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Frantic. Coming undone at the seams. I was sweating, driving like a
maniac though I hadn’t drank a drop. Too angry to calm down, too
worried to think straight. But I had to. I needed answers and I needed
them now. And worse, I had to get them on my own. I had no partners
anymore, no one to help me, no one to watch my back. My aching,
sweating, crippled-up back.

Who killed Goldwynn:

Was Goldwynn a member of the fancy pocket-watch club?

Did they have him murdered?

Was that his watch in the woods?

Why did the Agency let us live for so long and why did they want us
on their side now?

That last one was the big one. We were too close to something, I
could feel it. They couldn’t let us continue the investigation without
putting us on a leash. Probably because we’d stumbled on their
contractors, information we weren’t supposed to have. But we were also
proving to be useful too. The solution was to strong-arm us into
joining. And that told me what Pies had completely disregarded. There
was something that they needed to know that they hadn’t found yet. That
they believed we might be able to find.

I was thinking in 100 directions at once. Driving with all eyes in
the mirrors, watching for tails. I was chewing up my cigarette,
grasping for anything, making bizarre connections in my head to
anything I could remember, every hunch, every gut feeling, every buzz
in the back of my head. I was trying to put my priorities in order -
should I go back to knocking down that goddamned wall? Should I be
going out and having a talk with DeWolfe - try to get a gander in his
pockets? Should I be going over the files again - digging through our
notes? Should I be trying to find out whether or not Lisa was facedown
in a ditch somewhere? Should I just say fuck it and go drive right
through the side of Pies’ restaurant and kill him?

I was driving without a direction, pulling in and out of parking
lots, looping endlessly through traffic circles, stoplight after
stoplight after stoplight. When Andy would drift into my thoughts I’d
feel anger rising up in me like bile, and I would do my best to push
that down inside of me so I could focus again. It was hard to think and
I was so goddamned sore I was nauseous. Those sons of bitches should be
here, helping me. Instead the burden of the whole fucking case was on
my shoulders like some freakish hump.

My father always used to say all things come in threes, good and
bad news, pain and fortune alike. We’d gotten a flat tire once, driving
through the country. He said that was our first jinx, told me to watch
for the other two coming our way. Sure enough, putting on the spare the
sky opened up and started pouring down on us.

‘That’s two’ he’d said to me.

And then, with the piss-poor visibility caused by the rain, he
narrowly avoided collision with a truck full of sows.

I was a believer.

I didn’t believe in hexes or none of that, but I came to see that
things always just worked out that way: in three. When I was wrangling
with a puzzle for too long, it always came true. Either three big
breaks came my way all at once, or three big walls sprung up and
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stopped me dead. Dad was shot up on some beach overseas before I could
learn anything else from him, but that little superstition had stayed
with me. I called it having triplets, when one answer gives you another
gives you another, like pins giving way in a cylinder. The reason I
bring this up is because I was starting to have a set.

It hadn’t been long when it came to me, even though it felt like
it. It had really only been an hour since I’'d left. But when you’re
counting down the minutes on your life it can be easy to feel like
they’re slipping away on you. I was doing donuts in the back of a
liquor store, a couple bums watching me screech around. That’s when it
hit me. I slid to a stop and dove in the back seat, began digging
through the crap we’d swiped from Baul.

Those strange cylinders, they were the same size as the tube for
the gasmask. I loaded them into the blunt end of the hose like shotgun
shells.

Baul’s gasmask was manufactured by the same company as the weird
little hand-set. They were both marked Dayton.

And the third epiphany was that G.B. Goldwynn owned a manufacturing
company with dozens of subsidiary companies - producing weapons,
military supplies, and even pharmaceuticals. What could he have done
for Erdel that made him so thankful?

In my stupor I’d ignored the rubbery masks almost completely,
thought them to be ordinance from the war or something. But as I looked
at it closely I saw that they were far from normal. Headphones were
imbedded inside the earflaps and the lenses over the eyes had a strange
set of hooks around them, like you might place an additional device
overtop of them. A small telescoping antenna came up the back, wired to
some kind of battery.

I got out and put the mask on the hood of the car, loaded with a
cylinder. I was so anxious that my hands were shaking, sweating. I
needed this to work. I needed a breakthrough.

It took a little while to figure it out, but once the antennas on
the handset and the mask were erect and the switches thrown on both
devices, turning the dial on the remote control put on an incredible
show. Sounds like faraway military transmissions mixed with heavy
static blasted out of the rubber flaps, jittering and clattering on the
hood. When I turned the second dial, I heard a buzz followed by a loud
pop. As I turned it, yellowish fog started to drift out of it, rising
into the dim sky. I stepped away from it quickly. Without knowing what
was pouring out of that cylinder, I didn’t want to get close.

“Whacha got there?” one of the bums called out, his back leaning
against some wine crates.

I was worried it would put me in a trance or gave me the jitters. I
ignored him and turned the thing off -- little by little the smoke
lifted. One of the bums was standing next to me.

“You gotta quarter mister?” he snarled.

I told him I did if he’d put on the mask.

Another breakthrough.

And then it was like I was everywhere at once. On a payphone
shouting for Gold, downtown, uptown, getting shuffled between
departments, between companies.
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It was a downright lousy thing to do, involving another innocent
tramp in this crazy goddamned investigation - and I was reminded of the
fact that I’'d gotten that boy killed not even a day ago doing the same
thing. But I was crazed, desperate and goddamned indifferent to these
sorts of moral and social dilemmas. What the fuck did I care? I was
gonna die!

And when that old wino got it on and I cranked up those dials, the
jitters and twitters produced were unspeakable.

I watched him convulse and groan on his feet, his pecker growing in
his ragged pants before my eyes. I was reminded of the jars and jars of
aphrodisiacs in the safe. Did Baul brew this shit?

When it was over, the old mutt’s goose was positively cooked. I’'d
never seen an expression that strange on a human before. He looked like
a dairy cow, his eyes glazed and serene, completely calm - his face
slack and loose. He tried to speak but a long moan came out of him like
he was speaking with his head in a jar of paste. I put a big wad of
cash in his pocket and gave an even bigger one to his pal.

“No hard feeling’s right?”

“Danny..” the man moaned, looking at his friend.

I drove off.

A line came back to me from Erdel’s book. I dug through the trash
in the back seat until I snatched up The Human Consciousness at Work,
flipped it to the 252" page. At the time it had meant nothing to me.
None of the book had done anything but bore and confuse me. But my gut
groaned when I read it again:

Control can be exerted over the person through
manipulation of the brain. This can be done in a
number of ways, though studies have shown that
the removal of one’s memories completely erases
the personality. Dr. Richard Durrett of Harvard
University found that without memories, the mind
can enter a state of complete suggestibility,
where acts normally considered taboo or immoral
can be pursued without hesitation. There are
chemical, visual, auditory, and physical means to
the removal of memory, though a combination of
all of these things may prove to be the most
effective.

Eventually I landed at one of the bigger Goldwynn buildings,
pushing my way through security and staff, waving a pistol and the
strange mask around, demanding answers. Is Dayton a subsidiary of this
company? Where are the goddamned chairmen!? Bring up some files! Get me
the accountants - I want some numbers here!

Some slick rep in a shiny suit came out to negotiate with me - they
all thought I was there to rob them. He tried to calm me down but I
twisted his arm up and got even rowdier. From there it took a lot of
bullying but I finally got him to call Gloria with a number I supplied.
The greasy fuck’s face sunk inwards with fear once he started talking
to her. Not only was the madman telling the truth; now Mr. Rep had to
do everything the madman said.

I was given the run of the place. Full clearance, moved to the
accounting department, given three file-clerks to do my bidding. They
dug through catalogue after catalogue, showing me different models of
gas-masks. Finally they found some obscure mention of a modified unit
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called Monarch Mark I - sold at a whopping $2000 a pop. I made them
pull all files on sales to private clients for all gasmasks of that
make and model. The Monarch Mark I was labelled as patent-pending,
still part of R&D, not being advertised or sold to anyone. The poor
clerks tried to tell me this again and again but I insisted they keep
looking. Pull records of sales to any Van Erdel or Baul, obscure sales
to research facilities or universities.

I ordered a small lunch from the cafeteria while they searched
since I hadn’t eaten at Pies after all. I came back to the archives
with my fries and shake, began to bark more orders at the ladies. I
didn’t even feel bad doing it. This might be my last day on earth. Why
be a gentleman about anything? Three clerks had turned to six and they
were all over the place, climbing big ladders and searching through
enormous cabinets. One portly lady who I hadn’t seen before came up to
me and let me know she was taking care of the situation at Gold’s
personal request. She had an operator’s head-set on, plugged into a big
radio she carried around on her hip with a strap. She saluted me like I
was in charge and handed me what I needed, told me her name was Rhonda.
In my hands I had the compiled documents on the Monarch I.

A total of 200 were made - ever, and only one shipment had ever
gone out, a solid order of 45 Monarch I’s. The reason they had trouble
finding it was because it wasn’t sold, there was no record of sale. The
company had given them away. Each one came with a special handset and
20 cylinders of ‘SEMINUS 6’. It all sounded like some kind of bizarre
joke to me, but this case was getting weirder by the second and I had
no choice other than to accept it. She stood near me and asked if there
was anything else I needed.

“Gold told me whatever you requested is to be my number one
priority,” Rhonda said.

Later, I finished reading the document and had a cigarette on the
roof. I’d never been on the roof of a skyscraper before so I figured I
would try it. I was allowed to do whatever I wanted! The elevator man
said I shouldn’t go up there but I told him to go suck a lemon. But he
was right. The wind was so strong that I could hardly light up, and it
was so strong I couldn’t go anywhere near the edge.

A name. I finally had one. The shipment of masks had gone to
something called MASTER GROUP - an address in Monte Rio, California. I
would wager all my pennies that this was the Black Watch club. I lost a
few pages up there but they weren’t too important. I watched them get
swept straight off the building, so fast that they didn’t have time to
fall down, they just flew straight back. I watched them go and wondered
how long it would take for them to land and become meaningless litter.
I wondered how long it would take me to do the same thing from this
height.

My clerks then went to work finding out what the hell a Master
Group was. I ordered a single lamb chop and a box of doughnuts and
coffees for the girls. I told them I appreciated all their work, and
that they deserved a break. A real doll named Nora sat with me while I
ate, but the others kept working. They made phone calls, went into the
archives and accounts, through the investor’s portfolios. I assumed it
would be a company or a foundation, something with a ton of stock in
Goldwynn’s company. But I was wrong. Another half-hour went by before
Rhonda came over and gave me the results. She awkwardly explained in
detail that it appeared to be a Gentleman’s Club of some sort. She
found them in the company’s Press Releases first, an article about the
founding of Goldwynn’s charity, The Family Wellness Project. It
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received several million dollars on behalf of ‘Master Group’. She
showed me a news clipping of several men at a party, scattered about
with cocktails. The Caption described a gathering of philanthropists in
honor of G.B.’s ‘good work’, though I could only pick Goldwynn himself
out of the crowd. Rhonda said they would need to track down the
organization before they might find their names for me. I shook my head
and plucked the clipping from the file.

“Hey, you over there,” I snapped my fingers at one of the girls.
She had on a cap and eyeglasses with big rims.

“Yes?” she shuffled over without lifting her feet.

“What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Jude.”

“Jude, I want you to go and take this clipping up to the top
floors, or wherever the big cheeses are. Get them to identify as many
of them as you can, find out their names and what they do, and remember
them. Can you do that for me?”

“Certainly,” she chirped.

She reminded me of Audrey when Audrey liked me.

And I told Rhonda to connect me with Gloria immediately. She
avoided making eye contact as she worked the rotary on her hip and gave
me her head-set, the cord wrapped around the both of us, our bodies
pressed together. There was a run in her stocking and I could see her
slip.

“Gold!” I shouted.

“Yes - Mr. Brown?” she sounded confused.

“I need to know everything you know about the Master Group. Did
G.B. ever mention such a thing? Master group!”

“Please, Christopher, you’re shouting—"

“It’s damn important, Gloria!”

There was a pause. Some ruffling sounds. She might’ve been just
waking up.

“Let me think..”

“Okay.”

I heard her sigh and move around like she was in bed. She put on
her sultry voice like it was a hat. She hadn’t sounded like that a
moment ago.

“Uh.. I think he went to a.. luncheon or barbecue for something of
the same name. Or maybe that was another thing. He was always involved
in these sorts of get-togethers until he stopped going outside.
Honestly there’s too many to count..”

“GLORIA!” I snapped, “YES or NO!?”

“Well, yes, I believe—"

“Who are they!?” I growled.

“I..I would need time to think of names, nothing’s coming to me
right now—"

“I can wait,” I said.

Then listened to the soft inhale on the other line, the buzzing
static. For a second, and just for a second, I heard a slight sound. A
swallow maybe. The faintest clearing of a throat.

“I.. Mr. Brown, I will have to call you back. You’ve actually caught
me at a, uh..” she cleared her throat.

“Were you and your husband ever involved in fetish or pervert sex-
acts, Gold?”

“What!?” she sounded horrified.

All of my clerks had stopped dead, hands over mouths, frozen in
file cabinets and in piles of paper.

4
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“Rubber masks pumped up full of sexual fumes - erotic sadistic
crap?”

All my tough talk fell through on that one. The sound that came out
my end of the horn was like a baboon falling into the tiger pit. I was
being screamed at, it seemed. Cool, calm, and collected Gloria Carmen
AKA Gloria Goldwynn was throwing a tantrum like a schoolgirl. I heard
only snippets of her insults, some of which identified myself as a
pervert myself, possibly a homosexual with Andy (at least I assumed it
was Andy — who could imagine myself implicated with John Hoobler?). I
held the little headset away from my head while we all listened to her
shrieks. Her voice took on an ugly tone like the old woman Grambledini.
Sour, wretched. I’d never imagined to hear such sounds coming from her.

I may never work in this city again. I can have all her money taken
away from me. I can be brought up on a number of charges she knows
about. I can be dead at sunrise if she so wills it. That one took the
cake though.

“Lady,” I laughed over her, “with this fucking case, that’s a
possibility every goddamned day. If you’re firing me, then come and get
me.”

I motioned for Rhonda to hang up and she did, her eyes big. I hoped
to Christ she didn’t really think I was a sex-pervert. I imagined she
had at least some evidence to the contrary.

For the first time I was thinking straight. Goddamned Gloria was
lying to me, I knew it. Maybe I could’ve picked up on it earlier if she
didn’t have me by the wang for so long (or if I had stopped hitting the
sauce for a while). It might’ve been nothing. She might’ve been upset
that she didn’t know what they were and she got defensive. She might
just be a sexual prude and resented any mention of it. But with this
case, something told me that it was more than that. She knew who Master
Group was, and it was uncomfortable or maybe even forbidden to talk
about them. I remembered back to the start of this case when she said
the Templar Division were her husband’s security firm. It seemed more
to me that they were likely Master Group’s security firm. A group which
G.B. was a part of, black watch and all. Did she know that? Did she
know what we were dealing with from the start?

This whole mess of a case had been one fright after another. From
the surveillance to the garden shears, to that scary goddamned file and
beyond, I’'d had my share of gut-wrenching fear already. So when June in
the cap shuffled in with the clipping she brought to the boardrooms, I
was prepared for the outcome.

“This one was a secretary of Defence a few years ago,” she pointed
to an old bastard with a martini and a comb-over marked Burns, “this
one is an 0Oil Baron, owns an eighth of all the oil in America or
something like that. Uhm, this is Edward Chandler the third or fourth
or something - a duke or prince.. I'm not really good with this sort of
thing..” she scratched her head, “this one’s.. he makes airplanes.. this
one is a banker, so’s he, I think. Or was he the weapons fellow..”

Their names had been written in pen over their heads. Next to G.B,
tenderly holding his wrist was another old man, tall but bent over, the
name ‘DEWOLFE’ scrawled in wild caps over his speckled head.

“Him,” I pointed, “who’s he?”

“I, uh, I was getting to him last because he’s the easiest,” she
giggled nervously, “they said he was the richest one of them all.”
“"Really.”

“They said, ‘honey,” she put on a gruff voice, talking out the side
of her mouth, “imagine all the businesses, all the banks, all the city
halls and parliaments, all the armies and colleges in the world as a
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series of pies. And them imagine a man with just as many fingers in
every one of those pies. That’s who Dewolfe is, sweetie’”

She laughed and so did some other clerks but I didn’t.

Rhonda didn’t either, but that’s because we were still all tangled
up and joined at the hip - and because she had heard the bulk of Gold’s
tirade.

It was probably a good thing I didn’t go try to see DeWolfe. If
Baul was just the mad scientist of the Rich Man’s Club and we almost
got killed from going near his house, I would imagine waving hello to
DeWolfe from across a football field would get my arms and legs sawed
off in no time flat. I wished I had gone to speak with him instead of
Hoobler, but if that had been the case, that would mean that Hoob
would’ve worked over the scene of the crime or interviewed the Castle
crew, which were all bad ideas. It was stupid to mull over things like
that, but I just wished I had spoken with him. I might’ve figured this
out sooner.

But what had I even figured out? We already knew the Pinks worked
for wealthy fellas, now we just knew who those fellas were. Bunch of
sex-perverts who run the whole fucking show -- the men behind the
curtain. So now I had some names to try to come up with some motives
for. Names of people I couldn’t go near without coming face to face
with the Templar Division, the cops, or even the Lord God himself.

The girls had done their job. They were still digging for more on
Master Group, but I wasn’t expecting much more to come of it. And I
wasn’t going to order them to start calling newsrags and tattlers to
shake out any stories of bad-blood between Goldwynn and every one of
the names on my clipping. Even if I wanted to, they were accountants
and secretaries, not cut out for this kind of work. They wrote memos
and looked for tax loopholes - none of them were cut out for any of
this. I thought of Lisa, with her nose for research. Her ability to see
the strings on a puppet and what hands were dancing them around. My gut
clenched when I thought about her, and then it sunk even further when I
thought about Andy. Hoob had probably already told him.

I wanted to stay with them, hide up in the files while they worked,
make them laugh, become friends with them. Go home with them and let
them all adopt me. They seemed so happy, something I hadn’t genuinely
felt is so goddamned long. Then again, they were probably Jjust enjoying
a break from their usual grind, away from their bosses. I reminded
myself they were probably just as fucked up as I was underneath. Well,
not quite as bad. I was a wreck, physically and mentally, at my wits
edge and suppertime was still on its way. The biggest piece of this had
come down the pipe with the gasmask development and now I had a name.
The rest I would have to do on my own.

I bid farewell to Jude and Nora and Rhonda and Big Joanie, Jess,
Tracey and Trisha. Before I left I thumbed through my money clip,
trying to figure out what would be enough for everyone. I ended up just
splitting the whole thing into seven piles and leaving with empty
pockets. I realized I usually spend all my money in instances exactly
as this. Trying to make amends for using people. I had more in the
trunk, in the glove compartment, in the back of the toilet in the
office, extra under bunker floorboards that only I knew about. I would
have to go bail some out.

I got into the driver’s seat. I had a cigarette and looked up at
the skyscraper. I reached around behind and grabbed the grey rubbery
thing, pulled it over my face.
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Through the cloudy little lenses I watched traffic come and go,
listened to the honk and shout of the city through the muffled
earflaps. I looked at myself in the rearview, some crazy elephant. Sex
pervert. Experiment.

I drove into the country.
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CH
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6Gteen:
THE DEA L

5:35 PM

Not very long until the Captain needed my answer. Not very long
until I found out what he was told to do with me if I said no.

I was doing the long stretch of road that brought me to the Castle.
You might’ve imagined I would not go near Gloria right now, but this
was my ticket. She was frazzled, crazed, probably terrified and
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furious. I might get a lamp thrown at me, might get my eyes clawed out.
But I'd also be much more likely to get answers (more likely to see
part of her fly out of her nightgown, too).

I wanted a drink. I mean I really wanted one. Though it was the
last thing I needed. One sip and I’'d be out. I was barely awake as it
was, had to open the vents to let the breeze in. God, it smelled
terrible out here! I slapped my own face a few times and shook it all
out of me. I couldn’t afford to screw this up.

I went through all the regular bullshit with the fascist Arab
guards, got my escort into the compound riding in the silly buggy and
had to wait half the goddamned day for Alabaster to open the fucking
door.

“Are you the only one allowed to open the door?” I asked him.

“Why, no, sir. But I’'m the only one who ever thinks to do it,” he
smiled, but it hadn’t been very long since the little turd had insulted
me over the phone. His smile crumbled into nothing and he nervously
arranged his collar.

“That’s some fucking secret passageway upstairs, huh?” I asked.

The look on his face was phenomenal. Of course the little faggot
knew about it. The time for pulling punches was gone, and he looked
like I’d just sunk one right in his belly. I couldn’t assume that G.B.
did whatever Baul did, but I would be willing to wager that some of
those gasmasks ended up here. And I would be willing to wager that if
anything went on with them in the Castle, the butler would be the first
to know.

“Where’s Gloria?” I smiled.

“The - uh,” he wiped his cheek, “Gloria left earlier. She drove off
by herself rather abruptly.”

Fuck.

Everything had been riding on getting information about Master
Group from Gloria. I hadn’t been thinking. Should have phoned first, or
even just kept her on the line when I first had her. Should’ve been
using my fucking head.

“So, then, Mr. Brown - was that the only reason for the visit? You
surely could’ve called ahead, I’'d assume.”

I guess my disappointment was all over my face, just like his
guilt. And he thought he could give me a jab or two to make up for it.
But like I said. I was done pulling punches. I was going to make the
most out of this, Gold or no Gold.

“No, I’'m gonna get upstairs. I've got some more looking around to
do. Say, tell me, Phinneas,” I got into his space, towering over him,
“you ever hear of a Master Group?”

His lips puckered in under his moustache, then his tongue shot out
and back in like a cuckoo clock.

“Why sir, I assume you mean, the, uh, philanthropist organization?”
he blinked up at me. He was smart enough not to know not to lie.

“Sure, them. But I’'m sure you’re aware they’re involved in more
than just philanthropy. They commissioned G.B. to make some weird
narcotic device,” I considered getting it out of the briefcase, but
then continued on, “far as I can tell, it causes sexual feelings and
tremendous moodswings, if you can believe it—"

“Sir—" he tried to move back, but I crowded him further towards the
stairs.
“Delivers it through a fucking mask, if you can believe that!” I

laughed, then leaned in even closer, “Hey, by the way - did you ever
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see ol’ G.B. with a black pocket watch? Apparently it fires out a small
device with a spring. You ever see that?”

“Mr. Brown!” he tried to hold his ground but I pushed against him,
forcing him back.

“You spent a lot of time with him. The most - that’s what Andy
Bobby said. That’s what you told him! Did you ever see these things -
or see them used on anybody?”

His heels backed into the first carpeted step and he fell over
backwards. But I kept coming, leaning over him and grabbing up the
front of his shirt like he was some perp and I was the police.

“Because that kind of information will help us find out who killed
G.B., you know. It’ll give us all the answers we need and then Gloria
can get her man. And do him in,” I added.

Alabaster’s face was wrenched up with fear. He really was a lover,
not a fighter. He looked absolutely terrified.

He knew about Master Group. He knew what they really did, which I
didn’t. But he didn’t know I didn’t. And he seemed horrified with the
insinuation that he had anything to do with it, which meant he did.

But then I made like I had grabbed his shirt to catch him. I picked
him back up in one stiff movement like a doll. Wiped off his jacket and
straightened him out. Picked imaginary lint off his lapel.

“Let me know if anything comes to you,” I added with a smile.

I went up the stairs. I took them two by two but my back hated me
for it.

“W-where will you be?” he called up after me.

“Either in the murder room or the secret room behind the murder
room!” I shouted over my shoulder so that everyone could hear me.

The wall was futile. Maybe tomorrow (if there was a tomorrow) I
would tackle it. But there was no use injuring myself further on some
fucking long shot. Instead I whipped myself up a black coffee in the
maid’s break-room kitchenette and went back to the scene of the crime.
It had been a few since I'd been in here. My last breakthrough had been
finding Erdel’s book, but that nagging feeling was still with me. I
hadn’t found what I needed to find, not yet.

I did my usual walkabout, just looking, listening. Imagining how it
happened, why it happened. Imagining Goldwynn’s shrunken little corpse
with its collection of stab wounds. Some assailant bending over,
stuffing a goddamned bullet in his head. And then..

And then what? The same question again. The same one I couldn’t
answer. I had to think of it in another way.

Let’s say they had some way of locking the door from the outside to
make it seem like it was locked from the inside. It’s not impossible -
I mean, it was a deadbolt, so it’s fucking hard to imagine, but let’s
say they did. Could they have slipped away through the house unnoticed?
Made it past the guards and through the gardens and over the fence and
into the night unnoticed? Sure.

But I wasn’t buying it. I thought back to when we took the case.
What did Gloria say the Pinks told her?

“You’re our prime suspect,” I said to nobody.

What if Gloria had done it, and had no memory of it? Hypnosis, a
dope-stupor, maybe? Sounds like they had the means to do it. She’s the
one who found the body. Maybe the door wasn’t locked at all. I know the
little dork butler knocked it down, supposedly, but maybe he didn’t.
Maybe he was covering for her. That was his job. It’s possible that she
could have done it and not even known she had. Then she hired us to
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pick up the pieces. Master Group gets G.B.’s own wife to kill him, then
launches a phony investigation, case closed.

But that was insane. Totally unrealistic and had too many holes in
it. If she was proving to be a problem, they would just kill her. And
it was too complicated. Nonsensical. If only we had been on the case
first instead of those rats. We could’ve had this thing open and
closed, had our fucking money in a week. Cruise right off the highway
and roll onto easy street.

When I remembered that there was no ‘us’ anymore, part of me
stopped working. I sat down and tried to take a sip of coffee but it
was too hot.

I left the room to use the telephone. I called the office and the
bunker, but got no response. At least they were smart enough to lay
low. Reluctantly I dialled the last number.

“Thank you for calling the Hot Rod, Pies Fischer on the line!”

“It’s Brown.”

“Fuck you.”

He hung up.

That didn’t feel very good but I suppose I deserved it.

Back in the room, I tried to drink my coffee again but it was still
too hot. I sat at his desk, put my head in my hands and tried to stay
awake. Tried to think. Tried not to worry about them. I looked at my
watch. 6:21. I imagined the Captain might appear out of thin air any
moment, or maybe just step out from the shadowy chimney where he’d been
hiding all along.

I think if I weren’t thinking about the Captain, I wouldn’t have
paid any attention to the sound. The soft hiss of fabric. Like running
your hand across the leather on a new car. I turned my head and saw my
suitcase moving across the floor, being pushed aside by the opening
door. A black glove with a long-barrelled a pistol sneaking into the
room. My executioner.

This was it.

I shot out of the chair, knocking the coffee over, throwing my
whole body against the door. I pinned the hand at the wrist and I heard
a hiss of pain on the other side and immediately began wrestling with
the pistol.

“I guess Six Thirty came early!” I shouted.

I was terrified, exhilarated.

Cranked the index finger back hard, a nice wet snap and a scream,
wrenched the gun from the broken claw, and in a moment of pure hatred,
shoved it into the base of the palm, Jjust below the wrist, and fired.

There was a silencer screwed into it, so all I heard was the dry
snap of bone and the impact of the bullet into the door frame. Straight
through him, I guess.

Now there was a sweet scream on the other side and I still had
three fingers and a thumb to play with.

“You like that, you piece of shit!?” I stepped further back,
leaning forward, putting more weight on the door.

“STOP!” the voice screamed.

I wrenched the broken index finger around, breaking it in a
different direction and there was a scream that echoed through the
whole castle.

“Come at me like a fucking sneak, willya!?”

“NO STOP NO ---"
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“Come after me --- threaten my FAMILY?”

He began to yank his hand back, the red stuff coming out of his
wrist, but I wasn’t letting him go. I shoved the gun in my pants and
twisted the hand at the wrist, wrenching it up like a leaky faucet,
even turned my whole body to do it. Another wet snap and an
unbelievable scream.

But that’s when I realized it was familiar. And that none of the
Pinks we fought could feel pain at all so far as we knew.

I threw open the door.

I had Phinneas Alabaster by the hand. He was sobbing and covering
his face, all swollen up and red from screaming.

“You!?” I shouted, gripping the hand harder than ever.

“NO!” he pleaded.

I led him down the hallway by the hand and the hair, knocking his
head into walls along the way. It felt good to be in a fight I could
win (if you called this a fight at all). When he tried to struggle I
would squeeze his ruined hand and yank back on what was left of his
balding mane.

This was a big development.

“Y-y-you shot me..” he sobbed.

“And now I'm gonna fuckin’ kill you,” I whispered into his ear.

