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for

Bryan Geer

my first amigo on this wild escape

for

Rock Romano

my father, who still helps me get there

and, in order of appearance

John Schoenfelder

David Hale Smith

Ed Schlesinger

without whom . . .


Everyone wants to believe they can be saved. Everyone wants a ticket to the promised land. Everyone wants to know that they are the heroes of their own lives, that it all means something in the end, that they are righteous in the face of so many mistakes and sins.

Everyone wants to be resurrected.

A lot of us die very disappointed.

Toni.

I will resurrect you.
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00000-1

FIVE PERCENT

My fist connects with the soft spot in Coolie’s right cheek, just above his lower jaw, and I hear teeth shatter under my knuckles. I hit him just the way you’re supposed to, arm straight out, wrist stiff like steel, all forward thrust anchored from the shoulder and popped like a coiled spring at my elbow. You turn your whole arm into a concrete piston when you do that. This guy, he’s big and all—but big doesn’t mean anything when you go straight for the face. A monster can’t grow muscles on his teeth. Giant guys who are used to victory by intimidation never expect it to come right at them like this, not ever. Coolie stumbles back all dazed, the knockout reflex working overtime. I hit him next in the throat, a jujitsu-style straight jab with my fingers. His windpipe closes with a sick crack and he loses all his air. When he drops the shank and reaches up to grab his throat, I kick him dead center, just below the belt. That cancels the fight. But just to be sure, and to make it nice and showy for the boys, I swing around again with the heel of my foot and something that looks like a big red tomato bomb explodes in the center of his face. He goes down on the dirty asphalt, dreaming about whatever.

The crowd goes crazy, like it’s a football game.

The smell of blood crawls up my nose, sharp and wet and stinging, like salt water dripping from a rusty razor. I never get used to that. I always avoid it.

But some things are inevitable.

Like the sweaty smiles of two hundred drooling, backstabbing criminal jerks, cheering your name because you know how to kick the ass of a guy twice your size. It’s surreal. Like something out of a movie. My name, over and over. And the hand claps, in time with the chant:

“Coffin! Coffin! Coffin!”

They clap like this when you go in, when you first walk down the cell block. Some of them spit on you. But they only yell your name out loud when you’ve earned respect. That’s when nobody messes with you. They’ve seen me jack up six guys in broad daylight, right on the yard, just like this. The tougher guys, the big mean black dudes, they don’t chant or clap. But they give you the high nod without a smile. That means you’re protected. That means this idiot at my feet will be servicing the gangbangers for six months in the showers. I’ll get a carton of cigarettes when I’m out of solitary. T-Jay is my sponsor here, a gnarled ebony giant with a cold fifty-yard stare and a mouth filled with jagged glass. I broke the arm of a dirty white boy who called himself Mentor, just after I got here. He was bigger than Coolie, all full of muscle, but it never matters. Boom. They’re down. Then they’re someone else’s bitch.

The hacks are already sounding the lockup bell, surrounding me on all sides, telling me we can go hard or easy. When a full-view fight like this breaks out on the yard, everybody goes back in the can for two hours. The guys are going quietly this time. A month ago, I had to take on three at once and there was almost a riot. Nobody’s in the mood for billy clubs and mace this morning. I give it up with my hands against the concrete, near the basketball stop. They grab my arms and hustle me off. Nothing too rough. They all know I have the cash to pay my way. I’ll get a week in the hole, but it’ll be easy. It’ll give me time to think. One of the hacks kicks Coolie in the guts to see if he’s still alive. I made sure he would be. I could have killed him, but I didn’t. This won’t even go down in the books as self-defense. A few extra bills will make sure nobody saw a thing. I can get word to the Fixer from solitary that I need the money. Second parole hearing in just three weeks. The record has to be clean. I’ll be denied early release, right on schedule. But six rejections later, by the letter of this place, I’ll be out. That’s what the Fixer tells me. So long as the record is clean.

And then . . .

When I’m back on the street, I’ll find Hartman and make him pay. I’ll look right into his eyes and I’ll tell him he should have killed me when he could have. He’ll look me in the eyes and beg me not to kill him. I’ve never killed a man before in my life.

I’ll kill him for you.

Toni.

•  •  •

This place is all concrete and corroded metal, almost a hundred years old, renovated once in the seventies. The kind of dungeon that still stands because someone got paid off. My cell is damp and stale. They always stick me in this one when I have to do solitary, because it’s close to the main block causeway, and I’m favored by the management. The walls reek of piss and semen and bad mojo. People get sick a lot because the plumbing is for shit and the water is brown. I never drink it. You can buy the bottled stuff for a buck in the commissary. Six bucks gets it delivered to the hole. Been living off Ozarka and Diet Coke for way too long.

Two years down.

I shouldn’t even be here.

Not down in the hole with monsters like Coolie and T-Jay.

The good news is that it’s a system set up like grade school compared to what I know how to navigate in the real world. They gave me thirty years. I’ll only be in for five. I’ve worked it like a pro, which is exactly what I am. They transfer you to the east side of the top tier with no cellmate when you have a clean record for a while, when you do good in trade classes and group therapy and play nice with others. I’ve been on the top tier since day one, even though my case file has Organized Crime stamped on it in large red letters. That only cost me six hundred bucks to set up. Little trips like this to the shock corridor are just vacations. Time to get things straight, to plan your next move. You always have to plot everything. It all works if you let it. Once the design is laid out carefully, all the leads running end to end, it’s a puzzle that fits together, and the solutions are pure logic. Like a computer program. Like a time lock.

Like everything I know how to do.

•  •  •

They send a guy to get me, three days into my vacation. Strange. They never do anything ahead of schedule here.

The hack’s name is Merrick. He’s a skinny little weasel with a big red nose. I’ve known him for six months. He splits my money with four other guys his size. Merrick’s voice crackles trhough the tiny speaker, telling me to step away from the door and put my hands against the opposite wall. The noise is for show because of the TV camera in here.

His key tumbles the lock. I know exactly what the gears and metal rods look like as they move from place to place inside that big steel door.

I could open it using a wire coat hanger and some spit.

That’s why they have two hacks with SPAS-12 riot shotguns on the outer corridor. Not to mention that nasty PC-based access grid wired to the main causeway entrance with laser sensors spiderwebbed across the entire cell block. The grid relays to an orbiting satellite. It’s not the most sophisticated security system I’ve ever sussed out, but it’s enough to keep me in here. Even if I got through the shock corridor to the main causeway, the 50-cal machine guns on the wall would turn me into deep-fried grits faster than you could call me a dumbass. The guards all have iPhones now, like little pocket video games with custom applications that tell you exactly where to look when a con runs for the wire. It’s mostly muscle technology here. Big guns that keep people in line. Targeting systems. Maximum security. Like rigging a rusty old beaver trap with computerized heat sensors. I figured the escape odds once, and five years on the inside working the rehabilitation system was a far better bet. Fifty-seven men have been cut down trying to run from this place, and six of them were wireheads like me. One of them even had a plan all worked out.

