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Prologue 

   Since the millennium, the United States had been plagued by twenty years of unrest,  

sparked by a large increase in income tax and the corrosive reports of Social Security’s 

impending demise, along with tougher standards for education and the  tidlewave of 

immigration.  Crime in big cities burst out of all proportion, as people lashed out against 

what they considered un-American trends, and the White House was besieged by  reports 

of decay on all fronts.  Newly minted President Smith declared a state of martial law, and 

temporarily closed the borders of all  states.   In anticipation of an exodus, he and his staff 

formulated a Draconian measure-The Relocation Law-which only allowed married couples 

and their children, adopted or otherwise, to leave their environs.  Demonized, President 

Smith nevertheless maintained that something drastic had to be introduced to save the 

greatest  nation in the history of the world.  Historians harkened back to the Revolutionary 

tax noose of Britain, and made a plea for clemency, arguing that the country was only 

suffering the temporary paranoia of a new millenium,  prey to demons that just so 

happened to be universally shared.    
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    New York kept a strict curfew in accordance with the Police State Act recently passed  

through Congress.  This bill imposed a net after 6:00 p.m., and captives were incarcerated 

until morning(the Civil Liberties Union had vetoed the panther Sobriety Act, which would 

have illegalized alcohol; it  had almost pounced on the masses before the unions could 

intercede).  Individual states passed less stringent laws, which did not deter the sobering 

pattern of crime. 

 

   Los Angeles and New York  were called “Terror Domes” by Ben and Ray, friends and 

local muscle in NY.  The yearly homicide rate was now nearing one per fifty, due to the 

civil wars that only infrequently hit the suburbs.  When persistent rumors flowered into 

actual seizures, they stuck especially close to each other, watching each other’s backs.  Ray 

always seemed to know which supposed cops were impersonators, and sometimes shot them 

preemptively.  He would pull out their drivers’ licenses afterward, pointing out the 

different faces, sometimes keeping the i.d.s, but always evenly splitting the money.  Since 

grade school, they had been acquaintances, and had remained friends even through high 

school, when their neighborhoods went to war.  

   The outbreak occurred when they were in eleventh grade.  At a recess they were 

surrounded, and told to fight each other.  There were about thirty in all.  They pulled out 

knives, and stood with feet wide apart, in what was called the “execution stand.”  Rain was 

pouring out of the sky, and little bits of hale bounced off their afros. 

   “Come on,” said Ben.  “It’s too slippery for a good scrape.  Can’t you delay the executive 

order?” 

   “No go,” replied the leader of both groups.  He had a darker, and more smooth  face than 

either Ben or Ray.  He was one of those “dead-looking” brothers, with a shade of gray.  He 

was tall and wiry, wearing a threadbare jacket with a huge, stiff collar(later, when the race 

wars touched Ben and Ray’s sphere for the first time, he disappeared.  He had an annoying 

habit of making loud clicking sounds between sentences.  Ben and Ray used to joke that it 

was the sound he made as a baby sucking on his mother’s teats.  He was intelligent, though, 

and persuasive, which was why everyone followed him). 

   “Be reasonable, Tony,”  Ray said.  “We’re loyal to our groups.  That’s the main thing.”  
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   “No!  Your relationship must be severed, as of today.  This is the final, symbolic break for 

two neighborhoods.  You two being friends mocks the virtue of the war.” 

   “Virtue?” Ben said.  “What is virtuous about  war?” 

   “Loyalty to your tribe, brother, over everything else.”  Tony hissed.  “Now you two 

cooperate with the executive decree. Unless you want to die, that is.  And I must remind 

you that dying by knives is very painful.” 

   Roy laughed and swung at Ben, who leaned back  a bit too late. It caught him on the nose, 

and his feet slipped out from under him.  His momentum brought him down on his head, 

and he came to with Ray cradling it.  Tony was standing over him with a grin on his 

angular face.  Ben struggled to get up, but Ray restrained him.  Ben always kidded Ray 

about cheating, because otherwise he would have kicked his ass thoroughly. 

   For his part, Tony always said that is was a joke, and that his crew never had the 

intention of killing them in the first place.  For many years afterward, there were rumors 

that he had founded a criminal empire somewhere in the Midwest, but there had never 

been any confirmation one way or another. 
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One 

 

  Paul re-entered the kitchen,  holding a coffee mug.  Stubbs  nodded his head, attentive at 

the grille, where pancakes and eggs nestled up. He already had his own breakfast 

prepared, pigs in a blanket  with a sunnyside on top, and did not have to ask Paul, who 

never ate after drinking his coffee.  Stubbs thought that his boss looked a little extra portly, 

and his round face lacked  color.  Through his slot he saw Ben and Ray enter, and circuit 

the empty tables.  They  were between his and Paul’s height, compact and thick, Ben a little 

more light-skinned.  Paul had already gone back to his office, and Stubbs was reaching up 

into the cabinets for their plates.  For patrons, he would have put his head through the slot 

in the wall of the kitchen to say, “How you all doin’?” with a huge, clownish smile that 

could frighten anyone.  He had two shotguns and an AK-47 assault rifle nearby for his 

immediate disposal.  Ben and Ray were always armed, also.  Ben had a .38 snubnose and a 

Bowie knife, and Ray a .357 Magnum, along with a .45  that he had a special velcro holster 

for. 

   Earlier, Ray had chastised Ben for carrying a blade, calling him a wild Indian, and Ben 

had simmered all the way in. Finally, the look of mirth on Ray’s face as he reached for his 

plate while giving Stubbs the affirmative thumbs-up was too much for him to take. 

    “Man, at least I’m not  walking around like a fucking cowboy.  What do you mean to do 

with that monster gun?  We don’t have to worry about tanks and armored vehicles, you 

know.  That  has passed.” 

   “Well, I can see  it.”  He tapped  its secure place at his midsection.  

   “Hey, don’t get philosophical on me now, all right?  He’s out of character,  isn’t he, 

Stubbs?” 

   “No, you’re the philosopher, not me,” Ray retorted, before Stubbs could reply.  “You’re 

always talking about how lucky we are to have jobs and such.” 

   “That’s pedantic,” Ben patiently argued, smiling at Stubbs, who whistled. 

   “Well, whatever, the hell that means, I’m not interested in hearing it, all right?” 

   “Hey, no need to quarrel-” 
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   “I’m not.  I just don’t like the idea of working for a white man who only hires blacks 

because he does not know a white man-” 

   “I know, ‘who is stupid or crazy enough to take it.’  But, hey, at least he’s honest with us, 

and says that if we’re not careful about our ethics, he’ll have Stubbs take care of us for 

good.  Right, Stubbs?”  Knowing there was no forthcoming response,  he just took his own 

plate and ate like Ray, without pretense, right there at the kitchen counter. 

   Ray was unmoved.  “Hey, we had to wait damn near two years for this, shoveling snow 

and other shit.  It was about time we got something.  We were getting tired.” 

   “Okay, guys,” Stubbs  intervened.  “Let’s get going here.  It’s time to restock the ketchup 

bottles and cut some more onions.” 

   “Yeah, it’s Ben’s turn,”  Ray said without hesitance, not too sure about the truth of the 

statement. 

   “Yeah, I have a feeling it is going to be a slow day,” Ben offered. 

   “Well, you know they’re all slow,” Stubbs added, putting one blanket in his mouth at 

once, sausage, syrup and all.  He looked down at the two of them, chewing with satisfaction. 

                                                                        * * *  

     In the dark apartment, Stubbs’ take-home steak was a little raw, and Ray was almost 

inclined to fry it.  Ben looked out the frosty window into a hazy gray sky, with a few cars 

cruising underneath.  A slouched figure in a coat was quickly beaten by a young prostitute, 

who took off with his money in hand.  She had on coattails, as if she would afterward run 

to a Broadway musical.   

   “That is a shame,” he commented.  “Some poor old man getting cheated out of a piece of 

good ass, along with the little money he has.” 

   “Well, walking through these apartment buildings is a  gauntlet.” 

   “It is,” Ben chimed in.  “I tell you, I heard of a guy waking up with his dick being cut 

off.” 

   “Hey, stop it, man.  I’m going to need myself some pretty soon now.” 

   “Right, Ray.  The only available women left in the city are just plain crazy.  The only 

good ones left are hid away like jewels, away from the  inner city.” 

   “Well, you’re the expert.  You’ve had women actually try to shoot you.” 



6 

   “No, buddy, I can’t stake a claim to that  fame.  But before the wars broke out I had 

Mary.  She had quite a philosophical framework, if you know what I mean.” 

   “Tell me no more.  Let’s just eat our steaks and leave the thing alone.” 

   “Okay.  But, damn!  Some girl is stabbing that poor man to death! Hey!” he yelled, 

leaning out the window.  The woman looked up, then ran the knife across the old man’s 

throat. 

   Ray’s rough shoves reminded him where he was. 

   “Stop it, man!  Goddamn!” he yelled in his ear. 

   Ben took a seat on the lounge chair, trying to calm himself.  Ray was shaking.  “Man, you 

know better than that!  The only way to survive here is to keep a low profile...I’m sorry I 

had to yell at you, but you’ve got to maintain control.”    

   “You’re right.  I’ve got to step back a little.” 

   “Well, maybe I should go ahead and install the blinds like I’ve been saying.” 

   “And ruin the view? No, it  won’t happen again.  I can handle it.” 

   “You sure?” 

   “Yeah,  I’m sure.  I started thinking thinking about Mary.” 

   “I was never in love, and don’t plan on ever  being.  It’s just  survival now.  Our job 

makes us targets, so my goal is to get a bulletproof vest before any girlfriend.” 

   Ben laughed.  “You’re crazy, brother.  You’ll get shot before it arrives in the mail.” 

   “Why do you say that?” 

   “It’s all in the irony, brother.  Anything you’re obsessed with might come back to strike 

you down.  And I mean any time.” 

   “Okay.  Okay.  That’s enough.  You’re making me think too much.  You don’t happen to 

have any pot on you, do you?”  He laughed. 

   “Come on.”  Ben poured some steak sauce on his last bite.  “You aren’t planning on 

weaning yourself back on it after you weaned yourself off it...are you?” 