He let out a watery scream like a woman. If he was thinking he’d
know I couldn’t kill him. Not now, when I could get some information
from him.

That didn’t keep me from hurting him. I smashed his head a few more
times until I got to the kitchenette. It felt good.

Some grim idea had come to me and I threw him on the ground and
took out the pistol. It was the same kind he’d given to us, the
Browning model.

“You can’t,” he shook his head at me, clutching his hand. You could
only see a little blood on the cuff, but I could tell he was gushing
just by his face.

“I can’t what - kill you?” I laughed.

“The fff..” he hissed, then took a deep breath, “the guards!”

I went over to the counter, took the pot of coffee off the stove
and grabbed a mug out of the cupboard. I poured in the black water and
crouched down in front of him.

“Maybe they heard you scream. Maybe not. They didn’t hear the
gunshot since you were so clever with this thing—"

I pointed it at him and he screamed NO! again.

“Why were you comin’ for me with this little doozy anyway?” I
asked.

His chest heaved up and down and his eyes were wild.

“You touch me, you’re dead. Gloria will have youu—"

His words turned into another scream as I splashed him with the
scalding coffee. I didn’t aim anywhere in particular, just flicked my
wrist.

Then I punched him in the face. Then in the gut. Then in the face
again. And again. He didn’t even struggle, just screamed and wept. It
was like hurting a child. I took him by the hair again and smashed his
skull on the linoleum, put his bleeding nose to the floor. I got right
in his face.

“Right now, Alabaster, I got bigger problems than what Gold can
cook up. So yeah, maybe I'm not supposed to hurt the butler,” I pressed
his skull into the floor, “but I don’t think you’re supposed to be
pointing this at me.”

I put it against his temple, hard. He let out another cry.

”
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“So let me tell you, I'm getting to the bottom of this whether or
not Gold’s paying me.”

He settled down a little, tiny whimpers.

“You had know something don’t you?”

“NO!” he hissed.

“You didn’t do it. You just know something. Maybe you helped it
along. Didn’t you?”

A\Y NO ‘[ 77

“Yes you fucking did!” I pressed in hard.

“M-MmmMm..."”

“I’11 do it, Phinneas! I’11 fucking do it!”

His flabby face convulsed and he made more strange vibrating
noises. Pink spittle. I wish the coffee pot was closer so I could pour
the rest of it into his ear or something.

“Tell me what you know.”

He let out a howl, coughing out wet strings on the tiles.

“Start with Master Group,” I barked.

“You don’t..” he trailed off, weeping.

“I don’t what!?” I smeared his loose skin on the floor.

“You don’t talk about them.. don’t understand who they are..” he
hissed, snot flying out his nose.

“What don’t I understand? Tell me!”

I manhandled him for a while, but he didn’t say anything. He just
started to cry. I got up and he curled up, covered his face. Blood
coming out the hole in the back of his hand.

I stood up and leaned against the counter. My back was bothering
me.

“They know who did it,” I sighed, “that’s not what this is about.
So if you had something to do with it, they know. They know and they
don’t care.”

“I.diiidn’t..” he sobbed.

“Then WHY were you trying to kill me!?” I spat down at him.

He twitched nervously and covered his head again.

“WHY!?” I stomped on his hand and he went off like a siren.

This time I did splash him with the coffee pot, but he was already
screaming so it didn’t make much of a difference. I added some water to
the pot and drank the stuff right out of the jug. It had cooled quite a
bit!

I raised my foot again and he scrambled into the corner.

“No..” he pleaded.

“You just tried to shoot me. What the fuck did you expect? Kisses?”

“SUh - Suhhstopp—" he pleaded, “STOP! STOP! I - I’'1ll tell you..™

And he did.

I had to endure ten minutes of half-blubbering talk, like a child
woken up from a bad dream, but it was worth it. I was too exhausted to
beat on him any more so I got a broom from behind the door. I’d spear
him with it from time to time, when I wanted more answers, or when I
just plain found him disgusting. Jabbing it into his soft belly, he’d
gurgle and take the track I’'d want him on.

The Master Group, he informed me, were in fact Sex Perverts. They
had raunchy parties with girls and boys flown in from all over the
world. He explained that the house would be emptied of staff from time
to time, and would be flooded with other deviants. They would fuck
everywhere, in every single room, fuck anyone, fuck anything. I had an
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image of Goldwynn watching from behind his paintings, tugging furiously
on his dink. Alabaster seemed to imply that more than fucking went on,
but he wouldn’t give me anything beyond that.

“You can’t imagine..” he shook his head.

“"Murder?” I asked.

“No... but close. Torturous acts!” he shook his horrible head,
depraved...”

“And they made you take part,” I said.

I didn’t need to ask. It was clear what was going on here. I’d seen
sex used as a tool for blackmail enough times to know what it could do
to someone. Obviously, he belonged to them to begin with, but after
something like that, he was in their pocket.

“And so you were implicated in this because they have dirt on you.”

He nodded and sniffled, clutching his hand. He explained that the
Templars made him scrub the room of evidence when they were done their
investigation. Swore him to secrecy, under threat of torture, murder,
or even simple police prosecution. Anything could be done to him, he
said. And they could do it.

“And you tried to shoot me because—" I Jjabbed him with the broom
right in the testicles.

“Because Gold can’t know I have anything to do with it!” he
snapped, his face red, his eyes swollen and bloodshot, “if she found
out, that would be it for me! And if they know you knew about me..” he
trailed off.

I looked at him, drank some more coffee straight from the pot. I
motioned like I might splash him with it again and he screamed. He
pleaded that he didn’t know anymore. Didn’t know who killed Goldwynn.

“It’s warm!” I laughed, “Relax. Anyways, Alabaster, I believe you.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, I do. And I think I get it now. You love her, don’t you?”

His face folded in on itself, double chins rising underneath his
moustache, a wretched look coming out his eyes. Like a dog taking a
shit.

“Well, it would please you to know then,” I leaned in and whispered
softly, “that despite your little telephone threat - I have fucked
Gold. And I'm gonna do it again.”

He shook his head no, but I grabbed his stupid moustache and
twisted it hard.

“She’s mine,” I said convincingly, “it’s you she can’t stand.”

It was almost better than any beating I could put on him. The tears
that came out of him weren’t just due to my words, I’'m sure pain had a
lot to do with it too. But the sobs were longer, genuinely heart-
wrenching. Nothing could reproduce a sound like that. Not that I wasn’t
going to try.

I beat him with the broom handle until it broke, and then I went to
work with my fists. By the time I was done, there were three maids
watching me from the doorway while I washed the blood off my hands. I
wasn’t one to take attempts on my life very lightly.

“Excuse me,” I said, quietly passing them by. My shoe stepped on a
loose tooth on the floor. I don’t know if Gold had a dentist on staff,
but I think he should go there first if she did.

“He tried to kill me, you know,” I added, as if it might help.

AN

”

r”

No one sounded the alarm. The guards didn’t give a shit that my
hands were scraped and bruised. Didn’t care that I missed a spot of
blood on my cuffs. Alabaster was smart enough not to talk. Or maybe
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he’d already talked to them, called them off. A good ol’ southern boy
like him, he knew the importance of loyalty. Of keeping his mouth shut.
Now I had to look at upper class brothels, connections to high-
class whores and corporate pimps. I needed John. This would be a hell
of a lot tougher on my own. I didn’t know where to start in that world,
didn’t have a single friend I could go to. I’d have to get creative.

On the highway into the city, I saw a collection of lights flashing
behind me. I pulled over, expecting them to pass me by. They didn’t. I
was being pulled over. Was Alabaster stupid enough to call the fucking
cops?

“Officer,” I rolled down the window, “what’s this about?”
A wide-faced policeman lowered his mug into view, grinning.
“Nothin’,” he said.

“What?” I shook my head.

They had me out of the car in a flash, on the ground, face in the
dirt, hands behind my back. Not unlike how I just had the little weasel
on the kitchen floor. Cuffed and man-handled, my pistol was snatched,
the money I’'d re-filled my clip with was taken. I got a few kicks but
nothing too bad.

“What am I being charged with!?” I shouted.

“I told you,” the big one said, “nothin’.”

They’d taken none of my information. I didn’t even have time to
push any money into their hands. I wasn’t under arrest. I was just
being taken away. It all happened so fast, I didn’t have time to think
about it. And I wasn’t going to put up a fight when I didn’t have to
yet. My throat and ribs still ached from Baul’s living room, my back
barely holding itself together. Maybe I had enough in me do give out a
beating but if I had to take another one, I was finished.

They brought me forward, past their cop cars to a little black car
I hadn’t noticed. My balls jumped back up into my body.

I was put in a black Pinkerton ride, the same metal grille in the
back, some blue-suit piece of shit at the wheel, smoking a cigarette.
He looked old, maybe sixty-five or more. A face like an old tire.

As we pulled away, two squad cars followed, and a third stayed
behind. I saw them crouching in front of my bumper. Taking my plates. I
was in the process of disappearing, it seemed.

“What’s your name?” I asked the driver.

“Nope,” he said. His voice was like an old tire too.

That was the end of our conversation. I Jjust sat and watched the
city come in around me, the buildings grow taller and taller until T
couldn’t see any roofs, just concrete and neon. I thought I’d be taken
across the bridge to the Pink’s hideout, but instead I was being taken
downtown, to the Police Station.

I didn’t feel anything, not fear, not dread. I was like lakewater.
Calm, cool. Not half an hour ago I thought it was the end anyway. I
didn’t feel much different now that I did then. I just felt tired. If
they were gonna kill me, they should just do it. All this beating
around the bush was getting to be a little much.

“If I wriggle around, I can reach my cigarettes, so that’s what I'm
doing,” I said to the driver.

“Go wild,” he said indifferently.

I managed to light up back there and enjoyed my last cigarette in
the dark.

I was taken in the back, brought up the stairs and taken into a
lovely little interrogation room. It smelled of urine. I waited there
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for a long time but no one came in. An hour went by and there wasn’t so
much as a peep on the other side of the door. This was the same as when
Hoob and I were taken in to the little safehouse. Stalling tactics,
darkness and intimidation.

“C’'mon!” I shouted.

“C'mon let’s get this over with!” I kicked the table.

Not one moment later, the door opened and the Captain came in. He
had a coat slung over his arm and an umbrella under that. In the other
hand he clutched a thin little briefcase. He was in another dark suit
with a sky-blue shirt and a white tie. He pulled out a chair and sat
down.

“I didn’t keep you waiting, did I?” he smiled.

“No sir.” I shook my head.
“Nobody let you out of those manacles yet?”
“No sir.”

He smiled and slid a keyring across the table. I had to turn around
to grab them, and it took a few moments to line them up in the keyhole.

“Nobody likes having to wait around, Christopher. I'm sorry if you
were made to wait and wait,” he said.

“I get it, okay?”

“Were you planning on letting me wait all night for your call?” he
put his coat on the back of his chair, ran his hand over his huge bald
skull.

“I knew you’d find me.”

“That’s still very rude, Christopher. I don’t abide by that kind of
behaviour.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Oh - well now, that’s even ruder,” he shook his head.

“Can we get this over with?” I sighed.

“Do you have an answer?” he inquired.

“The answer’s no. I'm not interested in being your fucking stooge.”

“Hey, c’mon now,” he looked genuinely hurt, “there’s no need for
talk like that. What did I just say?”

I took in a deep breath. I wanted to run over there and start
something. Get this over. Make him have to put me down here, just like
I had to do at Baul’s.

“I'm sorry Clarence.”

“That’s alright. You haven’t exactly had an easy time here..” he
shook his head regretfully, “Thank you for saying that, though. I mean
it.”

“No problem,” I said. I wanted to go to sleep.

“You want anything to drink? A coffee or water? Wine? I hear the
chief keeps a nice Chianti in his desk..”

“That’s okay. I’'d prefer to sort this out right now..”

“Sure. I can understand that. Things to do, right?”

“Of course.”

He opened his briefcase and took out some papers, laying them in
neat piles in front of me. They were tidy and clearly labelled with
small slips of paper that said Option 1, Option 2..

I had four options.

“So, here’s what I can offer you,” he shrugged, “I'm sorry there
isn’t more here.”

He got up and closed his briefcase. Motioned for the door.

“I’11 give you some time to think about this, okay, Christopher?
Are you sure you don’t want anything?”
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“No sir. Thank you.”
I sounded like I was in the goddamned army again.

Option #1 was a form signing my life as well as John and Andy’s
over to the Templar Agency. It was the deal I had already turned down,
but I guess it was still (literally) on the table. I had to check some
boxes and sign it.

Option #2 was more or less the same form, but it had ANDREW ROBERTS
typed in the fields at the top. I guess they were willing to settle for
just him. The line where I would sign for that one had TRANSFER OF
OWNERSHIP written under it. Like I was trading him to another baseball
team. Like he was my property.

Option #3 was a document detailing several acts of grave-robbing,
where young dead women were taken up from the ground, taken home by
someone, only to reappear on the city’s beaches a few days later. With
bucketloads of spermies in them. There was eyewitness testimony from my
landlord, from the Deli next door, and from the Laundromat identifying
me as the prime suspect, all of them having seen me drag several women
into the office who didn’t gquite seem alive. There was a photograph of
me driving down the road with a woman in the passenger seat who looked
either dead or drunk.

Option #4 was a form where I could confess to fucking several dead
women .

I almost laughed out loud. Almost. The worst part was that they
probably really did dig up some poor girls and have a go at them to
whip up some evidence. And my neighbours probably got a hell of a lot
of dough just to write down my name on some piece of paper and pointing
a finger or two.

I wondered if Andy and John had received a visit or if they were in
holding somewhere. In the same building, even. I doubted it. The
Captain liked me for some reason, seemed like he only dealt with us
through me. They probably did an assessment and decided I was the one
most likely to listen to reason or broker a deal. Probably had a team
of science-men examine my brain x-rays and stool samples and figure I
was the one to go with.

Fifteen minutes later the door swung open and the Captain came in
with a big glass of wine, swishing it around.

“I couldn’t resist,” he smiled.

I smiled back, but I didn’t want to.

I had to wonder what he thought of me. He obviously must know that
I don’t like him, the man in charge of my downfall. But that’s probably
what he always was in charge of, he was used to it. I imagined that’s
why he was so friendly; he just wanted some polite conversation.

“So, I decided.”

“You did? That’s great,” he took a sip, sat down and folded his
hands.

“Well - before I give you my answer. I thought I would ask.. is
there another option - a fifth one?”

“I'm open to any offer, Christopher.”

“Option #2 - where you get Andy. Could we switch it for me? Just
me. The other two go free, go underground, disappear?”

But he was shaking his head almost immediately.
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“I would say yes, if it were up to me. But the boys upstairs want
Andrew. They’re gquite impressed with his skills - and frankly so am I.
That isn’t to say you aren’t a catch, but they were clear. Everyone, or
just Andrew.”

“And that’s it?” I asked.

“Well..” he shrugged, his gigantic jacket lifting off his shoulders,
“I mean, there’s one more option, but it’s not really worth mentioning.”

I motioned for him to go ahead.

He didn’t take anything out of his briefcase. He reached around
underneath his jacket, tugging on his belt. I heard a snap pop and he
pulled a big black thing out from behind himself. A big fucking knife,
curved like a boomerang - a Ghurka knife. He didn’t stab it into the
table or do anything so dramatic. He just placed it down softly and
looked up at me.

“It would be fast, of course. Painless.”

It didn’t take me long to decide.

“I’11 take Option #3,” I slid the document forward.

“Oh,” he seemed disappointed, “well, alright. If that’s your
choice..”

“Desecrating a grave, maybe defiling a corpse or something like
that, I can’t imagine what else I could be charged with that wouldn’t
let me post bail. And what’s the worst I’d get? 5 years?”

It was an incredible thing to be in a situation where letting
myself go to trial for corpse buggery was the best option I had.

The Captain finished his wine in one big gulp.

“Enjoy,” he smiled, raising the empty glass.

Then I was given the whole police treatment like I really had been
brought in here for the outrageous allegations. Thumb-prints and mug-
shots and questioning -- the works. The cops were lousy actors -
pretending I had been taken in legitimately, pretending to be
disgusted. Pretending this was an actual case. I don’t think the
Captain expected me to actually pick that one, it was supposed to be a
big ‘fuck you’, rubbing my nose in how powerful they were. But what the
fuck did I care? An out is an out. It was the only way I’d be on the
street anytime soon. Of course I’'d never work again if I lost the
trial, which I most certainly would. I called up my favourite
firebrand, ol’ Tommy D, the Jewish redhead to come down to the station
and shout at everyone like any good lawyer would, get in everyone’s
face and make the cops feel like shit. Even spat on the floor a few
times for good measure. I should’ve been let go with a simple subpoena,
but the chief insisted I might go fuck some more dead people without a
visit to the courthouse. Tommy went balistic, but it didn't make much
of a difference.

I was able to see a judge after sleep in a crampy cell, and of
course, I posted bail - gave him record of Employment with Gloria
Carmen to prove I was solvent, and even showed him some Million Dollar
Gold Certificates to boot.

I walked out the door a free man.

Except for the ongoing investigation into my fucking dead people.
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AUDREY

all I could think about.

I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been laid since she
left me five years and x months ago. It wasn’t that I was feeling
guilty. I just kept thinking about her. Maybe because we were in the
tub. I told Gina it would be a neat idea to get in together, like it
was something I just came up with. But Aud and I used to take baths
together every Sunday, like children, scrubbing eachother’s bodies
clean with the brush.

Maybe it was because I was looking at her body. I hadn’t realized
it until now, but every time I’ve been with a woman since Aud, it’s
been in the dark. I hadn’t been with a woman in the daytime since Aud -
and I could see it all. All the ways Gina was different. And you can’t
help but compare something like that. Wide hips - wider than her
shoulders. Maybe as wide as mine. Full, big legs like a cartoon woman,
a narrow pudgy waist and breasts that pointed, dark nipples and pale
skin. And those enormous eyes, dirty blonde mop on top of it all. She
was a looker, don’t get me wrong, but just not Audrey.

Or maybe I was thinking about her because I was thinking about
those dead girls - the real or made up ones —-- that I would have to
account for. For some reason I would think of Aud, or those smiling
clerks back at the skyscraper - I don’t know why - but I kept picturing
them as the ones being dug up, defiled. And it made me sad. Angry. It
was a crazy thought - made not a lick of sense but I kept coming back
to it.

But the bath went from being about snuggling up together to being
about what had happened to my body. I still had a lot of bruises on my
neck and body, my eyes a little dark, a small cut in my eyebrow. My
hands were a mess, and I had some big scrapes up my back that I
honestly hadn’t even noticed. The last few days had been rough on me.

She used an icy cloth on my bruises, standing over me in her
bathrobe. Then she got some ointment from the cupboard and started
rubbing it into all my little cuts and wounds. She had filled up the
tub for me, lukewarm water to take the swelling down. I told her hot
would work too, but she disagreed with me. Actually, lukewarm water
wouldn’t do shit, it had to either be cold or hot, but I wasn’t going
to bring up the fact that my wife was a nurse. Instead, I just got into
the water. It was like soup left in the open. But either way, it did
feel good to get cleaned up, to be taken care of.

I had called Audrey before I found Gina. Just to remind myself that
I should be doing this in the first place. Nobody picked up, so I
called Andy. I wanted to talk to them for two entirely different
reason, but when no one answered, it felt the same. There was nothing
at the bunker, nothing at the office. It was late. They were probably
out buying bazookas and mounting a machine gun turret ontop of John’s
car for their campaign against the Templars. But I really hoped I
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could’ve reached them. I wasn’t even mad anymore. I had secured a few
more days of freedom, but I still needed their help. I still needed
them.

I went to Gerber’s specifically to find her, and I did. There was
some sort of story coming out of my mouth about why I had to turn her
down. I don’t even remember what it was, I was so fucked up on lack of
sleep and dread and pain. Something about coaching a little league team
or something even more absurd. I know it had to do with taking care of
small children. She said she was off in about ten minutes if I could
wait. If I wanted to go on a date. We both knew we weren’t going to do
that, but it was a nice lie to tell ourselves. Try to act like we’re
something more than two horny, lonely animals.

I fell asleep at the bar waiting, but she took me home anyway. She
put me to bed and snuggled up to me, a complete stranger. Smelly,
bloody, ugly. And I was out like a light for almost twelve hours
straight.

It was the kind of care I needed. Simple, just someone to make you
feel human, remind you that you aren’t totally horrible. Someone to
tuck you in and make you feel loved, even if she didn’t love me.

And in the morning I woke up to her ontop of me. I was already
inside of her, like we’d already been going at it in our sleep. I
didn’t have time to think about rubbers or my pecker rotting off, I
just groaned and pulled her mouth to mine, grabbed some handfuls.
Despite having a blue-black scrotum, I got along just fine, and she
seemed like she did too (except it felt like nothing came out when I
had my big finale - nothing but searing pain). She was so small. Big
eyes but small hands, small feet, and she was short, though she had one
whopper of a rear end. And she knew how to use it. She seemed
indifferent that I screamed I was finished. She wasn’t. Just kept
going, hunkered down and wrapped me up.

She made me eggs and I slept again, then we got in the tub
together. She did all the talking. I didn’t mention one thing about
myself, about the case, my job, who I was. Apparently she already got
my name from when we last talked, I told her I was kinda like a cop---
and she didn’t really ask anything more than that. The rest of it was
about how her boss was mean to her, how long she had to work, how often
she was made to do double shifts. And then she talked a lot about her
sister, who is sick and in the hospital, which apparently, my tips
helped pay for. I felt a little betrayed that maybe the money was the
reason I was here. But I put it out of my mind, focused on her mouth
again.

She was nervous, spoke like she was waiting for me to shout at her,
waiting to say the wrong thing. So instead of trying to figure out what
she should say, she said everything. She told me about what she dreams
about, how we didn’t have to worry about a baby because she was on the
pill, what foods she was allergic to, what celebrities she’s met or
wanted to meet. Reminded me of Byrd, the radio newsgirl, except less
uppity. I put my head between her floating tits and listened, watching
the suds gather around her bush. I loved her.

Or I wanted keep her anyway. Protect her, carry her over my
shoulder, take her away. Marry her in Las Vegas. Ready to give her my
name when I didn’t even know hers. And I wanted her to protect me. To
tell me everything is alright, to make me feel strong, make me feel
brave. Give me something to fight for. Maybe I didn’t love her, but I
loved something about her, and I wanted to keep whatever that was. If
Andy could see me, if he were standing in the doorway to the bathroom,
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he’d shake his head at me. The guy frowns on these kinds of shenanigans
with ladies like I do to him and John smoking reefer. When I’d come in
late with a pretty thing on my arm, he’d ask the next day how long I’d
known her. Like you have to love a woman to make love to her. If you
could even call it that. Gina and I fucked, we didn’t make love, but
she was so tender to me about everything else, so tender that I would
call that making love.

Aud was coming into my head again when I heard a noise. A strange
echo coming in through the open door. crik crik.

“You hear that?” I asked.

“Hear what?”

Then there was the shattering of glass from the other room, bits
tinkling onto the floor. I shoved her head down and dove out of the
tub, sliding across the tiles on my bare ass. I got my pistol from my
pants and scrambled into the little kitchenette, my wet skin picking up
all the dirt and dust from the floor.

“What on EARTH?” she screamed, but I didn’t say anything back.

The window facing the street was broken, jagged glass fingers left
in the pane.

“Christopher?” she called.

But then someone else called my name. A man’s voice from below.

Stupid. Stupid.

I wasn’t thinking. Bringing another person into my life like this.
I’d signed her death warrant more than likely. Not that I wasn’t going
to fight it. I’d fight it like a fucking lion.

I hid in the drapes and tried to peer down the street. And that’s
when my life went crazy. When I went crazy.

A big chunk of pavement shattered the upper pane, clattering onto
the floor. Gina screamed.

John was on the sidewalk, his hands clutching his hair like a crazy
person.

“John?” I leaned out.

“Chris!” he cried.

He pulled the skin down on his face with both hands like he was
made of rubber. He was crying.

“What?!” I threw up the pane.

“They got Andy,” he wiped his big face, “they fucking got him—"

My chest seized up.

“He’s in the hospital. They say he’s fuckin’ dyin!” Hoob screamed,
clutching his hair with his fists.

I dressed myself soaking wet. And I didn’t just forget my socks and
underwear, I forgot to say anything to Gina. Forgot isn’t the right
word anyway. I ran down to John with the gun in my hand like it was
part of me.

A couple beer at the Hot Rod had turned into twelve and the two of
them wanted to hit the streets. Hoobler didn’t want to wreck his
convertible, so he had Andy drive it downtown. He was slightly more
sober, level-headed enough to navigate the streets. On the way, John
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demanded that they stop at the newsstand - Sissy Catchem was on the
cover of this month’s GAGA magazine and he didn’t want to miss out.

It was there, parked next to the dirty little hut, that the rats
chose to strike. Two black cars came out of nowhere and cruised past
Andy. I guess he must’ve been pretty drunk not to realize they were
being surveilled. But he was with it enough to try and get the fuck out
of the car when he realized a hand-grenade had been tossed in through
the window like a pair of old shoes. Andy tackled Hoob in the street
when it went off. He got a back full of shrapnel saving John Hoobler’s
life.

It had been hours since it happened. Hoob had driven around
everywhere looking for me. He literally had to drive around all night
trying to spot my car, and when he finally did, he didn’t know if Andy
would be alive or dead.

He was alive. Critical condition. But the doctors said they’d been
able to stabilize him because John had gotten here so fast.

My heart almost stopped when I saw her. Audrey.

She was here with her garbageman. I guess Hoob phoned her to look
for me, and when she heard Andy was hurt, she came right over. She
worked there already and knew everyone on staff, so she was able to
keep us all updated on what they were doing, what was happening. When I
came in, she was down the hallway, talking to a doctor, her shitty new
man frowning my way. But I didn’t have time for him, no time for
anything but a long look at her. I rushed into the little room. Pies
was there, holding Andy’s hand. He’d put on a suit, like maybe he
thought he was going to his funeral.

“Brown,” he whispered.

Andy was so white he was nearly blue, a mask on his face, an
electric lung rising and falling for him. Tubes running up his skinny
arms, bandages all over him, his chest bundled thick with them. He
looked so tiny, so pale and weak-looking, like he was made of porcelin.
His veins stood out on his arms, green and sickly. Half-boy, half-
corpse.

He’d undergone surgery to keep the fragments out of his head, out
of his spine and lungs. Audrey explained that the machine had to
breathe for him, because he was so weak. And they’d been draining a lot
of fluid from his lungs. That was the part where he got it worst, the
lung.

“Bobby,” was all I managed to get out.

I could feel everything falling apart, like my muscles turned to
water. I was having trouble breathing, taking in big gasps like a fish
just pulled up. It was too much.

I felt like I might start screaming or something so I decided to
run out of there. But Hoob grabbed me, had me by the shoulders. He
steadied me, his face as red and swollen and wet as mine was. Snot
bubbling out of his nose like a kid, he gave me a look like he wanted
forgiveness. Like he’d been careless and broken something important. He
searched me for answers, for solace, for anything. But I couldn’t
speak. Couldn’t feel anything. No air in my lungs, no bounce in my
step. I felt like I wanted to leave my own body.

Hoob didn’t so much let go of me as pass me off to Audrey. She came
in the room and grabbed me hard enough that it was like I was being
mugged. But she put her arms around me and held me tight, tighter than
anything. It had been years since she’d so much as touched me, months
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since we’d even been in the same room. She was as strong as ever,
strong because she had to be, holding down crazies throwing fits and
locking bones back into place for a living. And that smell, the same
damn smell of her neck and hair, sweat and perfume, same as always.
Same as when she first kissed me, same as when she said I do, same as
when she said get out.

She said my name and I said hers and she held me closer, her hand
hot on my neck. Whispering nothing to me, just a steady hush in my ear
like she used to do if I had a bad dream. I could feel her heart
beating in her blouse, almost as hard as mine. I wondered if she could
smell Gina’s perfume.

I locked eyes with the garbageman in the doorway. But his weren’t
threatening, just sad -- eyes that looked at me like it was his life
that was just torn about and laid out on the ground instead of mine.

“Thank you for coming,” I managed to say.

I wish she would’ve told me she loved me. I really needed to hear
that right now, but I wasn’t going to say first it because I wouldn’t
hear it back and it wouldn’t mean anything if I did. She just held me
tight and nodded into my chest, my nose on the top of her head. We did
that for a long time.

When she finally pulled away, my drying shirt was wet again. If
she were a woman who wore makeup it’d be stained. She was looking up at
me with crying eyes, her face filled with some emotions I’d never seen
before or didn’t understand.