Merrick enters the cell, cuffs my hands behind my head and tells me I have a visitor. I don’t say a word to him. I never say much to anybody in this place, not even in the classes, and especially not in group therapy. When you’re silent and dangerous, they always assume the worst. Merrick and the other hacks just know I’m smart.

I go quietly, even though I don’t want to, even though I don’t like surprises. Sometimes the hacks will deliver you right to the bull queers. That doesn’t happen when you pay the right guys. It doesn’t happen today.

Merrick marches me through the shock corridor and off the main causeway. A steel door with a lock older than I am clatters open and sunlight hits me in both eyes like a searing sucker punch. It’s seven thirty in the morning. The cons are all doing chow shifts in the mess hall. We’re moving across the yard now, towards the main administration building. Only trustees get to walk around in there, and I’m no trustee, not yet. I still don’t say a word.

A few more doors, a few more locks.

A long gray corridor that leads to a small white room.

In the center of the room is a woman smoking a cigarette at a brown table behind a wall of six-inch bulletproof glass.

•  •  •

She looks about mid-forties, green eyes, a shock of blonde hair shot through with elegant gray, brand-new suit jacket pressed like sharp black armor over a white shirt with a rigid collar, buttoned almost to her neck. An air of mystery looming in a halo around her face. Something familiar, something alien. Some papers spread on the table. An open briefcase at her elbow. Hard glints of metal in the briefcase, maybe a handgun.

On my side of the glass, there is a thick steel chair bolted to the floor that Merrick tells me to have a seat in. He cuffs my feet to the chair, through a loop that runs to a chain attached to the steel on my wrists. I could get free of the bracelets easy in two minutes. The leg irons would be a bigger challenge. By then, I’d probably be dead. So I settle in. Merrick leaves us alone together in the room.

The woman behind the glass doesn’t smile at me.

“I thought you’d look younger,” she says.

Her voice is focused like a laser beam, all precision syllables and cold logic through the cheap tin speakers that separate us.

I don’t say a word. She drags on her cigarette.

“It says in your file that you’re thirty-three years old. Is that true?”

I just look at her.

The lady smiles a little now, sensing my game. “Okay . . . you don’t have to talk to me. Not yet. But you’ll want to talk to me soon. I promise.”

She ruffles through the papers.

“You had a pretty clean record before you went in here. One arrest for drunk and disorderly in Dallas. Your case was dismissed on Deferred Adjudication, but you never had the charge expunged from your record, even after your time as a soldier. I wonder why a pro like you would allow that to stay on there.”

Never thought it mattered.

I was a kid when that happened.

It wasn’t real.

She sees me answer the question without saying a word and gives me a long, serious glare.

“Look, Mister Coffin, I know what’s going on here, and I respect it. Your very survival for the past two years has depended on the cultivation of a certain image. But there’s no camera in this little room today, no cons. I’ve gone to great personal expense to arrange a private audience with you and I need to know if I’m speaking to the right man.”

I sort of nod to her.

Yes, you’re talking to Elroy Coffin.

Yes, I’m the guy who went in for seventeen counts of armed robbery.

Yes, I only went in because I tried to kill a man.

Yes, everything in your silly little file is true.

More or less.

“Okay,” she says. Then stubs out her cigarette on the table in front of her. I notice the No Smoking sign behind her for the first time, and I almost smile.

She doesn’t smile at all.

“Let’s talk about family, Mister Coffin. Let’s talk about why you’re here. I understand what made you want to kill someone. It’s the same reason I’ve used my own personal fortunes to lobby against gun control and death penalty reforms in Texas. I believe in punishment, when the punishment fits the crime. I don’t believe in second chances when it comes to the loss of someone you love. Do you know who I am?”

No. But you’re going to tell me.

She smirks at the other end of her cigarette. “I’m what you might call a . . . concerned citizen.”

That’s really nice.

“My fortunes were made in the building industry, private sector. My assets are recession-proof. I could buy the lives of a thousand talented young men like yourself. And I have. But one thing money can never buy is family. The pain. You know the pain. You live in it here, in this place. You can never be free once that pain takes hold. No prison can compare to it.”

This lady has obviously never been in prison.

She’s also not a criminal psychologist—she’s a rich woman, a powerful woman. I would have known that before the first word left her mouth. The real question is: What the hell is a smart, tough cookie like her doing in a place like this? She could have sent an expert. A lawyer or a lackey, trained to deal with assholes like me. She either made those fortunes of hers by being really hands-on, or she’s not who she says she is.

But I don’t buy that. Not really.

See, the thing is . . . she’s right. About the pain. Nobody knows what the pain is like. Not until you lose it all.

Lose everything.

“I’m not just talking about the horror of lost family, Mister Coffin—I think you know what I mean. I’m also talking about very real pain. The bullet that went in your head. To be honest, I’m not only amazed you lived through all that . . . I’m also a little bit astonished that your faculties remain intact. You can still talk, right?”

I nod to her, almost shrugging.

“That’s miraculous. A nine-millimeter shot at such close range is usually lethal.”

Yes.

Yes it is.

“I’ve read your case files, studied your hospital psych reports. You made the wrong move because you were obsessed. When we become obsessed, Mister Coffin . . . all the best laid plans of mice and men go straight to hell. We see the prize just beyond our reach and it drives us mad.”

Yes.

Yes it does.

“The assault charges were nothing—they could have been bought. You had the money. Actually, I suspect you still have the money. They had you cold on the robberies. Why was that?”

You know already. You tell me.

“You were put here by the man you threatened. A man who was your own employer. The Travis County District Attorney’s Office knew you were set up. They even waved a deal in front of your face and you told them to go screw themselves. Those were your exact words. They wanted your father also and you wouldn’t roll over on him. I admire that. Family is very important to a person like myself.”

She pauses. A sly little smile crosses her lips.

“As a matter of fact . . . I’ve just come from a meeting with your father, Mister Coffin. He told me to say hello.”

Her words hit me like a wave, my eyes fill with shock.

And it just comes right out:

“Like hell you did.”

•  •  •

She’s one of those people who know everything. Every damn detail of my life, because she has the money to buy men like me. She reads the bullet points off like it’s the weekly plot synopsis for some soap opera, reprinted in boring English right out of the TV Guide. She knows about the five-man team my father put together more than ten years ago and the reputation we built, cracking safes and security systems. She knows how every generation does it a little better than the one before it.

Ringo Coffin, the old-school machine-gun bandit.

His boy Elroy, the high-tech future of criminal enterprise.

She also knows about everything before that—my bust when I was seventeen, my two years in the army, the muay-kwon martial-arts training in Nacogdoches, my honorable discharge, my four-year apprenticeship in Dallas with Axl Gange, the smartest goddamn thief that ever lived, just before he was killed by David Hartman. Big-time shit kicking. Major blood and guts.

Hartman, the Monster.

God damn him.

The woman on the other side of the glass knows about the seventeen jobs I did for that bastard—me on the laptop, my father on the stick. Vaults filled with folding cash.