   “I don’t know.  With things getting worse out there-” 

   “Bullshit.”  He threw his feet up on the cracked wood side table.  The red leather 

sneakers were wearing through directly above the soles.  He remembered the day he 

bought them.  It was a Friday many Decembers ago, and his mouth was still sweet from the 

syrup he had sucked off Mary’s nipples.  Afterward, she fixed some meatloaf, while he 
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admired her open face.  He always thought that it was a sign of immense intelligence, 

compassion, or both.  They did not speak much, but giggled at the occasional gunshots, 

because they were entwined.  Then they kissed each other again and he put his hand in her 

nightgown. 

   “Bullshit?  What bullshit?  We’re targets, just like everyone out there, Ben.  What the 

hell are you talking about?” 

   “Life.  It gets harder all the time, and there are more killers among us.  It’s in the cards, 

that’s all.  If you pull the joker you’re dead.” 

   “You’re like the joker, sitting there with your arms folded like some mafioso.  Just 

remember the mafia is gone.  People in general did not like them, so they were hunted 

down like wolves.  Even our government doesn’t deal the cards anymore.  Look at things 

realistically, Ben.  No one knows anything.  You’re half  white, so does that make you more 

of a target than me, who is coal black?” 

   “Okay, Ray, but people are always athirst for knowledge, in quest of some governing 

force, in whatever form it takes.  We, as people, need some type of focal point to center 

everything upon.  Otherwise life becomes dull.” 

   “Dull, you said?  What are you trying to do, kill me?  If it gets any duller out there we’ll 

both die.  We’ve just got to remember to cover each other, and not sing the blues too 

much.” 

 

   In cover of sleep and darkness, Ben climbed out the window onto the ledge.  3:00 a.m.  

Still a stain where the old man had fallen, and a barely perceptible scent of ashes 

discharged from the unstinting crematoriums, that disposed of the huge number of 

unclaimed bodies.   

   Taking  a seat, and letting his feet overhang, he wondered if his mother was doing well at 

the government protected housing in Lansing, Michigan.  The last time he saw her was 

three years ago, and she told him to be leery of his father.  It was not to be taken lightly.  

Earl Banks was currently police chief of a precinct in Chicago.  At large he was known as 

Cruel Earl, due to his penchant for shooting and otherwise beating criminals/suspects.  

Oftentimes something unexpected would occur when suspects were questioned at the 

station, and their bodies would exit  in  coroner’s vans instead of prison buses.  He was also 
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called Iron Fist, for his brief but stellar boxing career in the light heavyweight division.  He 

was undefeated, all posted by knockout, when he prematurely hung up his gloves to fill the 

post vacated by slain Chief Harder.  Immediately, after joking with the press about his 

brief fling as a pugilist, he promised to bring the chief’s killer to justice. 

   Ten years passed, and his promise had not been kept.  Only harsh criticisms continued to 

pound and reverberate:  “Hey, at least he’s honest about being a fool, killing every last one 

of us, since one of us must be the killer;”  “He’s so callous there must be some dead growth 

on his heart;”  “Chief Banks is still a surly adolescent throwing punches.” 

   One day recently a rare reporter visited his station and claimed to see a line of blood 

threading from his office to the cells.  A column ran: “Chief Banks eats his prisoner for 

lunch.” 

   “You’re bitter because you had to eat your words, huh Dad?” he spoke to the biting 

shafts of air cutting through the buildings that at the time looked like huge upended 

coffins.  “You never said good-bye to Mom when you left when I was thirteen.  I asked you 

something with tears in my eyes and you said something vague like, ‘A man will find his 

way.’  Well, I see you found yours.” 

    

   His oscillating insomnia had recently dropped back into his consciousness like a stone.  In 

the past his weapon against its obduracy had been liquor, preferably Jim Beam whiskey, 

which was ruinous to his scant wages made from shovel work.  He would be up at 5:00 

a.m., obligated to leave a pair of soft thighs and a warm touch.  “Mary, I love you.  Don’t 

ever leave me,” he said to her sleepy form curled up in their natural nest.  He was quickly 

into his longjohns, levis, wool sweater, and boots.  She was still in the cocoon, and Ben had 

already experienced the cold in the transition from the bed.  But he was smiling, near 

laughter, when he made her respond to a needling question. 

   “Where is the gun, Mary?” 

   “Underneath the corner of the mattress,” she obliged, even sitting halfway up.  “It’s 

where it’s supposed to be, Ben.  I’ll be fine.  But you look like you’re ready to chop down 

trees, and I’m worried.” 

   “Please, just go along this once.  I’ve done this before in the same neighborhoods.” 
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   She coughed.  “It was a year ago.  People tend to have short memories, and short tempers.  

They might shoot you for your presumption.” 

   “Me?  Presumption?  Give me a break.”  He gave her a little side smile that usually made 

her laugh. 

   She just smiled so openly that he had a momentary lapse in morale.  “What am I doing?” 

he thought.  “I’m abiding by the law, looking for an honest low wage, and I could be out 

doing other things to make this woman happy.” 

   He gave her a long kiss, and she responded with a reminder, “You might try Soup Works 

for lunch.  I heard they’ve got extra security now, and  good black bean chili.” 

   “We’ll see, baby.  I’ve had to go without lunch before and run these arms on empty.” 

   She have him a reproving look.  “You’ve got to eat.” 

   “I’ll try.   You can bet on that.  Let me close this door now so no more cool air gets in.  

Good-bye.  I love you.”  It was shut before her happy eyes could flirt with him again.  Still, 

he stood outside the door for a spell before he headed down to the street. 

 

                                                           

 

   When Ray waited on rude customers, he would act unseemly kind, being overattentive, so 

that they were made to feel uncomfortable themselves, possibly even ashamed of their bad 

manners.  He got good tips out of rare ample pockets.  These people dined with giant 

bodyguards, who were just as suspicious.  “Some of these gorillas would love to plug us.” 

he told Ben one day while slicing hard-boiled eggs for a Caesar salad. 

   “Yeah, Ray, and you’d love to plug one of them yourself,” he half-joked, rinsing some 

greens in the sink, facing the dining room, his .38 nestled in the small of his back. 

   “Nonsense.  You know there isn’t even an ounce of anger in my body-” 

   “Yeah, which makes you angry, itching to use your .45,” he snickered, throwing the 

greens in the large mixing bowl, but Ray had already gone back out.  He gave a curt, 

“There you go,” placing the two salads before an older couple, who had matching flannel 

shirts and tired eyes.  Money makes all of us tired,  he thought.  The two bodyguards were 

rough looking fellows.  One had a huge scar across his forehead, and, as Ben later 

commented, bloodshot eyes.  He was bearded, but Ray said he had some distinct 
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resemblance to the one seated beside him, so he might have been his brother.  The other 

man was shorter and more muscular, and had slicked-back hair.  Even from Ben’s vantage 

point it was plain to see he was missing an ear.  Ray declared that it appeared to have been 

ground rather than cut off.  He told Ben that this man was silent at all times, deferring to 

the other, who gave him instructions by coughs and nods of  his elephantine head.  Ray got 

so suspicious that he had Stubbs take a look.  He came and stood by Ben, rubbing his dirty 

hands on his bloody apron.  He had a way of getting his fingers tangled up in the cloth 

when he was angry.  His face was perfectly round, but his nose was flat, and a little 

rounded, a black pickle.  He had fought in the heavyweight division as an amateur, and 

had won most of his matches, but the few he lost he said he had to be “sandbagged” 

in(because he was bleeding so profusely the referee had to stop them).  He had never 

acquired the skill to advance to a professional career like Ben’s father had. 

   “Where are they from?” he asked without averting his gaze.  “Did they say?” 

   Ray had his hands tightened into fists, as if he, not Stubbs, had once been a heavyweight 

hopeful. “No, they didn’t, and you know what Paul says, to never ask people their names.” 

   Stubbs just kept staring out, more unsure than Ben had ever seen him. 

   “Well, what’s the word?” Ray asked, lowering his voice even more.  “Should Ben here 

give them a visit or not?” 

   “No.  They’re all right.  Just  stay alert, and keep the lid shut.  You know I’ll be running 

out if I hear something.” 

   “Thanks for the fucking advice.” 

   Stubbs sauntered through the swinging doors leading into the kitchen, his long legs in 

stiff fashion, feet dropping down in extreme heel-to-toe, heel-to-toe cadence.  It was as if he 

meant to squish the ground, instead of merely step on it. 

   “I don’t like it,” said Ray.  “He is acting too nonchalant about it.  Cooking over that hot 

grille must get to him.  That couple looks just a little too nervous, as if they’re a front for 

the thugs posing as bodyguards.” 

   “Well, I’ll forget about tossing salads for the-” 

   “You do that, Ben, and have your .38 ready.  They’re the types that will shoot you in the 

back.  Since I turned my back and that bullet grazed my cheek, when, and if I do turn, I  

strain my neck looking back.” 
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   His movements got jerkier as the meal wore on, and another table did little to distract 

him.  He offered dessert without running through the sweet possibilities, and they paid out 

in a hurry.  The one with the missing ear said, “Hey, thanks, guys.  We might come back 

sometime soon,” and giggled, like he was in some sort of deep drug freeze.  He threw a 

penny back over his shoulder as he went into the slushy street, then stepped back as the old 

beat-up white El Dorado Cadillac pulled up, the bearded driver already busy puffing away,  

the couple as erect as two saplings.  The slickster brushed at something on his brown 

leather jacket, then hopped in. The car sped away.  When the slush settled, Ben saw a 

police car inching up the street, its windshield shattered, with dark clouds bunching up  

behind it. 

   “What’s with the penny?” he thought, then ran out past Ray and his last two customers, 

who flinched a little.  He walked out under the darkening sky and picked it up.  It was 

heads on both sides, of a burnished luster.  He pocketed it, and watched a cruiser pull up 

next to a curb halfway down the block.  A head popped out and vomit spewed, a thin  gray 

pate.  “I hope you die from your hot dog and doughnuts, copper!” a voice keened on the 

wind.  Ben shot a glance up at the squat tenement building across the way, but his compass 

came up empty. 

    

   Ray, obviously relaxed, sweet-talked his last two customers.  Stubbs and Ben were 

impatient to get home, because it was already 9:00, a half-four past closing time., but Ray 

kept gleeful silence through the refills of coffee and taste tests of desserts.  Stubbs was 

practically cursing under his breath as they closed up.  He slammed down the gate. 