It took a while to settle down, to float back into my shoes. I
talked with a doctor, whom everyone told I was Andy’s next of kin. I'm
not sure why that made me almost lose it, but it did. I was too busy
choking back tears to hear the odds and the chances, the repercussions.
I had to get away from everyone, get away to some hidden part of the
hospital. But it took no time to figure out what I was going to do. I’'d
seen something like this coming for a long time, I’d just never
imagined it would feel this way. Be this hard. And I hadn’t imagined it
would be him, only me. It was like some horrible mistake had been made,
like someone accidentally killed the lead in a stage performance. But
that was exactly it. There was no accident. When I didn’t sign over
Andy to the Captain, that meant he was fair game, him and Hoob both.

And that was another hard part; unbelievably I felt betrayed by the
Captain. Furious that he would do this to me. Like we really were pals.
The sonovabitch giant had manipulated me into thinking I could trust
him, into thinking he was a halfway decent man.

I could hardly look at Andy’s little body and I could not even
speak to Pies, who I was mad at in a way I could hardly even contain.
He tried to say something to me as I left, but I couldn’t be near him
or I actually would murder him with my bare hands in front of everyone.
Audrey rubbed my back like it might help and Hoob was just a blank
stare, a dummy in a store window.

Yeah, I knew what I had to do. I knew it the moment Hoob told me. I
just had to get myself together and put it all into action.

Hoob found me smoking a cigarette on a toppled vending machine,
candy and soda and broken glass everywhere. Security was on its way, I
was told.

I said that John needed to stay with Andy, that someone had to
protect him. But this meant that I was leaving, and Hoob wouldn’t have
that. He was coming with me.
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“You need me,” he said, though I hadn’t even told him what I was
doing, “they’ll be after you too.”

“And you,” I said, but he just shook his head. That didn’t matter
to him. He’d been living his life like he was ready to die since he was
a little boy, and this didn’t make one lick of a difference.

Down the hall to the stairs, the lights flickered, strange shapes
coming off the wall. Like some hulk might be around the corner, or
lying in wait.

“Give Pies your gun. I can’t talk to that piece of shit right now,
but you tell him I said he’s in charge of Andy. If anything happens..” I
didn’t need to finish. John was nodding.

“Tell him to shoot dead anyone who isn’t in a white smock and a
paper hat,” I poked his chest. This was partially Pies’ fault anyway.

And Hoob gave another quick nod, like he was in a policeman again
and I was the Chief. Like he was ready to finally listen to me for
once. It was too bad that all it took was for Andy to get damn near
killed for it to happen.

“What’s the plan, boss?” he asked.

His eyes were still watery and there was a sway in his voice. He’d
never called me any such thing before. When Andy called me boss, it was
kind of a joke. But John sounded serious, like it was a title.

I couldn’t really verbalize everything all at once.

“The plan’s a desperate fucking longshot if there ever was one,” I
said, straightening my back.

I didn’t have anything better to say than that, so I just left it.
I didn’t even have a way of finishing the rest of the sentence so it
would sound rational when I said it out loud. I just lurched forward to
get started and John followed.

“We’re solving the case, tonight.”

He would need to get a hold of all that dynamite after all, it
seemed.
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way to pass time in my neighbourhood,

at least when we were boys, was to wreak havoc. We lived in the poor
part of town, where businesses could never take root and houses ended
up nailed shut and owned by the bank. We never caused damage to
anything owned by anybody, or with people inside, or even near the real
houses. Just the hollowed-out, abandoned places - rat dens, John called
them. Wanna cook some rats, he’d say when we got our hands on some
gasoline or kerosene or something.

I still remember when we discovered it. Gas. Fire. Andy and I
were chucking rocks at a beehive in the empty lot across from his
house. Couldn’t have been more than nine or ten years old. We’d been up
that tree until we spotted the bees and had to drop out of it. Then we
tried to kill it. We’re just little kids though, and we had piss-poor
aim, so we aren’t hitting anything. But Peter, Andy’s uncle, he sees us
and comes over. Not to yell at us, mostly to help. Since Andy’s dad was
buried, Pete came around a lot, just to make sure Andy was on the
straight and narrow. Of course, more often than not, Pete wasn’t
exactly on the straight and narrow himself, and he ended up giving us
some pretty crooked ideas along the way.

He sheared the nest right off the branch with a garden hoe,
catching it in a bucket that he immediately turned upside down and
pinned down with his foot. He told me to run and get the gascan from
his trunk. He got Andy to douse the nest with it and told us both to
stand back. Of course we’d been told that gas burned, but we thought it
burned the way that wood burned. So nothing could’ve prepared us for
when he dropped a match in the can; the sheer height of the flames, the
‘whoosh’ of the ignition, or the trail it followed from where we both
spilled it. Things weren’t the same after that.

We spent the next couple years lighting sheds and barns up, clear
until John joined us. And it’s funny, because it’s the same kind of
medieval thinking that makes me hate him today that made him priceless
to have around back then. He invented Octopuses, long bodies of fabric
or paper soaked in gas or oil, draped across rooms like a chandelier,
or even stretched to other buildings where they connected to other
Octopuses, meeting at a central point. He said he came up with them
when he was at a Boy’s Correctional School after a severe caning,
almost burned down the whole dining hall.

Back when Pies was a more destructive and carefree young man, he
added to John’s theories by perfecting the art of ‘Blowing up the
Octopus’ or ‘Blowing the Puss’, where firecrackers and cherry bombs
would be imbedded at the central point, or ‘head’, often covered with
tar or a pool of flammable liquids. He would position the head at a
point that would do the most damage, suspending it with wire and
working out where all the arms should go from there. One time he and
John went a little overboard and loaded so much explosives in its head
that when it went off and all the windows blew out of this abandoned
home, a piece of glass went right through Artie White’s cheek and into
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his tongue. He wasn’t with us or anything. He just happened to be
walking by at the time.

I was sweating bad.

A lot of it was worry for Andy, getting snipped and gouged and
drained back at the hospital. With nobody looking over him but Pies, my
wife, and that lowlife trashman. Or at least that’s what I was chalking
all the sweat up to. I wasn’t made for this kind of thing, and it was
like I said. A damned, desperate longshot.

In some weeds and dirt. In behind the fence surrounding the
Pinkerton Headquarters, in dark clothes, all painted up with shoe
polish. Hoob had even more on, since he didn’t have any black clothes,
so he ended up smearing eight cans of the shit all over some old suit,
the idiot. I couldn’t see him though. He was somewhere in the parking
lot, doing his part. In charge of the distraction.

Me? I'm in charge of getting inside. Yeah. Suck on that for a bit.

I was in the dirt mounds behind the fence, my eyes pinned to the
roof, watching those men in raincoats, long rifles in hand. Did I
mention it was raining? I couldn’t see shit. I imagined they could
though. The Captain, or whoever ran the show likely didn’t put any
blind men up there. I wasn’t expecting to be able to sneak past eyes
like that, but then I didn’t have to, if everything went right.

I had a floor mat next to me, yanked out from the car, ready to
go once Hoob did his part. I’'d have to get over the fence and across
the yard unnoticed. Through a big fucking spotlight, no less.

John had really decked us out at least. His connections got us
silencers and a special tool-set, a couple bulletproof vests like the
brinks boys wear. I felt like I was back in the war, wearing my full
kit, waiting in some shithole for the bombs to start dropping. Waiting
to lose my nerve all over again.

Except, of course, there was no army - just me and Hoob. Two guys
who usually did nothing more than take pictures of cheating husbands.
Two guys with a list of injuries as long as your arm. Two guys who
fight with their fists and poolcues, not rifles and grenades. Two guys
and no one else, no cavalry, no reinforcements, no second chances.
Either I got in that building, or I died trying.

And I was fully prepared to do so -- at least I’d be dying for a
good reason. At least it would be for Andy, not Gold, not money or
stubbornness or some godawful Hoobler screwup. I’d be dying for my best
friend, probably the only person who would ever even consider doing the
same thing for me.

The plan was to get over the fence. From there I could hide
behind some kind of generator box that was planted in the back, then
try to get to the building from there without getting shot or noticed.
And after that, because the front door was out of the question, I would
have to climb up a fucking metal pipe running up the side of the wall.
It connected to some kind of smaller metal box, two storeys up. From
there, I could see the window I would have to get into. Did I mention
it was fucking raining? Christ almighty.

I was still sweating.

This was taking too long. Had too much time to think about it.
When we split up, Hoob said it would be five minutes, I had to be
ready. But I’d been through enough Mississippi’s to know it was at
least ten. He was supposed to have made a spectacle of all their
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sportcars by now. I couldn’t see him, which was a good thing. Unless he
ran away..

A few minutes later there was a screech. And then another one, a
long wail into the night. I almost shat my pants. Someone doing circles
around the front gate. It took a while to realize it had to be John. I
heard the tires stripping as he kicked it up a notch, really tearing
around in wild circles. I guess the fireworks were cancelled.

It was a piss poor distraction, less than spectacular. I saw that
my guards heads were following it, though. And if it was the best I was
gonna get, I would have to take it. I wasn’t even mad - just
disappointed. I was going to catch a high-powered slug just because
John left his matches at home. This is my life.

I basically jumped onto the fence with the car cover underneath
me, my ribs and back exploding in pain, and I rolled over to the other
side. It was noisy but I didn’t have time to think about it. I
scrambled to the generator or whatever the fuck it was, curling up as
small as I could, my back to the metal. Hoobler was still going,
honking his horn and screaming now too. I couldn’t see the guards
without poking my head up, something I knew better than to do.
Something roared in my chest like a subway train and I had to move.
Move. Now. Now. Now.

Hoob made the car positively scream, jazz music spiralling out
his window now too. I wouldn’t have another chance. Hell - Hoobler
wouldn’t either. After this, the heat would be on him, and on him hard.

I dashed across the bright lights into the open, rain coming down
into the circle of white, coming down onto me.

I ran as hard as I could, so fast I was to the wall and past the
light in an instant. No shots fired, no one shouting down at me. But I
wasn’t worried about the guards seeing me, that’s not how spotlights
work. I was worried about the enormous shadow I’d just cast, ten times
longer than my real body. Even out the corner of an eye it would look
huge. I just had to trust they were paying attention to the drunk
driver and not me.

But from here I could see what I’'d left behind. Dirty footprints
filling up with water, a tattered shred of the car mat still hanging
from the fence. I prayed the wind would take it away. Prayed the water
would collapse and disappear the shape of my footstep. Prayed that the
guards weren’t paying attention, were dumb, drunk or sleepy.

I struggled up the piping, stuffing my feet into brick, all of my
weight pulling on the rough metal. It was filthy, dirty with ash from
the nearby smokestacks, years of grime. I even realized the building
was made of grey or white stone, stained with so much soot and crud
that it only looked black. I slipped a few times before I could get a
good grasp of how to do it. It was my goddamned back that was doing it.
I just had to ignore it, no other choices but to work through the pain.

The squealing tires finally stopped, a weak echo into the
distance now. Now it was just the patter of rain and my heart beating
in my ears. I looked up, the long barrels trained from each corner
again. I was flush against the wall, they couldn’t see me unless they
leaned over and looked down, the one thing they wouldn’t do. There was
a hiss of radio and I heard someone say something. At first I felt the
rush of panic like I’d been found. But soon after I heard a door open
on the other side, engines revving up. The hunt for the tire-screecher
begins.
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It was a hard climb, the brackets bolted to the bricks flexing as
I wormed up them, the pipe bending outwards when I was too far from
one. Andy could’ve been up here in a flash. Andy could live on this
pipe, raise a family on it if he wanted to, the fucking monkey. Then
came a rush of dread, stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. I almost
let go of the damn pipe. Andy. Goddamned Andy. Why did it have to be
him?

One step after another, slow and steady, my hands slipping on the
dirty piping, back aching, ribs singing.

Wrenching myself up, I passed by a window with metal bars. That
worried me. If I had to get through that, I was shit out of luck. You
don’t really get through iron bars without some kind of saw, and you
definitely don’t do it from two stories up on a mechanized box while
it’s raining.

But then as I went by, I saw that it was what was inside that was
even more worrisome. Bunks. Maybe a dozen or more, lined up like it was
summer camp or something. And snuggled up was a boy on each bed, mean-
looking agents, the same ones we’d been running afoul of, except in
pyjamas, all tucked in. It was so absurd I thought I had to be
imagining it. But here they were. What the fuck was this place? Did
they sleep here like it was a fire-station --- or was this their home?
Were they like a band of orphans bought up by the agency? I could see
now that when I talked to the Captain, I had been right. These people
were fucking owned.

But then he said I was too, and said it in a way like he meant
it. What did that mean?

All this thinking didn’t stop the grease-fire 1lit up in me,
though. Part of me felt like aiming my pistol through the bars and
firing a couple shots into their heads, or getting some dynamite from
Hoob to toss inside.

I kept going, ignoring the sputtering rage in me, saving it for
later. It was hard to convince myself that my scuffles up the wall and
the pipe wrenching weren’t ungodly loud, but I had to remember that
they were really high up, and it was raining. They can’t hear over the
rain. They can’t.

Six feet from the metal box, a bolt gave way. Suddenly my hands
were almost a foot off the wall. And it was loud this time. Really
loud. The pipe buckled out, the bracket snapped off the wall. I
couldn’t have been louder if I had John’s saxophone. I looked up and
heard voices, some faint movement, though the rifles were still in
place. I made a hard grab for the next pipe above the next bracket.
This one was secure. My back and ribs were bellowing, and I felt one of
my fingernails split as I hauled myself up the rest of the way.

I took a moment to see if the box would hold me. Wet and
slippery, rickety. But it held.

In this line of work there isn’t anything that you aren’t going
to end up doing. Wearing a disguise, spying, impersonation, fist-
fights, shoot-outs, injury after injury, it was all part of it. I’'d
scaled enough buildings and broke into enough houses that this wasn’t
anything new. But I’d never had to sneak into a fortress before,
sneaking in ready to kill on sight? A place filled with men - who knows
how many - men who want me dead?

There was a time I thought I was prepared for anything. Audrey
asked me once - years ago, when I came home all swollen up from a fight
- what if I take a job I can’t handle? I had been on a job that got us
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mixed up with gangsters - Italians, and she was scared. She asked what
I would do if I was in over my head and didn’t realize it in time?

I told her I’'d do the best I could.

And if that’s not good enough? She had asked.

I didn’t have an answer for that. I just smiled some cocky smile
for her. But she didn’t smile back.

And I was starting to see why. This was a situation where ‘my
best’ meant diddly-squat. ‘My Best’ was climbing up a pipe and jigging
around with a grated window like a bum, ready to slip and break my
neck. No idea what’s inside, no idea what I'm doing. My best friend on
death’s door, myself knocking on it too - nothing going for me but my
gut instinct and some shoe polish on my face.

The window led to a small office, some cramped bureaucrat’s desk.
Bookshelves on every wall, books piled on the floor and desk, but tidy
and carefully arranged. A coat rack with a Christmas scarf on it. If
the window had bars, I would’ve had to climb down, get shot to pieces
trying the front door. But thankfully it didn’t. There was iron grating
instead, screwed in from the inside and rusting. I took the nine inch
prybar out of my sling and went to work, took the corner off and ripped
the screw right out of the sill, did it one more time and wrenched the
whole thing to one side. After that I had a standard sliding window
lock and a foil alarm, which I’d been doing since before I even used a
razor.

Wiggling in, I sped up, some part of me screaming that my legs
were going to get shot off. But I remained calm, half-in, half-out.
Underneath the window was a big rug, flush against the wall. A weird
enough place for a rug - and too damn close to the window for my
liking. they were either in the center of the room, under a desk or
near the door. Never a window. I figured it was something Andy had told
me about. Pressure mats. It was dark, so it took a long time to see,
but eventually I realized there was a wire running from underneath the
mat, painted the same colour as the baseboard. Gut instinct counted for
something, I guess. I had to crawl up on the windowsill like a fucking
cat and leap over the thing, landing on the linoleum with a thump.

So now there was a shred of doormat on the fence, an outwards-
bent section of piping, a beat-open grate and some boyscouts downstairs
waking up to me breaking in. But my luck had held so far despite all
this, so I wasn’t going to push it. I stayed in place and looked around
for a long time until I saw only one more alarm, wired onto the
doorframe. Magnetic contact that I’d have to jimmy, as simple as
unscrewing the mount from the door and letting it stay stuck to the
frame. I was about to get started on that when I saw the biggest theft
deterrent yet. A photograph on the desk. The Captain holding up a
trophy bass. The fish didn’t actually look all that big, but I knew his
actual relative size, so I could see it was really something. Their
eyes were both piercing.

Was this his office? I tried to imagine him at the little desk,
in the little chair, clutching a pen like a toothpick. It was hard to
even imagine him getting into the doorway, let alone holing up in here.
When I got done with the alarm and finally opened the door, I saw the
words Management and Lawrence printed on the outside of the door in
bold letters. I'm lucky he’s out.

I pulled on a pair of gloves, screwed in my silencer and checked
the safety. Three deep breaths to get ready for this.
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A huge thunderclap sounded outside. Then another. Then the whole
building shook and I almost fell over. I didn’t even have time to shit
my pants. Then there were so many thunderclaps in a row that the
hallway window blew out and I saw fire climbing into the night sky.

His plan had been to rig up a crude row of dynamite, string some
rags from the gastanks to really cause of storm. Why it went off now
instead of earlier seemed strange. But then again, Hoob’s ‘expertise’
with dynamite came down to reading a little paper manual that came with
the crate on the way here. And anyway you never know what an octopus is
gonna do. And Hoob hadn’t been making any in a long time.

The lights flickered a few times and a loud ringing sounded, but
they all cut out after a few moments. There was shouting above and
below me. Downstairs was where the sleepover was, so I headed upstairs.
There was another explosion, a huge bang that sounded like it was right
behind me and the foundation shook again. It was so loud I almost
didn’t notice the o0ld man rushing down the stairs, puffing in and out
through his push-broom moustache. He paused, gripping the railing.

“What’s this?” he narrowed his eyebrows at me.

I shot him in the head.

I dragged his body up the stairs and let him drop right in the
entrance. I crouched and dropped a grey-haired fellow with a fire
extinguisher in his hand. A moment later I was spotted by another old
man running from room to room, pushing a cart of full of manilla
envelopes and blue sacks. The silencer made it sound like I shot
watermelon seeds for rounds. I put his corpse with the other two, but
then decided against it. It was a lot of work, but I dragged them both
into a bathroom near the stairwell, hid them in the shitter. Tried not
to look at their faces.

This floor had high ceilings to accommodate stacks of file
folders and documents, huge catalogue machines and audio recorders.
There were rows of desks with headphones and switchboxes, bundles and
bundles of wires and antennae. This was where they dug, I guess. Where
I would have to do my digging too, it seemed.

What sounded like a dozen footsteps sounded above me and I hid
behind one of the stacks. Someone threw open the door and shouted
‘EVACUATION PROTOCOL’, I guess for the old men to hear. But they didn’t
look around, their boots sounded all the way down until the next floor.
I guess the protocol for evacuation was every rat for themselves. I
waited for more noise, but none came. I went to work.

With my flashlight I went through the stacks, a mess of folders
labelled by clients. I wracked my brain trying to think of where to
start. The only thing I could do was go through in order of the names I
knew. But I would start at M. Master Group. I ran through, throwing
paper everywhere, digging past the Ks and Ls and Ms.

There were dozens labelled MASTER GROUP, all outlining massive
projects, subverting other companies, using murder and sabotage - photo
after photo of grisly acts of violence and torture, full documentation
of it. Unabashed admission of countless crimes and horrors, like they
were making a shopping list. Beheading, disembowling, arson, midnight
home invasions. No big deal. My immediate urge was that this could be
used against them - I should be shoving this in the mailbox by the
bucketload, let the whole country in on what’s going on. But I had to
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go through every single file to try and find mine, and after just two I
knew sharing this stuff would be pointless.

I’d seen lots of corruption, where, through bribes and threats,
blackmail or worse, thugs were able to do as they pleased. But they
always had limits - had to stay within their sphere of influence. So
I’d never seen anything like this before. Catalogues of crimes, openly
admitted to, projects that would require endless funding in bribes and
equipment and manpower, reports of ‘assets’ in the police, in the
military or even the government being used. This was literal Carte
Blanche. Licences to kill, torture, rape and worse. They operated as if
there were no laws - as if THEY were the law. It was good to grasp for
the first time just how far in over my head I was here. And terrifying,
of course. These people could do anything. Taking them on was like
balling a fist up and taking on the waves at the beach. I wasn’t a
threat; maybe not even a nuisance.

None of the Master Group files mentioned Goldwynn, his murder,
not even his initials. I was getting nervous, paranoid. I kept glancing
at the door to the stairs as if I could catch one of them before they
got to me. Considering how even a lug like the Captain was as quiet as
a bird on a branch, it was a pretty useless gesture (not that I could
help it). It wasn’t long before I started to smell smoke, thick and
heavy. I shone the light at the stairwell and I could see faint grey
circling the air. Over on the other side of the room, I saw big black
clouds billowing up the side of the building, sparks and flames into
the air. Now I knew why there was an evacuation.

I tried to hurry up, digging through faster and faster, trying to
read them and connect them to us. But finally I hit the bottom with no
more answers. Plenty of mayhem, just none with our names on it. Already
it was getting blacker in here, faster than it should have from John
lighting up a couple gastanks. I checked ‘B’ for Baul, ‘D’ for DeWolfe
‘G’ for Gold, ‘W’ for Van Erdel, but none of them were mine. I was
starting to cough heavily, looking through three contracts the Pinks
took for Goldwynn - custom ordered espionage on another company, the
destruction of some pomegranate crops overseas, and the elimination of
some high-end pimp and his crew of whores. I struggled to connect any
of that to this, but I was already gagging at the thick ash coming into
the room.

Then there was another explosion, this one the loudest by far -
followed by an enormous roar, the hissing of an inferno. Gunshots, a
whole slew of them, shouting faintly in the distance, below me. Silence
for a long time. All at once: a pop of a single gunshot, someone
screaming ‘NO’ and another explosion, this one followed by screams that
rung all the way up to me. No wonder I hadn’t run into any more rats -
the ship was sinking. No wonder the other Pinks had taken off. Brick
building with iron bars? You’d better believe the first reaction is to
run. And I realized that the sprinklers hadn’t gone off either, Hoob’s
handiwork, I guessed. If I didn’t get moving, I was gonna die.

Light was coming in the stairwell like someone had switched on an
old lamp. But it warbled and shifted, the inferno rolling up the stairs
now, fast. I could hardly see, even with my flashlight, but I didn’t
have anywhere else to go but into the heat and smoke. I tripped over
something and smashed my shin on the toppled cart, the one the dead
pink had been wrangling with when I put one in his face. I had gotten
caught up in the drawstrings of the thick blue sacks. I realized he’d
been loading files and envelopes into it, the sack marked FIREPROOF.
And immediately I understood. If the fire alarm went off, which files
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would you save? It would be the active cases first, the ones paying
out. The old man was probably moving them to a vault or maybe a dumb
waiter to get them out.

Ours was the fifth from the bottom in the second sack. Not ‘M’
for Mastergroup, but ‘D’ for DeWolfe. Thick with photos, records,
dates, answers. Sweet goodamned answers.

And even though the goddamn place was falling down around me and
I could hardly breathe, I read it, right there. Ran away from the fire
and smoke swirling up the stairwell with the thing in my hand like it
was a prize I'd won. I opened a window and read the whole fucking thing
front to back. There were a lot of pages, but a lot of it was formal
paperwork and photographs. The mystery came together finally, all the
holes filled, all my questions answered by snapshots and point-forms,
pencil diagrams and carbon copies, testimonies and interviews, a whole
who’s-who of these rich assholes. It all made sense — even us and our
whole role in it. At first I felt powerful, like I finally had them by
the balls, finally had a weapon against them. But as I read, breathing
harsh breaths through my tie, I found myself getting angry. Sickly
angry. Little curses came out of my mouth one by one until I was red in
the face and shouting over the roar of fire.

By the time I finished, I was totally enraged. Soot was raining
on me like big snowflakes and the entire doorway was ablaze. Rage
subsided, however, when I realized how likely my death had just become.
I had my answers, I just had to get them out of here in one piece. I
put the file in one of the bags and shoved it down my pants, then
wrapped myself up on another fireproof bag. I’d never ran through a
fire before. Even as kids, we were always smart enough never to get
inside of them. It was a short set of stairs, maybe two sets of ten
down to where I’'d come from. Even still, I felt my pantlegs and the
hair on my body catch, my shoes scalded right through, throat and lungs
and skin burning hot as I ran through the crazy whirlabout.

And then, when I finally landed, choking and beating at the
flames on my legs, a fucking gun went off. Three quick slugs, though
none of them touched me. Someone was shooting at me in this fucking
mess! I dove into one of the side offices, trying not to cough, not to
give myself away. But it was so dark and cloudy I couldn’t see anything
anyway, my eyes burning out of my fucking head. I tried listening for a
while and thought I could hear two of them. A moat of fire was roaring
overhead across the ceiling. It was even worse down here than upstairs.
I fired blindly into the sounds, unloaded a whole clip in a wide spray,
reloaded and listened. But it was too loud, I couldn’t hear anything
anymore.

Something must’ve gone wrong. Making a mess of the parking lot
shouldn’t have produced something this spectacular. Even if by some
fluke the blitz had affected the building, this had been too fast. It
must’ve been electrical, a fusebox failure or a blown gas main. Some
freak thing, because I’d never seen anything like this before. I wasn’t
breathing air anymore, and I was so close to the floor I was
practically kissing the hardwood. Even the furniture in this room was
catching, some few feet away from me, flames crawling down from the
ceiling.

I made a mad crawl down the hallway to the room I’d climbed in
through, but turned back - the worst of the blaze was coming from that
very place. It suddenly occurred to me that the pipe I had been
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climbing smelled slightly of fuel. Was that the source of this mess? I
was hesitating too long.

Got up and ran through the flames, my pants going up again,
burning the fuck out of one of my legs, the bag protecting my head and
upper body. Jumped through another curtain of smoke like a fucking
circus animal and came out the other side, tripping over some grizzled
Pinkerton, shot dead and burning alive. I tumbled through a set of
double doors and rolled down the stairs like a bowling ball. Something
snapped in my lower back and I screamed at the top of my lungs at I
tumbled downwards. I scrambled and jittered my way through more flames
and smoke until I came to the next floor.

I hadn’t realized I was on the brink of passing out until I got
there, took a deep breath of dusty, but fresh air. There was smoke
here, but only along the ceiling. As my eyes adjusted I realized the
place had been fucking wrecked. A whole wall was buckled and there was
debris everywhere, cement bits and drywall, twisted up cots and rebar.
Like a bomb had gone off. As I rounded a corner I realized one had.

The sounds I’d heard were explained and laid bare before me. The
boys I’d spied weren’t sleeping anymore. Or if they were, at the very
least they weren’t going to wake up anytime soon. I’'m not exactly sure
at what point John had gone from a hardboiled thug to a mass murderer.
I remember when he’d crippled those two guys with the bed. I’d said he
better not kill them - you don’t want one of these deaths on your head.
Now we had a dozen, maybe more thanks to this little cookout. We were
all going to pay for this. Hell, when I thought about it, the old
fellas I’d aced had probably been even more valuable than these guys.
I'd imagine soldiers were a little more forgivable than researchers or
whatever they were.

The window with the bars that I’d peeked through, hell, most of
the wall - was gone - a jet of flame shooting up from the massive hole
in the brickwork. It was coming from the pipe, a twisted branch
shooting burning fuel like a hose. It was almost too hot to go near,
but I thought I could drop from the blast hole down to the ground from
here. Maybe ten feet down?

I didn’t so much jump as fall. And ten was more like twelve and
my ankles took it all, crazy pain shooting up my legs, a wild scream in
the night, echoing up my back and the whole of me erupted in pain. I
was exhausted, out of breath, tears in my eyes,

But I was alive. I'd made it out alive. Crawling through the
dirt and dripping fuel, having a nice little coughing fit, I felt
incredible. My heart raced and the skin on my legs burned but I felt
great.

I was laughing, didn’t care who might find me, looking up at the
roaring flames, a true sight to behold. The entire side of the building
above the box I’'d stood on was alight, burning white hot, thick awful
smoke rising into the night like a black arm grabbing at the sky.
Cinders rained down and sparks flew and I realized if I had taken two
minutes longer on that fucking pipe, I would’ve been cooked alive. But
that just made me laugh harder. Why not? I had lived through it when I
hadn’t expected so much as to get in the window. Plus I had their
goddamned file. And I was guessing it was their only copy, too. As a
final bonus, we had somehow managed to burn down their fucking house.
Talk about a stroke of luck. I hobbled around to the front, unsure of
where to go, what to do, but still laughing.