And, of course, she knows about Toni.

Who could get any man to believe she loved him.

Toni, our one-woman intelligence squad.

Who went with Hartman finally because men like him get what they want, one way or another.

Because Hartman told her I was dead if she didn’t.

I didn’t care, though—she was still my woman and I wouldn’t sign the papers. In Texas, you can’t get a divorce unless both parties come to terms in front of a judge. She begged me to do it, told me they would kill me. Said she was saving my life. I didn’t care. I would have saved her from him, just like she thought she was saving me, by being his woman.

Hartman, the pig.

God damn him.

I was circling his assets like a shark. His bank accounts and his foreign trust fronts and his contracts with government defense. If you see the leads, all laid out carefully, it all comes together. If you follow the rules and don’t get stupid, revenge can be yours. The rules are what kept my father alive for so many years, even after his fall. You go through channels. You plot it all with precision. You don’t get caught.

But then . . .

Two hundred pounds of meatball muscle stuffed into jogging sweats tried to kill me in my own house—a very ugly man with a red neck and a big gun, one of Hartman’s semi-pro gorillas. The kind of thug you only hire when you’re crazy and cheap. The guy’s name was Fred Rogers—Mister Rogers, no kidding. I broke both of Fred’s legs and dumped him in a parking lot while he cried like a little boy. I told him I was sorry about this. Actually apologized to the son of a bitch. He just kept crying. He smelled like beer and mud and gutter trash. Disgusting.

In Mister Rogers’s wallet, I found a picture of my wife with her throat cut.

That was the end of best laid plans.

That was when the rage took me.

I started by kicking Mister Rogers all over that parking lot, the whole world falling from under my feet in one blazing moment of absolute despair and hopelessness, all good things blown away and replaced with unreason and straight solutions—the kind that fill your eyes with water and your face with blood, your entire life boiled down to one primal scream as you pound and pound and pound. Mister Rogers was almost dead when I left him. He swore to me that Hartman was the one who did Toni and I believed it. Dumb grunts like that never lie well when their bones have all gone south.

So I walked right up to David’s house empty-handed.

Broad daylight, no alibi.

I was going to kill Hartman with my bare hands.

To hell with the plan.

To hell with the rules.

To hell with it all.

A gang of his gorillas were watching a game in the living room when I kicked in the door. I could have taken all five of them easy, but one got the drop on me from behind, a lucky shot. My head still hurts when it’s cold outside. I smell gunmetal and roses when I think too hard about it. When I try to remember Toni’s face.

Toni was the last thing I was thinking about when they got me, the smell of her and the cold slash of the bullet overloading my sense memory channels like awful white noise on a psychotic feedback loop, as the gorillas dragged me out of Hartman’s house, half-conscious and screaming.

They kept me under guard in the hospital, held me with no bail. I didn’t know anything about it at first. My heart stopped twice on the operating table. The bad mixture of drugs they gave me cooked what was left of my brain, almost turned me into a vegetable. It took me weeks just to uncross my eyes. As soon as I knew who I was again, I tried to escape from the ward, but that only made things worse. They cuffed me to the bed, gave me more drugs. I sat there for days, hallucinating my life and my talents and everything I ever cared about into some endless black hole. I almost never came back from that.

I can still smell the gunmetal.

Still smell the roses.

The scent of my ruined memories, like faint traces of ammonia and flowers, in the place where Toni used to be.

Her face, lost forever.

God damn them all.

The trial came and went quickly. I couldn’t buy my way out, they made sure. Hartman smiled across the courtroom and gave a little shrug, looking like some kind of fat demon in an expensive white suit. That crooked, greasy smile mocking everyone beneath his weight. His mean eyes, full of perverted genius. Even then, I hated looking into his eyes, because of the secrets he kept there, the things I’d seen him do. You only ever meet a few people in an average lifetime who are capable of anything.

And anything is a pretty scary word.

So I was up the creek. A washed-up thief with a steel plate in his head, a permanent reminder of that copper-jacketed 9-millimeter buddy that came and went—a magic bullet, they called it. They said I was lucky. I could have lost half my vision and my motor reflexes and everything that went along with it—my life, my profession. Everything. They showed me pictures of what happened to Gabby Giffords—that congresswoman who almost got killed when some random maniac took a shot at her in a parking lot—and the doctors said her bullet was magic, too, but not like mine.

Magic bullets.

Real cute, assholes.

Dad set things up with the Fixer when I went inside, kept what was left of my own money safe. By then, I was back to near 80 percent with my hands and my mind, but so many things were still lost. I still couldn’t see Toni’s face. The most important face of my whole life, shot to hell in one terrible moment, my mind blown away and patched back together, the sickness that robbed me of damn near everything, leaving me with nothing.

And then it got worse.

Dad stopped coming to visit me in the joint.

That was six months before one of the hacks delivered a package to me in solitary. A bright pink box wrapped up in ribbons with three of my father’s fingers in it. There was a note in the package that said this:

You’re all alone now, buddy-boy. How does it feel?

They were more right than they could have known.

The downward spiral took me again. My last lifeline to family, cut off forever.

In the dojo, they teach you guided meditation, how to find peace with what you lose and can never have again. That fighting with your hands is a last resort, that the mind is the most powerful weapon. You find that the rage is your best ally. You go down lower and lower, reconstructing the traces, finding what you’ve lost. It was enough in the beginning to save me from the gangbangers and the skinheads. It was enough to bring back my skill set. I’m almost 100 percent now. I’ve been able to have anything I want on the inside, just by taking myself there.

But Toni.

That last 5 percent.

I can’t resurrect her memory.

I will, though.

In three more years.

That’s when David Hartman will die. That’s when I’ll silence the failure that mocks me. My last, most terrible mistake.

The woman on the other side of the glass sees the hidden rage.

Sees everything.

Anything.

And she says:

“Your wife is alive. My daughter is with her. I can get you out of this place within two weeks if you agree to help me find them.”

•  •  •

This is bullshit.

Just can’t be true.

She sees that I don’t believe her. Goes into the briefcase and comes up with a photo printed on a slick sheet of letter-sized paper. Holds it to the glass so I can see it. In the picture is the man who destroyed my life, sitting in a nightclub with a pretty blonde on his left arm, bodyguard on his back, a blizzard of beautiful ladies all around them. One of the ladies is a tall brunette, standing closer to them, outlined in disco strobes. My wife was a brunette, under her disguises. I remember that much.

Toni?

Is that her, right there in the picture?

It seems like her . . . but hurts my head to concentrate on the image. The sharp stabbing smell of razor blades bathed in ammonia hits me, freezing the tiny plate in my head like ice.

There are no photographs of my wife anywhere, just like there used to be no photographs of me or my father. We never allowed them. Part of the rules. You stay invisible, walk in shadows. Forget about owning a driver’s license or a photo ID. Before I went into prison, I even managed to hack my army records and doctor the mug shots. It’s harder to remain a ghost in the machine when you go up the creek for armed robbery and attempted murder, but Toni stayed hidden. I’d made sure of that for years.