   “Hey, come on, Stubbs,” Ray said, hands in his pockets, pacing back and forth in the 

chill.  “No hard feelings, okay?  I was just trying to pay the bills.” 

   “Damn right, you were.  But you were also getting back at me.” 

   “How’s that, Stubbs?” 

   “We don’t trust each other all the time, but we should-” 

   Paul’s bulletproof Lincoln Destiny could he heard tearing out the back alley.  Ray and 

Ben rarely saw him, so Stubbs was the only liaison.  He would not tell them how long he 

had worked for Paul.  Ray was convinced that there would always be a few more men in 

the back of the restaurant, waiting with Paul for something untoward to occur in the front. 
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   “Let’s drop it, all right?”  Ben said.  “We all know that this is not worth the trouble,  it 

won’t solve anything.” 

   “I don’t agree, but I’m too tired to argue with you, Stubbs,” Ray added. 

   The towering man had a brief fit of hacking cough, then went to the chained lot and 

undid the padlock.  He got his ancient Ford Mustang out in no time.  Ray and Ben were 

scared he was going to leave them for the buzzards, but he rolled down his window.  “Hey, 

I ain’t so sore, so get the fuck in.” 

  Ben hopped in the front; Ray begrudged himself to the back seat.  He slammed the door 

shut, but was silent.  Atypically, for some time all were silent.  Ben had his .38 in his lap, 

and patted it for assurance from time to time. 

   They were especially attentive when they approached the black mouths of alleys, with 

pockets of trash swirling out with the wet wind.  Stubbs’ strategy was to approach 

somewhere around thirty-five mph, slowly, so that if a car appeared in front to obstruct  

him, he would still, under the wet conditions, have some maneuverability left for an escape. 

   “If I tried to be evasive at higher speeds, the car wouldn’t respond,” he said.  “And I 

know this ‘Stang well.” 

   Only when they were approximately twenty feet from the opening did he press the 

accelerator, and on a few occasions would-be assailants were blocked from good aim by a 

long fin of spray.  In the first instance, one bullet did strike the back windshield, and drove 

like a spike into the rearview mirror, shattering it.  “Lucky shot,” Ben commented dryly.  

No one elaborated beyond  a few well-placed curses.     

   They were loaded with steaks, cooling in styrofoam containers.  Paul never withheld 

savory meals, because it would encourage disloyalty.  Stubbs told Ben that he was 

determined to keep Joe’s Cafe alive, since the name was his founding grandfather’s, who 

had opened it, and passed it through the generations. 

   

   Except for rare occasions, Ray did not drink.  But on those certain occasions, he would be 

so intoxicated that he could not summon the strength to push his way through Ben and out 

the door, who thought Ray subconsciously made sure he could not make it.  Usually, he 

would qualify it by saying something like, “Hey, give me a break. I’m bothered by 

something.  That’s all.”  He would switch off the light in the kitchen, along with any 
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meaningful conversation with Ben.  He would just sit for whatever time he was inclined to, 

in the pitch dark. 

   On this certain night, however, he was animated, which always indicated he would be 

abstemious.  Rubbing his goatee problematically, and waving his hands like precursive 

lightning-fire, he railed against Stubbs. 

   “He’s acting like Uncle Tom, Ben, and you know it.  Because it’s plain as the distance 

between the cops and our people.  I’m not going to let some damn old man blow my head 

off, and I’m not going to let you-” 

   “Dissuade you from your righteousness?” 

   He made a move toward the kitchen, but thought better of it, and sat back down.  He 

looked like he was ready to speak, but then threw off his brown wool trenchcoat. One of 

the holes in the armpits settled perfectly over the corner of the couch. 

   He settled in. “All I’ve got to say in response to the righteousness bit is that it is entirely 

necessary, because one of us has to be vigilant.” 

   Ben shrugged.  “It only leads to more problems, Ray.  And when I say problems I really 

mean more violence.” 

   “Goddamnit, Ray, it’s protection,” he responded, tugging at the goatee.  “It’s vigilance, 

and that’s why I have some valid reasons about a certain old man-” 

   “You mean Stubbs.” 

   “Who gives a!  All right, all right, he’s a man and I know his name, but, you see, that’s 

the problem.  He hasn’t extended any hospitality to us, and-” 

   “He gives us rides home every night.  That should make you happy.  It works for me.” 

   “Confidence?  No, I have plenty of that, but  in myself.  I know as far as things are going, 

they’re not so bad.  But you’ve got to realize they could end real quick.  I am worried about 

you in that respect.  You dream about finding your girl, which I guess must keep you going, 

but you’ve got to learn to accept  reality.” 

   “Never, Ray,” Ben replied with a bit of vehemence.  He sank himself further down into 

the couch, keening.  For a moment, he felt like the father in a father-son argument, then 

thought better of it.  The descriptions of his procreator Earl filled him with dread of a 

future meeting. 
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   “Not ever,” he resumed, grimacing, after a pause sitting up straight again., cursing his 

chronically aching back.  It was especially troubling when he shoveled snow in the winter, 

and always flared up during confrontations.    Strangely, at the time, with Ray sitting 

impatient for a more elaborate disclosure, he thought about what he might look like.  His 

mother had told him they looked alike, but that his head was “an inflated tire” (Ben 

attributed that remark to spite).  He had seen his picture in papers, but the resolution was 

much too gritty and blurry, as if the photos were taken with a dirty lens. 

   “One cannot accept any reality completely, brother, because it might be a less important 

one than others.” 

   “No, this is the tangible, real one, and the one we have to believe in for whatever it is 

worth.” 

   “Okay, we’re both going to believe what we want to believe, and that’s about it.  At least 

that’s how I see it.” 

   “Damn right.  But now I’ve got to get some sleep.  The cold makes me sleepy.” 

   “But so does conversation, right?” Ben couldn’t help but add. 

   Ray’s head poked up out of the darkness just long enough to say, “Yeah, fuck you, too, 

man.” 

 

   Most mornings, when Ben first awoke, and fixed himself instant hot cocoa before 

showering, he would meditate.  Sometimes, his mind would be too preoccupied to get much 

benefit out of it, but was always consistent with the effort.  Ray was always up and gone by 

this juncture, jogging.  Ben told him he was crazy, but he would just laugh and say, “I’m 

faster than a speeding bullet.” 

   Statements like this had to make Ben pause.  They had just a bit too much bonhomie in 

them, and did not make one laugh, as other statements usually did.  Even after Ben 

meditated that morning, he was a little uneasy.  Ray had an on-and-off skill to test nerves, 

and had to be maverick in whatever endeavor he pursued.   

   And he never flagged in his efforts.  One year he had an interest in old model airplanes, 

and spent most of his money on mini-versions of Mig27s.  He dismissed other planes on his 

Christmas wish list, because they could not equal the dark style of his preferred flyer.  Ben 

kidded him, saying, “One cannot argue, Ray.  Those look like eagles of untamed savagery.”  
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Ray was upset enough at the time to refuse him a swig from the Jim Beam bottle that in 

actuality was probably intended for someone else’s stocking.  He was enthuised about this 

tradition, and bought stockings for friends, with express instructions about where they 

should be placed., in lieu of a more traditional fireplace mantle.  He never complained if he 

got no “thank you” cards, which he rarely did, citing “the lack of national interest in 

celebration.”   

   Even post-holiday, he continued the production of his planes, and did not close shop until 

March, when the walls and ceilings were completely filled(no room for additions).  Some of 

the planes had terse biblical messages on them.  These specific planes were deified “wings 

of glory.” He took great pains in keeping each letter the same size, and infrequently 

wavered, or at least so he was told.   

   Ben was impressed with the continuity with which he worked, a reminder to him in his 

quest to finish a manuscript.  He was working on an autobiographical piece, based upon 

experiences with his parents, especially his mother.  A major portion of the novel would be 

devoted to the cataclysmic chain of events that instigated the riots, that culminated in the 

extant race wars that flickered on and off.  Ben was very secretive about its progress, 

especially(of course) with Ray, whose work ethic was a tacit challenge to his own.  At times 

it seemed as if Ray’s religious pursuit of something did not have much to do with his actual 

interest in it.  It was couched in some sort of ultimate domination of it.  Ben never heard 

him express anything less than perfect dynamic skill in a hobby.  “I’m the renaissance man, 

the jack of all trades.” he told Ben when he was feeling particularly spry. 

   “You insult artistry, Ray, “ Ben would kid him.  “Competitive spirit taken to extremes 

does a disservice to you.” 

    “No, it mocks you and your holier-than-thou approach.  You always talk in ideas, which 

cannot possibly come to fruition, and that is a problem-” 

   “My ass.  You are so burdened by reality you cannot see the beauty of vision.  Vision 

keeps all injustices and misguided acts in mind, and utilizes the teachings of its forebears.  

It condemns mistakes that could happen twice.” 

   “I’ve heard it all before, this purity in approaching life, which is really what you’re 

expounding, but it is not, and never will, ring true.” 
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   But these conversations were practical, and they always had a sense that their opinions 

were infallible, while the chaos in the country was just a sign of diverging ideas.  The thing 

Ben asked himself on a daily basis was, “When is it going to stop?  And with it, will 

destruction come to visit us all?” 

 

                                                                  * * * 

 

   Cobra was lanky at 6’2”, a ropy and muscled physique.  His thick handlebar sideburns 

lent structure to his angular face, which had a generous helping of freckles on it.  He was 

laughing at a diminutive man sitting in the pew directly in front of him, who was making 

what appeared to be a supplication.  It sounded like he was humming between his rushes of 

entreaty.  From his vantage point, Cobra could tell that the man had been growing a beard, 

which had a tenuous grasp on his face.  At first he did not interrupt: 

   “Lord, Oh Lord, if we should go to the Valley of the Death one more time, let it be quick, 

but let our profits there be great.  Permit the banished archangel some sway, Oh Lord, and 

have the temerity to not scold him like you usually do, so we can summon him again in the 

near future.” 

   Cobra gazed into the cobweb-infested rafters, and stared at the dusty form of Christ 

enshrouded in spider webs.  “The time is approaching for a session of the Holy Trinity.” 

    “Amen!” Cobra blurted. 