But the car was there, parked in front, surrounded by bodies,
Hoob squinting up at the burning building, clutching the shotgun.
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Breathing hard or maybe crying again, it seemed. All slumped over,
bloody and exhausted.

I counted four bodies, pulpy and ruined by the sawed-off. The
only gun that John can accurately fire.

He put it over his shoulder like a baseball bat when he saw me,
made a move like he might hug and kiss me, but he held back. His big
cheeks swelled up for a minute and then he puffed out a bunch of air
like he’d been holding his breath.

“Oh fuck I thought I’d killed you,” he said all at once, relief
flooding his face. He grabbed my elbow hard. He said we needed to
leave. There were sirens.

When he’d been lighting his fuse, John had suddenly realized that
the cars were parked next to some big fuel tank marked FLAMMABLE. He
said this had excited him, until his eyes followed the piping through
the weeds over to the pump station that I was hiding behind, the piping
I was planning to scale. He had a small heart attack and struggled to
put the fuse out with less than an inch to go. But then he had to think
of another distraction, fast. So he crawled back under their cars back
through the hole he’d cut in the fence and ran through the woods all
the way back to where we’d hid the Cadillac.

“I ran so fast I threw up when I got there,” he laughed.

From there he floored it to the street and held his little drag
show at the front gate for as long as he could. He took it back to the
empty lot where we’d hit it in a thicket of trees, and waited, watching
with the binoculars in his painted suit. He said five men on
motorcycles and two black utility trucks had roared out of a garage
around the side of the building. Out to find and kill the man with the
loud car.

He later explained that the reason he figured his bombs had gone
off was because there might have been a gas leak near the cars. And he
was in such a goddamned hurry to come up with a new distraction that an
ember might have still been hot. But he said he saw the tanks go first,
then the cars, then the box I’d hid behind, then the one on the side of
the building. The basement floor exploded like the Hindenburg after
that, followed by the floor I’'d climbed into. Hoob drove right up to
the building after that.

“I fucking thought you were dead,” he shook his head, “I really
did.”

He sort of tiptoed around the details after that - muttered about
a gang of fruits shooting at him. Something about ‘chucking a stick of
dynamite up there’ and holding a ‘big ol’ shootout’, which seemed to
explain a lot of what I was seeing. At first I thought his only injury
was a huge gash across the bridge of his nose and smaller cuts down his
black cheek and neck, which looked like shattered glass at work to me.
But then I realized he was in a lot of pain, his movement even more
restricted than before. And there were holes in the front of him. My
first thought was that he was dying, but then I remembered the vest.
Still, his ribs must’ve been turned to pulp. His breathing seemed
laboured.

Now that I thought about it, it was incredible that he was alive.
All the holes in his coat were on the left side. They aimed for his
heart. It was sheer luck and willpower that got him through this. I had
been hung up on the fact that he’d been so careless with the
explosives, blowing up a part of a goddamn building that I was in. But
now I could see that things had gotten pretty fucking hairy. So I
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didn’t say anything. He was already rubbing his belly nervously,
leading me to the car, trying to come up with something else to say.

“I tried to get into the building..” he said over his shoulder.
Something in his voice shook again.

I punched him in the back.

He screamed, swung around, his dukes up. I gave him a shot in the
gut and the chest and he screamed again. I Smiled. Laughed.

“Fuck it,” I grinned.

“Yeah?” he coughed

“Yeah, John,” I said. I laughed.

Two more bodies near the car. Blood everywhere. I looked at John
and he shrugged. Like it was no big deal. Like throwing a stick of
dynamite into a second story window was no big deal.

Our ride was a shambles. Passenger window was blown out, bullet
holes all through the body, a flat tire in the rear. The hood was
blasted with a spray of ball bearings, a piss-poor attempt at aiming by
Hoob. Shells and casings were everywhere, a bloody pawprint on the
hubcap. What a mess.

“For Christ’s sake, John..”

“You said don’t hold back,” he shrugged, getting into the
passenger side.

I opened the door and stepped a foot in.

“Aw FUCK!” I jumped out. Vomit all down the steering wheel and
console, a wicked stench rising from the seat. I frowned at him.

Hoob chuckled and struggled over to the seat. He took the wheel
and wiped it off with his bare hand.

I had been right, it wasn’t fast. You could feel it coming, like
the weather. My last day on earth and I could see it just over the
horizon. It wasn’t scary to me then. Just funny. John and I laughed
together like we were kids again. Like we’d won a baseball game or
beaten up a bully or won a rock-fight or something. Laughed and cheered
and hollered in the ruined car. I was covered in ash and burns and he
was full of blood and vomit. We celebrated even though we hadn’t won
anything at all.

And when we finished laughing, I said a prayer for Andy as if
laughing when he was hurt wasn’t fair or it might do him wrong. We
weren’t people who prayed so it was a strange and awkward thing to do.
I think the last time I prayed was when my mother was still alive, when
she would make us give thanks over our turkey or ham, when we would use
the good dishes.
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town wasn’t actually a place you

could find on a map. Lowtown was wherever the cops didn’t go. Wherever
the bums were. Where you could buy a gun as easy as a loaf a bread and
dope like it was chewing gum. We cruised onto Jane Street, slinking
through a part of town with no working streetlamps, a whole row of
working girls hanging out near empty warehouses and rickety garages. I
thought of the file.

Strung out hobos frozen on the street in some drug-trance, others
manic, doing dances and shouting at god or something else entirely in
the sky.

John took us to a place we could ditch the car, in behind some
crumbling chemical factory. A big, dark complex that was closed off
except for a couple sawhorses we could move. One of the buildings had a
collapsed wall, big enough to drive the car through. We parked it next
to a huge rusted drum, streaked with white stains, old chemicals.

From there, we took what we needed and locked up, covered the
whole thing with a big tarp. We had done our best to stay off the main
drag, now we had to get off the road completely. As hard as it would be
to find us here, the heat was coming, and it was coming hard. We didn’t
just need to lie low, we needed to disappear. The more distance between
us and them, the better.

We walked off the broken edge of the cement where the back lot
ended, onto some metal tubing and gridwork sticking out the side of the
cliff, a 60 foot drop down to the ugly river. We half-walked, half-
crawled across the wrecked beams and iron mess until we got onto a path
down the Cliffside, natural steps in the rock and dirt. I was having a
lot of trouble, my ankles were wrecked and my back would go off with
every twist or turn. Hoob was the same, hissing when he’d move his
neck, when he’d have to bend and steady himself, probably coping with
even more injuries than I knew about. It took a long time, but the path
took us down to the shore - the real shore, not the one on brochures.
The shore with feminine napkins and syringes washing up alongside the
mollusks and seaweeds. We had to stop at the bottom like old men, out
of breath, exhausted.

When we got going again, John and I didn’t say anything to
eachother, just walked with our bags and our weapons in silence,
playing soldier, two boys playing war. We washed our faces in the
rancid water, for no other reason than to look a little less
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suspicious. It was a long go and I could feel my legs and ankles get
worse and worse, but I made myself keep going. Stopped twice to rest,
but kept up the pace.

Little by little the cliffs receded and the beach got bigger, 1lit
by nothing except the dull moon and the city lights. Sand and grime
turned to rock and grime, turned to dirt. Little bits of grass and
scrub left us and we took some unused traintracks into the underbelly
of the city. I was starting to realize that maybe something was really
wrong with my back now. It had gone on too long. Not just soreness, but
pain, searing pain when I took a step. And my feet now too, along with
everything else. Cold air on my burnt skin. Things didn’t seem hurt so
much as broken or ruined. It seemed almost silly to want to get a
doctor at this point. I was too far-gone. Hoob too. I might as well
just go toe-to-toe with the Captain and finish myself off.

My mind was focused on the file, the real reasons why we almost
died all those times. The real reason I have the police looking for me.
The real reason Andy might be dying or even dead right now. The real
reasons our lives were practically over and ruined. And I was getting
angry again. Angry enough that I might make a big mistake. Something
really stupid. And that’s what they would be expecting too, so I had to
think around it.

We came to a slew of tramps and hobos, a shantytown of tents and
burnt-out automobiles under the overpass to the bridge. Someone had 1lit
up a fire in an old drum and some rancid smell was coming out of it
like cooked garbage. There were maybe two dozen men in and around this
area, drifting and quaking, sleeping and drinking.

“Can we stop?” Hoob asked. He was out of breath and so was I.

We were far enough from where we ditched the car that I thought
we could, having walked for almost an hour. Anyone who looked down here
wouldn’t be able to tell us apart from these people. In our state, we
blended right in.

Right away an old fella told us he didn’t want any trouble,
probably because John had a shotgun with him, but we told him we didn’t
want any either. A few of them were sitting on an old concrete slab
like it was a log around the campfire, while the rest slept in piles of
rags and filthy blankets. Only a few of them turned to face us. I was
so tired I just plopped down on the dirt by the barrel, while Hoob
joined the men on the slab.

He shook their hands and said a few hellos, but he wasn’t exactly
his usual self. No back-slapping, no grins or boisterous noise, just
haunted, distracted eyes. The kind of look Andy usually had on. John
was worried. If not about his friend, then about the men he’d killed. I
don’t imagine him to be the kind to fret about his mortal soul, but I
do know that violence takes its toll. He said one time that it builds
up on you, like trash on your doorstep. Trash that nobody takes away. I
swear John could’ve been a poet in another lifetime.

A bottle was being passed around and John took a big haul from
its neck, his face unchanging. It came my way but I turned it down.

“You got somefin’ in that bag?” the man at the fire asked, taking
a slug from a paper bag.

“Yeah.”

“Is it dope?”

“No, it ain’t dope,” I said.

“You got some money?”
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I shook my head no, but John took a few bills from his coat and
gave it to the man. He didn’t seem to mind flashing cash so liberally
around these people, probably because he also had a shotgun in his lap
as if it were an umbrella. The man took the money and stormed off, his
legs stiff and strange. A junkie.

“So what’s in the bag, pal?” a fella on the slab asked. His hair
was divided into crazy tufts like a clown.

“A story,” I said. They laughed.

Then Hoob’s head shot around and he stared at me.

“Did you get something?” he asked.

“What thing?” a toothless old man squeaked, like it was any of
his business.

I ignored him and held it up.

“The whole fucking thing,” I said.

John had just assumed it had all been a failure. He had no idea
that I’'d struck gold. He was shaking his head like he couldn’t believe
it, blood congealing in his moustache.

“What’s in it?”

“You won’t believe what’s in here,”

“Whas’ iz name?” the clown asked.

“What?” I frowned. These people were starting to bother me.

“The fuckin’ story, man!” someone screamed from the sea of
blankets. A man with a big beard, having some kind of fit, crying and
punching the ground.

“What’s the fucking story called?” he screamed, yanking on the
end of his beard.

“The Dead Millionaire,” Hoob said, and the bums cheered. They
liked the title, I guess. Or maybe they were all just cooked and would
laugh at anything.

“That’s what we used to call it. Now it’s called The Stolen
Jewels,” I said.

“STOP SWITCHING NAMES!” the bearded man covered his head with his
jacket.

It went something like this:

’

I said.

Rich pricks. A whole gang of them. So rich for so long that
they’re almost another race. Inbred and still inbreeding with family
lines that go back centuries. Men with sheet-white skin, sagging old
ghouls who called themselves gentlemen, kings of politics, captains of
industry. So rich they deal in commodities, metals, not paper -
increments spoken of in the millions. The rich pricks are the men
behind the curtain. The men who own the curtain, the room, and the
building it’s in.

Girls. Little girls and teenage girls and grown women. Bought and
sold like sows at the Sunday market. Another form of currency, hush
hush and behind closed-doors, traded by the old monsters like baseball
cards. The report is careful to call them ‘working girls’, as if they
were whores or something.

Whores, despite what the preacherman will tell you, make an
honest living. Whores get paid. Whores make choices. Maybe hard ones,
maybe choices that don’t have a lot of different options, but they
still make them. If you aren’t getting paid, if you aren’t choosing to
do it, you aren’t a whore. You’re a slave. Goldwynn, Baul, DeWolfe,
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Burns, Chandler IV, all those pieces of shit in the newspaper clipping
— they all had slaves. One or more.

Nobody ever liked being a slave. Doesn’t matter what your
punishment is for trying to run away, what they hold up as an example
and say: this could be you. If they have a chance to split, they’1ll
take it, no matter what. The so called Group of Masters, the men who
have everything and anything -- they took it upon themselves to solve
this problem. Find out what makes a human submit. How to make a woman
love being owned. Quite a task, really.

Enter Van Erdel. A handsome young grad student making it big in
the world of neurology, psychology. Dubbed ‘The Master of the Mind’,
Erdel was brilliant, unscrupulous, and the perfect pick for the gang of
old cocksuckers. The sonovabitch takes their money, joins their club,
makes their goals his own and wins the Big Prize for Science Pricks
while doing it. The file outlines the process of manipulating the slave
to make them 100% agreeable, along with an explanation from the late
Syndmar Van Erdel:

While education as it exists for the masses seeks to
encourage submission to the state and its authority, 1its
primary goal is to create autonomous labourers in the
workplace. The education of human ‘properties’ must
differ in that independence cannot be promoted in any
way, shape, or form, no matter how small. Through
various means, the ‘'will’ or ‘personality’ 1is suppressed
or even erased completely in favour of an individual
completely dependant on their handler. This creates a
‘mature childhood’, where the property has moved beyond
rebellion into complete submission. After training, a
property is nothing more than a series of reactions that
only take place as a result of commandment. Properties
that begin chemical and psycho-sexual treatment at an
earlier age excel in their submissive schooling, less
likely to form any undesirable character traits, or
indeed any traits at all which may hinder their
performance.

‘Less likely to form undesirable traits’ does not mean that they
won’t. One of G.B’s girls (his eighth, apparently) must’ve been outside
of that special ‘less likely’ group. Because she stabbed the sweet
bejesus out of the old fucker, shoved an unfired bullet in his head and
castrated him (something ultimately omitted from the report Gold
received) . Templar Analysts believed she had such a ‘disordered mental
state’ that she believed she could make it look like a suicide after
the fact. A five page interview with Baul had him repeatedly stumped as
to how she could have even known how to make it look like a murder, as
sloppy as it was. She had been a ‘property’ since birth and was
supposedly a top student. In the transcript, he repeatedly called it a
fascinating development, though he was mournful that it was G.B. who
‘took one for the team’.

The instructions given to the Templar Agency by DeWolfe were to
make sure Gold was not informed about the young girl, not to be harmed,
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and not to be ignored. An entire investigation was launched on her
behalf, but no reasonable scapegoat could be found and she had seen the
body, so they had to give her the “suicide after a bout of violent
psychosis’ story. Enter us.

The little girl who did it was named Dorothy (no last name) like
the girl in the tornado, and there were several photographs of her,
both from G.B.’s documents and from the Syndmar Van Erdel’s School for
Special Learning. She was a brunette, though the report explained that
she wore several wigs, her usual a big blonde one. So her hair was
cropped close to her head like a boy’s, thought she had a heroic and
beautiful face like she was a statue or a painting. Her eyes looked
glossy and drunken, like the old bums we’d dosed, but I swore I could
see just a glimmer, a hint of something else in them. And somehow,
despite a lifetime of corrective training, medication and punishment,
Dorothy found it in her to unlock herself from a cell and crawl through
the tunnel in the false chimney and carve old’ G.B. like a turkey.

And this, of course, was what had been eating me about that
fucking room. The chimney was dirty, covered in ash. I’'d asked Gold if
she knew her husband to have fires in there, and she said she didn’t
believe so, though she never much spent time in there to begin with.
And that was it. The walls were covered in ash and soot as part of the
clean-up. There were never any fires in there - it wasn’t a fireplace,
it was a womanplace. Where seventeen year old Dorothy Noname would drop
down from when G.B. wanted his hose drained. And guess which party was
named as the one responsible for the sealing up of the passageway,
brick by brick? Apparently I hadn’t gone far enough with the bastard.
Alabaster had gotten off lucky. Didn’t know who the killer was, my ass.
I'm still not sure how that one got past me. He sealed up the
passageway brick by brick, turned it into a regular chimney, blackened
the walls, destroyed all the evidence. Swore an oath to his masters and
their soldiers to keep his mouth shut.

“Who’s Abberplaster?” one of the junkies asked.

I told him he was the butler.

“Ohh,” he said, “he did it then. The butler’s always the one that
did it.”

“I just told you the girl did it,” I said.

His dirty face collapsed and he shook his head, started saying no
over and over again.

Anyways.

The goddamned pocket watch? Spring loaded with a magnetic key.
Every single one of them has one, and it opens up the smoke and mirrors
set-up that’s installed in all of their houses. A place to store their
pets. For G.B., the key went into a lock on his bureau drawer, which
actually was wired down through the leg of the desk into the floor and
across the room. It activated the stone barrier on the other side of
the wall, open sesame. The only indication that anything was amiss was
the fact that the bureau was bolted to the floor, but I’'m not sure how
I could’ve connected that to a secret goddamned device in his drawer.
It was like I said before, something dreamed up by a child. Impossible,
crazy, unthinkable. How could I have anticipated this level of insanity?
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Our hero, Dorothy, after doing the deed, nabbed his watch,
unlocked the stone barrier, crawled back through her chimney to the
hidden room and got the fuck out of town through the peep-hole pervert
hallway.

And here was our case. The Pinks were in charge of finding the
little lady, and so far, they’d been shit out of luck. The report
stated that by the time they were called in, she was long gone, and
searches of the castle and surrounding area turned up nothing. Finding
her was important, because the rich pricks needed to find out if this
was the work of their enemies, or just some horrible fuck-up. They
needed her so they could give her the hot pokers until she spat up a
name or anything. And if she did or didn’t, from there they would saw
open her noggin and see what went wrong. Why she was such an awful
slave, and how to keep it from happening again. Find out how her spirit
grew back.

But, incredibly, this was secondary to their real mission. The
real job that DeWolfe had tasked them with. A two-million dollar piece
of jewellery that the girl had taken with her was what had to be found.
The #1 priority. The report said the jewels were important for various
‘rituals’. I didn’t know what that means - and if the fellas on the
typewriter did, they sure as hell didn’t mention it.

“Means it’s a fuckin’ ruby pecker to shove up their rumps!” the
toothless man whined, and they all erupted in wild laughter.

He might’ve had a point. I was reminded of the ivory dildoes I
pulled from Baul’s safe. But I’'d seen a photograph of the thing, a wide
necklace with dangling gems and gold pieces, like some ancient god
might wear in a storybook. The center jewel was as big as a flapjack, a
diamond with square facets mounted into a gold backing, the neck
riddled with rubies, emeralds, sapphires and topaz. It was ugly as
hell, looked like a goddamned stoplight, so big even a guy as big as
Hoob couldn’t wear it comfortably. But it was worth a goddamned
fortune.

The file outlined why we were a problem and why we needed to be
put on a leash:

Reason One was because we were learning who the black watches were. A
group that definitely did not need the public interfering with their
fun. Hell, most of these guys were politicians and high-level
businessmen. Their whole livelihoods depended on them seeming like mom
and pop, barbecue and milkshake types. Not demented perverts and
murderers.

Reason Two was because of Gold, and the fact that she wasn’t to know
the truth, out of some twisted sense of duty that DeWolfe had to her
late husband. But she was about five eurekas away from finding out
about poor Dorothy thanks to us and our snooping.

Reason Three was because we might actually come across the pancake
diamond - and they’d concluded there was a high chance we would - and
if we did, there’s not a chance that we wouldn’t sell the goddamn thing
for pennies because we’re a bunch of deadbeats, thus furthering the
difficulty of getting a hold of their necklace.
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Reason Four was because we were proving to be resilient, effective and
‘ultimately problematic’ detectives who might be able to solve their
case for them, just like I thought. If we would be given the ‘proper
clearance’, we might be able to located their jewels, the girl, or
both. There was also a notice that we would have to undergo heavy
training afterwards, because we were noted as being ‘too unpredictable’
and ‘violent’.

And that was it. Our goddamned lives hanging in the balance
because of some goddamned piece of rock and metal. Because some old
fucks were all out of ideas for weekend fun except for raping kids.
Andy was on his deathbed, hardly breathing because of it. If I made a
wrong move, my wife and anyone I know would be chopped up for lunchmeat
and mailed to me. Lisa was dead because of it. That little boy was dead
because of it. I was being investigated for crimes that not only did I
not commit, but were totally fabricated to begin with because of it.
Beaten and stabbed and shot at and blown up and threatened and wounded
and terrified and manipulated because of it. Because of a necklace. A
fucking NECKLACE. Because some old men think that their lives are the
only ones worth anything, and everyone else’s is just a turd on their
shoe.

When the story was over, we all just sat around in silence. They
seemed like they were waiting for a punchline. An ending. Something I
did not have.

I looked at John.

“Jesus fuck,” he shook his head.

Then he stood up, his gun falling to the ground, the hobos
jumping away from it like it might go off. He was shaking, his fists
clenched.

We all watched him.

His face wrenched up and he made a noise that I can’t even
describe. Part steam-whistle, part gurgle. He went into a fury,
stomping off into the distance, having a fit like the other crazies
would. But there was nothing to hit, nobody to hurt who even remotely
deserved anything. Me, maybe. All he could do was kick at the dirt,
awkwardly stomping and jumping like a child, trying to burn off his
rage, roaring and hissing. Screams I knew were for Andy.

The tramps seemed terrified by the whole thing, a few of them
even ran away like he was a bad omen or something. The rest were
fascinated by the story, horrified by John. They probably didn’t even
think it was true until they saw his reaction. Except for the screaming
man with the beard (he was clapping his hands) they all seemed unable
to look away, their faces painted up with horror and excitement. Me, I
just watched him, silent. Content to let him do it. Someone had to. If
not him, then it would be me. And I worried that if I did it, things
might get even messier.

I heard him groan, picking up some heavy thing, throwing it into
the distance. It seemed like maybe a big piece of concrete; impressive
to have lifted over his head, impressive to have hurled so far,
especially with his crazy neck. But the sound it made was so empty, a
clattering echo, so weak it was almost pointless. He made a few more
harsh movements and let out some more bellows.

A moment later, some junkie went over to him like they were old
friends. Nearly a minute later, I saw he had his arm around him,
somehow calming him down, patting his back. John had his head on the
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stranger’s shoulder, weeping like a woman. It was absurd, but then so
was it that I wasn’t over there for him in the first place.

You can only get pushed so far. We’d been forced to go further
than we’d ever had to go before, living like goddamned animals, scared
out of our wits, willing to do things I’d never done before, like
letting Hoob off his chain. I’'d never glimpsed anything in him like the
lunacy we’d seen so far, and the scariest part was that I knew he had
even more in him. And you can’t take back the things he’d done. That
I'd allowed to happen.

We’d taken on the untouchables - burnt down their house (albeit
indirectly) and spat in all of their faces. Now that all the cards were
on the table, I could plainly see that joining them really was the best
deal we could’ve possibly hoped for. The Captain knew this, and for
whatever else that guy was, he’d given me all those chances because he
was trying to save me. But I’d spat in his face too, at his kindness.
Because I was too stubborn a bastard to ever want to take orders from
anyone. Because I thought I could outsmart them all. Because I'm a Real
Tough Guy.

Worst of all, now that I did know the whole score, I more or less
did work for them. Or at least those actions were the only ones we
could pursue in order to put this thing to bed. All other roads ended
in bloodshed, more bloodshed than I could stomach, that’s for sure.
Unless we went after the old turkeys ourselves - a plan even more
idiotic than any French fry and salt shaker operation Hoob and Andy had
concocted, I didn’t see any other way out. I once knew some stiff who
threw acid onto his own face in order to get away from the mob. It
didn’t work, but maybe he just did it wrong.

I found myself in that mood again, that mix between a blue funk
and the giggles. The same kind I’d had leaving the burning building.
And I said Fuck it.

Fuck them and their bullshit case, their fucking diamond. If I
find that girl, I’'1ll set her loose. I’11l set her loose with all of
Gold’s money if I can. I’11 throw that fucking diamond into a fucking
trash compactor at the dump if I get my hands on it. No one threatens
me and my family. No one gets away with hurting my friend. My goddamned
partner. We go to Gold - give her the goddamned story, the whole story,
and see where that takes us. Get our money, take off, start living
smart. Maybe we get a few more months out of life. But at least we’d
die with fresh air in our lungs, free. Fuck them, and fuck bowing my
head. Fuck it.

I didn’t care anymore.

And so I didn’t care when I saw that Hoob and the junkie were
sitting down in the dirt, rolling up their sleeves. I didn’t care when
I saw him push the syrette into his wvein, didn’t care enough to say a
word about it. When the bottle came by my way again, I finished the
whole thing and gave them cash for more. One of them went off to get
it, and another old tramp with one hand named Lee started to tell a
story. It didn’t make one lick of sense, but neither did mine. I think
maybe he might’ve been an insane person, but then, who was I to judge
anyone?
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Hoob was making noises like someone was sucking him off, but it
was just the dope. He was on his back, all puffed up and pathetic,
crying and moaning.

I didn’t leave. I didn’t hit him. I didn’t do a damned thing. I
just went and put my arm around him. Waited.
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CH20:t reatme nt

don’t really wanna talk about this part. I don’t really like this

part.
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They did it in such a way that we didn’t even know it happened.
The last thing I remember was climbing into an unused culvert to pass
out, an armful of borrowed rags for a bed, a bottle of dark rhum. I was
drunk and tired, but not so far gone that you could drag me into the
street, work me over and not wake me up. Not so far gone I could be
carried away like a kitten on a platter.

But that’s exactly what happened.

Instead of waking up to the sun and dew, the pigeons and the
morning traffic I woke to white stone walls and a grimy stone floor,
cold air and nausea. Tipped on my side, leg and wrist manacles, a
bandanna around my mouth. What woke me up were the shackles. I tried to
move and I screamed, both of my ankles swollen and pulpy from the fall.
I was next to an iron grate, a horrible stench rising out of it. Shit
and piss, something worse, too. I was cold, my bare ass exposed.
Wearing a backless gown - the kind you get at the hospital. Everything
felt wrong. Panic dumped into my veins and I tried to remember getting
here, being taken, whatever. But nothing was coming. This was it. The
moments I had been waiting for were here. They were minutes away.

It was impressive enough that they found us with the path we
took, where we decided to hole up. But taking us back here without
waking us up? That was just overkill. Another reminder that they were
in charge. We could be dead without warning, wouldn’t even see it
coming. Granted, we were drunk and on drugs in a public place, which
made it easier, but I’d never considered it possible that I could be
carried away without knowing it. It was like a fairytale, some ghoul
carting off a child at bedtime in a sack.

I felt a bit dopey, like I’'d been given a dose of something
strong. It made sense, I couldn’t see any other way they could’ve
gotten me here. And with all their connections to mind-men like Baul
and Erdel, they probably had wild concoctions and serums and potions up
the fucking wazoo. At first I thought it was my imagination, but there
was a definite throb in my neck. A chilling enough thought. A couple
dark men leaning over me. Instead of gutting me or blowing my brains
out, they stick me with a needle in the fucking jugular. Jesus.

I didn’t know where Hoob was, if he’d been killed or was in the
same boat I was. I hoped to Christ he’d gotten away or gotten killed. I
never thought I’'d be in a position where I’'d wished any of my friends
dead - where staying alive was worse than dying. And at this point, I
didn’t even know the half of it.

I think they let me rest before the show got on the road. After
struggling away from the stink-drain, I fell asleep for a bit. But only
for a bit.

Music woke me up, big band music, a whole swinging orchestra,
someone piping it down into the room. Loud, so loud it was deafening.
But even louder than the music was a man’s voice. I heard it say very
clearly:

“AND THUS WE BEGIN TREATMENT."”

And it started.

They turned it up so loud my ears rang. Louder and louder and
louder still, my eardrums quivering in my head. I managed to bring my

hands around and cover my ears, but it didn’t make any difference.
Before long I was screaming, pleading. I couldn’t help it. But
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eventually I just gave up, exhausted, cupping my ears in the fetal
position, trapped. It went on for hours. After that they moved onto the
next step. The music was turned off, and three men came in. They
weren’t wearing the usual Pinkerton outfit, so I imagine they might
have been something else entirely. They were in white, like orderlies,
and a whole lot stronger than me. That didn’t stop me from trying to
strike at them - little good that it did. I kicked and jabbed at them,
even spat. But I was like a bug to them. They came in with a length of
chain and a small foot stool. Two of them held me up while a third
connected the length of chain to a mounted eyelet on the ceiling. I
thought I was in for some trouble, but they just connected it to my
cuffs and left.