But this . . .

The photograph is grainy and fuzzy. She’s got her arm hooked around the blonde’s. There’s an expression on her face I can’t read. I could never read Toni, even when things were good. She was my teacher before she was my one true love.

Would I even know her now, if I saw her?

“That’s my daughter, Mister Coffin. And your wife next to her. The picture was taken in a private club, by an undercover police officer who was working for me. He was killed a week later, most likely by the man in the photograph.”

“Hartman.”

“Men like him disgust me, Mister Coffin. Texas-sized rhinestone cowboys who make a lot of noise and think they can get away with anything. Ignorant mob operators disguised as oil millionaires. They’re always fat and foul and doused in cheap cologne.”

“David never wore cologne.”

“That’s even worse.”

I look at Hartman’s face: the triple chin and gap in his front teeth, buzzed hair and sleepy eyes mashed back into pale red rolls of sweaty dough, all stuffed into that pinstriped suit jacket. The lady is right, of course. He’s the kind of maniac who wears what’s left of his soul right there in front of you while he rattles on and on about the power and the glory, the rules of being a pervert, all that other stale macho crap that gets far less powerful criminals killed in the street. The kind of maniac who invents new reasons to exist moment-to-moment, crazy and deluded and bloodthirsty. Some people are scared of men like David, and they are right to be, but usually for all the wrong reasons. You have to stand there and take it. You have to listen to them rant and pretend it’s profound wisdom, trying to keep your sanity in a room filled with blood. All those men and women who got in his way, all battered and smashed. While I learned the facts of life.

While I learned that love cannot stay.

The concerned citizen sees my eyes, and tries to read what I’m thinking. It probably isn’t hard. I’ve always worn my soul on my face, just like Hartman did. It almost makes her smile, but she only speaks softly:

“Your old friend has been involved with some very serious people in the past year. Lately he’s been on the payroll of Texas Data Concepts in Houston as a consultant. Are you up on what that company is all about?”

“That’s a silly question to ask a guy like me.”

Every good hacker knows TDC, especially the ones who operate in the Lone Star State. They’re into everything. Computers, applied sciences, rocket technology. Hell, N.A.S.A. is right up the block.

“Fair enough,” she says.

“Hartman is no rocket scientist, that’s for goddamn sure.”

“That’s true also.”

“So what’s he been up to with smart guys like that?”

“That’s a really good question, Mister Coffin.”

She makes a grin set in steel, withholding the information. Guess that’s what I get for calling her silly. I’ve never been all that tactful in situations like this.

I stare her down for a long second. Then, very slowly:

“Why do you need me?”

“You’re one of the best. Seventeen robberies under major electronic security, and not a shot fired.”

“Those are the ones you know about.”

“We know about a few of the other ones, too.”

“I was learning then.”

“We all make mistakes.”

“So you need me to steal something.”

She shifts her weight. Considers her next answer carefully.

“Your father says there’s no one else on earth who can pull off what we have in mind, Mister Coffin.”

“My father’s dead.”

“No. He’s with my people. Has been for a long time. I can’t be any more specific than that, not in this room. I need an answer and I need it right now. Are you in?”

Is that really my wife?

Could I see her face again?

Am I in?

I nod to her quietly and she buzzes Merrick to take me back to my cell.
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A PISTOL FOR RINGO

There’s a ritual when you get out that involves a lot of people in uniforms asking you questions, putting your name on papers, an orientation about seeing your probation officer. They strip you down, shine a flashlight up your privates, grab your sack and tell you to cough. You’ve seen those movies where they hand you back all your personal effects, too, right? That part is bullshit, at least in a joint like this one. If you’re not in city jail or county, they confiscate everything when you go in except the clothes on your back, and if you were wearing a belt, they take that, too. You’ll never see that stuff again, so don’t even ask. They also take your shoes and let you keep the cheap lace-ups you lived in while you were inside, throw in a pair of fresh socks. They don’t let you take anything out, either. Pity, that. But I planned ahead.

The gate rolls open at exactly nine in the morning and I smell free Texas air for the first time in twenty-four months. The cold sharp wind blows through my hair. I wear it longer than I did back in the day, to cover up the nasty scars where they sewed my head back together.

T-Jay told me when I first met him that long hair in the joint was a cardinal sin—it gives you that vaguely feminine look that the functionally homosexual want to know better and it’s easy to get ahold of in a scrape. They call it your “love locks.” T-Jay gave me that bit of wisdom ten minutes before I kicked Mentor’s ass. Nobody ever tried to grab my locks after that.

I pull it back and feel the scum of two years.

You never really get clean inside.

October sure smells damn fine when you’re not in prison anymore.

•  •  •

Two giant men in gray suits and black shades are standing just outside the gate, waiting for me. One of them has bleach-blond hair like a surfer, a thick moustache that makes him look old and weird. The other guy is black and young like a football player, balding on top. The football player extends a hand and introduces himself as my bodyguard. Says his name is Washington. The surfer’s name is Franklin.

Franklin and Washington.

“Sounds like a law office,” I tell them. “Or a California roll.”

They don’t laugh.

The surfer looks confused.

Washington tells me to step this way.

A black GS Lexus hybrid with tinted windows waits on the curb, just a stone’s throw away in the visitors lot. Franklin the Surfer opens the passenger’s door and I see a man sitting inside. His long hair is white, pulled back in a ponytail. He’s thinner than I’ve ever seen him, like a skeleton. Too much drinking. I always gave him grief about his whiskey, even when I was a kid. I sit next to him and the door shuts behind me.

I can’t believe I’m really looking at him.

“Son,” he says.

“Dad,” I say.

We embrace, at the end of a lifetime.

•  •  •

The car is brand new and makes no sound.

It’s three hundred miles from the Frederick T. Summer Correctional Facility in Laredo to the city of Austin. Not exactly a long drive, but we have lots to talk about. Neither of us says anything for a while. I’m staring out the window when I break the silence, watching the highway streak by, not seeing the highway at all.

“You look good for a dead man.”

Then I look at him—for the first time, really look at him.

He holds up his right hand.

A permanent thumb and forefinger pistol, aimed right to heaven.

“Bang,” he says silently. “It’s a little joke David Hartman played on me. Said I’d never work again when they were done. He was half right.”

The joke is terrifying.

Goddamn.

“I’m sorry, Dad. It’s my fault.”

“The funny thing is . . . you’re probably right, kiddo. But I owe you first. And I’ll never be able to pay you back, not really.”

“Hartman did that to you. It wasn’t karma points for my bad childhood.”

“I know.”

“I’m still sorry, Dad.”

“You did what you thought you had to do. I would have had your back no matter how crazy you got. You’re my son.”

“You think what I did was crazy?”

He takes a deep breath. Then speaks, even softer now:

“Elroy . . . you have something inside you I’ve never understood. It’s always frightened me. I’ve been afraid of it since you were a child. But it’s my responsibility because I gave it to you.”