   Miles did not flinch.  “Do not mind the pause, Oh Lord, because it was time for 

reflection.” 

   “Hallelujah!”  Two pigeons flitted from a recess of the towering dome, whose once 

gloaming silver had faded to grey. 

   “Or ignore the prayer of all in this House of the Lord.” 

   “Oh, Lawdy, Lawdy, have mercy!” 

   “Because we have found a way to turn tear shavings of lead into shimmering gold bars.” 

   “Heavens to Betsy!”  Cobra could not contain his mirth any longer, and rolled with the 

waves. 

   “Lord, now I beg leave of you.”  He stood, and turned slowly in the direction of Cobra. 

   “Good show, Miles, but could you enlighten me further?” 
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   As Miles approached, Cobra studied his round face, that was almost pasty white, and his 

forehead, whose hair had abandoned for higher ground.  He envied the easy gait, and his 

flowing movements. 

   “You caught me off guard, old chap.”  Miles made as if to pat him on the shoulder, then 

thought better of it.   

   Cobra remained seated.  “Did I?  I thought I flowed right into your little sermon.” 

   Miles sat at the end of the pew directly opposite him.  “I was in earnest, you know.” 

   “I’m sure you were, because you had me quite inspired.  But now it’s time for your 

lesson.” 

   “And what would that be?” 

   “A grand tour of the city, that’s what.  I need someone to listen to my historical 

monologue while I figure out where to strike next.  The Holy Trinity will have to wait, 

because the Motor City beckons.” 

   “Another explosion perhaps?”  He ducked under a low archway, carrying some cobwebs 

with him. 
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Two 

    

   Zero degrees with a wind-chill  minus twenty-five; sleet; rain; snow; sleep.  Ben smiled to 

himself.  “I approve of such patterns.  The normalcy after a bout of nature’s abnormality.  

Still, fuck this weather.”  Three inches of solid ice on the sidewalks, and no one willing to 

brave the outdoors to hack at them; except him, of course. Intermittently a police car 

cruised past.  They saw his bare figure, in a black-hooded  parka with a red Con Edison 

cap perched precariously on his shaven head.  They could not have noticed, however, how 

thin the soles of his suede boots had become, and how water was beginning to leak through.  

He was walking uptown, in the general vicinity of the Empire State Building, and he was 

coughing up blood, the resultant pain of a metal bar brandished exactly one week ago by a 

bellicose pimp.  There were some salt spreaders out, though, with city-issued down jackets 

and earmuffs, who looked perky in comparison to him. 

   He loathed trips like these to the unemployment office, but was relieved that Ray had not 

come.  He buddy was back home, drinking straight shots of bourbon.  Whiskey and 

Mickey’s Big Mouth malt liquor chasers.  When Ben left he was crushing the bottle caps in 

his hands, and speaking of revenge against their boss Paul, who said he was going on an 

impromptu one week vacation to relax.  

    

   Ben was scared that morning.  Stubbs was shifty and Ray was volcanic, at certain stages 

cutting off his own yells.  He kept staring down at the neat rows of bottled ketchup, as if 

registering the presence of beer bottles in a barroom brawl.   

   At a respectful distance, Paul, fat and unnerved, smoked a cigar.  Earlier, despite gentle 

objections from Stubbs, he had succeeded, after several attempts, in striking a match 

between his two front teeth.  “Haw, haw, haw, guys,” he said, with only a trace of humor.  

He had already stated his plans, and wondered why his crew  was not preparing the 

restaurant clientele, i.e., turning on the stove back in the kitchen , and ferrying breakfast 

supplies from the refrigerator in the back.  He did not owe these men any justification for 

closing, maybe a reason, but not a justification, and there was an appreciable difference 

between the two. 
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   “Come on, boys,” said Stubbs, and waved toward the back past Paul, who was squinting, 

even though there was no sun glare to speak of.  Ben nodded at Ray, but he did not move.  

He just kept up his devotional study of the bottles, as if he was praying before a row of 

candles at a church altar. 

   “Let’s go, Ray,” said Ben, and snuck a peek at Paul, who looked as immovable as ballast.  

He patted his ample stomach, padded inside his blue three-piece suit. 

   Ray still did not move, and Paul shrugged, “Look ,Ray, I don’t know what else to say to 

you.”  As he spoke thus, he shuffled forward, pulling the cigar out of his mouth.  “This 

restaurant is my life, my responsibility, so I have to be here when it’s open or I’m not 

comfortable.  I know it makes you uneasy, but I can’t do anything under the circumstances 

to make you feel any better.  I promise you everything will be the same when I return.” 

   Ben could read Ray’s lips slowly forming epithets, but all that came out was a growl, 

then, “It’s hard, you know, Paul, when those next month’s bills come around, and you’ve 

got to scrape and chip at the damn winter driveways and sidewalks, and you depend on 

your job like your heart almost, at least your family-” 

   “Come now, Ray-” interjected Stubbs, frowning. 

   “Hey, don’t start your shit with me now, Stubbs-” 

   “Cool it, Ray,” Ben jumped in between them. 

   “Stubbs, you treat me with no respect  when you talk to me like that, and-” 

   “No, you got me wrong, I was just trying-” 

   “Trying isn’t doing, it’s not good enough, don’t you see?” Ray intoned, and his eyes were 

red.  “This job keeps me warm, and kind of-” 

   “Happy?” implored Paul, noncommitedly, not looking at him any longer.  He seemed 

more concerned with a small crack in one of the picture windows.  He walked forward, and 

inspected a tiny tear in one of the red tablecloths.  Putting his right finger on it, he then 

proceeded to tear it further, to everyone’s surprise, and pulled it up, so that it looked like 

the bottom of an umbrella.  “You see, guys, how quickly a small flaw turns into a big one, 

with just a little bit of pressure?” 

   “It should be sign enough,” he resumed, turning around to us.  “I’m just going to have to 

close one day, on account of pressure.”  He walked past the three of us, and Stubbs 

declaimed, 
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   “Now we’ve all heard the boss.  You’ll had better get going out the front, cause Paul 

needs me in back.” 

   “Fuck it,” said Ray peremptorily, and walked out the door.  Stubbs and Ben nodded to 

each other, then walked in opposite directions. 

 

    

   Ben did not walk fast.  He always enjoyed moving slower than the average hectic pace-

setters, because it gave him a sense of having more control over his situation, and less 

misgivings about being just another  spinning wheel. 

   He did not count how many more signs of businesses had been destroyed since the last 

time he had done this particular walk through downtown, although his feet did once 

shatter fragments of some fake stained glass.  Despite a hankering for some chow mein 

noodles, he did not seriously consider going to Chinatown after he had taken care of 

business at the office, because the Chinese Mafia was known for indiscriminate killings.  

“Mao Mao” Chang, a squat bodybuilding sort of crime boss, was rumored to be a fanatic 

for a type of post-modern cult, one which idolized such characters as those populating the 

movie “Escape from New York.”  Chang was reputed to be the most frequent shooter of 

them all, and was so contemptuous of any type of gun muscle that he was in the “shoot-to-

kill” category for Soldiers of Fortune and the Brotherhood of Berets.  Ben thought he 

would be the perfect adversary for his father-Chief Banks.  “Shootout in Times Square,” 

he thought to himself, and smiled for the first time that day. 

   So he proceeded down Third Ave., the handle of his pistol exposed at his midsection.  No 

need to be secretive, because the police were the last cosmetic grips of the government over 

the anarchistic city.  He only passed a handful of people on his walk, and they were all of 

the down-and-out sort of homeless.  Two of the three walked across the street to avoid him, 

but the other seemed too tired to care.  He had a blanket wrapped around his skinny torso, 

and even said a meek “Hi,” gesturing with a piece of crumpled-up newspaper that had a 

smear of fesces on it.  Ben flinched for a moment, and chided himself for his extreme 

caution. 

                                                                           * * * 
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   The unemployment office had merged with the local post office, and the employees 

seemed poorly trained for dealing with two posts at once.  But they seemed deaf to Ben, an 

angry young man with a heavy caliber gun in his belt.  They gave unconcerned evasive 

answers as to, “When, when will I receive my check?  Even though there was no one in line 

behind him, she would not answer his simple question.  She was a government employee 

behind bulletproof glass, who could be whisked away on a helicopter to New Jersey at any 

given moment, to a supportive family at an undisclosed location. 

 

   At the same time that Ben was haggling with a postal worker, Ray was nursing a bottle of 

whiskey, sitting on the floor of their apartment next to a heater radiating insufficient heat 

for a thirty degree day of New York  winter.  He had two sweaters on, and had longjohns 

underneath his Levis, which happened to have holes on the knees.  Ray patted at them 

from time to time, and fried a hamburger on the stove.  He dropped the ketchup bottle 

when he was halfway through, but, luckily, it did not break.  Hastily he spread the 

mayonnaise on one slice of bread, reserving the other for tomato, lettuce, and mustard.  

The beef patty was so big that, as he sat in his customary seat next to the heat, the tomato 

squeezed out with the first bite.  He even drank swigs between bites, and mopped up the 

remaining juices with the previously forsaken tomato. 

   He thought about the way things were supposed to turn out, and how they invariably did 

not; how looking back never did any good, because it was an unnecessary waste of time.  

“Then why?  Why do I keep doing it?” he thought to himself.  “It always brings regret, 

never peace.”  He took a big swig and closed his eyes, wanting to forget.  If he had just 

married Kim, things would have been different.  He would have been able to escape NYC, 

when unmarried men were still permitted to do so.  They had gone to high school together 

in the Bronx, and he could still remember the first kiss he had given her the night 

fireworks exploded on Opening Day at Yankee Stadium.  In a gathering of thousands of 

women, amid the smells of popcorn and hot-dogs, with millionaires on display under giant 

washes of light, he had said he loved her and would never leave her. 

   But what did it matter now?  Because he did.  Despite all the prom dances and Chinese 

dinners, one day he did tell her he could live without her, it would not kill him if they 
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started seeing other people.  That night she had already made love to him, and she tore 

herself out of bed in to the hallway into the danger of the darkening.  

   Sometimes he still dreamt about her, but after she touched his face the dreams ended 

abruptly, and he would awake bemoaning the absence of beautiful women.  Once in a while 

he could find a lady of the street who could satisfy his craving, but that was the extent of it.  