But that was the beginning of the real pain. I was fine for maybe
the first half hour, breathing through my mouth to avoid the stench of
the grate. After that, things got worse and worse. I was chained at the
perfect distance from the ground, so that if I stood normally, there
would be enormous pressure on my wrists. If I tried to relieve it, I
had to stretch upwards on my toes. I could only do either one for so
long, especially with my injuries, until finally I started screaming
and crying out. I screamed for The Captain, that I wanted to talk to
him. But they just turned on the goddamned music again, even louder
than before. I couldn’t really cover my ears fully, just try to cup
them with my shoulders. When they finally let me down, it had been
hours.

From there, the same thing would happen off and on. I had
screamed so much that my voice was broken, the skin around my wrists
split and bloodied, my feet swollen like a fat woman. They let me rest,
but when I would start to fall asleep, the music would start up and an
announcer would shout ‘here we go again!’

This happened maybe every fifteen minutes.

I don’t know how long it went on. How long anything went on for.
They would change it up, trying different combinations, let me down,
string me up, change the temperature in the room until it was freezing,
open the door and spray me with a big fucking hose, crank up the cold
air even more and blast the music again. Turn off the music and turn on
the heat, let it get boiling hot so I'm sweating and can’t breathe,
have a goddamned nosebleed. And just when I can’t take anymore, the
music comes back on and the announcer’s laughing so hard, it’s like a
nightmare. The first few times when the orderlies came in, I’'d tried to
fight them, but I was getting weaker. On the third I played possum and
then bit one of them on the back of the leg. Amazingly they didn’t hit
back, they just shouted and used more force to handle me. They’d cycle
through various different methods, switching whenever I’d get used to
the last thing. The first break came when the lights went off and they
left me in total blackness, total silence for hours. I was thirsty and
aching, in agony but I’d long since gave up screaming or talking or
pleading, I just took it, writhed and groaned and braced myself. Once
the lights came back on, it felt like it had been at least a whole day
since this had started, but I had no way of judging in the first place.

I didn’t imagine it would be 1like this. I thought it would be
razor blades and pliers, branding irons and sledgehammers, pruning
shears - snip snip. I’'d been preparing myself for the wrong thing
altogether. I hadn’t considered water and noise and bright lights and
fucking loudspeakers. It felt crazy to think about it as being worse
than that, but it was. Because I wasn’t going to die. I wasn’t being
taken apart or bleeding, disembowelled or torn open. They could go on
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like this forever. I could live into old age with these sick fucks
doing this to me.

All of the anger, all of the reasons behind it leaves you.
Looking back, I didn’t even think of the old men even once. Not the
Pinks, not Gold, not the Black Watch club. Everything goes away except
for the pain and the dread. You get stripped down bit by bit until
there’s nothing but agony. No thoughts, no reasons, no plans. Nothing
but your body and all things happening to it. You don’t even think
about any kind of ‘they’, like someone’s doing it. It’s just happening.
It just is. And it feels like it will never end.

After the first big darkness, I kind of lost it. I couldn’t see
anything, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. That was another thing you
wouldn’t expect to be awful - but it was. I slept for a while, knowing
that they’d just wake me up again. But eventually I woke up on my own,
having finally gotten some rest. That’s when things went wrong. Really
wrong. After a long time, I started to panic. It wasn’t about any one
thing, or even what I’d endured already. It was just a sense of things
being wrong. I don’t know why, I couldn’t calm myself down, and my
heart started beating faster and faster until I could hardly breathe. I
could feel something terrifying coming, and over the hours it got worse
and worse until I was completely paralyzed with fear, my stomach in
knots, my head pounding, breathing in quick bursts. I screamed for a
while.

Then Lisa was in front of me, sitting on her librarian’s chair,
her white flesh full and rounded, like an old painting or something. In
her panties, her belly over the waistband. She had her glasses on, but
her hair was down, long auburn hair draped around her shoulders almost
to her breasts. My cat Billy was in her lap.

I don’t know how long she’d been in the cell, but I started to
cry when I realized it was her.

“You’re alive?” I cried, my hands wiping my face in the darkness.

“Of course,” she said.

I cried harder and harder, like a child. Asked her if she would
hold me. But she said no.

She told me that she’d given me up to them. That she worked for
them now. That it was the only way.

I couldn’t believe it.

“You’ve got to do the same,” she said.

“Will they tell Andy about me and you?” I croaked.

“Andy already knows about all that. You think he doesn’t?”

“No he doesn’t..” I shook my head.

“He knows. And Audrey knows too. How could they not?”

I crawled towards her, reaching out for her, everything pounding.
I needed somebody. I didn’t care what she was saying. She put her hands
in my hair, just like she did that one night. When she pulled me
between her legs all those years ago and I left right after without
saying a word.

I reached up to wrap my arms around her but I couldn’t because I
was still cuffed. She reached down, shushing me like Audrey would,
wrapped her arms around me for a long time while I cried and screamed.

Eventually she stood up and told me to stop being a child. When I
looked up at her, I realized her upper and lower lips were gone. Chewed
off and horrible, her teeth exposed like some crypt-thing.

“Don’t worry,” she said, “you’ll get yours.”
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The more I looked at her, the more I realized was missing from
her. Pieces from her cheek and forehead, her ear, the skin on her neck
all burnt up like they’d blowtorched her. Her nose was clipped between
the nostrils and a long string of dried blood was dangling down into
her teeth.

“Oh no,” I cried, “your poor face.”

“I'm one of the women you dug up and fucked. Isn’t that
incredible?” she asked.

“That never happened.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she shrugged.

I crawled forward to hold her anyway. She was terrifying,
dripping blood and gore all over me, but I needed her so much. But as I
got closer, I found myself with empty handfuls, no one there. She had
left, but Billy the cat was still there, thank god. He stood just out
of reach with his big yellow eyes on me, whistling a little tune and
swishing his tail back and forth. At least I had him.

“Poor Lisa,” I said.

He nodded.

“I loved her, you know.”

He kept on whistling. Ignored that one and rolled his eyes. I
guess he was right to. I loved every woman.

“I should’ve told Andy,” I said.

Billy nodded to this, too.

I didn’t feel very comforted for long though. Soon I was overcome
with nausea, crippling pain in my stomach like I’d been stabbed,
vertigo circling me around like I was in a drain. I was heaving, hot
vomit coming up my throat. I realized I’d been poisoned. I put my hand
to my stomach and there was so much heat down there, I realized I had
been fed acid or poison. I began spraying all over the ground, a thick
brown mess, followed by a chunky slush of grey and green pieces, my
insides tense and strained. Wave after wave came upon me and I realized
that I was throwing up more than I could have possibly eaten. It went
on forever, one heave after another. Soon I was throwing up pinks and
blues, blue like a cow’s arteries in the butcher shop. Something was
Wrong.

“Something’s wrong!” I screamed.

Then I was vomiting pure blood, buckets of it, all the blood I
had in my body, watery blood and thick blood, dark froth on the edges
of it all. I realized I was losing too much, so I tried to stop myself,
but closing my mouth just made my mouth act like a strainer, catching
all the grit and sinew, the wet scabs while the blood and froth kept
going through my teeth. Eventually it was too much, and I had collected
big chunks in my mouth, parts of my insides, big sausage links of
intestine and stomach lining and I had to let it go.

It was a horrendous lurch, and for a while I couldn’t get the
rest out. Finally it came, a great gush of body parts, ears and noses,
a few discs of my own spinal cord, the thumb I’d gnawed off the
Pinkerton, a deflated lung like a balloon, followed by crazy chunks of
parts I didn’t even know. But it kept coming, coiling parts and piles
of meat, a few loose teeth, hair that was swept off the floor when I
worked at the barber’s, Andy’s metal, Audrey’s lipstick and underpants,
eggs and booze and hotdog wieners, my old pistol and even topsoil, rich
earth, good for gardening. Everything wet with blood and chunks of me,
all wrapped up in horrible blackish-pink taffy that used to hold me
together.

Worst of all, Billy was in the pile of it, lapping at horrible
things, his paws wet with it, enjoying every last bit of it. He would
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wink at me with one eye, licking his chops before going back to it. I
thought I would never stop but finally I ran out of ammunition. I
gagged and gagged and gagged but nothing came out.

“Christopher,” the Captain said, standing over me. Short pants
and a boy’s polo shirt. A rubber ball in his hand.

“What?!” I shouted.

“This display,” he motioned around him, “is disappointing to say
the least.”

And faintly, I could hear someone laughing. It was Pies, at my
mother’s funeral, lighting up fireworks on the green grass near her
grave. He was grinning at me. Billy sat near him and stared at me, his
mouth red and shining.

“Bottom’s up!” Hoob said from somewhere behind the circus tent.
Trumpets and oom-pa-pa waltz like from an old carousel. The
whirling round-and-round sound of cotton candy and sickness, clowns and
mirrors, freaks and geeks. The sick sound of accordions and mechanical
music coming from everywhere at once. And I circled around and around,

my guts all crazy, my head broken and aching.

I tried to get the carnie to stop the ride because I was going to
throw up, but he said I had already thrown up. But it kept going around
and around and around and my back was aching because I was too big for
it. My feet could barely fit on the pegs and I didn’t want to be on
this one. It was a yellow mermaid but I wanted to be on the green
seahorse just ahead of me. I could see no one was using it.

When he finally stopped the ride, Hoob came over. He stood with
me for a while and told me about his day. I kept trying to interrupt
him to ask for help, but he kept cutting me off. Continuing with his
story, laughing and clapping me on the back. His face beaten in and
pulpy. At last he stopped talking and I asked for help.

He grinned and put his hands behind his back.

“Pick one!” he said.

“What am I picking?”

“You lost your pecker on the ride,” he pointed under the tracks
of the carousel, ripped up meat ground into practically nothing in the
grease and gears.

“Is this a new one?” I felt nauseas again.

“Ruby or ivory?” he asked.

I picked his left hand but when he opened it there was nothing.
He started to laugh, and pushed me over, put his mouth to my ear and
screamed into it as loud as he could, telling me I was done for. All
washed-up. No pecker, no talent. He was in charge of Gemini now.

“Fine!” I shouted, but it wasn’t fair. I was in charge. I was
crying.

Hoob threw money on the ground and told me to get out of his
sight.

Then things got so strange and disjointed I couldn’t really keep
track of anything. I don’t remember what happened after that,
everything got loose and blurry, like ink on a page. The next thing I
remembered was being in a heap, crying and screaming for a while,
someone stabbing me in the back of the legs over and over again,
stabbing me in the back, stabbing my wrists and face and brain. I might
have been inside a lawn mower or a wood-chipper, I couldn’t tell. But
it wasn’t turned up enough because it was slow and I was still alive.

This went on for a while but I was starting to remember that I
was in the room, because I could faintly see the walls and floor again.
The lights were being turned on again, but this time it was slow, like
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someone was gradually fading me back in. I realized that there was no
vomit, just a few drops of blood from my wrists. The pile of guts and
body parts and junk fading away before my eyes. My head shot around and
I realized I was alone. The room was too small for that many people to
be in here anyway.

“You’re alright, Christopher,”
announcer’s voice. The Captain’s.

The lights came on a little brighter and my eyes stung. I was all
curled up against one of the walls, my head pounding, my back aching,
stomach clenched up.

“It’s alright, Chris, stop screaming,” he said.

I realized I was screaming. It was actually hard to stop. By the
time I did, I realized I had been for a while. My mouth dry, lips
cracked, throat bare. I had thought that sound was the motor for the
machine that was cutting me up.

I was still shivering and wet, having pissed all over the wall
beside me. Slobber all over my face, filthy with grime and dirt.

’

a voice came on overhead. Not the

The door unlatched as the lights came on the rest of the way, the
Captain ducking his head to enter the door. He stood there for a
minute, the two of us locking eyes.

“Look at you, pal,” he shook his head, his eyes sad.

“G-get me out,” I croaked. Hissed. My voice was like a man with
his voicebox cut out.

“I can’t get you out, yet, Chris. We need to finish the treatment
first. Then we can talk about what we’re going to do.”

“Then.. why.. a..” I coughed. Couldn’t continue.

“I’'m here because you deserve a break. Do you know how long it’s
been?” he crouched down.

I didn’t have the strength to do anything. To move or shake my
head. I just looked at him.

“Well, I’'m not supposed to tell you anyway. It’s just interesting
to hear how long people think it’s been. I'm here because I’'m the only
friend you’ve got right now.”

I let out a laugh. A death rattle.

“Is there anything I can get you?”

“Gun,” I said.

He laughed.

“In the next room, we have food and water. Blankets. I can take
off your bindings even. Does that sound nice?” he asked.

I wanted to cry. For him to carry me out of there like a baby.
And he knew it. I let out a barking cough to hold it all back, but he
gave me a smile like he’d won.

Finally I nodded my head.

“It isn’t much,” he smiled, “it’s probably just toast and some
water, but it’s better than nothing. Oatmeal, maybe. They might even
let me give you jam or a slice of melon. Sometimes they let me do that.”

I looked at him.

“You .. ah.. see things?” I asked, gripping my own throat.

He didn’t seem very surprised that I knew. He paused for a
moment, then nodded his head.

“They say things,” he pointed at the ceiling, “on the speaker.
Faintly, but you hear it. Just a few words, but after a while, they
sink in. It’s the darkness that does it. Really gets to you.”

I mouthed the word yeah?

“Yes. And it doesn’t matter if I tell you. Knowing about it
doesn’t make it stop. They can turn it on and off like a faucet.”
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There were two orderlies in the room. They came towards me,
grabbed me by the arms. Pain shot through me but he stopped them. They
were enormous men, but they looked like teenagers compared to Lawrence.
He pushed a finger into one of their chests and grabbed one of their
arms. He looked like he was crushing. He told them that they were
supposed to unlock me first, help me walk out, not drag me out still
cuffed. The man said that I’'d attacked him but Lawrence squeezed his
arm so hard that the man’s face went white.

He unlocked me himself and helped me up. I couldn’t walk, and he
had to take all the weight of me, but it felt halfway dignified that I
wasn’t completely being dragged. On the way I noticed my toes were
purple from standing on them, my ankles bigger than I’d even thought
possible. I was allowed to sit on a chair in another room. This room
was bigger, not white but red brick, and there was a big bear rug on
the floor for me to put my feet on, a big table in the middle of it.
The room was warm, and I immediately felt relief once I went inside.
Sure enough, there was a big pitcher of water with ice, a tray with
cheese and crackers.

“I guess it isn’t toast,” the Captain said, sitting me down.

He went around to the other side and poured us each a glass of
water, popped a few crackers into his mouth too.

“Hoob,” I croaked.

“Oh, don’t worry. He’s here too. But don’t worry about that --
you must be starving,” he said.

I ate almost the whole platter. It made me feel sick, but not as
sick as the hunger had. Then I drank the full glass in one go. Asked
for another.

“You don’t want to drink too much,” he said.

I leaned over and tried to pick up the jug but I was too weak. I
flopped back in my seat and covered my face.

“Here,” he said in a soft voice, leaning over.

It took all of my energy but I simultaneously stood up and
smashed my glass into the side of his head. He caught my wrist in time,
but the thing still shattered on his temple, gashed his head open. And
I got him good, too. His eyebrow looked like it was halfway coming off.
His face went wild and he crushed my arm where the cuffs had been.

I screamed, his grip on my arm tremendous. He dragged me across
the table to his side like a ragdoll, the pitcher of water toppling and
busting on the floor. His other hand grabbed my face, squeezing my
cheeks inwards. My jawbone felt like it might bust and I found myself
screaming again. He brought his enormous face to mine and locked eyes
with me. Eyes like an animal. He was overcome with rage, boiling red.
No one had pulled anything like that on him before, I could tell.

“That was a mistake,” he said.

I mumbled I gotcha, but I don’t think he understood it. Instead I
gave him a nice smile and made a kissy face at him. He threw me against
the wall, furious. My head made a sound on the brick like a shovel on
concrete.

“Did you not see that coming?” I laughed, my voice horrible, a
squeaking teenager, “Are you getting slow or are you just fucking sweet
on me?”

He didn’t say anything. Straightened his tie and composed
himself. For that split second, I had him. He looked like he was going
to crush my head. I don’t imagine I would have the strength to bring it
out in him again, but if I could, that might be my ticket out of here.

He wiped the blood off his forehead, but it kept coming down his
face. Incredibly, he wiped it on his beautiful suit, unphased.
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“You’re gonna like this part,” he said, with a smile. Called for
the orderlies.

When I was put back in the room, there was a wooden stock for my
head and hands like at a medieval fair. And a ring of fellas with masks
like you’d make at school - paper plates and a string. Eyeholes only. I
ain’t gonna tell you what they did, either. Five men would come in, one
after another after another. Like there was a train of them waiting
outside the door.

And again, I won’t tell you what they were doing, but they were
doing it. And it hurt, worse than you’d ever imagine it would. And you
think the first is the worst but the next one is even worse and it just
gets worse and worse and doesn’t ever get better. You’d give your life
just to live through what happened three men back. There was blood. And
laughter. Lots of both, with some screams to even it out. I won’t tell
you what they were saying to me, but I’m sure you can guess the kind of
stuff. I roared at the top of my lungs every curse you could imagine,
trying to get them angry. Get them to hurt me, kill me. Anything. But
they laughed. They always laughed.

It took a long time for me to pass out, but I did. My ankles and
back were in agony, starting to spasm. Finally I just lost
consciousness. And when I woke up, I was on the ground, arms behind my
back, cuffed again, the men still there, still doing what they were
doing. They couldn’t let me pass out in the stocks or I’'d choke. So my
break was getting to lie on my belly like a piglet. Screaming like a
piglet. Torn apart like a piglet.

You lose count. I did. Eventually they had to put me back in to
stock because I started to smash my head against the floor. I got three
good ones in and saw some stars. I couldn’t stand though, and
eventually I would lose strength and start to choke, so they would have
to hold me up. I came back to it and I was on the floor again so I got
one more good smash against the concrete and blacked out again.

I don’t know how long it was. I didn’t know how long anything
was. When I woke up, I was in a bed, covered up in blankets. I had an
IV drip in my arm, my wrists were bandaged, and I could feel some kind
of bandage on my forehead too. Incredibly, I didn’t feel any pain. Just
a gentle throb in my stomach, severe drowsiness. I was saved. Someone
got me out of there. I tried to move and realized I was strapped down.
And then the dread sunk in.

There were icebags on my ankles - one of them slid off the bed
onto the floor.

I glanced left and saw the Captain, sitting with his hand over
his mouth, on a little chair by the bed. There was a bandage on him,
too.

“Howdy,” he said. He pointed to my forehead, then his.

“I'm like you,” he smiled.

I tried to tell him to fuck himself but my mouth was like taffy.

“You can’t talk right now,” he shook his head.

I tried to turn my head away from him, but I couldn’t. I just
looked away instead, but he was still talking. I think I was on
morphine. I tried yanking my arm away from the drip, but it didn’t
work. Nothing worked. The whole of me was like taffy.

The Captain smiled, clapped me on the cheek.

“I’ve got stuff to do. Just wanted to check in on you, though.
You’re doing great,” he smiled.
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He started to leave, but then turned around, a finger in the air,
like he’d had an epiphany. He took an envelope out of his jacket,
fiddled with it for a moment. Put it on my chest, on the throw blanket.

“We got these off your buddy. Thought you might want to know,” he
smiled.

I didn’t look down for a long time. I didn’t want to see what was
there. But finally I did.

It was a white envelope, opened, and sticking out of it were two
pieces of paper, carefully arranged. Tickets. Plane tickets. They were
from almost a month ago.

It didn’t take me long to realize the suit John had been wearing
was the same one he’d had on all those weeks ago when we thought he was
cheating us. It didn’t take long to realize what that meant. I kept my
eyes on it. Didn’t look up at the Captain, didn’t move. I just let
myself burn inside, didn’t give him the satisfaction.

It was a long time before I looked up, and when I did, he was
gone.

Then the next level of treatment started. My eyes were taped open
and a little breakfast in bed table was put in front of me. They showed
me photographs of John. And what he looked like now. What they’d done
to his face and body. I looked away. They brought in pieces of his
hair, like from a love letter. Except they were wet. Eventually they
just started to bring in pieces of him. Skin. A few fingernails. A toe.
I wouldn’t look at them, but I could see them in my peripheral anyway,
which was worse. I’'d always imagine something worse. Everything was
something horrible, his chopped-up dinger or part of his face, his
scalp. But I wouldn’t look at it. Eventually I told myself that they
were props, like from a movie. Eventually I was picturing the things in
the corner of my eyes as fruit and vegetables, cantaloupe and tomato
pieces, the guts of a pumpkin. But I would always end up looking. One
time I looked up and saw a nose, and I decided I would never look up
again. It didn’t matter though, eventually I would, and next time I saw
that they had brought in his hand.

When I screamed, it just sounded like air coming out of a pipe.

A long time after that, I was back in the round room. This time I
was in pyjamas, and I even had a pillow under my rump, still cuffed,
though the bandages on my wrist helped a lot. But they began the sound
treatment almost right away, the lights, the temperature. I can’t
really explain what it was like at that point. I can’t explain what
kind of pain I was feeling. I can’t really talk about any of it in a
way that makes sense.

Finally I left my body, flew right out of it like a ghost. I
went through the ceilings and each floor of the place, right on up to
the sky, over the city and flew away. I flew over the bridge and the
lake, went up into the hills and circled back over the house that used
to be mine and Aud’s. I flew to the office and watched people do their
laundry next door, eat sandwiches at the deli. I watched the postman go
down the street, whistling a tune. Two pretty girls skipping at their
hopscotch. It was quite nice.

Then there were screams overhead. Gunfire and screams coming down
through the speakers. I came back to myself and this time it really was
too much. It was pitched black again but the screams were so real - and
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I knew it was John. I just knew it. They might’ve been playing the
gunfire to trick me into remembering the war, but I just knew they were
his screams. Like they were chopping up the rest of him, a goddamn
microphone suspended over him. And it was too much. I couldn’t listen
to this. I didn’t want the war. I didn’t want to hear Hoob die. I
remembered that I could smash my head on the floor to kill myself. I
started to do this.

Soon, there was a man in the room, an old arab from the war, a
big machine gun on a strap. His wicked face in front of mine, clutching
my head, looking into my eyes. I was crying and screaming, but he said
something in heathen and another two arabs came in the room, my eyes
stinging. They were going to have a go at me, I was sure of it. But
then they led me through the doorway into the little hallway. There
were dead men everywhere, not just shot up, but hacked open with
machetes. I couldn’t walk, so one of them carried me on his back. I
tried to let go and push off because I didn’t want to know what they
would do to me, but he had me in a fireman’s hold and was very strong.

Up a flight of stairs and through another hallway of dead men.
Did I kill them? Two more hallways and then we went across a big open
room, cement floors, shackles on the goddamn walls, a cage in the
corner, a woman with one of those gasmasks on.

One of the heathens opened a set of big double doors and there
was a firefight, bullets echoing overhead, more screams. Hoob’s
screams. I think maybe they were killing him again and again. Every
body had John’s face. When the shootout was over, I watched one of the
arabs rush over and hack the victim’s head off with a big knife. Hoob’s
head on the floor, grinning. We went up another flight of stairs and I
started to come out of it. Started to realize this was actually
happening, my eyes adjusting to the scene.

They met up with another team of Jackals. Gold’s men. I was
switched to another man’s back and let through another set up doors and
up one more flight of stairs. Everything oak and brass, classy-looking
carpets, paintings of naked women, enormous murals everywhere.

We met Andy in a big den. He was hunched over, like maybe he was
dying, but it was the big machine gun in his arms, too heavy for him.
He was wearing the same uniform they were, minus the turban, knives and
pistols strapped to him. He straightened up when he saw me, shaking his
head like he couldn’t believe it.

“Oh thank fuck,” he said.

They let me down and Andy held me up. He held me while I coughed
and coughed, holding me up with all of his strength.

“Good work,” I heard him say to one of the men.

But I couldn’t stand, couldn’t stay focused.

“Alright,” Andy said, his voice like steel, rubbing my back,
“it’s alright.”

But I was shaking and quaking and it wasn’t alright. Nothing was
alright.

“Get him out of here,” Andy said, still holding me. One of the
men came over and grabbed me.

I thought I was gonna start screaming, so instead I pushed him
away. There was a door marked W.C. a couple feet away and I just made
it in time. They must have heard me go off, because I heard Andy say
Give him a moment. One of the men told him they had to go now, and I
heard Andy shout at him so loud that I felt it in my chest.
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I had my moment or two. I knew we had to leave. But I needed to
get back to normal. Get un-crazy. I kept thinking I would open my eyes
and I would be back in the room. I would close them and open them back
up. Open and close, open and close. And I was still here.

There were photographs over each porcelin pisser. Girls and boys.
Fat ones and skinny ones, whole piles of people, fucking every which
way. I thought I was imagining it, but it was as real as anything.
There was even a photograph of the Captain, naked except for a fig
leaf, flexing his enormous physique. Blowsucks and wank-offs and arse-
fucks. A whole room of men going at eachother, their moustaches in
eachother’s privates, roosters going up rumps, three on three, five on
one. Triplets, all flexing their muscles, and smiling girlies taking it
hard. I thought I was going to throw up, but I looked anyway. It was
real. I was okay. I was saved.

When my time was up, when they grabbed me and carried me out of
there, I was trying to stumble towards one of the photographs to pull
it off the wall to take home with me. I couldn’t believe what I was
seeing.

I was put into a big delivery truck like a mailman drove,
surrounded by the soldiers, Andy, and Hoob. He had all of his
bodyparts. He was beaten, bloodied. But had his nose, had his fingers
and hands.

We looked at eachother but neither of us could talk.

When I looked at Andy, he had a look I’'d seen before. On Gold’s
face. His jaw was clenched shut and his nostrils were flaring. He kept
swallowing hard and shaking his head a little bit. He wouldn’t look at
us. Or couldn’t, maybe.
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TWENTY WEONE:

GE EMINI

days. I had guessed almost two weeks, but it

was only six days. Not even six full days. It had actually been five
days and one afternoon since we’d been nabbed, if you could believe it.
I kept counting the days on my fingers and trying to put it all
together, what events happened at what times. I couldn’t get it to
match up though, it felt like too much happened in too short a time.
And then I would remember things I’d forgotten and the timeline would
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get even fatter, so much that I couldn’t even understand it anymore. I
had to give it up.

After Andy snatched me and Hoob, we were taken to some warehouse
- a GB property - where the Chinese doctor did his best to take care of
us. Which amounted to a whole lot of nothing and a handful of pills. I
took them almost immediately. More than I should have. He examined me
and Hoob and said we were more or less fine. I’'d actually undergone
some kind of medical procedure when the bastards had me, and it seemed
like Hoob had too. They didn’t want us to croak, after all. Yam put us
to bed in a little makeshift sick-bay in the garage. I don’t know how
long we slept. When I woke up, I took even more of the big white pills
and I saw Hoob do the same. More of Goldwynn’s tailored suits were
there and the doctor had to help me get dressed.

And then we parted ways with the Indian fellas. There was some
kind of a dispute going on between them and Andy. In his little
matching uniform he looked like a musician breaking ranks with the
marching band. They seemed furious. From what I could tell, they
weren’t supposed to let us out of their sight, but Andy had other
plans. As safe as it seemed with them, we weren’t really safe with
anyone right now. He kept repeating this and they kept ignoring it.

As we left with him, the leader of the squadron spat on the
ground and said something in his funny-talk that made Andy wince.
Another friendship down the toilet. You had to laugh. I did. But then
again, everything was pretty funny if you thought about it. Andy gave
me a look I didn’t like and Hoob was silent, but who gives a shit.
After what I’d just been through who gives a shit about being nice. Boo
fucking Hoo, Andrew.

It was ridiculous that I could walk, but I was so goddamned doped
up it was like I was flying. Andy had a couple wheelchairs for us but
both of us refused. We shambled along behind him instead. The doctor
said I had two very bad sprains in each ankle, but I didn’t feel it. I
could hardly see, like I had Vaseline on my eyeballs.

Andy took us across a big stretch of cement into a swinging door
marked MAINTENANCE. He had taken an old GB shipping truck and stripped
it of its logo and markings. Said he had a set of dummy plates on them
too. The thing was rusted and beaten, but it still worked. There were
stacks of soup crates in the back, from when whoever drove it delivered
food to the markets. Even in my state, I knew where we were going. The
Farm.

It wasn’t a place we owned, or were even very familiar with. Andy
and I had been on a job once and we’d been going through the back
country roads to get someplace and we’d noticed this abandoned old
piece of property. Dilapidated house with a couple barns, a
slaughterhouse, a few other building collapsing on themselves. And I
seemed to recall it had never had anyone in it as far as I could
remember, and Andy seemed to think the same thing. So we’d made a plan
that day, years ago. That if things ever went wrong, really went to
hell and we’d have to lay low, that’s where we’d go. And we’d never
tell anyone. Not Lisa, not Audrey, not Hoob, not anyone. I kept my
promise and so did he. There’s no way the Pinks would know to look
there. Doesn’t mean they couldn’t find us. Just means we might be able
to get a couple weeks out of it.