“That’s not true. It just happened.”

“It happened because you’re the son of a man who . . .”

“You can say it. It’s not like we’re on trial anymore.”

“Maybe we still are. Maybe we always will be.”

He might be right. He’s a professional killer, after all, and I’m my father’s son. But I’m not like him—I’ve never been like him. All I have is the rage.

“Can you still handle a gun, Dad?”

“I’m learning. But I’ll never be the way I was, not like the old days. The big bastard had me in the dark for three weeks, on a ranch just outside La Grange. Our new friend had me pulled out of there.”

“The concerned citizen?”

“Yeah. She’s been watching us for years, apparently. Well connected, well funded. She claims she’s just a rich lady but I’m not sure I believe that. Her people are real pros. Swooped in hard.”

“The suits?” I point at the law partners in the front seat.

“No. Those guys have been watching me in a safe house for a few weeks. Before that it was six months with some other guys. One of the last bodyguards said he was ex-CIA. It only took our new friend four months to buy you out of that hellhole you were in. Wanna know how she did it?”

“Does it matter?”

“She bought the prison board. A million across. That’s what she told me.”

“Jesus. She could have hired anyone for that kind of cash. What’s so special about us?”

“We’re the best, remember?” He says that like it’s not really true, makes that funny little snort and shakes his head, just like he used to when I did something bad as a nine-year-old. I let it roll off, looking back at the road.

“Dad . . . they told me you were dead. Why didn’t you let me know you were okay? You could have at least sent word.”

“Had to play this one close to the vest. It’s important for our family, son. This is how we finally retire.”

“What about Toni?”

“If we’re lucky, she’ll still be alive when we get to her.”

“So what’s the plan now?”

“You go through the motions. As far as the law is concerned, you’re out on good behavior and it’s all been taken care of. Just play nice, like everything’s on the up-and-up. They’ll be looking out for us. Our new friend, I mean. Her people. We have our first meeting in three days.”

“What do they want us to do?”

“Something special.”

“A money job?”

“Sort of. It’s important.”

“And the less I know, the better, apparently.”

“Something like that.”

Doesn’t matter. Let them think they own my ass until I find her. Toni was with Hartman in the picture—which means she’s still with Hartman. But not dead. The photo I saw years ago with her throat cut had to be a fake.

Maybe.

I’ve got to find out for sure, and I won’t have much time to do it.

Just three days.

“It is good to see you, Dad. I went a little crazy when I thought you were gone. We still have a lot to pay back with those guys.”

“Payback hasn’t been good to us. Maybe we should just live.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“One day at a time.”

He looks straight ahead at the road blankly, gripping the air with seven fingers.

“I tried not to involve you in any of this, son. I told them about Mollie Baker first. Even went and saw him in Houston, asked him to come on the team. He’s running a bar these days. Told me I could go to hell.”

“Still, huh? That’s kinda sad.”

“Some people never get over things.”

Yeah.

He’s got that damn right.

“Sometimes I think Toni was all I ever had that defined me. That I’m not even a whole person anymore. It’s kind of terrifying, really. To think you’re not even the hero of your own life.”

“Don’t think that way, son. Just don’t. We need to live in the moment now. One day at a time.”

That was always his way. Zen in the face of pure horror. He was like this when Mom died, too. My masters at the dojo would have called him a pussy. They wouldn’t have known the killer inside him, just to look in his face. He was around in the sixties to see the world when it almost changed, all that free love and flower-power stuff. He could have been a seeker, like Mom was. But Mom is dead, and the revolution died with her.

All that’s left now is a pistol for Ringo.

•  •  •

We hit town by one-thirty. A plate of real food sounds like paradise right about now, so Dad says he’ll treat me to a rare steak and peach cobbler at Threadgill’s. That was always my favorite. Franklin the Surfer calls in a take-out order from the road and we wait in the car with Washington while he picks it up. Nobody can see us in public together. Our edge is invisibility, for now.

We don’t speak to each other while I eat out of Styrofoam.

Not because the food is good.

He’s ashamed and so am I.

Austin is a big city, the capital of Texas, but it’s a small kind of big city. Hollywood heavies like Robert Rodriguez and Michael Bay make their flicks down the street, but somehow you never hear about it much. Downtown is pretty, there’s a tiny cluster of skyscrapers, and you have the south side hipster hives and campus drags over by the university, but it’s all very quaint and livable. South Congress Avenue runs like a tacky stream of grimy lights through the heart of everything, spackled with costume shops and vintage clothing stores, breakfast dives and taco stands, and it all detonates in the center of the city, the capitol building looming above the business epicenters and the legendary nightclubs, where guys like Stevie Ray Vaughan became famous. It hasn’t changed much in two years. It never really does. There’s a sort of funky backwoods alchemy that floats in the air downtown, where the street vendors and the business suits walk side by side, music and merriment and the smell of hot dogs smothered in brisket smothered in four-alarm chili wafts from joint to joint.

Not a lot of Southern accents in this town, either. It’s a real melting pot. Most of the artist types sound like they could be from anywhere but here. That’s how I sound. When you’re down on Sixth Street, the lights and the foot traffic and the multi-symphonic madness is almost enough to make you forget that you’re only a few blocks away from where the worst Southern accent on earth used to do his dirty business, just before he became Supreme Dictator for Life.

Governor W wasn’t the only criminal to hide in plain view downtown, either.

This quaint and livable city full of starving artists and struggling filmmakers and college students and sweet young hotties, all even hotter to be the Next Big Thing . . . it’s a place of earthy illusion and honky-tonk shadow that hides some of the ugliest secrets in the entire world of organized crime. Nobody knows about it because nobody talks, not even the gangbangers. See, the Mafia is everywhere—even in Kansas. We’ve worked for damn near every one of them. But mostly for David Hartman.

It’s always been like that.

Since my professional career began.

Hiding in plain sight, without a driver’s license.

Since the day I met him, Hartman had me in his pocket. On that day, I saw him at his worst. And while he did his business, he pulled those insane words out of the air, sounding like a comic-book version of an evil genius, run through the dirty mill of some backwoods Quentin Tarantino sound-bite machine. That part never changed, like the air in Texas never changes, like the streets of Austin never change. While Hartman’s insanity just got worse and worse, the more he was able to get away with. His schemes and hustles, backed up by the smartest operators and mechanics on two legs. The streets of Austin stained dark red under their feet, the air hot and ancient.

David Hartman has the thickest Southern accent I’ve ever heard.

He sounds like chicken-fried steak smothered in cream gravy.

Thick and awful.

If someone thinks you’re crazier than they are, they usually don’t know what the hell to do with you, but Hartman was crazier than everyone.

Crazy enough to send us after dangerous people, and not just the mob.

There were politicians, too—guys who greased the wheel, de facto bosses Hartman wanted leverage over. Defense contractors. Lobbyists. He eventually had dirt on all of them. We pulled a file less than an inch thick from a bank vault in Upstate New York that contained the names and locations of thirteen men in the federal Witness Protection Program. Nearly all of them turned up dead a few weeks later. Toni asked me if I felt responsible, and I told her no. I’ve been surrounded by death all my life. I was trained to be a killer—by the army, by my masters in the dojo.