He usually opted for a bottle of something stiff, since it could be counted on to drown a 

longing, or at least delay its resounding success. 

   Kim always talked about death.  Ray tried to steer her away from morbid conversation, 

but she was stubborn.  She told him about cult classics that had proven communication 

with the dead was not as outlandish as commonly believed.  She like to tell him a story 

about a spirit that gave household tips to a young mother.  Ray would laugh, saying, 

“Don’t go get crazy on me now, sister,” but she would not equivocate, replying that Mrs. 

Delaney often thanked her doting spirit for a delicious apple pie recipe.  “One as sweet as 

you?”   he would croon and tackle her, but she would remain as stolid as ever. 

    

   Out the window Ray could look over and across Park Avenue to some sort of drug 

operation.  There were always men nattily dressed rendevouing with lesser lights.  Ray’s 

vision was excellent, but then he also had a pair of binoculars, which he used liberally when 

the mood struck him.  Ben told him to pay it no attention, but Ray was unmollified.  Of 

course, today he was busy with other things, but one of his favorite diversions was keeping 

track of all the different personalities that circulated like a poisonous chain of mercury 

through the once thriving legal offices, left to gun-packing buzzards.  There were no 

legitimate newspapers, so Ray almost relied solely upon the NYC, an underground printing 

press that make no secret about its criminal ties and heritage, for information.  He had no 

doubt that if he was to walk across for a closer look, he would be shot. 

   “Not that I want to shoot anyone,” he reminded himself with a bit of malice.  He reasoned 

that if he could, as he expected, escape New York in the immediate future altogether, he 

would not have to shot anyone else.  “I used to get myself sick on liquor immediately 

afterward,” he told himself, holding the bottle in front of his face.  “Sometimes I would 

even vomit.”  He felt that killing a man with a gun was especially callous, since the human 
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was not given a fighting chance.  “It’s like changing a man into an animal,” he thought, “by 

the greatest transgression of all.”   

   He remembered the first time,  a smallish man who accidentally ran into him  while 

reaching into his pocket.  Ray was a little high on beer at the time, and he had just exited a 

sports bar. He did not hesitate.  The man groaned once, then was still on the ground.  In his 

hand was a harmless pocket knife.  Ray was sickened by the huge hole in the man’s chest, 

scorched black at the outer edges, with a quickening flow of blood soaking his dirty white 

T-shirt.  In retrospect now, it did not matter to him that the man happened to be white.   

   Ray had comforted himself for some time afterward that he had not killed a brother, but 

now that syllogism got no consolation from his deaf ears.  The man’s tone of voice was 

slurred, and all he had had to do was forget about the imagined slight.  He did not have the 

time to avoid him, but then he could not be expected to step aside, especially for a white 

man.  Now that could prove fatal.  The rules of the street demanded that one deal with a 

threat immediately, or else chance a bullet in the back.  What worried Ray the most, in 

fact, was not escaping death, but being paralyzed for the duration of his life with a ball of 

steel lodged in his back. 

   He had never been hit by a bullet, although he had been shot at on numerous occasions.  

He guessed  they were all random potshots, but then he could never be certain.  One time 

he actually saw the face of his would-be assassin, and it looked to be a little too collected-

professional to be harboring some certain grudge.  Ray had just come out of the pizza joint 

close to his favorite one screen movie theater, that screened martial arts classics, and was 

finishing off the crust of his final cheese slice, when he heard, “Hey, nigger!”  He looked to 

the right, and espied the shotgun.  He was dropping to the ground when he heard the blast, 

which made a huge clamor against a roll-up door.  He laid face down for a scant second or 

two, then thought it best to get moving, in case they came around again.  He ran in the 

same direction as the car, and could only make out that it was a large black Cadillac with 

no back license plate.  There was an acrid taste in his mouth, which he thought was from 

the blast traveling overhead.  The police never responded to the call, and dismissed his 

description of the suspect.  They did not hide their contempt for their own jobs, or for the 

citizens of NYC.  Ray imagined their locker room talk was pretty cynical, and replete with 

racial epithets. 
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   He had a hard time actually believing that Ben’s father was a police chief, because his 

friend was very anti-establishment.  In fact, he would have been called left-wing if NYC 

was till concerned enough to bumble around politics.  The Mayor, Ed Wheaton, had only 

enumerative powers, and, of course, did not even live near Manhattan.  He had ensconced 

himself out in Suffolk County, Long Island, where he had a helicopter that could propel 

him to vital places in case of emergency.  He spent the majority of his time, however, or at 

least it was rumored to be, hunting deer in and out of season.  He was in his third 

consecutive term, which was more attributable to political apathy than common support.  

When the wars were the most calamitous, he might land atop the recently constructed 

building in Battery Park, and direct “operations” from there.  But Ray had been at the 

headquarters on one of these occasions, and the officers of the law and the National Guard 

seemed preoccupied enough in defending the perimeter of the mayor’s improvised bastion.  

There were mobs of people throwing molotov cocktails at the cordon of police, who 

answered with tear gas.  Ray was amazed that it did not escalate into actual bloodshed.  It 

was more of a mock battle than anything. 

   Ray finished the bottle, his eyes stinging a bit.  He wondered if this intermittent tic was an 

allergy, or something worse.  His face felt a little puffy, but he was accustomed to that.  

What lingered more was a fierce feeling of foreboding, that he was dying a slow death.  The 

countermeasure of planning an escape could not quell the sickening sensation. 

   He picked himself up, very stiff-kneed.  Remembering his glory days as a star guard on 

his high school basketball team, he groaned.  Maybe he would have excelled at the college 

level also, but he and his coach at Ohio State could not get along.  Benched early in his 

second season for “erratic play,” for shooting too frequently at a sub-par percentage, 

Coach Jenkins wanted to move him back to the backup point position, because of his adept 

ball-handling skills.  It never quite materialized that way, however, and he only received 

spot duty during “garbage time,” when the outcome of a game was already sealed.  He 

complained bitterly to Jenkins, who would castigate him for his selfish, un-teamlike 

attitude.  Ray had recently perfected a slashing fingerroll move, and was performing 

commendably in the proactive sessions, but all Coach Jenkins could do was harp on the 

unarguably low percentage many of those shots would be in stiffer competition.  The 

second year of his scholarship he was actually demoted to the B team.  He skipped 
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practices, and stayed out late partying, and after a few harsh warnings his scholarship was 

waived.  His last day in Ohio was spent dealing and smoking the remaining marijuana he 

had, and giving a diamond ring to his girlfriend Lorinda.   

   At JFK, his mother chastised him, but then told him that she had prepared a big meal.   

She smiled, told him that his father had been hit by a forklift at the Domino sugar packing 

plant, but that he was recovering fine at home, receiving a bigger unemployment check 

than she thought he would get. 

   “You know, Ray, that I try to convince your father to retire.  But he won’t.  He just can’t.  

He’s been working for Mr. Phills for too many years, and feels that missing even one day is 

itself some kind of act of insubordination.” 

   Ray could not remember how he responded, but it was in the vein of, “Dad can’t see 

beyond tomorrow, you see.  That is why he is always so tense.” 

   There was a pregnant silence, as his mother tentatively changed lanes, precursive to 

scribbling toward the off-ramp.  The ubiquitous taxis were habitually grinding their horns, 

and the side of his mother’s face was twitching.  Ray’s window had long ago been broken, 

so he could only cup his hand to stem the inflow of noxious exhaust. 

   “Ray, you’ve got to promise me one thing-” 

   “Come now, Ma, you know I’m  honestly not the kind of person to promise anything.” 

   “Shush now,” she replied, abiding in her southern roots.  “You promise me, son, to take 

your father down to Battery Park one of these days.  You know how he loves that place, 

and while he is recuperating he needs as much air as possible.” 

   “O.K., Ma,” he said flatly, but he did not mean it.  He felt too uncomfortable around his 

father for extended periods, and vice versa.  They were so polite to each other, Ben called it 

“maudlin.”  Ray’s father laughed uncomfortably, and asked Ben to plainly state the word’s 

meaning.  “It means overly sentimental,” which compelled Ray to refute it.  “No, Dad, he 

can’t fool me.  It means something ‘opera-like,’ or something close to it.” 

   Mrs. Jackson would not give in without a fight.  She needled her “two sons” about it, and, 

finally, they conspired to go out on the town, except once they were within a block or so, 

they went their separate ways.  Ray watched his father limp away, off toward Yankee 

Stadium.    
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   The fork had caught him squarely in the shin, just below the knee.  If it had hit him a 

little higher, most likely his knee would have been ruined, and Ma would have finally 

witnessed his confined retirement. Ray had no doubts but that in that case his father would 

take hard to the bottle.  “Yeah, I inherited the taste for liquor from you, Dad,” Ray 

presently mumbled, before nodding off into sleep.  He heard gunshots in his sleep, but still, 

pining for some kind of spiritual renewal, he slept. 
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Three 

 

   Ben used the white facade and ornate stained glass of the St. John’s church as a 

landmark.   Situated in the heart of the East Village, and abutting squalid apartments on 

each side, it seemed hedged in by an inglorious past.  Still, Ben was heartened to see no 

signs of the rambling graffiti that bathed everything, from sidewalks to trees to what few 

remaining cars there were.  But landmarks of What?  The barely sinuous thread to the 

past?  Some absurdity in the cleanliness of a meaningless church?  He was not sure, but 

whenever he passed it, his steps slowed a bit, and his mind would be irresistibly drawn to 

the environs, never neglecting the broken liquor bottles and trash in the gutters, and the 

jagged remains of windows clinging to their shaken frames.  He would look up into the 

black holes and imagine what had recently transpired in them.  For many, he realized that 

the only inherent activity was of the animal kind; mice and rats and cockroaches in 

fruitless searchings, scrambling away at any sounds save their own.  He wondered who the 

last God-forsaken inhabitants had been, if they had been bohemian youngsters in flight 

from their own marketability, or a veritable family with babies brought into a strange 

world. Fortunate enough to escape the suburbs like millions, or condemned to a 

bloodthirsty mob?   Ben’s manuscript was loaded with suppositions, among which was the 

biggest:  “Who are my ancestors?”   