It was almost another week before I was straight again. Andy had
been playing nursemaid, dishing out meals and the painkillers to me and
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John, weaning us off of them. Which was hard, since I was so goddamned
sore and sick. I’d shout that I’'d want four and I’d get two. Later I’'d
expect two, but only get one. Then half of one. Then I was given water
that he said had some dissolved into it. Eventually I was just drinking
water, I'm pretty sure. Andy was smart enough to know what that kind of
an addiction can do to someone. But as I started to come clean, I could
feel that loathing in me, the same kind I’d felt before. For Andy, and
especially for John. At first it was just a vague paranoia, but it
eventually turned into a more coherent rage. At them, at this whole
situation. And I don’t think I’ve ever felt worse.

He would come in as I was straightening up more and more, and
tell me the details, trying to make like him and I were still working
the case. Still a team. He’d escaped the hospital on his second day,
risen up like Lazarus to find us. He said this like it was
supernatural- he could sense we were in trouble or some nonsense. He
knew he would never be able to track them, all he could do was put up a
flag and let them know he was still kicking. Once they took the bait
and tried to kidnap him, Andy pulled the old switcheroo and made them
talk. They weren’t pinks, just thugs - but they had a connect to the
agents. Once Andy got that, he was able to penetrate their whole
network. By stalking one of them, he was able to find our location and
put together the whole operation.

We’d been underneath a gentleman’s club a few towns over. Some
small potatoes brothel ran by a couple southerners, or so it seemed.
Andy said the underground of the joint went on forever, and it got
plenty fucking weird along the way. But there wasn’t as much security
as they’d thought, the location was too remote. Gold’s guards made
short work of them. Which isn’t necessarily a good thing.

He couldn’t say how many men they’d slaughtered. And worst of
all, he said they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Captain. The only
murder we could benefit from. He said all this in his usual way, modest
and straightforward, aw shucks Chris. But I wasn’t impressed. I was
lucky to be alive, but this was madness. Bodies stacking up like
firewood. Real swell to have Andy do some real detective work, but it
was too little too late as far as I could see. He’d already fucked up
too badly and we had all paid the price for it. His plan had worked the
same reason that the break-in had worked - because it was too crazy to
anticipate happening. I didn’t want to think about the numbers now. The
numbers were getting too big. And I would reckon that the cops were on
us now too, and not just for phony stuff, either. You could feel the
goddamned walls and bars and stripes closing in on you. Or at least I
could. Who knew what the other two were thinking.

The worst part was that Andy thought everything was solved now
that I was awake. And all our disagreements were behind us because he
saved me. Because he almost died himself. But all the resolutions I’d
made when he was on his deathbed didn’t stick. They couldn’t. And I
couldn’t bear going through with them for someone like him. Like them.
More and more I felt wretched and the more I thought about it, the
darker I got, the crueller my mood. Eventually I was overcome with
hatred for the goddamn pricks.

So the drugs left me and the pain came back, but it wasn’t as
bad. I could walk again, provided my ankles were wrapped up nice and
tight, but it was possible. Finally, on the eve of my fifth day of
rest, I got up. Andy had fresh clothes for me folded up by the door. A
plaid shirt, some old workpants and a sweater. Workboots. I had no idea
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where he’d found them. It’s hard to hate a man who’s looking after you.
Who’s trying his best. But that still didn’t change it.

The farmhouse was as horrible as it had ever seemed from the
outside, but there was furniture and a minimum of rats (but not mice -
mice were everywhere). John was on some kind of an old checkered sofa
on the main floor and I had taken some old wool blankets on a rotted-
out mattress in the ‘master bedroom’ which consisted of a bedside table
shattered into planks, a rusted iron headboard and a broken window. In
a nearby room, Andy had dragged in a twin bed and pushed it next to the
first one. He’d been staying there. Downstairs was a den that had been
stripped bare of everything except for an old rug covered in stains, so
old it was crumbling at the edges, and John’s couch. The kitchen was
almost entirely overrun with rats but there were cans of food and jars
of preserves in the pantry that Andy had been feeding us. The beans we
had with every meal gave me terrible diarrhea, which brought me to the
next room - the bathroom. A closet with a bucket. Below was a cellar,
pitched black and freezing cold. You had to leave the door open to see
anything. Other than an old table and some chairs, there was a thin
stream of water running through it, right through the fucking wall and
out the other side.

It got cold at night because the place was falling apart, but
Andy was smart enough not to make a fire. He stayed away from all the
windows and told us to do the same. Our truck had been hidden in the
stone barn and he’d covered our tracks through the field as well. But
like I said, I still didn’t know how long it would last.

I found Andy in the kitchen, smoking a cigarette, his shirt off.
With his back to me, I was able to snag the keys off the counter. It
had been my first order of business and it went off without a hitch. I
put them in my pocket without a sound.

He was trying to change the stained old bandages on his chest
and back. Or that’s what I thought at first. He didn’t actually have
any new gauze so he was just turning them over and taping them back on,
the brown-black sides facing out now. He didn’t know I was there, and
at one point he started coughing so hard that it scared me. It
eventually turned into a wheezing, sucking sound and started all over
again. I took the cigarette from his hand and threw it in the sink. I
didn’t want to, I just did it automatically. He was still coughing when
I finished taping the filthy pieces of material to him.

A lot of my anger faded and I was feeling sorry for him. He
looked horrible.

“Jesus, Andrew.”

“It’s okay..” he gave a final cough, then spat dark lumps into the
sink. He stood up straight though, like he was perfectly fine.

“It’s not as bad as it seems,” he said.

“It seems pretty fucking bad,” I said.

Andy put on his little military shirt. He looked absurd.

“Yeah, well, you aren’t exactly tip-top either,” he said.

He was right. I didn’t really remember a lot of this week, but I
knew I was a fucking mess for a lot of it. But I didn’t like the way he
was saying it. Like it was my fault he had to take care of me. Like I
should feel guilty for getting us into this mess. Like I should be
bandaging him up and wiping the snot off his nose. But the poor guy got
hacking again and I lost almost the rest of it, the sonofabitch.
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I gave him a long look but his eyes didn’t meet mine. He took his
cigarette out of the sink and lit it again. Finally he looked at me,
darting his eyes to the living room.

“John’s in bad shape,” he whispered, the smoke dancing in his
lips.

“Listen, Andy. We should get out of here,” I leaned in closer,
grabbed his arm, “and he’s just gonna slow us down.”

“C’'mon, Chris—"

“He’s a piece of shit, Andy. We need to go today.”

Andy laughed, “You’re kidding right?”

I didn’t say anything. I gave him the most serious face I could
give him. I didn’t want to explain all of it. I just wanted him to
believe me. He should just believe me. But Andy continued, his voice
almost inaudible.

“I think he stole a bunch of the pills.. he seems pretty screwy
but I can’t get near him. While you’ve been coming off them, he’s been
the same. It’s like he’s popping extra ones when I leave..”

“Oh yeah?” I laughed. He winced at how loud I said it, and then
spoke even quieter. I had to piece it together from his lips and the
faint hiss of his voice. He was worried Hoob was gonna be hooked on the
pills and needed me to distract the big dope while he tried to search
him for them.

But that was it. I was done with him. My guts were already in
knots but they knotted up just the same and I had to leave. When he was
hurt, I had wanted to tell him I was sorry about it all. About
everything. Wanted to make it up to him and finally start working
together on this. I left.

He shouted for me not to go outside, to stay away from the
windows. The screen door screamed when I opened it anyway.

“Doesn’t matter,” I muttered to myself.

But he heard me. I heard him say ‘it does’ as he closed the door.

I nearly left three times. One time I even started up the truck.
But I couldn’t leave yet. I couldn’t walk far, so I ended up taking a
short stroll around the farm. Read the names carved into the big oak
tree near one of the barns, Pepper and Tim. Audrey and I had carved our
names into trees when we were young. There was one down on Queen street
that was still there. Chris and Audrey.

I spent the rest of the day in one of the barns. It wasn’t
actually a barn, it was where the farmhands had lived. There were beds
in the hayloft and trinkets there too, old lamps and carved wooden
dolls, a boy’s tin sheriff badge and crumbling funnybooks, dice and a
third of a deck of cards. An ancient bottle of moonshine or medicine.
It had to be one or the other, nothing else smelled that potent. I
drank it. Gagged but didn’t go blind.

I spent all my daylight in there until I couldn’t see the cards
I was drawing and couldn’t read the words in the almanac. I stayed for
a bit longer, well after hunger and thirst had come and left, and even
waited for a bit to leave when the rain started up and came down
through the roof. The medicine had twisted me up something fierce.
Trying to find a reason not to leave. Trying to get my words together.
Trying to make up my mind about Andy.

The house was pitched black when I got in there and at first I
thought that meant they’d fled or had been done in by some lurking
giant. But little by little my eyes adjusted and I saw light coming
from the cellar door. Soft voices. They were down there.
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From the light of the candles I could see Andy pointing his gun
at me. I waved at him and he put it away. The stairs buckled and whined
as I went down and I could see they had a bowl of something with a
spoon in it. Peaches. Hoob was hidden in total darkness except for his
face, a swollen purple moon. His eyes were glazed and strange.

“How you feeling?” Andy asked.

I sat on the iron frame of a stool with no seat.

“Stream’s gonna start up down here. It’s raining,” I said.

Andy nodded and pointed to the water dripping down one of the
wooden columns.

“Does it hurt to sit down?” John asked me.

He brought his hands into the light. They were holding playing
cards. Probably the other two thirds of my deck from the barn.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“Does it hurt to sit down. On that stool?” John’s face was calm.

I swallowed. It was so loud it was like its own word.

“No,” I said.

“No,” he echoed back.

Andy creaked in his chair. Straightened himself out and put his
cards face down on the table.

“There’s some peaches if you want some.”

“Is he sober?” I pointed at Hoob.

John snorted.

“Is he?” I asked.

“Yeah, he is,” Andy said. Then he took in a deep breath and
knocked on the table like he was calling a meeting to order. He
unbuttoned his top collar.

“I’'m not beating around the bush, so let’s just get things
straight. I know the both of you have been through a lot. I can’t even
imagine what that must have been like..” he shook his head, “but I’'ve
been through my fair share of hell too, and I think it’s time we put
all that behind us and square this whole thing away.”

We looked at him for a while. Finally I spoke.

“Square this all away?”

“Yeah, put it to bed. This case, this whole mess. We need to be
finished with it.”

“And so what do you recommend, Mr. Roberts?” I asked.

“Chris,” he snapped, “stow that fucking attitude right now, okay?”

He started to cough and had to bring out a rag to spit into.
Finally he sighed. Lowered his voice.

“If you have something to say, say it. I wanna hear it plain."

I was done feeling sorry for him.

“Alright Andy. Let’s go back to what you said before, your ‘fair
share of hell’ as it were - how’d you end up with that, Andy? What led
you there?”

“Chris, I know what you’re gonna say—"

“You have no idea what I’'m gonna say, Andy.”

“Chris—" John sighed.

“No - you shut your yap, John. I’1ll get to you in a minute,” I
cleared my throat. Trying to remain calm.

John shook his head and I turned to Andy. His jaw was clenched.
Eyes straight ahead.

“Andy, to be perfectly honest, I'm the most disappointed in you.
Him, we all know he’s a fuckup. Born that way. But you? You just make
me ashamed. Of this whole show.”

“I saved your life,” he said loudly.

“Beg pardon?” I asked. I leaned over him and squinted.

”
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“I said I saved your fucking life. And I nearly died in the
process,” he growled.

I laughed in his face, but he continued.

“Whatever you might think I did, or didn’t do, you wouldn’t be
standing here if it weren’t for me. We can talk about the other stuff,
but first I just want to make it clear that I did my best to do good by
you."”

“Well, then Mr. Roberts, I thank you very much. Thank you for
delivering me to this!” I motioned around the room, “Really. Great job.
I - really, thank you. Thank you, you’re a hero. But again, I’'ve got to
ask - what I went through, what John went through, what you went
through - why did that happen? Why?”

“You aren’t always right, Chris.”

“Fair enough, Andy. Nobody is. I’'m certainly not. But in all our
years, when I reason something out, give you good cause to follow my
lead, hasn’t it usually panned out fair enough?”

“Brown—" Hoob said, shaking his head. He was being so calm it was
scaring me.

“I said I’d get to you in a minute!” I shouted, then turned back
to Andy’s stone face, “answer the question.”

“Your being right or making the right move on previous cases does
not mean that you will on this one. And this is the biggest, most
screwed-up case we’ve ever taken.”

“Now, stop there, Andy. ‘The biggest, most screwed-up case we’ve
ever taken’. Stakes are high, aren’t they? We got agents and a whole
network of spooks on us, a line of bodies a mile long, hell, we
shouldn’t even be alive ourselves, by all rights—"

“The point, Chris.”

“The point is, that on this case, the worst fucking case we’ve
ever been on, I needed you to be solid. And you weren’t.”

“So this is about Pies’ diner?” he shook his head, “do you want
me to tell you ‘you were right?’ Is that what you want? Because I don’t
think you were. The assault we launched with the Indians worked.”

I started clapping, nice in loud, near his face.

“Great. It worked. Congratulations, you killed a bunch of people.
But where. Does. That. Get. Us?”

Andy snorted and shook his head and something boiled over in me.
I could hardly speak.

“What do you want, Chris? You’d be fucking dead if it weren’t for
me.”

Instead John piped up.

“He want us out of his life,” he said.

“What?”

“You remember when we went to the university to find Baul? You
remember why you were so happy that day?” he laughed, then waited for a
moment, shook his head, “It was the day Andy didn’t show up. It was the
day that you thought to yourself, ‘gee, maybe I can start over’. We
thought he might be dead. And you were happy.”

Andy’s eyes didn’t waver, they stayed on me, hard. I swallowed
again. It wasn’t Hoob’s usual bullshit, and I wasn’t ready for it.

“Yeah, John. And I danced a fucking jig when the Pinks got him,
too.”

Hoob’s eyes looked glassy, he kept blinking and licking his lips.

“At the start of all this, you were ready to off me for a couple
hundred bucks, Brown. Professional? Or what about all the hissy fits
you’ve thrown - the same kind you’re throwing right now?” Hoob asked.

I laughed.
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“That’s.. that’s really something John. Thank you for that.”

“He has a point,” Andy said.

“You’d think so. Except that he’s dead wrong. You were too soft
to believe it, and when we got a decent answer out of him, we were all
to eager to jump on it. Then the case got going and I got back into
thinking you were a halfway decent guy, John. I really did.”

“So this is my turn, now?” John asked.

“Yeah, it’s your fucking turn. Aside from all the different ways
you’ve fucked this one up, John, which, let’s face it, is normal for
you -- aside from all the usual ways you make my life miserable, I was
right about you. When I realized you had taken the money, it all made
sense. I knew it.”

“Now wait a minute Chris,” Andy barked, his voice rough, “I’'m not
gonna sit here and take this, and I'm not going to let you talk to John
that way either.”

“Two plane tickets to Sunny Florida. One for John, one for his
hag. I’'ve seen them. John was not taking the money to us. That’s what
he told us when we just about did him in. And we believed him. We were
right, Andy. We didn’t make a mistake. We were right about him all
along.”

Andy’s face twitched a little and he turned to John, who was
shaking his head.

“I saw them, John! Don’t you fucking lie to me!” I spat.

“Is that so? Were you running out on us?” Andy asked. He gripped
the back of his chair.

“Those tickets were for Rosetta’s daughters. To their
grandmother.. while Grambledini worked out the divorce,” John said
quietly, his voice strange. He seemed almost embarrassed.

“Oh come on! You mean to tell me that the fella who goes through
women like tissues gave a shit enough to spend a fortune on some old
cunt? I don’t believe it for a second. Why the fuck wouldn’t you want
out of this? You get the money, you have a chance to take off, you
split. Who wouldn’t do the same?”

“I didn’t,” Hoob shrugged, slurring his words like he was tired,
“and it sounds to me like you wan’ outta this, pal. It isn’t the case
that’s fucking you up, Brown. Your life’s a mess and you want a..
fuckin’ new one.”

The walls creaked and water dribbled onto the floor. We could
hear the wind picking up overhead and no one said anything for a while.

I threw the peaches and syrup in his fat face. Threw the bowl
against the wall. Andy grabbed my arm but I still got in John’s face.

“You fucking bet I do, Hoob! You bet I do!” I screamed.

“Hey!” Andy yanked me back but I shook him off, “he didn’t mean
it.”

“You think I want this? You think I want to take care of you two
fucking children? I can’t fucking take it - I'm not even friends with
you anymore, you know that? It’s true, I can’t stand you. Either of
you!” my face was so red I could feel it burning.

Andy had a look on his face I never thought I’d see. But I was on
a roll. I turned to him.

“And you know what? He’s right. I would’ve taken the money and
ran. Fuck both of you, I’ve never wanted to live this way! And maybe
you’re telling the truth, John, but it doesn’t matter either way.
You’re a fuckup. You and Andy both. If you’d used those tickets or we’d
killed you, either way we’d be better off. And we wouldn’t be in this
situation if it weren’t for you. That’s all there is.”
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Andy grabbed me again by the collar this time. He got in my face
and pointed a finger to my eye like he might gouge it out of my skull.

“Maybe so, Chris. Maybe that’s all true. But what are we gonna do
about it? We can split up and fuck off and never see eachother again
after this --- but we’re in the situation NOW. It ain’t changing. We
need to deal with it, goddamnit!”

“Do you even know the score, Andy?” I laughed.

“John filled me in.”

“Well, he’s the wrong person to ask,” I shoved him away from me,
hard.

He smacked into the table and the light almost went out again.
He looked like he was going to strike me.

“You don’t even know one fucking thing about this case,” I said.

John, incredibly, was still sitting, wiping his face with a
kerchief.

“He is on dope,” I said, “look at him.”

“What do we do, Chris.. please. That’s what I'm asking..” Andy’s
face went soft, his eyebrows raised, “what do we do..”

“That’s what I’m saying, Andy. We don’t do anything. We could’ve
before, but that time, when I needed you most, has come and gone. And
now there’s even more blood thanks to you. Now there’s no way out. Do
you get it now?”

John moaned. His eyes were fluttering opened and closed. Andy
went to him.

“I'm getting out of here, Andy.”

Andy didn’t say anything. He sniffled.

“Fuck - Andy..”

“WHAT?” he snapped, shot around, tears in his eyes.

I felt my stomach sink and I blew a deep breath out.

“Look..” I grabbed his arm, “I'm sorry, okay? Come with me. Just
come with me.”

He looked at me. There was a pause and for a moment I thought he
was going to lean my way. But then he wiped his eyes, shook his head.
Steadied himself.

I could see his hands flexing and tightening. He was getting
ready to hit me. But he didn’t. He just stood up and said no, like he
was too good to do it. I wanted him to.

John’s eyes were rolling in his head. Andy leaned over over,
looking him over more closely.

“He got Lisa killed,” John said, “I wasn’t gonna tell you Andy
but he did.”

My whole chest hitched like I’d been shot.

Andy didn’t move, his back rising and falling. The water was
coming into the basement even faster now, and his pants were getting
wet. I stood there but Andy didn’t turn around.

Finally he coughed and cleared his throat.

“Just get out of here, Chris. Go fuck yourself.”

I got out of there as fast as I could, collecting my clothes and
gun in the dark, tripping over trash and refuse. My heart was pounding
in my chest and I felt faint like I had lost a lot of blood, a cold
sweat on my back. Finally I banged out the screen door and trampled off
into the fields.
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I thought that was the end of it. But when I finally got ready to
drive out and I was opening the two big doors to leave, he was there.
He didn’t say anything.

Andy had never hit me before.

It was like getting struck by a train. I don’t know how he had
done anything until I realized I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t know where
the strength to do it came from, but I couldn’t stop him, he was too
fast, too strong. He worked over my body, sinking into my gut and ribs,
my neck and groin. Every time I though I knew where he was going, he’d
give me something else entirely and soon I was dying on my feet. At one
point I managed to grab a clump of his hair and his collar, but he
drove his palm so hard into my nose that for a minute I couldn’t see
and I found myself saying ‘no’ over and over again..

When he was finished, he left me in a heap against the tire and
walked away without saying a word.

As I drove out, my hands were sweating so badly I could hardly
grip the wheel and I was shaking all over. Blood was coming out my nose
but I didn’t feel anything. Everything hurt and so nothing hurt. It was
raining and the wipers didn’t work, and the crates in the back kept
clattering like there was a corpse coming to life back there.
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came down for days. The lady

on the radio said it was a record rainfall and the storm drains were
full, the gutters overflowing, cars were going off the road left and
right. I had trouble staying on the road too, the truck’s tires were
bald and useless.

There were a few bucks in the dash, but it was barely enough for
a full tank of gas. And it was all I had. All our money had been on me
when they took me in for ‘treatment’, spare wads in the office, the
bunker, even at Gold’s, but they were all lost to me. I couldn’t even
dig out what pittance I had in the bank account, they’d find me for
sure. And I knew a dozen ways to make money, had more than enough
people I could shake down, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t go back to
the city. Even staying on the highway was dangerous right now, because
they probably had a description of the truck. All I could do was sweat
and drive, try to keep it together, try to stay on the road. But long
after the morning came and I was out of money, running out of gas, I
knew it was hopeless. I was starving, cold and overcome with pain. In
order to keep going I’d have to start sticking my gun in people’s
faces, which would only bring more heat my way. I sold a couple crates
of soup for gas and drove for as long as I could. I didn’t know how
much last. It had been three days.

Once I started to drift off, I parked at a truck stop and slept
the rest of the day. Later, I went out into the pouring rain and opened
up a can with a knife. I drank the tomato paste but couldn’t keep it
down. I burped it up all over the bed. I tried again with Chicken
Noodle and that one stayed with me, so I had another. They were so
salty I nearly vomited again. The sun was nowhere to be seen, just a
dull grey throb behind the rain clouds. It didn’t seem like the day
would get any better. I turned the truck around.

I drove back to the Castle. The sun rose and set one and a half
times and I had to stop for another sleep on the side of the road. Soup
bought more gas.

I went there because I was done for. Because it didn’t matter
anymore. Because I couldn’t take it and because I needed to see Gold
before the end of this. Before it all came crashing down.

I wanted to call Audrey to say goodbye, but I couldn’t even do
that. I couldn’t do anything that wasn’t in this goddamned corner I’d
pinned myself into.

On the way back I saw a car I didn’t like at the gas station, so
I passed it by completely, drove until I was sputtering and lurching up
the road, the tank bone-dry. My first big mistake. Now I had to hitch,
which left me even more in the open. A black car sped by me not two
minutes later and the whole of me clenched up, stiff as a board. Bad
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omen. Soaking wet, my ankles swollen up like California oranges, I
walked for a long way.

Finally I got picked up by a husband and wife who said they were
looking to start a new life in the city. In my farmer clothes they
thought I was doing the same, lighting out for the skyscrapers. I told
them not to go. I explained the city was an evil fucking place, but
they laughed like I had told them a joke. It was going to eat these
people alive. They drove me as close to the Castle as I would let them,
and then I made the rest of the trip on foot, scared out of my mind,
searching for men, eyes, cars.

But no one came down the path. I had to stop every two dozen
steps, and by the time I made it to stone wall, I was practically
crawling. I went through the usual rigmarole to get inside, but not
before I changed back into my suit and tie, leaving the old clothes on
the grass like someone had melted in the rain.

When the door opened, Alabaster took a moment to adjust to what
he was seeing. I imagined I looked as bad as he did, or worse. He was
all puckered up with green and yellow bruises, his head wrapped up, arm
in a sling, the hand I wrecked all dressed in plaster and gauze. He
opened his mouth to give his idiot salutations but jammed his mouth
shut when he saw it was me. It was hard to grin, but I did anyway,
clapping him hard on the cheek.

“I’'m here to fuck Gold,” I smiled.

He let out a tiny scream and stumbled backwards but I just
walked past him.

“Good work on the chimney, by the way,” I said, climbing the
stairs.

I didn’t look back but I heard a sound come up after me like an
animal’s whine.

I towelled myself off in one of the bathrooms and did my best to
straighten myself up. I had days of stubble on my face, deep rings
under my eyes and my nose was still swollen up from Andy. I couldn’t do
anything for that, so I just ran a comb through my hair and went after
Gold.

She was in her bedroom, lounging on a loveseat near the windows
overlooking her land. Her hair was down and she was wearing a deep blue
gown, sparkles and glitter. She drinking wine. The rain beat down on
the shutters and the wind rattled the whole thing. When she noticed me
in the doorway she made a real Hollywood face. Mock horror. I invited
myself in. That was my second mistake of the evening.

It was quite a performance. She declared that she thought I was
dead - threw her arms around me, held my wet body to hers, her hands
searching across my back like she gave two shits. But I played along.
Grabbed a double handful of her rear like I’d been wanting since the
start, not that my willy was even interested. Pulled her close and
huffed the scent of her, let her finish up her little show. Her mouth
got dangerously close to mine before she pulled away, those black-
rimmed eyes looking into me. Trying to tempt me. I swallowed. This time
I did feel something. Finally her heaving breasts moved off my chest.

“Oh, thank goodness,” she said in a hush.

“Thank goodness,” I said.

“Are you hurt?”

“Most definitely, Gloria. I am hurt.”
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“Where did you go? You were supposed to stay with Pallav - where
are the others?” she asked, her voice frantic.

I just shook my head.

“What does that mean?” her eyebrows lifted like she was pleading
with some bully in a movie.

“It means it doesn’t matter,”
bed, began to pace.

“I don’t know if I should bring this up now, but did you assault
Phinneas? Because several of our staff claim that you’re responsible
for his injuries, though he won’t say a word on the subject.”

I laughed a little but it was for show. I didn’t feel like
laughing. I pulled some black crud out from under my nose and shook my
head.

’

I said. I threw my jacket onto her

“You seem positively grim, Mr. Brown. Will you just please tell
me what’s happening?”

“You know what I’ve gone through on this case, Gold?”

“Well, yes, I believe so..”

“And I'm still here. What does that tell you?”

Her hand traced across her collarbone, rounded her shoulder.

“I don’t know. What does that tell me?” she said softly, coming
near me.

“It means I want my goddamned money,” I said sternly. I sat down
on her bed and went to light up a cigarette, but I didn’t have any.

She stopped, her face bewildered.

“Well, we can certainly talk about that.. are you terminating our
agreement? Because I understand if you are, with all that you’ve been
through..”

“No. I’'m not terminating our agreement.”

“You’re not?”

“I solved the goddamned case, Gloria.”

“You did?”

“Yes.”

He hand covered her mouth for a moment and she said something
under her breath. She seemed sincere at least.

“That’s..”

“Here’s what I want. I want a big bottle of some fancy-assed
thing to drink, I want a big sirloin, rare with onions, and I want my
big bag of money. I want those, and then we’re going to sit down and
I'm going to give you want you want.”

”

In five minutes we were in the lounge off of her bedroom. My
steak, my single-cask scotch from a century ago, and my money were on
the white table cloth. Alabaster had even whipped up some candles for
us, eyeing me nervously as he 1lit them.

“He was involved,” I said, cutting a nice wedge of meat and
pointing at the little man with it.

There was a nice moment when Alabaster locked eyes with me, then
shot over to Gold, then back to me. His moustache flopped in his face.

“Now, now, now I say that is total, uh, complete—" Alabaster
started, but Gold raised a single finger.

“Let’s hear the whole story. Then we can work out the little
things,” she said, her mouth full of venom.

Alabaster shrunk out of the room after that. Deflated. Defeated.
That felt nice. If nothing else that was a happy ending.

“This is so good,” I chewed, “and the scotch? Holy fuck, Gold.”

“I'm glad you’re enjoying yourself, Christopher. But you were
going to tell me about who murdered my husband.”
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“Sure. But there’s a few things we should go over first,” I
gulped down the booze and shoved more steak down my gullet, “number
one’s the master group. The uh, little fit you threw when I asked you
about them. What was that?”

“I'm not sure where you’re going with this,”
didn’t like, some red coming up her neck.

“There’s just a few remaining pieces I'm putting together, and
they’re one of them. G.B. was a member of the group, and as far as I
can tell, he was a pretty big wheel. Big enough that it didn’t make
sense that they’d ever off him - he was one of their own. And that’s
why they looked after you, too,” I cut another piece and took a swill.
So good!