And yet I’ve never killed a man with my own hands.

That would make me like my father. I’m not sure I want to be like him at all. It might prove that he’s right, about what he passed on to me, just by being a professional shooter. I don’t want to believe that. I want to believe in what Toni taught me.

I want to see her again, more than anything.

•  •  •

I report to the Travis County Correctional Office at 3 P.M. sharp, just like they told me to at orientation. Washington escorts me upstairs to see my probation officer while Dad waits for me in the car. The PO is frumpy but nice, a young girl fresh to the business. I can tell she’s not on the payroll, but the people above her are. I was pardoned by the prison board for good behavior on a thirty-year sentence and this just tickles the hell out of her. There’s nothing in my case file about the six men I nearly paralyzed with my bare hands while I was inside. There’s plenty in there about the bullet that nearly killed me and the botched operation that almost vegged my brain permanently. Lots of reports from the docs and psychologists about my selective memory loss. She asks if I still get the dizzy spells and I lay down a happy series of very safe lies. She asks how my motor reflexes are and I give her the fifty-watt okey-dokey. My smile makes her blush. She tells me in that cheerful voice that she likes my long hair—it’s very Austin, she says. Then she chuckles that I remind her of James LeGros, the movie actor, and I have no idea who that is, but I pretend to be flattered.

James LeGros is a handsome guy, apparently.

She says that I have a good skill set and that I should do well over the next year. She’s assigned me a work program that consists of three phases: first I do six months in an entry-level position at a retail store near campus called Toy Jam, one of those locally owned knickknack businesses where twentysomethings pull down eight bucks an hour. Phase two is a professional job, if I can find one—probably in a computer firm. It has to be approved by the board. Phase three is community service, two hundred hours. She says they let me off lightly.

Christ. Eight bucks an hour.

Good thing this is just a dog-and-pony show.

I play the part and tell her that I won’t even be able to afford a cheap room on that kind of money. She says it’s no problem because I’ll be boarding at a halfway house on the north side for the whole six months. No curfew, but I’m not allowed to have a cell phone. After six months in the toy store, I’m free to design websites and get my own apartment. Random visits from my probation officer, which will be someone else by then. Counseling three times a week. Five years later, I’ll be free.

I’m back on the inside, only it looks like the real world now.

I walk out of the office and my football player bodyguard stands up and puts down his magazine. “How did it go?”

“Still a prisoner.”

“Yeah, well, not for long.”

•  •  •

They cut me loose at the halfway house and I’m on my own. At least that’s what it will look like. Washington tells me there will be eyes on me at all times. My new employer wants to look after her investment, but it also has to look legit. Go through the motions. Obey the rules. If anyone messes with me, I’m covered.

Three days. This will be tricky.

At the car, my father kisses my cheek and tells me to hang in there. He finally looks me right in the eye. I can tell he’s almost crying.

“You are the hero, son. You’re the hero of my life. You’re a better man than I’ll ever be. Always remember that.”

•  •  •
 
The night comes and I have a hard time sleeping.

I’m sharing a room with three other people in a house that looks like an old daycare center and smells like one, too. No television, no Internet. They served a pretty good dinner, meat loaf and mashed potatoes, better than anything on the inside, but not as good as Threadgill’s. I still can’t sleep. Not because of all the snoring and mumbling going on in the bunks next to me. In prison you learn to pass out through any kind of noise, with one eye open.

Toni’s keeping me awake.

She always did.

She was twelve when I met her. That was when Dad was in prison for the second time, his longest stretch. I met her in the institution where they sent me to live as a ward in the care of the state. She was like me, her parents criminals, her childhood gone, her mother less than a fragment, like mine. In a toilet full of perverts and hateful scumbags masquerading as human beings, she was the only ray of light. She was the one who taught me the importance of language and communication. She taught me that cursing and swearing was for the ignorant and the angry. She taught me how to read. I was thirteen then. The first book I understood was a book she read to me. I can’t remember what it was about now.

Is that funny? Probably not.

I was a late bloomer, but I caught up fast. The hardest part was learning not to swear. You can become less ignorant, I told her, but the anger never leaves you—not when you’re like I was back then. Not when your world is filled with dirt and disappointment from day one. She said that was no excuse. She said anyone can beat their programming—it’s what makes us different from animals. I was able to purge the word “fuck” pretty much from my vocabulary. Toni had a zero-tolerance policy for that one. But the rest of it . . .

. . . well, shit, man.

Pretty soon, my mind was filled to bursting. Toni insisted on the classics first. Hawthorne and Poe. Descartes and Mark Twain. She said to memorize what these men wrote about and never mind the exact words. Told me to retain the images, the feelings, the philosophies—the worldviews that would shape my adult perspective. These were the geniuses who knew everything there was to know about the unredeemed soul of man, in any century, and the way that technology is constantly perceived and re-embraced time and again by the human animal.

Perception is unreliable.

Language is the glue of civilization.

People are no damn good.

The next year, we ran off together. Walked right out of that place, right under their noses. Slept under freeways, learned the street. Discovered what real love was. Four years running scams, until I was busted. They told me I could spend eight months in a juvenile detention center for being drunk and violent, or I could become a soldier and work off some of that aggression. When I went in the army, Toni told me I needed to learn a trade. We couldn’t be common hustlers for the rest of our lives. Hustlers die, she told me. So do soldiers. We must cheat those evil men who want to steal our birthright. We must know the names of our killers in the moment before they make us run for our lives. We must live, and our children must live after us. Otherwise, we’re not immortal creatures. Just dead creatures, lost on the face of time.

I loved her best when she spoke to me that way. She was wise beyond anything I’d known before. As if something higher was speaking to me through her words. You think that way when you’re in love, I guess.

Though love cannot stay.

I knew that, even as a child.

Knew that so many things were temporary—the most important things.

But I loved her then, loved her so much . . . and so I did it. Trained my body and my mind. We became the best. Traveled from one end of the world to the other. Ten years of ripping off banks. Ten years before the trouble started again. That’s what beautiful girls get for being beautiful girls in a world of sharks. Sometimes I wish she hadn’t been so beautiful. Maybe Hartman would have kept his hands off her.

Who am I kidding?

I get out of bed and sit on the floor, trying to focus myself. Trying to see her face. Trying to resurrect her. It never worked on the inside. It’s still not working. I lost her before I even went in that terrible place of concrete and steel . . . and now . . . now that I know she might still be alive . . . that she’s still his woman after all this time . . . that I might still hold her in my arms again . . .

The smell of gunmetal and roses is more overwhelming than ever.

Down and down, I go.

Lost forever without her.

I remember that her hair was long and black, but I can’t bring back the color of her eyes.

They were like firecrackers, but I can’t bring them back.

The smell of roses haunts me in the dark.