   President Smith, another  character so absent from the terror of cities, was like a figment 

of the country’s imagination.  Ben watched his only State of the Union address.  With slick 

hair and an exquisitely controlled and modulated voice, the leader said things like, “The 

resumption of talks pertaining to relocations due to increment change have been confirmed 

for the coming months this Spring, with a long-term goal of beginning an exodus of all law-

abiding citizens in September.  These releases will be coordinated through local law 

enforcement agencies, and will principally evacuate whatever couples with children there 

may still be.  An increase in expatriation has made possible the introductory discussions the 

following Fall in preparation for the complete relocation of all remaining citizenry.”  Ben 

was not impressed at the time, and did not think he soon should be.  He had no illusions 

about his future.  If he did not get out soon he would die. 
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   He kept walking over the cracked sidewalks.  He planned on being back at the 

unemployment office again the next morning.  The next time, however, he would have some 

oatmeal in his stomach, and pages of his manuscript typed, so if he met with some 

resistance again, the day would not seem as wasted.  For two blocks he had not seen 

anyone, not even loiterers around the basketball court of the small park, with its sickly 

looking stumps of trees bereft of leaves.  The recent bad weather had turned the normally 

desolate city into a ghost town.  He did not like the feel of it, and walked faster. 

   The building was the last on its block; the only one burnt out, directly across from Joe’s 

Liquor, the chief site of the neighborhood, where base characters loitered from morning 

through night.  Purportedly, the structure was built many years back as a homeless shelter, 

had fallen into disrepair, and,  never restored to its former grace, simply catered to the 

hungry vices.  Prostitutes were constantly in waiting, begging for food, snorting cocaine, 

and drinking lushly.  Ben avoided their sight as best as he could, but their calls of “Hey, 

baby,” and “Come here, I’ll suck you all night,” followed him to his entrance.  The lobby 

was patch-quilted with black-and-white paint, blocking out the graffiti, and reeked of 

urine.  There was, in fact, a pool of it at the foot of the steps.  He took them easily, two at a 

time, already sweating from the shock of warmth.  His ears stung a bit, but otherwise he 

felt unaffected by the cold. 

   He had fostered hope about Ray being sober for a change, but was foiled once more.  

When he entered, he was still passed out by the heater, and his first thought was to kick 

him.  Instead, he walked into his room and got his yellow pad of paper out of his brown 

cardboard storage box.  Then he proceeded to the kitchen, got a can of Coke out of the 

refrigerator, and sat down on the couch, with Ray just out of sight over his right shoulder.  

It was abidingly warm inside, and he finished the soda in a few minutes, intent on relaxing 

into a writing mode.  But the thought that kept him preoccupied was “What frame of 

reference?”  His own reality was too bitter to be written about.  He tried to deny to himself 

just how miserably frustrated he was about his current situation, and writing provided the 

only outlet.  Ray had his airplane; Ben had words.  He could float adrift on waves of them, 

while his frustrations were expunged.  The only fear he had while writing was that the 

words would ultimately prove to be inferior to his imagination, which flirted with cold-

blooded murder.  In fact, he was writing a love story about a young man who, through 
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circumstances out of his control, lost touch with his girlfriend, and subsequently sacrificed 

all his security, even chanced his life, in the scant hopes of regaining her love.  To his mind, 

Mary was still the woman who kept his heart beating.  

    If only they had married, things would have been different.  The authorities had 

shrewdly set a cut-off date, in order that there were not suddenly millions of marriages.  

When Mary and Ben heard the news, it was already too late.  They had been tossing 

around the idea of marriage flirtatiously, without any solemn intent.  Mary often expressed 

her predilections for  a cabin in the woods reminiscent of her childhood.  Ben, on the other 

hand, dreamt of future life out in the desert lands of, say, Arizona, where he could have 

lizards as pets, and possibly commune with the Native American hero-spirits of the past.  

Mary chided him, that in that case he would not read much, because the land would be too 

dry to work on.  But in the woods, on the other hand, where rain soaked the fertile soil, and 

the proximate stream abounded in aquatic life... 

    

   Ben deeply regretted the past, but he was aware that the future was still reparable.  For 

one thing, there were always exceptions to rules.  There were occasionally isolated cases of 

people being granted reprieves, thus bachelorhood could still be granted in the civil zones.  

Ben figured that a best-selling novel would be the perfect antidote for his pains in what was 

probably the most notorious danger zone of them all.  Now all he had to do was get over a 

stubborn writer’s block, and his relocation would be assured. 

    

 

   Ironically, just at the time when he had settled in, Ray awoke, saying, “Damn, there you 

go again, Ben hoping against hope that a fantasy will come true.”  He coughed and 

groaned. 

   “Hey, fantastical things can happen to a fanatic like me,” Ben replied without turning his 

head over his shoulders. 

   “Ha!” retorted Ray.  “Let’s cut the philosophical crap for once-” 

   “But philosophy is the truth, brother,” Ben replied genially, even then dropping his pen 

in disgust. 
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   “No, god-damn, the truth is we’re going to die here shortly if we don’t force our way 

out.” 

   To Ben, it seemed very unnatural that he should awake with his thoughts in such firm 

order.  But he just stared ahead at the dust on the windowpanes, and grimaced.  He felt 

Ray staring at his back, but  was determined to draw him out in to the open first. 

   “You’re a silent killer of yourself,” said Ray, in more gentle tones.  “You dream of action, 

but you’ve got to start living your dream.” 

   Ben could not resist snatching the thought, as if it was a fly buzzing idly in front of him.  

He had to speak first. 

   “As we speak, I’m getting myself prepared, my friend.” 

   “How’s that?” 

   “Well, I had an idea for some time as the last resort.”  Then he turned around  to Ray’s 

drunken recumbent form.  “You know, my father, Chief Banks, might be willing to pull 

some strings for me.” 

    “At least you’re starting to think the way I think.” 

   “What do you mean by ‘at least’?” 

   There was more than a hint of stridency in the remark.  Ben did not appreciate the 

sarcasm subsequent to his admission of a similar idea.  Ray had an annoying habit of 

claiming every practical idea as his own.  He often reminded Ben that it was he who first 

got the idea of going to Paul’s, which catered to adventurous types, including visiting 

diplomats.  Moreover, he had “risked his neck” by approaching the irascible Russian in the 

first place.  He had walked into the restaurant, and let Stubbs immediately take his gun 

and pat him down.  There was some powerful intuition behind the whole idea.  He claimed 

to have garnered it while doing a systematic procedure: He would unload and reload his 

guns every morning, since it made him feel more comfortable about being armed.  It took 

away the stigma of it, although he realized that going to a shooting range regularly would 

do ever more good for his nerves. 

   “What I mean is this: what kind of odds do you think you’re up against?” 

   “Hey, I know the odds are against it, but I could try it anyhow,” Ben rifled back, trying 

to imagine the shocked look on his father’s face upon receiving the letter inside his office.  

He might think it a hoax, so Ben would be sure to include some salient details from his few 
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shadowy memories, and maybe even ask for his mother’s help.  Of course, it was a distinct 

possibility that she might put more of her efforts into dissuading rather assisting him, but 

he rather doubted that, because she had probably felt for some time that he should 

confront his father about running out on him.  Ben had had patricidal dreams, in fact, 

about killing him.  Usually his father would be walking in to the front door of his 

apartment, gigantic in build, after having called earlier on the phone, saying he had to 

whip his ass for something or other.  Ben was always surprised when he came, because he 

had been forewarned about a visit at a certain time, but he kept forgetting at what precise 

time; so when his father finally arrived, his nerves were already jagged, and he pulled out 

the gun and shot him in the head, because he thought that the threat to whip him was really 

veiling an intent to kill,  with the huge hands that had sores and blisters on the knuckles. 

   “Well, you go ahead and try it, buddy, but I think the odds are against him even helping 

you out.  I mean, your personal history-the way he left and all-leans against it.” 

   “I know, but it’s my only way out.”  Ben was feeling particularly ancy about it now, since 

its merit had been questioned.  He had to fight a stultifying wave of discouragement.  Why 

did his friend always question his ideas?  Wasn’t there more than just a bit of wisdom in 

his ravings?  And why did drunks so often speak the truth? 

   Ray had his chin in his hands, scratching at the stubble of a week-old beard.  He thought 

for a minute about lightening up the tone of the conversation , then decided against it.  

There had been too many pauses already, so he kept to his point. 

   “Why don’t you join me in busting out of this place?” 

   “Because we won’t have a fighting chance, that’s why.” 

   “Ah, come one, man, you know that the borders aren’t that secure.” 

   “I know that, but it’s after we bust out that worries me.  We’ll be chased by troopers 

from more than just New York state.  Sooner or later we’ll either have to surrender, or be 

gunned down.” 

   “All we’ve got to do is make it to Mexico.  It’s a good distance but we’ll be going through 

sparsely populated country.  If they shadow us, they’ll soon think that we might not be on 

some revenge mission, and might actually let us go once we reach the border in Texas.  

Then when, and if, things get better up here, we’ll return to find our women.” 
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   Ben chuckled.  “You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?  You think we’re in some movie 

or something.  But look here, I’ve really got the better, more realistic ticket.” 

   “Yeah, an unconfirmed ticket is what you’re holding.” 

   “Just hear me out now, and let me see what I can do for the both of us.  If it doesn’t work 

I’ll go along with your plan.  But until then, the ball is in my field of play, and you’ve got to 

promise to back me up.” 

   “Oh, man,” Ray groaned, and Ben was afraid that it was his stomach. 

   “Ray, is it a deal or not?  I’ve got to know now, or we’re both on our own.” 

   Ray was nodding off again.  He knocked the bottle over when he laid down on his side 

again, and a small portion spilled on the floor.  “Yeah, it’s all yours now, bro.” 

    

   Ben began to write a letter to his mother.  It struck him halfway through that they had 

not discussed Paul returning.  Afterall, they might be trapped, but they still were lucky to 

have jobs.  If an intertervention by his father never occurred, would he really be ready to 

risk his life in order to escape the streets of New York? 

   It felt like it went faster than it did, because the thoughts rushed along.  Only Ray’s loud 

snoring kept him from being totally immersed in his writing. 

