose. Like I said, “a win is a win,” but I can’t let this victory go to my head. I got lucky, I was racing, and I got lucky. Plain and simple. I could almost look at my winnings as prize money…almost. Maybe I will join Benny at the craps table after all. If I let him put some of my chips in play, and he wins, we can split the winnings…and he won’t be so upset about losing in poker.


Damn, but he is lucky. I am wondering if he is lucky enough to get our rooms comped for the rest of the week…Fuck it; I’ve played worse odds.
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