•  •  •

Agent Washington arrives in the black Lexus with the tinted windows and drives me to my first day at the toy store. I ask him where the surfer is and he says he’s with my father. Twenty-four-hour guard on the safe house and they’re understaffed today. No one gets to him until we make our move.

Toy Jam is in one of the busiest areas of the downtown campus drag, Twenty-sixth and Guadalupe. The intersection is just inches from the front door of the place, flowing with kids and teenagers and mothers with babies and lots of traffic. Sidewalk musicians play for quarters and scrawl chalk art. Hip cafés on the drag teem with the breakfast rush. A guy wearing a paisley kilt sells mural rugs in a pizza-parlor parking lot across the street. A pay phone near a bus stop, where a bunch of homeless people jabber in some weird language that isn’t exactly English. I make note of the pay phone.

Inside, the place is like the toy closet of the nerdiest man-child on earth, with racks of action figures, plastic figurines and wind-ups that look like Luke Skywalker, Speed Racer and evil nuns that breathe fire. Smells like hippies in here.

And speaking of hippies.

The manager is a perky young granola girl with long braided ponytails and striped stockings, and she’s only as nice as she has to be. Her name is Sunshine. How adorable. She explains that they’ve become part of the work release program in Austin because the store has been here for twenty years, time to show some interest in the community, things that matter, world without end, and blah, blah, blah. I don’t hear any of it because it doesn’t matter.

They make me stock little Hello Kitty trinkets and action figures on creaky shelves for eight hours with only a thirty-minute break for lunch.

I spend that time on the pay phone outside, talking to the Fixer.

I don’t know his name, he’s a go-between. Talks to my lawyer for me. He’s been my buffer between the real world and the world of thieves for almost ten years. My father trusted him with his life and so do I, because it’s not just bad business for guys like this to sell out the people they protect—it’s suicide. That’s why you never know their real names. That’s why it’s always business and no small talk. There are friends and there are enemies and there are phantoms who walk in your place, selling the illusion that you actually exist. They buy your houses. They pay your taxes. They make sure there are no photographs of you on the Internet. The phantoms know the score, and they walk real soft, but they don’t do it for free. Good thing I happen to be a little rich.

I tell him I need a few things arranged by tomorrow morning. Money things. Cash in hand and the key to my safe deposit box. The gear I asked for last week. I’m about to take one hell of a risk and here’s the plan. He tells me sure, man, just call up anytime and make my life a living hell. We talk price and he calms down. We work it all out. All the leads are laid carefully from end to end.

Tomorrow morning, my gear. My money. On the grid again.

Back to the store and it’s all a blur. Everyone ignores me. No one makes eye contact. I’m invisible. I’m just going through the motions with my hands, pretending to be something I am not. They have no idea who I really am.

Perky little Sunshine tells me what a great job I’ve done when my shift is over at five. I should expect a raise soon. Awesome. I’ll be able to buy a car with the extra fifty cents.

She shakes my hand and sends me out with a big grin, feeling good about her contribution to the community. I leave the store through a glass doorway with silly bell-chimes on it that look like Mickey Mouse, and the black Lexus is on the curb, waiting to take me back to the halfway house.

We ride in silence.

Inside, I’m screaming.

And slowly . . . the rage solidifies into a stream of thought.

Focuses like a laser.

The plot begins to become visible again.

Two days to do it.

The prize, just beyond my reach.
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THE GETAWAY

The sun sneaks up and blinds me through the open window of the bunk room. I pull on jeans and a plain black T-shirt my father bought for me, and I wash my face and look at myself in the bathroom mirror. I ask myself if I know what I’m doing.

A voice comes back and tells me full ahead, no fear.

They serve us a breakfast of greasy bacon, eggs and home fries, and then we sit in a little room for a few minutes and “open up” to an underpaid social worker in a clean pink shirt who looks like he has a lot more problems than we do. He gives us a “worksheet” that has neat rows of way-too-general yes and no questions printed on it, which we have to fill out while we eat. Do I feel I can be of use to society? Am I feeling productive today? Is there something I would like to talk about with a friend or a relative? It’s a circle jerk that makes my stomach hurt. Maybe it’s just the bad food.

The rage, under control now, just enough.

So I can navigate.

Time to run like hell.

•  •  •

The law partners drop me off at Toy Jam and Franklin tells me to play nice at school. Guess he’s trying to be funny. Washington just grunts. Gives me a look of tired contempt I’ve seen many times before. Franklin just looks bored. I can tell they both had a long drive from the safe house, wherever the hell it is.

Perky Sunshine is happy I’m early. They got a new shipment of Godzilla toys this morning and I’ll be pricing them all day because they don’t have a point-of-purchase system in this ancient place. You have to tack little stickers on each toy card with a pricing gun that jams every fifth click. I’m carrying a kit bag over my shoulder which is weighed down with a Bible from the halfway house. Nobody notices that I wear it all morning. Nobody even makes eye contact with me in this place, not even Sunshine. Why should any of them care?

Everyone’s the hero of their own life.

An hour into my shift, I make an announcement that I need to use the bathroom, head right out the back door and into a narrow alley I cased yesterday that runs along the side of the place. I find my package in an empty garbage can next to the Dumpster.

The garbage can that wasn’t here a half hour ago.

I fill the kit bag, leave the Bible. Don’t have time to count the cash—it’s all in hundreds, should be twenty thousand, walking-around money. A small bundle. The key to my safe deposit box is in a little purple stationery envelope. I tear it open. The key has the number 344 stamped on it. Good, all good. I shove the key in my pocket, along with my new cell phone. It’s unregistered, hotter than the sun. The laptop is state-of-the-art. The Fixer had my man Jett Williams put together the kit for me. Me and Jett used to rip off ATMs together, back when you could still get away with cowboy moves like that. His handle in the hacker groups is Remo now—some guys even call him the Destroyer. He threw in a manual lockpick set, for old time’s sake. Never can tell when you’ll need to get past a real hunk of steel and plastic in our line of work.

I’m set.

At lunch break, I hit a trendy café next door that has wireless. It’s a free connection, wide open, but I have custom blackware that makes me invisible. The Destroyer is one of the best there is—way better than I am.

But I do okay.

Shields up, full-ahead maximum warp.

Over a secure IM, the Fixer tells me the rest of the money is safe. He’s good, too. That’s why he makes the big bucks. His house is one of twenty-three I sneak into through a wire in the next fifteen minutes.

My fingers move fast.

It was always this easy.

I find some of what I need, talk to a few of the right people. David Hartman’s lower on the radar than ever these days. My plot to circle his money and take him out where he lives and breathes is outdated. But I don’t make any inquiries about Hartman—not directly. I peck around the edges. I ask about Toni. Don’t have time to look for very long, either.

But I will.

Soon.

•  •  •

I’m back clicking the price gun on Godzilla one minute late from break. I see perky Sunshine write something on her clipboard.

She gives me a funny look I can’t read.

My shift is over quickly and it’s time for her to shake my hand again. She’s not so perky anymore. Damn.