 

 

 

 

Dear Mother, 

I’m sorry I have not written to you lately.  My mind has been very preoccupied.  First off, 

about my job.  Paul left for another short vacation, and I’m beginning to feel strongly that 

he is planning an extended/permanent one.  It has made me very anxious, so much so, in 

fact, that I went down to the unemployment office to make sure that Paul hadn’t filed us, 

despite assurances that we will gainfully employed again when he returns. 

   What has made me more anxious, though, is thinking about my future.  It feels like I’m in 

prison here, even though I eat well and roam freely.  I think I need to make a strong effort 

to get out now, while I still have a chance. 
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   Ray, of course, talks about breaking out, but I doubt the success rate of that.  And in that 

case, I would not be able to come see you, since I would have to get to Mexico as soon as 

possible.  I feel that I could not betray my heart, and so would be caught somewhere along 

the way, on the same road we took to New York on that long-ago summer.  Do you 

remember it, Mom, how we could stop along the way with no worries, you would buy Kate 

and I an ice cream when we had the craving, or else pull over so we could watch the cows?  

It seems like another lifetime, especially with Kate having since moved to Europe with her 

husband.  I don’t blame her too much for not keeping in touch.  Afterall, when one is busy 

enjoying a ride on a gondola through the Venice canals, one does not like to think about 

family members struggling to survive.  Or at least so I think.  I truly hope that she is having 

enough adventure for all of us combined. 

   I hope that you are feeling well, mother.  I trust that you are taking your prescribed 

medications.  You really had Kate and I worried the day you had collapsed because you 

had refused to take them.  I also remember the doctor telling you how lucky you were that 

no bones were broken. 

   I must see you again.  I will do whatever it takes to achieve that.  So I’m swallowing my 

pride and taking the necessary steps.  I know you will be shocked by my proposal, but just 

keep in mind that I am doing this for us, not for him. 

   You must know who it is now.  This does not spring from any compulsion to seek a 

reconciliation with my father.  If you were dead now, I can honestly say that I would not 

mourn him.  He has given us all too much pain, and too little love.  I do not have any good 

thoughts of him, but have been waiting for some time to confront him, because a real man 

does not walk out on his son.  He simply does not do it, and if he does, then one must 

beggar the question:  Is he a real man?  Of course, I am talking about the emotional, not 

the physical dimension, because men usually protect their children from physical harm.  

But now, here, in my words, is mental anguish, unrequited love.  How does a man like my 

father go on the way he did and become what he is after shirking his responsibilities?  

Could he have actually, despite his seeming keen intelligence, overlooked the baseness of 

his actions?  Leaving behind a wife and child made him a coward. 

   But now he holds power, such that might be able to influence the laws, or at least so I 

think he might.  If he banished me once, now he might be able to save me.  My stomach 
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feels a little sick now as I write this, but I really have no choice in the matter.  I can keep 

my sense of morality by not seeking his help, but then I will eventually, or even very 

shortly, die by it.  You always told me to check my heart with my head, and that is what I 

am doing now.  Because if I was an animal viewed so stereotypically by whites, I would 

demand an apology from him, and beat him like a dog for refusing to offer one.  Animal 

nature wants satisfaction, and will not allow amelioration; nothing to lessen a savage attack 

for intense gratification.  Honestly, at times like this I’m not sure I’m grateful for being 

human, when my hurt cannot be intellectualized, such does it refuse reason.  But, again, my 

father is Chief Banks, a man portrayed for his unrelenting cruelty.  A man who wields a 

baseball bat, and intimidates many.  You see, the truth is that an animal can help me now 

in my misery!  I’m sorry, mother, for getting so philosophical about it, but I feel like my 

aim is true.  It might aim below the belt, but it has a beautiful solvency.  Ray, I know, 

would condemn it as an “Uncle Tommism,” but to Hell with him, anyway.  He’ll probably 

never be able to see things in any other way than as simple black-and-white, good or evil.  

He sees things simply, in terms of meekness or defiance.  His paragon does contain much 

truth, but, as a rule, it runs into too many deadends, and creates a prison unto itself.  It can 

exact appalling losses, also, but it is not a matter for further dissemination. 

   I’m asking for your help, mother.  I know it’s got to be a bitter pill for you to swallow, 

also, but I’ve got to pressure you as much as I can, stopping just short of insistence, of 

course.  If you could raise the channels that you dial in order to obtain his address, I could 

use it immediately.  I have no idea what I’ll specifically write to him, but that will come to 

me in time.  I seem to not have any problems once I start writing a letter anyhow.  The 

openness of the form allows me to maneuver as my fancy beckons.  Just be assured, 

mother, that I will not pressure him into any interactions with you.  I know that you do not 

ever want to get mixed up with him again.  He has caused you enough heartbreak, and I do 

not want you to suffer any more, in any way, on his account. 

   When I look at my surroundings every day I wonder what it would be like to be entirely 

apart from them.  Even literally, mother, because sometimes I think about death, about 

what, and where I will be then.  Because I’m starting to think that death is preferable to 

miserable existence. 
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   But then what I’m proposing is more of a testament to the power of life than the 

inevitability of death.  I’m taking more of an active role in my escape, and I’m asking you 

to help me along. 

   Please write me back as soon as you can, and let me know what you think.  Take care, 

and don’t let my words torment you to distraction. 

 

                                                     Love,  

                                                      Ben 

 

P.S.  Any word lately from Mary? 

 

    

 

 

 

   He read it over twice, proud of the brutal honesty.  Surely, his mother would connect 

with the rage directed at his father.  He went into his room and removed an envelope from 

the chest of drawers, then fished into his wallet for a stamp.  Ray was completely stretched 

out, and Ben could see the circle that his breath had fashioned in the dust.  The snores 

wheezed in and out, at times so constrictive-sounding as to resemble a death-rattle.  Beads 

of sweat stood out on his forehead, and a ball kept jumping in the side of his jaw.  Ben 

decided to go to the post office right away. 

   He almost walked right into the liquor store on the way, because he slightly envied the 

oblivious posture of Ray.  Writing the letter had rekindled old emotions, and when he first 

walked out the front door and looked across the street, his mind was treating the 

prostitutes as icons, and the store itself as a fountain of ancient cures.  But he quickly 

repressed the image, and walked down First Avenue, feeling invigorated by the icy air.  His 

hands sought instant refuge, however, but as he had forgotten his gloves, they had to seek 

solace in his pockets.  He got there in a little under ten minutes, and only happened upon 

one other person, and older man whose winter jacket was showing patches of white down.  

He turned on his heels, away from the stamp machine, as Ben entered, and said in pleading 
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tones, “Mister, please help me, the machine’s broken, and I need one stamp.  I would really 

appreciate you letting me buy one off you, as I’ve already walked too far out in to the cold, 

and I fear frostbite.” 

   “Sure.”  He extricated his wallet, but  walked further inside, past the man, as he did so. 

   He heard the laboring behind him, exhaling.  “Wait up, please, mister.  And don’t be so 

worried.  There haven’t been any shootings here that I can think of, and I’ve been living 

near here for a long time.” 

   When he reached him, Ben already had a stamp out in his hand.  “Here you go, old 

buddy, and don’t go stamping it down in one place, you hear?” 

   “What?  I didn’t understand you,” the hump-backed octogenarian said, his eyes flashing 

a bit.  Nonetheless, he did grab the stamp out of his hand, and continued with his previous 

discourse.  “I’ve lived here a long time, you know.  I, well, I can remember when this was 

still a great city.  But, you see, we all had seen it coming.  No one wanted to admit that the 

population would turn out to be such a big problem.  Back when I was your age it seemed 

to be overflowing, but no one would do a damn thing about it.  It’s just a shame things had 

to go the way that they did.  Don’t you/” 

   “Well, I would think-” 

   “No, it doesn’t matter what you think, does it?  At my age I don’t think it matters what 

anyone thinks.  I can only just hope that they’re kind and decent to old men like me.  But 

my mind is drifting, and I haven’t given you change for the stamp.” 

   “It’s on me.  Don’t  worry about it,” answered Ben, noticing that outside it was beginning 

to lightly snow. 

   “No, let me give it to you, if I can just,,” he mumbled, fumbling in his pocket.  He handed 

it out to Ben, who patted him on the shoulder, saying, “No, I insist.”  He walked over and 

dropped the letter in the box.  “Take care,” he said, but the old man just  watched him, 

angrily, feeling that the younger man had denied him a priceless serving of pride. 

    

   The snow brightened the night; white omnipresent.  Ben felt that it, along with the sun, 

were the only sure signs of God left, bringing a smile to his face.  As a  child he often 

wished that the snow would never melt, but would instead simply disappear with the 

sunrise.  He would take his red scooter out and try to burrow through drifts.  It did not 
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matter that he knew he would ultimately be unsuccessful.  He had the power to imagine, to 

visualize having broken through even when his handlebars were stuck right in front of his 

eyes, and the chill of the snow was tickling his face.  His sister Kate would come join him 

infrequently, challenging him to a video game, but he was resolute in his antics, and could 

only be cajoled by threats from his mother.  She would stand in the doorway the whole time 

he was outside, and would eventually say, “Your dinner’s ready.  Now you get your butt in 

here before I have to whip it.”  He would complain, but once he surrendered, would realize 

just how hungry the sight of a hamburger or spaghetti or chicken would make him. 

   Presently, as he walked, he thought about what to write to his father.  If he took too 

distant of a tone, it might be disastrous.  On the other hand, a too personal approach might 

repulse him.  A man who often solved problems with his fists was not to be mistaken for a 

seeker of truths.  Not a man who would necessarily warm up to his deliberations as his 

mother always did.  And definitely not a man who would respond to threats. 

   It dawned on Ben that he would probably have to strike some kind of deal.  That was not 

so hard to accept.  What made him uneasy as he walked steadily through the snow was 

what he might have to do for a callous man as a favor in return. 
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Four 

 

   Ray was fixing himself one of Paul’s choice steaks in the kitchen.  Ben threw his coat over 

a chair in the living room, and waltzed over.  “Hey, partner, you going to cut me off a piece 

of that when you’re done?” 

   “No, I’m starving, but I defrosted another, which you can cook yourself,” he responded 

without looking up from his meal.  “You can use some of the steak sauce I bought.” 

   “All I’m asking for is one bite-” 

   “Sorry, bro.” 

   “Yeah, my ass.  Just don’t make much noise when you eat it.  I don’t want you rubbing it 

in.” 