Gold didn’t say anything. More red had crept up her neck and was
flooding into her cheeks. I could even see blotches heading down
between her big lovely babies.

“So they’re all a bunch of sick fucks, but that’s only scratching
the surface, really. Lots of people have nutty romps with eachother.
That’s not even what’s important about these guys, not by a long shot.
But you knew about all that, didn’t you? Maybe you didn’t know exactly
what they did at their meetings or what they were doing in the world at
large, but you knew that they all got together and fucked eachother
while G.B. watched and all that. Did you know anything about the
rituals?”

Her cheeks swelled up like a trumpet player and she got a crazy
way in her eye. Another tantrum. I laughed. Finished my steak, downed
my scotch, then filled another glass. You really don’t know how good
this stuff was.

When I looked up at her, she was breathing heavily, looking off
into the storm.

“Hey,” I reached over, grabbed her wrist gently, “come on now,
there’s no need for that, now. Come on..”

“Why do you want to talk about this now? If you’ve solved it,
just tell me what’s happened!” she pleaded.

“When we first started this, was there something you held back,
Gloria? Maybe you didn’t want to talk about the big boys because you
knew they couldn’t have had anything to do with it, but is there
anything you think I should know?”

Her nostrils flared and she took in another deep breath.

“I’11l ask you again why does this matter if you’ve solved it?”

“I just want to get everything straight before I give you a name.
I want to be 110% clear in my mind. Is there anything you want to tell
me?”

’

she gave me a look I

She exhaled audibly and ran a hand through her locks.

When she took me into the media room there was a nervousness
about her. The feline sway of her hips was gone, instead she took quick
little steps, like a child. Her body parts jiggling in her soft gown
didn’t arouse the same kind of feelings in me. There was even a sort of
hunch to her whole gait, her head down like she’d done something wrong.

When we sat down in the leather seats and she snapped her fingers
for the projectionist to begin, I knew what was coming. There was a
popcorn machine to the side, but I didn’t think we were having any. I
still had my bottle of scotch, though.

“I neglected to show you this, because it was.. highly private. I
only found it after he’d died, and I didn’t see how it was important
that you see it. But if you say that some.. sexual element has come into
the mix, I suppose it is,” she said.
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’

“I suppose it is,” I said.

There was no sound. And the screen was all full of crackles and
scratches, dust. At first I couldn’t make anything out, two white blobs
wrangling with brown blobs, black on either side of it all. It looked
like it was being shot between a door crack, like someone was peeking
in on some room. Before long the mess came into focus and I could see
two little women, smeared up in mud and filth, face to face while two
enormous men, both negroes, gave it to them harder than anything I’ve
ever seen. Both women had crowns on their head, and the two men had
manacles and chains on their arms, but you could tell by how they moved
that they were fake. But I knew the crowns weren’t.

They were surrounded by men, some nude with masks, some
shirtless, some having an ol’ fashioned pecker pull right on the spot.
I realized we weren’t watching this scene from a doorway, but from
between the shoulders of two men. One had on a black suit with white
pinstripes, the other had on white with black ones. The whole image was
framed in such a way that it didn’t seem like an accident. Like this
was carefully directed. We watched for a while, the two enormous fellas
giving it to the little queens, their open mouths and lolling eyes.

“So this is how you know about the Master Group?” I asked.

“I knew of the Master Group for years, Jjust not this element of
it.. not until George passed.”

“And that’s G.B. right there, isn’t it? In the goat mask?”

“I can’t be sure..” she covered her face.

“Oh, I can. He’s the shortest little bugger there. I mean, I’'ve
only seen pictures and he’s never worn women’s garters in any of them,
but that looks like his fat little gut there..”

A man with a bizarre two-headed eagle mask came in through the
wall of men and poured some urn overtop of the girls’ heads. At first I
thought it was ash, but it was just more muck, drenching their heads in
filth. I could see dark clumps clinging to the jewels in their crowns.
The men cheered. G.B. swung his penis around like a propeller.

“So I don’t really know what all this symbolism means, but it’s
clear to me that this is about doing whatever the fuck you want. About
smearing shit all over the most priceless thing you can find and
putting it on a teenager’s head, right?”

“I suppose so, Mr. Brown,” she said quietly.

We watched it for a bit longer. Gold kept clearing her throat.
Like maybe she might drown out the craziness we were seeing. The two
black fellas getting on their knees and drinking the piss of the two
girls while the two-headed eagle fellow rung a bell wildly, his big
belly gyrating like a gypsy dancer.

“Jesus fuck..” I said.

“Turn it off!” Gold shouted.

We sat in silence for a while, staring straight ahead at the
blank screen with the lights on. I went to take out a smoke and
remembered I didn’t have one. I had to wonder if she wanted it off
because she was sick of it, or because she knew what was coming next.
Did I just see Alabaster’s ‘depraved acts’ or were they still to come?

She got up and I followed her.

When we were back in the little lounge, she closed the doors to
her bedroom and locked it. I looked at her and she raised her head to
me from across the room, baring her neck, her hair falling over her
shoulder. Her chest puffed out and her breasts struggled against her
garment. She came towards me.
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A month ago this would’ve sent me over the edge. I’d be over
there with my pants down before you could say ‘boo’. But that was then.
Aside from the horrifying movie and the terrible pains all through my
body, Gold was the last woman I’'d want to bed. Or table, or whatever
surface we’d do it one.

When she got to me, she put one hand into my wet shirt, felt my
chest hair and nipple, looked down at me with her eyes wide and
hypnotic.

“Before we go any further, Christopher, I want you to know
something..” she whispered.

“What’s that?” I said plainly.

“It’s you. You’ve been driving me crazy since day one..”

I looked up at her fat lips and did my best to keep a straight
face. But I couldn’t. She started to kiss my neck, hot breath in my
ear. I snorted laughter into her face and pulled away from her.

“Oh yeah, Gloria? When you came in and I was drunk and gassy from
rice and beans? That’s how long you’ve wanted me? Or did you mean when
I was lounging around in your husband’s office in my underpants?” I
laughed.

Her face twisted up and a vein came out on her neck. She was
getting red again. But then she just laughed like I was kidding with
her.

“Are you calling me a liar?” she asked coyly.

“You don’t need to fuck me to keep me quiet about your pervert
husband, Gloria. So you can stow it. Besides the fact that I never want
to think about the goddamned case again, I’'m not going to have anyone
to tell anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just how far up your ass is that head of yours, Gloria?” I
pulled away and went to the table, picked up a cold moustache from my
plate, popped it into my mouth, “we’re done for.”

She didn’t say anything, just looked at me with icy eyes, the
smile fading on her face. I was getting pretty tired of her attitude.

“Maybe I was already falling apart before I took this job. But
this case took away the rest of it. Do you realize that? My life is
over now. That steak was my last meal. I'm not even gonna get to spend
that money, I just wanted to feel it in my hands. Get a good look at
what I'm dying for.”

“You aren’t going to die, Mr. Brown, I promise you that.”

I shook my head at her.

“You can’t promise me a goddamned thing, Gold. The only reason
you’re alive is because they knew you’d bait me. Once I’m gone, you
will be too. Things have gotten out of hand, too far to go back now.

“What? Because a few eggs had to be broken along the way? Leave
that to me,” her voice went deep again, that seductive hush.

“We’re talking entire cartons of eggs here, Gold. Stuff that you
can’t take back.”

She dismissed that with a wave of her hand, let out a little
scoff. But I got in her face.

“So you just think that they’re going to forget about all this?
Just because you’re wearing your husband’s pants?” I asked.

“Mr. Brown, see here! I don’t like your tone..”

“It’s okay, it’s not gonna get any better sweetheart..”

“So the case cost you a lot, I get it, Christopher,” she snapped,
pointing her fingers “but that’s a hell of a lot of money you’ve got on
the table. Enough that it should be worth having endured whatever
you’ve endured!”
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“Even torture, Gloria? Losing all my friends, nearly dying? Even
getting buggered up the ass?!” I shouted in her face.

Her eyelid twitched and her mouth turned into a line.

“Yes, Mr. Brown. It’s that much money.”

“Well, I suppose you’re used to coping with that sort of thing.”

“What did you say?” her voice went down a few octaves.

“I would never have taken this case if I knew it would be like
this. It’s not worth it. But that’s hindsight for you, am I right?
Sooner or later, I’d get on a case that was too much for me, and that’s
what this one was.”

She shrugged, exasperated. Her mouth opened like she might say
something, then closed again.

“That was good, by the way. Showing me that movie? Pretty smart,
actually. It really made it seem like that’s the only way you knew
about them. And it might even have worked, too. Topping it off with a
blowjob would’ve snared most fellas, that’s for sure.”

“Mr. Brown—" she started.

“Why don’t you shut the fuck up for a minute,” I said. I gave her
a nice scowl. She narrowed her eyes at me.

We stared at eachother for a moment. She got a hell of a lot
scarier during that time, but there was no going back from here.

“I know what you are, Gloria. And you know who killed your
husband, you just couldn’t prove it, could you? And you didn’t want to
believe it, either. Did he tell you he was done with them? That there
were no more little parties or little girls? And you believed him,
right?”

She shook her head, her face darkening.

“Well, let me walk you through it. So you get us on the case.
Only you don’t want us to know about G.B.’s sweethearts if it turns out
it ain’t them, so you don’t tell us about a lot of stuff that you
should have. Like Goldwynn being in the biggest old boys club in the
world. Like how this house is crawling with secret passageways and
tunnels. Or that G.B. kept several underage slaves. Or that you used to
be one of them.”

Her lips and lids fluttered and she looked like she might faint.
She shook her head a little but I kept on.

“And that’s the worst part Gloria. That you knew. But all this,
all the shit I’'ve gone though, all the fucking death and violence, it
was because you were a naive piece of shit. Because you thought we
could come up with some other explanation of what happened. But you
knew. When they told you it was a suicide, you knew what they really
meant. You knew it was one of the girls. You threw us into this
horrible fucking world of yours and you didn’t care what came of it.

“And that’s not what I’'d expect of you. Not because I think
you’re a good woman, but because if you’ve been through what I think
you’ve been through, you should at least know better than to use
people. Because you used me and Andy and John. Let us chase our fucking
tails and nearly die ten time over and play the good fucking widow and
for what? It’s exactly what you thought - your husbands a sick fuck,
one of his whores killed him, end of story.”

“Mr. Brown, I don’t know what you’re—"

“I saw you! Above a fucking urinal. Topless in a tiara, some
fella jamming something up in you. That same glazed look in your eyes
that all the rest had. Do you realize that? They hang pictures of you
to look at while they piss, or if they decide to jerk off, Gloria. It’s
a big joke. Let’s turn one of them into a movie star. Let’s let her
marry G.B.! That’s what they like, Gloria. They can do anything, turn
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anyone into anything. You think they’re gonna let you live after this?
Gold, you’re a fucking joke to them!”

“That is not! TRUE!” she shouted.

“You knew all this, you fucking bitch! You knew it, but you still
sent us off to fuck up this big fucking system with no thought in your
head of what might come of it. Who’s going to get killed. You set us
loose on these people, knowing fully what was going to happen, didn’t
you? Except you overestimated your position. Thought you were one of
the big players. Maybe you even forgot that you used to be one of their

W

But then she had me by the neck, hard. She grabbed the steak
knife off the table and brought it down on me, dripping with steak
juice. She was stronger than you’d even imagine. Stronger than most
men. I couldn’t even grab for my gun or else I’d have to let go of her.

“You have no idea!” she screamed, “no idea!”

The tip was inches away from my chest. Both my hands were wrapped
around her wrist, trying with all my might to keep it off of me. But
already I was slipping. One of her arms was stronger than both of mine
and the end of it was already sticking into me. She squeezed my throat
so hard my head pounded. Everything pounded. Gold was going to stab my
heart out of my fucking chest. And I was too weak, to sore to stop her.
She was so tall that I couldn’t even reach her head with my arms so
long as she was holding me like this. Now the blade broke the skin and
I felt it come through muscle. Next was bone. I hissed and she pushed
harder.

“You have no idea what I am,” she growled. The veins stood out on
her arms and face. She was beet red, her whole body quaking.

I’d never fought a woman. I’d never even hit one before. I didn’t
know if kicking a woman’s cunt would do a thing or not. But I did it
three times before she got weaker and I could pull the knife off me. It
gave me enough room to bounce my fist off her skull and knock her down.
She tried to get up and I stomped on her crotch again. She screamed and
drove the knife right through my fucking leg.

I tried to hold in the pain but let out a long moan through my
teeth. The thing was stuck through the meat in the back of it, where
all the tendons were. I fell down but managed to grab a fancy decanter
from the table and throw it at her. It smashed her in the face but
didn’t shatter, just fell to the floor with a thud. And then I was
done.

”

She was on top of me, her whole body pressed down, her two arms
like treetrunks, locked straight and crushing my throat from above. I
looked up into her face and she was so ugly. So incredibly ugly. A long
string of spittle came out of her bleeding face and she made a horrible
howling, wheezing sound. Three of her teeth were knocked out.

“Fucking DIE!” she shouted, her voice like gravel.

Someone lifted her off me by the hair and throat. Threw her
against the wall. I heard three loud smacks. By the time I was able to
get my breath and look up, she was dead, or at least it seemed that
way. The wall painted up with violent bursts of red. She was in a heap,
her gown up all bunched up, her yellow head gushing like a faucet. It
had happened so fast I couldn’t believe it.

“Your friend John taught me that one,” The Captain smiled, wiping
his hands on himself. At first I didn’t know what he was wearing. It
didn’t make sense to look at. Like he was wearing a silver leotard
underneath his suit jacket and over his pants. But then I realized it
was armour. From his neck to his groin was chain-mail, like from a
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museum or something, and he had it on over his suit. You could see his
tie sticking out from under the neck. He had that thing with him, the
ball on the chain on the stick, like he had back at Baul’s house.

I reached for my gun but it wasn’t there.

“I took that,” he said, “in the movie theatre. Quite a show, huh?”

He went over to the table and grabbed the big leather bag of
cash. He smirked and took it over to Gold.

“Look at this,” he smiled, then began pulling handfuls of it out
and tossing them on Gold’s body, “it’s Christmastime!”

They fluttered down over her dead eyes. Then he emptied the whole
thing overtop of her. There was so much she was almost covered. Just
two big legs stained with blood sticking out of a big green pile.

I pulled the steak knife out of my leg. It tore some things, and
I felt nauseus. You wouldn’t expect that to make a sound, but it did. I
groaned at the sight of it. My heart was beating in my chest like a
rabbit. I’ve never been more scared in my life.

The Captain turned towards me.

“I really like giving people options, Chris. I really do. I
believe in it.”

“Great,” I hissed, clutching the knife.

He turned around and unlocked the doors to Gold’s bedroom.

“And you were right, the other day,” he tapped the scab on his
head, “I am sweet on you, Chris. You remind me of myself at your age.
You wouldn’t believe how similar we are.”

“That’s nice,” I said. It was very hard to stand up, but I did.
My adrenaline was going hard now. I could feel myself drifting out of
my own body a little.

“You know we never did know who actually killed Mr. Goldwynn. I
mean, we know it was Dorothy, but we still don’t know who would have
put the idea in her head.”

I laughed.

“It was Alabaster you stupid fuck,” I straightened out my back,
“I don’t have a quarter of the resources you people do and I knew that.”

“Is that so?” he asked.

“He got the girl to do it so he could get Gloria. Show her G.B.
was still a piece of shit so she would marry him or something stupid.
But the whole thing went wrong because the girl was smart, got away.
Then you guys whitewashed the whole thing and he couldn’t say shit
about it to her because you’d roast him alive.”

“I don’t think so, Chris. We would have known if he had feelings
for her,” he played with the chain on his weapon.

“Well, nevermind then. I guess you’re the experts. Are you going
to kill me?”

“The organization isn’t going away. Even the amount of people
that have died already at your hands is less than nothing. And to be
honest, it just shows how much of an asset you are. How do you think I
got this job? It wasn’t by being friends with them.”

“You’re still on about that?” I shook my head, “give it a rest,
Lawrence.”

“Even I reached a point where I couldn’t go on. Look at you.
You’re dying on your feet. Hell, Gold here, he almost killed you for
Christ’s sakes.”

“Ask your question,” I said. Swallowed.

“Come on board with us.”

“Fuck you,” I spat immediately.

’

And that was my third mistake. They come in threes, you know.
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“It’s funny,” he said, letting the metal ball drop, “do you
realize the same thing you hate in these rich men for is the same one
you define yourself by? No one tells you what to do, you’re responsible
to nobody, do whatever you want. What do you think the Group of Masters
is all about?”

He began to swing the thing over his head. It got so fast I could
hear it whoosing in the air. My heart screamed for me to run. I charged
past him and he simultaneously tripped me and smacked me square in the
back of the shoulders with the thing. Something snapped. I tumbled into
Gold’s room and screamed, my back all twisted up. He walked towards me,
but already I was up and out of the room, running down the hallway.
Everything hurt, blood gushed from my leg and my back was crunching
with pain, but I was only vaguely aware of it all, like a sound coming
from another room.

Before I knew it something was coming at me from the other end of
the hall. A dog. The Captain had a fucking dog. At first I thought I
was seeing things because of all the blood I’d lost, but it was as real
as anything. I was going to get killed by a fucking dog. The thing came
at me and it drove me back past the Captain. I narrowly ducked his ball
and chain, heard it smash into the plaster where my head was a second
ago. All I could do was rush into a room at random and lock it behind
me. The hairdresser’s room. A second later there was a thump at the
door, followed by wild snarls and barking. Scary as it was, I’'d take
that over Lawrence any day.

I threw open the window just as the Captain kicked the door open
and the hound rushed in. I realized it was wearing armour like the
Captain, like the Romans put on their dogs. Good fucking lord. I
scrambled out the window just as it grabbed a hold of my jacket. I had
to swing around and stab its face with the steak knife before I could
get wrestled out of my coat. It growled louder but held fast. The
window shattered beside me and the Captain’s weapon shot out through
the window after me.

I heard him laugh and I realized he could’ve killed me any one of
these times. He was just playing with me. I lowered myself onto the
roof and scrambled across it. I was four stories up and it was still
pouring. I knew there was a stone courtyard that connected two parts of
the castle below, but it was a mighty high drop. I crawled on all fours
over to the edge of the roof and looked down. Maybe an eight foot drop.
Not so bad, normally, but in the state I was in? Even as desperate as I
was, I knew there was no way I would be able to recover from a fall
like that. I got as close to the edge as I could and lowered myself
down, my arms shaking, tears of pain stinging my eyes. There was a
railing, some three feet off the ground. That ate up most of the space
in between and I was able to touch down on the stone barrier without
much trouble. Landing was the harder part. My ankle rolled and I nearly
fell off the thing, watched a shoe tumble down to the ground.

I'd left the steak knife on the roof too, so now I had nothing. I
hobbled across the stone balcony to the opposing door and went inside.

This was where the servants lived. The main castle was for Gold
and G.B., this part was the barracks for the guards, the bedrooms for
the maids and mechanics and gardeners. It was smaller, uglier, a long
hallway with dark oak doors. I tried to run but the best I could do was
some half-gimp shamble like a retard. The end of the hallway lead to a
flight of stairs going down, connecting to a big common area, and below
that more little apartments. By the time I got there, one more floor to
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the ground, I finally ran into someone, a little cleaning lady, roughly
100 years old. I grabbed her fat shoulders.

“Get me a gun! Right now!” I screamed.

“Sir?” she asked.

“Right fucking now, where are the guns?” I shook her.

She almost fell over but steadied herself against me.

“Is there an emergency?” she asked, her voice weak.

“GET ME A GUN!” I shouted at her, shoved her away.

She waddled downstairs and I followed her, looking over my
shoulder again and again. Unless the Captain went over the roof like I
did, I'd imagine he’d be at least 5 minutes behind me. His dog too,
unless it can open doors or something insane. We went below the ground
floor, into a dark basement. She led me through a laundry room, huffing
and puffing, her wide hips struggling to get her there. We crossed over
through a tunnel that connected us to the main building again. She
unlocked a big steel door and I was in a room filled with animal heads,
stuffed bears and giant fish.

“Is this the armoury?” I asked.

“No, Mr. G.B.’s hunting room.”

“Where’s the armoury!?”

“I don’t have access to that!” she raised her voice, “and if I
did I don’t know if I would give it to you. What’s going on here
anyway?”

There was a glass cabinet near a stuffed bear, filled with rifles.

“Unlock this!” I pointed at it.

“I will if you tell me what’s going on here,” she put her hands
on her hips, her chins folding up, “Mrs. Goldwynn said to give you run
of the place but this is just—"

I smashed the glass with a stool, grabbed the biggest gun I could
find. It looked like it might be for elephants. The woman gasped.

“Sir!”

“Where are the bullets?!” I shouted, began pulling out drawers
underneath the cabinet. I found a big buck knife in a velvet case and
put that in my pants. It was razor sharp. Goldwynn Outdoor Special.

The woman went to a steel box underneath a big workbench and
pulled it out. She fumbled with her keyring and finally opened it. It
raised and lifted up on hinges like a fishing set, boxes of ammunition.
I loaded up the magazine and cocked the thing, got down on my knees for
a minute to rest my ankles and back.

“Sir?” she asked.

“You can go now. Thank you.”

“Are you alright?”

“You need to get out of here!” I said, pointing the rifle at the
door. She looked at me with her motherly face, like she wanted to do
more but couldn’t.

Finally she lifted up her apron and ran out of there.

And the stupid bitch left the door open.

’

But I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to make any more sound.
I was convinced I could hear him if I listened hard enough - told
myself the only reason I hadn’t heard him before was because I wasn’t
listening. But I knew that was nonsense. All I could hear was the wild
throb of blood in my ears, the tide of fear in my body.

This time he wasn’t hiding though. I could hear singing coming
down from above. The Yellow Rose of Texas. With a voice like his it
sounded like it was coming from everywhere, played on enormous
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speakers. It was actually smarter than trying to sneak. It gave him
cover and was scary as hell.
"THERE’S A YELLOW ROSE IN TEXAS, THAT I AM GOING TO SEEE..”

The door opened. The one behind me.

The dog got me first. It knocked me over and I fired off one
shot, completely in the wrong direction. It was everywhere at once, at
my face and neck, slashing at my throat, snapping for it. I had to give
it my arm and let go of the rifle. When I turned around and the thing
started shaking my arm wildly, I saw that the doorway behind me was
empty. But even over the sound of the dog’s snarls and growls I could
hear him, whistling the tune playfully.

It kept trying to go for my throat and I had to keep giving it my
arm. It felt like he bit a finger off and his teeth sunk into my wrists
something fierce. By the time I got the knife in my hand and tried to
give it to the bitch, I was covered in blood. I was dying. The first
two tries at stabbing it I hit it’s crazy fucking armour, but the third
sunk down the back of its neck and in between its shoulder blades. And
again and again. Finally it started yelping and screaming and I was
able to drive it into the mutt’s throat, ripping the thing out the
other side. It still came at me though and I drove it right into its
skull. By the time it fell over I realized one of my fingers was gone.

I tried to get up but my legs wouldn’t let me. I tried again and
I managed to get up on one knee, drag the rifle to me. I used it as a
crutch to get up and stood, watching the door. The whistling was still
going. I cocked the rifle and emptied the chamber, reloaded. I turned
my head around and looked the other way, over to the door the maid left
open. I thought I could see a shadow, but I still couldn’t tell where
the whistling was coming from, so I went through the door that the dog
came out of. And that was it. Quicker than I ever imagined it would be.

The ball and chain came around the corner of the doorway and
smashed me in the face at a tremendous speed.

I screamed like I’'d never screamed before, clutching my head,
holding my face together. Everything felt wrong.

I'd never felt pain like that before. Immediately I could feel
tremendous pressure in my head and I smelled blood inside of myself - I
was blinded for a moment and I immediately knew I was going to die. It
was white-hot, incredible pain, like I had a whole city crushing my
head.

A moment later I was in the laundry room, still holding my face
together, muffling my screams into my hands. Blood was everywhere and I
could only see out one eye. I was on a table, trying to crawl out a
window onto the ground floor, the dog snarling and chewing up my leg. I
was moaning and struggling through it, the Captain laughing. By the
time I squirmed outside I realized the dog was dead, I had just thought
it was biting me. I was seeing things. Flashes of colour and I could
hardly breathe.

Then I was halfway down the grassy hill, throwing up yellow
stuff, pains shooting up and down my body, the whole of me jittering
like I couldn’t stop it, and I was screaming even louder than I ever
have. I lost my balance and one of my legs stayed stiff and hard and I
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couldn’t control it. My pressure in my head was so strong that I
collapsed.

The Captain was doing a little dance in front of me, shuffling
around on one foot, and pretending to play the guitar. Everything was
rubbery and awful. My head was broken.

I tried to say something but only screams came out. I threw up
again and then there were a dozen of him, all doing the same dance in
the rain.

I clutched my skull and rolled around for I don’t know how much
longer. Eventually a firetruck came and Andy and John showed up on
horseback. I lay there in the wet grass watching everything take place
all at once, so fast and hard, my head pounding. The police shot the
captain and arrested his corpse and a man gave me a big cheque. Several
lightning bolts crashed down all at once and I was given a big cheque
over and over again.

I screamed and tried to hold my head together, pain shooting
through my whole body. The man stood over me and talked for so long
that I eventually blacked out and had to be carried out by some of the
fire station’s Dalmatians who put me on the firetruck ladder to take me
to the cemetery.

Andy and John rode with me and I demanded to know if I would
catch the dogs’ spots or not, though all of the dogs and Andy refused
to speak to me. I cried and screamed until I stopped remembering things
and everything stopped working all at once. I kept trying to remind
myself to breathe but I don’t even think that was happening anymore.
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H O O B read to me almost

every day. He even did all the voices for the characters, from a high
falsetto to a British accent, though it never sounded anything like
one. When finally I could talk the first thing I did was tell him to
shut the hell up. But John just laughed and kept on in his wacky
voices. I would have terrible headaches for hours.

“I could not help thinking that it might be harder if the
butcher's time and attention were diverted from dear Mrs. Pocket..” he
giggled.

At first everything was disorganized and I didn’t understand
what was happening. I was vaguely aware that I was being annoyed, but
that was secondary to dizziness, pain and nausea. When I tried to look
around the room, my vision felt twisted up and horrible. It was easier
to close my eyes. When I could think, I worried I was blind, but
finally I would open my eyes and remember that I could see; it only
hurt, it wasn’t impossible.

John also read me the newspaper every day, and the dirty stories
from GAGA and JUICE magazine. One day he read me the obituary of one
Gloria Carmen, aka Gloria Goldwynn. They had chosen drugs as the
explanation, a suicide brought on by the death of her late husband.
Hoob said they finally released news of his death while I was out and
he’d clipped the articles. Her obituary was a full page with a long
coloured photo of her from The Jet Engine, where she was in a flight
suit unzipped past the belly button, her bare flesh shining like the
goggles on her head. John described it all to me and I saw it in the
black behind my eyes. She was beautiful.

I didn’t know why John was with me, and I didn’t ask why he
wasn’t mad at me, why he or I was alive in the first place. I was
grateful he was even talking to me, even if it wasn’t anything I wanted
to hear.

Andy didn’t come to see me once while I was in the hospital, but
Hoob said the books were Andy’s, and reading them to me was his idea
too. He said Andy was busy right now, but that he’d asked him to watch
over me. But none of those were answers to anything I wanted to know.

“John?” I asked weakly, “what happened?”

Hoob shook his head and closed his book.

“Andy told me not to tell you everything. He wanted to explain it
to you, personally. You know him - he feels like he owes you.”

“Well can’t you just.. dimme the gist of it?” I found it hard to
talk, like my mouth was full of cotton. And I said ‘dimme’ instead of
‘gimme’ . It just jumped out of my mouth that way. I felt like a retard,
looking up at him like that.

“The case is closed,” John laughed, “howzabout that?”

As I started to stay awake longer, I’'d spend my time looking out
the window and trying to get my eyes to work right. And with my eyes
struggling across the clouds and sky I had plenty of time to think
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things over. More and more I could feel all the dread and misery
leaving me, but instead I was left with something else. Emptiness,
plain and simple. Whenever I’d think about the farm I’d get the feeling
like it hadn’t happened, though I know it had. But that’s always how it
feels when you regret something long enough. It starts to feel like a
bad dream.

Later I grabbed one of the nurses and asked her to explain what
had happened to me. She sighed like she’d already been through this
before, but I gave her the straightest look I could to show her I was
serious. She got a little vanity mirror and held it up to my face. I
wasn’t prepared for any of it.

One of my eyes was pointing completely in the wrong direction, up
and to the left, like I was looking over my shoulder, and my whole face
was swollen up like a moon, my eyes blacker than I’'d ever seen them,
like I had makeup on. Like I was a clown. I laughed.