I notice the Lexus waiting outside through the open glass door. Franklin isn’t in the car—he was before. Washington steps out and grins. Sunshine asks me if he’s a friend of mine and I tell her he’s a state employee, my ride back to the halfway house, no big deal.

She gives me the look again.

Writes on the clipboard again.

She steps outside with me and says hello to Washington, smiling, feeling important. She asks him what his name is. Writes it down. Damn.

And that’s when the world fills with thunder.

•  •  •

I see the two unmarked cars almost before they screech up to us, fast steel blurs ripping up the pavement and stopping hard. Doors fly open, Uzis spit rapid fire, one from each car, 9-millimeter semi-auto, aiming carefully at their first targets, which are me and the big guy. He goes for his gun as the shots chew his face off and I hit the pavement behind him with bullets bouncing all over hell and back, shattering the front windows of the toy store. I don’t think I get shot, but who can tell at times like these? A light spray of red salt water sprinkles me from somewhere. The windows in the Lexus pop like fireworks. I’m behind the door of the car and 9-mils won’t get through to me, but that won’t last long. The glass entrance to Toy Jam explodes behind me. I hear screams, then more screams. Sunshine is dead on the pavement, still holding her clipboard. The bullets went through her and killed the glass. Agent Washington has his gun out, dead on his feet, firing as he wobbles sideways, then lands right in front of me. I push him halfway up on his side, using his body as a shield as I pry the pistol from his grip. The intersection in front of the store is crazy now, campus kids and moms shrieking in the crosswalk like it’s the end of the world, al-Qaeda style. A big black truck runs the red light and slams into someone, then skids straight into the two cars opening up on me, then smashes into the Lexus. I roll on the sidewalk just as it all comes thundering over the curb. A sound like metal monsters killing each other in broad daylight. The Lexus is persuaded to destroy the entire front of the store, with the two other cars and the truck right behind it. I think they run over Sunshine, too. That’s what it seems like, but I can’t tell for sure because I’m on my feet and running like hell away from the whole mess, clutching the kit bag for dear life. My gear rattles at my side, my lungs blowing bombs. Turns out I’m not shot. I’d be coughing up blood on the pavement if one of those guys had tagged me. And the gunfire has stopped. They’re all getting mashed back there instead—an epic pile-up exploding everybody’s ordinary world in a terrible series of deep-bass thunder hits. Another skidding metal blur zings out around the street corner ahead of me just as I duck for the narrow alley alongside the store. My lungs do double duty, my feet slapping pavement hard. More screeching tires, right behind me.

Shit goddamn . . .

A bullet eats concrete and bounces past my head. Car number three blasts down the alley, straight at me, the gunman at the wheel, the shotgun seat next to him empty. No room to roll out of the way. It’s shoot or die and I still have Washington’s 9-mil. I sight down in an instant, focusing my next breath into the first shot, just like my father taught me to, and I open up on the windshield. Not aiming at anything special, just trying to scare the son of a bitch. The driver ducks fast under the dash and I miss him with all three shots, punching a spiderweb in the glass instead.

The car keeps coming right at me, filling the entire alley.

I see it in slow motion.

I find my center.

The ground leaves my feet.

I land on the hood and keep on running just before impact, the soles of my shoes scrunching in the glass spiderweb, the roof of the car buckling like a little kid’s lunch box . . . and then I’m back on the ground as I clear the tailpipe, but it’s a bad landing.

Too bad this isn’t a James Cameron movie.

My ankle does the twist all by itself and my legs fly out from under me.

My ass hits the ground, still in slo-mo.

The car keeps on moving behind me.

The crash back there brings me to real time again with a jolt. My center is gone. I’m doomed instead. I can hear shooting and screaming inside the store now.

How did I bring this on these poor people?

What the hell is happening?

The car is smashed into the Dumpster near the back entrance to the store and wedged badly in the alley. I can see the gunman inside as he sits up in the wreck and starts screaming in my direction. Think he’s pinned in there. Good.

A thick black man wearing a sports jacket with tweed patches on the elbows and a turtleneck sweater half stumbles through the back door, slapping a new clip in the handle of his Uzi. I want to ask him how many people he just shot inside the store, but I aim the gun at him instead. I put my finger on the trigger, ready to kill a man.

It doesn’t happen.

This close, looking at him like this . . . my finger won’t move.

I can’t do it.

I can’t kill him.

He smiles at me, understanding, sensing my paralysis. Three of his teeth are missing, his face covered in razor slashes from broken glass. He spits blood and staggers over, until just ten feet separate us. Knows better than to get any closer. Sights down, grinning toothlessly, like a pissed-off jack-o’-lantern. And he says this:

“David Hartman says hello . . . and good-bye.”

His gun has a hair trigger.

When his finger hits it, I hear an explosion and the guy falls down dead.

•  •  •

Franklin steps through the back door and nudges the turtleneck guy with his foot, making sure he’s not a zombie. He sees the screaming gunman in the car thirty feet away and puts one round through the back windshield. A red paint bomb goes off inside there, and the screaming stops. Franklin doesn’t flinch.

“Sorry I’m late, kid.”

The shot echoes into forever, smoke rising from the business hole of his weapon, which is bad business indeed: a .375 Korth revolver, 38 caliber, the kind of gun that giants with big hands use when they wanna blow holes in nouns.

That’s people, places and things.

He covers the alley, putting his other hand under my shoulder to help me up.

“We gotta move. Now.”

It’s been a long time since I was in a war zone like this—since I ran with people who killed other people so casually. Thank God for small favors. He starts to run and I follow him. The ankle throbs, but it’s not broken. A genuine miracle, that. We move fast, climb the wreck of the car, get to the other end of the alley. I shove the 9-mil in my waistband. No more shots back there, but I can hear the first sirens in the distance.

“We need a car,” he tells me, the two of us scoping the next street over, which is almost empty. We cross to the alley behind Tom’s Tabooley. There’s a 1995 Honda Accord parked near the dishwashers’ entrance. It’s unlocked, no alarm. I use my kit bag and we’re on wheels in less than twenty seconds. The older the ignition switch, the easier it is. You can start a car like this with a screwdriver. Someone screams at us, running out of the back of the restaurant. I gun the motor and leave him quick, turning left onto the next street, snaking through a series of neighborhood back roads towards South Lamar, away from the whole circus.

Feels strange driving a car. Haven’t done it in years.

“I have to bring you in,” Franklin says, putting his pistol away, scanning the road, his Deep South voice amazingly calm. “We have to get back to our people. There’s gonna be cops all over that block inside of five minutes.”

“I’m working on it, man. Let’s get some distance, then we’ll talk about destination.”

OEBPS/images/title01.jpg
RESURRECTION

EXPRESS

RRRRRRRR

STEPHEN
ROMANO

LLLLLLLLLLLL
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN















OEBPS/images/9781451668667_cover.jpg
. “Cinematic, hyperkinetic, action-packed!
ABBOTT, New York Times bestselling author of Tbe Last