“Are you see-us?” I asked. I was trying to say ‘serious’.

“You had a stroke. Among other things.”

The blunt force I’d absorbed from my ‘car crash’, she said, had
made blood clot in my head and I had a seizure. She said it was a
pretty bad one, and it affected a few things like motor control, speech
and balance, though they may come back in time. I was a young man, and
we tended to bounce back in most cases, she said. Then she traced with
her finger the fissure that had been split into my skull, looping under
each eye, across the bridge of my nose. My face had literally been
broken in half, and my ‘orbital bone’ had been cracked too. It had been
my first week without my head being wrapped up like a mummy.

“Thankle,” I said. I didn’t try to say it that way, it just
jumped out of my mouth again.

“It’1ll get better,” she said. She said I was lucky to be alive.

When she left, she tried to take the mirror, but I wouldn’t let
her. I looked at myself for a long time, remarking the smaller things,
new lines on my forehead and face, the subtle pull in my neck where all
the tendons were permanently stiff. The curl of the corner of my mouth
like I was always smirking. There was still a lot of pressure in my eye
socket and when I touched it, the whole thing was tense, like I had my
eyes crossed. In high school our principal had a stroke. He was in his
late fifties, weighed 300 pounds and they said it was from eating
trashy food all the time. When he came back to school, he had a face
that was all twisty like mine, and he couldn’t pronounce words right
anymore. One time he even crapped his pants giving a speech and we all
saw it happen.

I was thirty one years old.

It wasn’t long after that lots of people started showing up. The
cops, for one. I’d been subpoenaed to show up in court for my corpse-
raping trial. They said it had been postponed while I recovered from my
‘car accident’. I had four days to get ready for it. When they served
me the papers the officers gave me some pretty nasty looks - I guess
they weren’t in on it. I guess this part of the Captain’s deal still
stuck.

When I thought about him, I felt panic. All I had to go on was
John’s saying that the case was over, which didn’t mean a lot to me
right now. I didn’t know if he was dead, alive, or just down the hall.
But I didn’t have long to worry about it. Whenever someone left,
another person came in. My lawyer was next, Tommy D, the flaming Jew.
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But he wasn’t there for me, either. When I tried to mutter something
about the case, he said that he wasn’t there for that.

He had divorce papers from Audrey. This was a favour to her, he
said. There was a letter folded up and taped to the envelope in her
handwriting, but I threw it in the trash almost immediately and asked
for a pen to sign the damn thing. Tommy tried to do a ‘no hard
feelings’, but I wasn’t having it. I tried to shout at him but I ended
up spitting all over the front of me. He got the message, though.

I wished she would’ve done it herself. At least come to talk to
me, but I could already guess how she felt about this whole mess. She’d
told me enough times. It wasn’t a surprise either. The moment I looked
in the mirror I knew that was it -- no more Audrey.

After I was delivered a letter from Gina, an impound notice from
the city for a black Cadillac that had been illegally parked inside
private property, and served another subpoena for assaulting the
mayor’s aide nearly three months ago, Lisa came in.

She sat on the bed.

I was so surprised to see her that I almost forgot to turn my
face away so she couldn’t see it.

“Oh Christ, Lisa..” I said into my pillow.

“Hoob said this would cheer you up,” she said.

“We thought they got you..” I said slowly. Everything I said was
slow now, and I had to put in so much more thought for the words to
come out right.

“They came at me alright. Did a hell of a job, too, but you know
me. No one finds me unless if I don’t want it. Here,” she pulled on my
shoulder, tried to roll me over, “c’mon now, Chris.”

“Aw Christ, don’t lookit me, Lisa..”

“You’ve never been much of a looker as long as I’ve known you
anyway,” I could hear a smile in that deep voice of hers, “c’mon.”

I turned over. She was wearing a blue coat with blue leather
gloves, had a fancy white hat on like she’d gotten dressed up just for
me. She had big earrings and a lot of makeup.

“Oh, you look fine,” she scoffed, “Hoob looks worse than that
most weekends.”

“Oh, Lisa,” I grabbed her arm and she grabbed mine. I felt weak,
tired.

“Don’t cry now, Brown,” she smiled. She meant it as a joke, but
then I was crying. I couldn’t help it. She looked embarrassed and then
leaned in closer, touched my cheek. She wiped the tears from my crazy
eyes and kissed my hands.

“I'm sorry..” I muttered.
“They said you might have trouble with your emotions,” she said,
“it’s okay..”

“What happened to you, Lisa?” I whispered.

“You know who you pissed off? Do you even understand who these
men were?”

“I think so.”

“I don’t know if you did, Brown.”

“John says.. it’s all over now?” I asked.

“Did they not tell you?” she took off her hat, “those assholes.
No wonder you’re all shook up.”

And so she told me the story. At least what she knew of it. I
didn’t need to hear the rest to know what happened, to fill in the
blanks, and when Andy gave me the same tale a few days later, I had all
the answers I needed.



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS : : s o o BILL KURT BURTON 91

I’d been a goddamned fool.

After I stranded them, Andy went to work. He’d decided he wasn’t
going to go out without trying, wasn’t going to give up. Which was what
I should have done. And ever the gentleman, his first order of business
was finding out what happened to Lisa, the other thing I should have
done right away.

“Pretty clever how he found me, actually. Took an ad out in the
paper. It said: Lease - Please call for more information - And E. Get
it? And he had a picture of the same car as mine and a number I could
call. Isn’t that great?” she smiled.

She loved puzzles. I’'d bet Andy’d bagged her ten times since I’'d
been in the hospital on that one alone. Just like the farm, there was
contingencies for trouble with her as well - in the past we’d passed
notes through the auto-trader magazine, the Feline Lover monthly and
even the Erotic Zone, one of John’s magazines for ‘casual encounters’.

And in the meantime, him and John hitched out of there and went
digging. In his work with the turban guard, Andy had taken a few walks
to the neighbours (miles away) and asked them a few questions. He’d
guessed, based on where he found the watch, which house a scared little
girl might have gone to. It was a long shot, it was dangerous and
stupid to go back there, but he was doing what I should have been doing
- working the case. All my bitching and moaning about it and I never
followed through. And that was the worst part. We could’ve done this
long ago. I could’ve still had my friends. And a face and brain that
worked.

Hacking up his lungs like he had tuberculosis, he led his dope-
addled friend into the woods. The Pinks had turned over the little
cottage before, done their usual smash-up routine, but the old man and
lady had stayed mum. I remember the report’s statement: Aggressive
Interrogation of surrounding areas have yielded no results nor signs of
the properties.

Andy took a different approach. He showed up and asked to come in
like a gentleman. He didn’t know if the girl had ever been there, had
come near the place, or if they had even seen her. But he sat down with
a cup of tea and told them the whole story, every last bit of it, right
down to the slime and grime, and explained that if they knew anything
about it, they had to tell him so he could set things right. He gave
them his word that no harm would come to the girl.

And they believed him. This old couple from a family that had
lived in the hills for generations, they took Andy up to the attic and
showed him the little girl they had in their bookcase with the false
back. She was curled up in there with a nest of rags and shredded
newspaper like a bluebird, the big fucking pancake diamond under her
pillow. She wouldn’t let him near it, so the old couple, who’d been
feeding her, who she trusted, they had to get it from her. Andy said it
was a terrible sight.

And Lisa, she hadn’t stopped digging herself. Once I set her
after Baul, after she went into hiding, she kept right on doing her
thing. So when Andy and John had the stolen jewels, she was able to
figure out how to broker a meeting with the Master Group without
getting them all killed. Of course Andy and John had to hide out near a
payphone in the middle of nowhere waiting for her to call, not sure if
she was alive or dead, trying to figure out what they’d do if she was.

“Luckily, I had to do all the hard work, and not them,” he showed
her teeth to me.



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS : : s o o BILL KURT BURTON 92

She knew their organizations and institutions inside and out, and
so knew just what to say over the phone to set something up. Through
fraud and misrepresentation they bamboozled their way into organizing a
meeting with some lower-ranking aide of DeWolfe, claiming they had ‘the
item’. It didn’t take long to get the next fella up the chain, then the
next, then the next, until half a dozen big scary men led in the old
cripple into the room and they had a sit-down with him.

And that’s how, for the third (fourth?) time, my measly ass was
saved by John and Andy. Only they got there after my skull had been
crushed. Lisa didn’t have all the details after that but I didn’t
really need them to get the picture.

“One hell of a show, huh?”

“I’11 say,” I muttered.

“Some bad blood between you and them,” she said. She took out a
little silver cigarette box and offered me one. I shook my head no.

“What are they saying?” I asked.

“They’re saying they don’t know what they’re saying. When I see
Andy, he doesn’t want to talk much but he says he’s weighing his
options. And John’s just been waiting for you to get better,” she 1lit
herself up, then took a deep drag, a smile in smoke, “we all were,
Chris.”

“Is Andy back in town?” I asked.

“Yessir. Back last night,” she said.

She looked at me for a while, but without pity or any other kind
of emotion. Just mild amusement.

“Audrey’s leaving me.”

“Audrey hadn’t left you already?” she chuckled.

“Not legally..” I muttered.

“Hey, look,” she picked my hand up at the wrist, “you don’t even
have a ring finger anyway. So it works out, see?”

It’d forgotten about that. And I’'d forgotten what a sick bitch
Lisa could be sometimes. But she gave me that killer smile again and
got off the bed, her hips bopping for the door as she straightened her
hat.

“When you decide what to do, I’'ve got work for you,”
“not that I’'d blame you if you decide to retire.”

“I'm glad you’re alive, Lisa,” I managed to get out as she went
into the hallway.

“Uh huh,” she yawned.

she said,

The next day, I snuck out past the nurses and front desk, and it
wasn’t as bad as I thought. Walking was a little messy, and I had a bit
of noodle in my step, but it was no different from having drank a few
too many. Yesterday the doctor said I wouldn’t be leaving for another
week, which wasn’t something I wanted to hear. I knew how much it cost
a day, and didn’t even want to consider what we’d paid for already.

People fear a sick man, and so the crowds got out of my way as I
came down the street. Funny walk, crazy face, smelly and ugly in my
pajamas and bare feet. Nobody tried to snag my cab after I waved it
down, and even the driver didn’t seem very happy to have me in his car.
Rightfully so, because I gave him an I.0.U. on a napkin, signed John
Hoobler when the ride was over. Turns out I could still run when I had
to.

The office didn’t even look like the place I used to know. Half
of everything was in boxes, Andy’s room was bare, and it was clean.
Spotless clean. Even my room had been tidied so that it looked like
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Andy’s. I think maybe they were preparing for the very real possibility
of my death. I walked around for a while, peeking in at the tiny little
bathroom and the bare cupboards, the paint-spattered floorboards. Our
clippings weren’t on the wall anymore. I found them on my bed, stacked
up in their frames. After I got changed out of my hospital clothes and
had a shower I realized Andy’s coat was in his room, thrown over some
boxes.

I found him at the Laundromat in his silken Chinamen outfit. He
only wore those when he was out of clean clothes. He was sitting on a
bench with a cigarette, tapping his foot quietly. I sat down next to
him.

“Jesus, Chris!” he jumped, “you ain’t supposed to be outta the
hospital yet!”

“I got released today,” I said.

“More like you released yourself,” he sat down again.

“More like,” I said.

We watched his clothes spin.

“Are you okay?” I asked. Then motioned at my chest.

He nodded and made a ‘more or less’ motion with his hand.

“I have coughing fits,” he shrugged.

“Shouldn’t be smoking these then,” I took his smoke and had a
haul. Put it out on one of the dryers, then looked around for somebody
to give me shit for it.

He smiled and joked that if all our injuries had been added up
and lumped on one man, he’d be dead. I nodded and tried to laugh, but
it wasn’t very funny. He didn’t laugh long either. We sat there, our
eyes getting back to his drying clothes.

He said that we hadn’t made a wrong move. That we’d gotten
through this mess by the skin of our teeth, and if we’d done any one
thing different that would’ve been it for us. It was his way of
apologising, of spreading the blame so thin that nobody was accountable
for nothing. But he was wrong and we both knew it. I hadn’t made a
single right move, and I certainly hadn’t done right by him or John.
And for all my tirades and petty threats, for the few mistakes and
missteps he’d made, he was the one who closed the fucking thing, not
me.

“We did our best. The best we could do,” he said.

But I just shook my head at the whole idea. Though I could see
he wasn’t saying it for me. He was saying it for himself. And I was
starting to get the idea why.

“It’s the girl, isn’t it?” I asked.

His eyes caught mine and he swallowed. His voice wavered.

“We set her loose. Bag of money and a gun. I told her how to keep
off the road and how to watch out for herself,” his hand parted his
hair, “I don’t know how much of it she understood. And I wished to god
I could’ve taken her with me..”

“She was part of the deal, was she?”

“They didn’t just want the jewels. They knew that she was
brainwashed to never let the things out of their sight. That’s what one
of the men in the meeting said. The little girls, they each - it’s so
screwed up, Chris - they’re each in charge of some priceless thing.
Like it’s a toy or something. So they knew if I found it, I found her.”

“And so you had to hard her over?” Hand her over.

“No. I wouldn’t give her up. John wanted to but I wouldn’t let
him. Swore up and down that I hadn’t seen her, but those bastards, they
could see right through me.”
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”

“And that’s where you’ve been. Chew been doing..” I muttered.

“I’ve been trying. But I couldn’t find her. I don’t know where
she is, or if they got her or what.”

His shoulders slumped and I could see that he was shaking a bit.
It was something to see the poor sonofabitch like that. With the weight
of the world on his shoulders, the fire in his eyes damn near burnt
out. I could relate.

All of these things brought up other issues I’d been worried
about. A deal with these people wasn’t really a deal. A deal with these
types meant that they were doing you a favour by letting you live. And
they were letting you live because you were useful. Which meant we were
back to the Captain’s deal again. We worked for these men. Maybe we
weren’t in uniform, but when they want a favour, we need to wag our
tails and come running. Or else end up being taken out behind the barn.

“When I think of that whore, Gold, I get so goddamned angry I
can’t take it,” he said.

“She wasn’t a whore, Andy.”

“No? Then what is she?” he rubbed the corners of his mouth.

“She’s someone just like us. She fucked up, that’s all.”

“We did our best,” he shook his head, “we really did.”

“No, Andy..” I shook mine too, “no we didn’t..”

He frowned and sighed.

“I don’t need to hear none of that, Chris. I really don’t. You
already said what you said, and I get it.”

“I mean I didn’t. Me.”

“Save it,” he waved his hand.

“Audrey,” I said, then felt embarrassed. He gave me an uneasy
look.

“I meant Andy..”

“I know.”

“I didn’t mean none of that stuff at the farm, Andy. Not a word.”

“It doesn’t matter. If even half of it was true, this thing
should be done.”

“What thing?” I asked.

“Gemini,” he pointed across the street the crappy lettering John
had painted onto the window, “the agency. I don’t know what John’s
doing, but I'm done with it.”

I had thought I might hear something like that. I felt a part of
me give way, like a dam bursting. It was hard to stay focused.

“You’re sure, are you?” I asked cautiously. I could feel
something about to pour out of me.

“I'm thinking the west coast. Victoria or Seattle. I dunno.”

“What.. uh, what will you do?”

“I don’t rightly know,” he sighed.

I nodded and held my breath, waiting for it to subside. It did,
eventually.

“And, uh, when are you going?” I asked.

“In a few days, I think.”

I nodded again and he took out another cigarette, then gave me
one.

“I"11 miss you, Chris.”

“Don’t - don’t go yet. Just wait a bit, okay?” I asked. Pleaded.
I raised my eyebrows up so far I could feel wrinkles in my hair.

He 1it us up.

“You know that John really didn’t buy those tickets for himself,
right?” he asked.

I nodded.
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you considered that dealing with

low-lives was what Hoob was all about. Whether he was cutting their

throats or scamming them for pills
DeWolfe, Baul, G.B., all of them,

were or how much powder they had under their arms,

Real fucking creeps. He was right.

“He’s a burden,” Andy said, getting up,

he’s our burden.”

and pistols, he was a pro. And

no matter how white their collars
they were low-lives.

I did owe him a lot.

“of course he is. But
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He opened the little window and began digging through his clothes

until he found his bedsheet.
his clothes into it.
it all up.

“I know,

continue.
It had caught up with me after all.

I was crying. Again.

I covered my awful face,
kept trying to stop but more would
and faster like a hysterical woman.
be gone, but he wasn’t.
his shoulder,
Like a soldier.

wept and wept.

a skinny little pillar,

he folded the corners and tied

Andy..” I finally said.
“He deserves to be treated like a man.
He looked at me and I puffed out hot air,

And—" he didn’t need to
my face twisting.

I couldn’t help it. I
come until I was breathing faster
When I looked up, I expected him t

He stood in front of me with his laundry over
his eyes blank, his mouth closed.
That’s what my mother said all those years ago.

He spread it on the bench and began to put
When he was done,

o

When we were sixteen years old. After we stayed out all Halloween

night chasing girls and tasting gin,
Andy was dressed as a devil and I was a chain-gang convict.
half in our costumes and half out,
His mother had burned to death in an

there the day after,
there and Andy’s wasn’t.

electrical fire while we’d been out raising hell.

chucking rocks and slashing tires
When we go
my house was

At the funeral, his

jaw had been clenched and he hadn’t shed a tear.
Like a solider, my mother said to me as we watched him go to the

casket, you ought to be that way.
I’m that way, mom, I said.

”

“I'm sorry,

accident..”
“I know,

”

I whispered,

I think it took a lot for him to put his hand on my shoulder.
took a long time for his hand to move,
did. He nodded and clapped me a few times,

it was alright -- and for a minute
When I calmed down again, we

I sniffled, trying to catch my breath.
“Doctor said you’d cry and stuff,” Andy said,

“because of the

“but that’s not what I'm sorry for.”

It
But he
Said

like it weighed a ton.
gave me a stern look.
it almost felt like it was.

agreed to at least meet for dinner

before he left. And of course he picked The Hot Rod. He asked if Hoob

t
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should come and I said of course. I waited a long time before I got up
from the bench, and when I did, the office was still empty.

Not three minutes after I’'d sat down in my chair, the phone rang.
I jumped a little and felt nausea sink into my guts. I knew who it was.

“Gemini,” I said.

“Mr. Brown,” someone whispered.

“That you?” I asked.

“I would assume I am who you think I am.”

“Well, lucky me.”

“We understand you’re on the mend. Is that so?” The voice was
crackling, familiar.

“Yes it is so.”

“I don’t imagine you remember our meeting, do you?”

“No I don’t,” I said, “and I don’t think I want another.”

“You’ve impressed us, you know that, right?”

“Don’t think that I haven’t thought of this,” I said.

“What’s that, Mr. Brown?”

“Digging your hooks in.”

“Well,” he laughed in a hush, “I’'m not sure what you think your
options are, but if you haven’t realized by now that they are extremely
limited, I’'m not sure what to say.”

“No. You’re just talking to the wrong guy, that’s all.”

“Please. I spoke with Mr. Roberts and.. Hoobler already.”

“Well, if you have anything more for us, you’ll have to go
through them. I’'m not in charge anymore.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes sir, it is.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Brown. We won’t be needing anything from you
just yet. I just wanted to say hello. Make sure you don’t forget.”

“Hello,” I hung up.

I was shaking and sweating, dizzy.

My hand instinctively reached for the bottle in the drawer, but
it wasn’t there anymore. I went to the fridge and there was none there
either. Or in my room. Or Andy’s. The liquor store was just down the
block. I got in and out of my chair three times, but I was feeling
pretty awful anyway. I looked at mom.

Took her off the wall and put her in bed next to our clippings
and lay down. Sleep would bring tomorrow just as fast as drinks anyway.

The old bartender Pies had there on weekends said hello when I
came in. Then he leaned in on someone at the bar, the side of his mouth

flapping.
I occurred to me then that I’d become a story.
See him over there, with the fucked-up face? That’s Brown - got

his whole head broken in a fight. Yeah, his whole head! An’ that’s why
you don’t bite off more than you can chew.

Or something like that. In reality the moral was a lot more
complicated. Or maybe there was no moral. I couldn’t think of one. But
it wasn’t like anyone would ever know the real story anyway. We didn’t
need to be sworn to silence -- nobody would believe us even if we did
squawk. A guy walks into a bar with a face like a retard and starts
talking about a gang of rich fellas who run the world, fuck children
and have their own secret police. Who’d believe that? I never wanted to
think about this case again, but it was like the old cocksucker had
said. I probably would for the rest of my life.
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Andy and John watched me nervously as I slid into our booth, like
I might collapse and they’d have to catch me.

“I hate this place,” I said.

“No you don’t,” Andy laughed, “you love it.”

“Well, now I hate it,” I frowned. But my frown felt like a smile.
And I guess it looked like one too because they both started to laugh
even though I wasn’t trying to be funny.

Then there was a wave of silence and we remembered things weren’t
like this anymore. We didn’t do things like laugh and fool around
because we weren’t pals and weren’t going to be.

“What happened to him?” I asked. They didn’t have to ask who,
they knew I meant the Captain.

“You saw it, didn’t you? Or do you not remember?” Andy asked.

“I don’t know what I saw,” I said. I remembered crawling out
through the window in the basement. Everything after that was gone.

“The police got him,” Andy said.

“They shot the fuck out of him,” John corrected, “he’s dead.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“He was sitting next to you, petting you like a dog, crying, if
you can believe it,” Andy said.

“Didn’t the Captain have a lot of swing with the cops?” I asked.

“DeWolfe did, and so Lawrence did by default. But once he was off
the reserve, that was it. DeWolfe had him erased.”

“The cops ordered for him to stand, and he did - and they aced
the guy,” Hoob said, “it was quite a show!”

“I can imagine.”

I had some vague notion that they’d been there that night, and
now I knew that they were. And this was the last piece of the puzzle
for me. They had already struck up their deal with the Administration
at that point. The Captain was acting on his own. Trying to prove some
kind of point, about me, about himself. In some strange way I felt
sorry for him, despite all he’d done to me. He’d made a choice a long
time ago that he regretted -- you could see it in his eyes. And he
wanted to know if another man, a lesser man, would make the same one.
And for all that I was and wasn’t, I didn’t.

“Do you remember talking to DeWolfe?” Andy asked.

“No. I talked team?” To Him.

“You were just muttering jibberish, but he talked to you while
the ambulance fellas got you ready. In fact, he showed up just for you.
He was wearing this spooky outfit with medals and sashes, pretending to
be dignified,” Andy said, his face weird.

“Why’d he show up for me?” I asked.

“To apologize. But it was all fucked up. Like he wasn’t even
apologizing.. more like he wanted you to apologise to him while you were
laying there bleeding..” Andy squinted out the window.

“And he tried to put a chicken bone in your pocket, like he was a
witch or something,” Hoob said.

“Jesus.”

“Guy was a fucking gqueer anyway,
suck his own dink.”

“Great,” I said. But they thought I was smiling again so they
both laughed.

I didn’t think I could feel any kind of relief anymore, but I
did. Something lifted off of me and I felt like I could breathe deeper,
like the air was cooler. But part of me still wanted to go to the
morgue, to go see a body just in case he jumped up and ran out of there.

” Hoob said, “I told him to go
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Then Pies was standing in front of us with his rag on his
shoulder, his apron all stained up with grease from breakfast.

“Gentlemen.. and John,” he grinned.

“My man!” Hoob went into his usual frenzy, drummed the table like
it was a bongo.

Andy nodded to him, then looked at me. John too. All three of
them were looking at me, in fact. I took in a deep breath and tried to
think of something to say. Instead I just put my hand out and I shook
him on it.

“Pies.”

“Chris,” he smiled.

“You like my new look?” I asked.

“It’s a keeper, Brown.”

“What about me?” Hoob frowned. He was wearing an emerald green
suit with a black shirt and a cream-coloured tie.

“You look like a pimp,” Pies beamed.

“He is a fuckin’ pimp,” Andy said. And right then and there, the
big Gorilla woman walked by the door and waved to John, shook her rump
as she sped past the window. The timing couldn’t have been better. We
all burst out laughing.

“I'm a goddamned detective!” Hoobler shouted to everyone in the
room, and we started laughing even harder. He’d turned quite a few
heads. John got out of the booth and started to throw playful punches
at Pies.

“Watch out now,” Andy said.

“Do you know how many people this guy killed?” I pointed at John.

“How many?” Pies grinned, then shoved him back into his seat.

But John got an uneasy look on. Like I shouldn’t have mentioned
it. We all went gquiet for a minute, but we realized he wasn’t making a
face, he was yawning.

“It’s just meat,” he said, “fuck it.”

It was a horrible thing to laugh about, but we all needed a laugh
so we took what we could get. And that was John, saying things he
shouldn’t. When we finally stopped laughing, Pies took out his little
notepad for our orders. He paused before speaking so I spoke instead.

“The usual, Pies.”

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Yessir,” I clapped his elbow and he gave me a nod.

When he left, there was still some cheer in us and it was nice to
see the other two smile. I even had one on. A real one.

“And what are you thinking of doing?” I asked John.

He scoffed, “Doing?”

“Yeah. If Andy’s packing up, what are you gonna do?” I asked, my
mouth moving slowly over the words.

“I'm a fucking detective,” he beat his chest with a fist.

Andy smiled.

“Doesn’t matter what you two ladies do with your life. I'm in it
for the long haul,” he crossed his arms, a satisfied look on his face.

“Hoobler Investigations,” I said.

“John Hoob: Private Dick,” Andy grinned.

And then another moment came over us like it had before and we
were all silent.

“And you?” John asked me.

It didn’t take long to think it over.

“The same. I thought about stopping for about five minutes but
that’s all the mileage I could get from it. I'm just too damned
stubborn. I'm like you, John. I'm a detective.”



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS : : s o o BILL KURT BURTON - 99

“Amen to that,” John lifted up his glass and drank.

“And I had a thought, Audrey,” I said, only realizing what I’'d
said a moment later. It was mortifying to be speaking this way but the
two of them didn’t crack a smile.

“You had a thought?” Andy asked.

I took a deep breath to straighten my words out.

“I had a thought. That Seattle or BC is a good idea. And I’'m not
inviting myself, but asking if you’ll have me along with you,” I said,
“and John, of course.”

“Of course,” John drank deep.

“Well, Chris—" he started, but I cut him off.

“But things aren’t gonna be the shame,” I said, “not by a long
shot. I think the time for me to be the one who runs the show has come
and gone. I think if we learn nothing else from this whole mess, it’s
that. And so if you want to do this, to keep on with it, I think you,
Andy, ought to be in charge.”

I watched him get a grin and chuckle, like I was crazy.

“You think that’s gonna make things better?” he asked.

“All I know is I can’t be the one who calls the shots anymore. I
don’t deserve that. If we learned nothing else from all this, we need
to learn that. I was fucked up long before this case started and I'm
gonna be that way long after. So I can’t imagine a better person to be
in charge than you, Andy.”

Hoob started laughing again.

“That’s rich, Brown.”

“I'm serious,” I said, then gave Andy the steadiest look I could,
“think about it, will you?”

He got that same weight-of-the-world look in his eye but exhaled
long and hard, gave a nod.

“I don’t need to, Chris.”

“No?”

“Let’s do it then,” he raised his glass.

“You know we spent all our money on your damn head,” Hoob laughed.

“And trying to find the girl,” Andy said.

“How were you gonna get to Seattle then?” I laughed.

“I just hadn’t worked out the details, yet. What do you think we
should do?” Andy asked me.

“That’s up to you, boss,” I said.

We ate our dinners, and Pies even sat with us too.

Outside the three of us 1lit cigarettes and I realized it had
gotten chilly out. I didn’t even have a coat.

“Will you guys come to my trial tomorrow?” I asked, “I need a
“Yeah,” Andy said.

“Sure.”

We stood around, looking around, smoking. Like we were trying to
decide where to go from here. I rubbed my arms.

People were coming down the road in a big convoy.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“It’s the Christmas parade,” John said.

“Huh,” I said. I hadn’t thought about anything like that in a
while. I didn’t even know what the day of the week was, let alone the
date. Was it Christmas already?

“Oh yeah,” Andy said, popping his cigarette back into his mouth
and dug into his pocket, held out his fist to me.

drive.
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“What’s this?” I put my hand under his and he dropped a black
thing into it.

“Christmas present,” he said, smiling.

It was an eyepatch.

John told me to put it on. I struggled to get it into place, and
turned his way. He nodded his head when I did. Andy told me to show him
and we both nodded at eachother.

“Not bad,” he said, “not bad at all.”

The children came up the street and we watched them ring sleigh
bells and shake tambourines. Eventually it started to snow.
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