   “Who said anything about rubbing it in?  There’s another steak, so if you’re feeling left 

out all you’ve got to do is throw it in the frying pan for a few minutes.  Just be careful.  

Paul always tells Stubbs to cook them rare, or else the special taste is lost.” 

   “Shit,” said Ben, flabbergasted.  “I don’t need no cooking advice from you, I can assure 

you, seeing as you seem to scorch just about everything you cook.” 

   “Maybe, but not this choice piece,” he replied, looking up at Ben with a sly smile. 

   “Hell, I can wait till later.  But when you’re finished knock on my door.  We’ve got to talk 

more about the plan.  There are some ideas I’ve got to bounce off you.” 

   “Why not now?  I’ve still got a minute.”  He turned the steak over, and winced from a 

spit of grease on his hand. 

   “I’ve got to sort some things out on my own for a few minutes first.  That’s why.” 
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   “All right,” he agreed rhetorically, but when Ben already left.  Sometimes he was taken 

aback by his friend’s up-front, systemic approach.  He figured it was a device to make 

things sound more decisive and meaningful. 

   He poured a generous portion of A-1 on top of the steak, and put some canned peas on 

the side.  Then he sprinkled some pepper over it all, pulled a Coke out of the fridge, and sat 

down next to the heater; uneasily.  He felt he was becoming dependent on it for his winter 

sustenance.  As he sat there eating, he felt that assuredly by the beginning of Spring he 

would be in another part of the country, prospering as he never had before.  To his mind, 

inclement cold was like death., which he would do everything in his power to avoid.  Ben 

seemed to enjoy the extremes in the seasons.  At least he always claimed that winter 

invigorated his writing, but Ray was still waiting for a lengthy novel to bolster that claim. 

   In fact, he had an idea for a book himself, but he had to read more beforehand to see how 

it was done.  His infatuation with model airplanes had been fleeting, so he was looking for 

something new to channel his energies into. 

   But then he remembered that he had forgotten something that he usually did in the 

morning.  Thus, is appeared he had to unload and reload his gun before sleep. 

   Ben was staring at the light fixture on his ceiling.  The curved pattern of the refracting 

cone reminded him of a seashell.  Although his mind was drifting, he had already made a 

decision-  He would recruit himself and Ray to his father temporarily, in payment for his 

help in getting them out of NYC.  He was not quite sure how to state it, but he was not 

worried, as he had had plenty of time to figure it out before putting it on paper.  Paul might 

even give them a firm recommendation if they left on good terms, which necessitated 

convincing Ray about the danger of his tongue.  When he was certain his friend had 

finished his dinner, he walked out to find him still sitting by the heater, his empty plate 

beside him on the floor. 

   “So you’re here to put it on the table, Ben.  Well, take a seat on the couch and shoot.” 

   “I can tell I’m up against a brick wall,” Ben shot back, nonetheless taking a seat. 

   “No, don’t get carried away-” 

   “You’re copping an attitude.” 

   “Never mind me, I’ve got a drilling headache.  Just speak freely.” 
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   “I always do, Ray, but, anyhow, here’s my idea.  If I can convince my father about our 

professional manner, he might be able to use us for some type of employment.” 

   “What kind of ‘employment,’ as you call it, do you intend to call to his attention?” 

   “Professional hired guns.” 

   “So what are we going to do, shoot anyone he tells us to, who so much as glares at us?” 

   “Come on, let’s not  exaggerate the idea too much.  He is known to do all the dirty work 

himself.  We might even convince him that a public reconciliation with his son would help 

his image.” 

   Ray laughed bitterly.  “You come up with some harebrained ideas, Ben.  But-” 

   “It makes some sense, right?” 

   “Yeah.  I mean, we’ve got nothing to lose, right?  If it doesn’t work out we can still make 

a dash for Mexico.  It is pure craziness, you know that?  I mean, how are you going to take 

his word?  When we get there he might do an about-face and have us arrested.” 

   “That’s a distinct possibility, but we’ve got to try anyhow.  I’ll try to get him to transfer 

us officially, with the necessary paperwork, so that if he changes his mind he will have a 

more difficult time obstructing justice.” 

   “Hey, have you been going to law school on your free time?” 

   “No, but I read judicial tracts every now and then.  In fact, I might go to a research 

library to check up on the finer points.” 

   “You do that, all right?  Meanwhile, I’m going to check around about obtaining a 

vehicle.” 

   “You mean?” 

   “Yep, partner, gas-powered hot rod, all right.  Just got to find one we can afford with our 

meager resources.  Stubbs has the contacts, you know.” 

   “You realize we’ll probably be flown out, don’t you?” 

   “Sure do.  But we’ve got to check all the bases before we throw to the plate.” 

   “Yeah.  We’ll take care of the craziness as quick as we can, all right, Ray?”  Now he felt 

that it had finally mushroomed out of control. 

   “You’ve got it, Ben.  We’re on the same page.  Now give me some skin.” 
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Five 

 

      “Do not stand in the shadows, do not stand in the shadows, do not...”  All morning the 

words played through Ray’s mind like a mantra, compelling him to act quickly and 

decisively.  But for some time, especially while eating breakfast, he was hesitant, wanting 

an imperious force to assure him that he had not just legitimized some sort of twisted 

suicide pact.  He had trouble dispatching his eggs and toast, leaving them half-eaten, and 

gulped down the glass of orange juice on the way out. 

   He was angry with Ben, feeling like he had been led into a trap which  left not even the 

sliver of chance of escaping.  To his thinking, his plan had less obstacles, and might prove 

more efficient.  But then the obstacles that it did harbor were probably more egregious, not 

easy to overcome.  Being chased by some form of law-enforcement into Mexico had its 

obvious disadvantages.  But it fit his demeanor nicely.  He had no doubts but that the 

complicated plan that Ben was devising would extend the limits of his patience; he just 

hoped that somewhere along the line his willingness to adapt was not expended, because in 

that case his gun might be drawn automatically, and he realized that under a whole new set 

of rules their relationship would change.  Afterall, their goal was the same, to find a more 

autonomous independence; to venture out, each on his own. 

   Outside, the snow was practically untouched, still of a virgin consistency.  It was overcast, 

and Ray briefly wondered why they could not wait until Spring.  Driving would be 

treacherous in these circumstances, and then engine itself would be more prone to freeze 

up., making an already perilous situation untenable.  But the words resurfaced like a 

jolting memory:  “Do not stand in the shadows, do not stand in the shadows, do not...,” and 

he reasoned that the warmer weather would bring its own hindrances to a gas-powered 

machine.  And whereas cold weather dictated a more even temperament, hot weather 

exacerbated tensions(and he was hot-tempered to begin with). 

   He walked south, towards Chinatown.  Some sun was piercing areas of the clouds, and 

the snow began to melt, making for some slippery footing.  But although he frequently lost 

his balance, he never fell.  He had not lost his balance utilized in playing basketball years 

ago, and when he passed the courts on Avenue A, he smiled in remembrance.   
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   It was on one of these courts that he had established the reputation of an acrobat in 

midair, the roots of his patented moves at Ohio State.  Breaking down a defense was 

natural to him, as he could beat anyone off the quick dribble.  But it took a great deal of 

persistence to get to Ohio State.  He just wished he had been more patient, and willing to 

transfer to another school, because he might have still entertained the idea of making it to 

the pros.   

   One day a few months after he returned he broke down and cried, and was subsequently 

so incensed that he almost bought a Saturday Nite Special.  At the time, intoxicated by 

eight 40ozs, Old English style, and yelling at anyone he laid his eyes on, he reasoned that he 

would break into Yankee Stadium and shoot the scoreboard.  But some kind of fate 

intervened.  The man who happened to be the one in the alley peddling pistols recognized 

him as the local star,  and kept asking, “Are you sure you want it?,” and “What would an 

upstanding brother want with a thing like that?”  Until he nixed the whole idea, and went 

to the nearest diner and ate until he could eat no more.  Safely returned to his parents’ 

home, he, despite being generally anathema to religion, got down on his knees.  “Thank 

you, Lord, for the messenger.  Oh, thank you, Lord, for my life.  I promise I will never 

again get so low.  Thank you for my blessed life.” 

   As he progressed slowly towards Chinatown, he saw more signs of life: Cars, trash, and 

broken bottles strewn everywhere.  In truth, there was not overall too encouraging, because 

the denser zones meant denser crime.  It so happened that the two extreme ends of 

Manhattan abounded in static crime rings, which someone like Roy knew very little about.  

Of course, he never had an occasion upon which to base a visit.  They were basically off 

limits for anyone not fortunate to have shady connections.  When his mother was busy 

trying to persuade him to accompany his father to Battery Park, the reputation was not as 

sordid.        

   There were still ice cream parlors, arcades, and various movie theaters that had sprung 

up during the boom.  People spent entire days off in the area, getting a hair cut, dry 

cleaning done, shoes shined, or even backs massaged.  The Chinese had spread out from 

their traditional haunts and now, at present, all of Tribeca and the crumbled financial 

district were incorporated into its zone.  Lording over it all were the crime families so 

reminiscent of the powerful and far-reaching Italian Mafia.  They had succeeded in 
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infiltrating top echelons of the government like their more famed predecessors had, and 

were ultimately only answerable to themselves.  In a great battle of attrition, the Chinese, 

in part because of their overwhelming numbers, had liquidated the foremost families of 

their nemesis, in what was called the biggest crime war in history.  Acts such as running 

into a rival-owned restaurant with explosives attached to the body became commonplace.  

This kamikaze-type ruthlessness was rumored to have been first used by the Chinese, but 

the Italians soon responded in kind.  The bloodbath was so acute that the police made no 

efforts to intervene.  They were busy enough, involved in the infant stages of the great 

Relocation Act, and were often utilized solely as armed escorts to distant towns.  The huge 

numbers moved from the densely populated coasts, and inward, to the Midwest, where 

government-subsidized farms were sprouting up by the thousands.  The South and 

Southwest were the least affected areas, and their people expressed to the utmost that they  

would remain so.  Southerners sometimes referred to the populace of the different regions 

as “barbarous hordes,” and basked in its self-image of the gentlemanly South. 

     Ray’s destination was on West Broadway, just south of Canal St.  It was a highly secure 

machine shop and car lot, the electrocuted fence three times Ray’s height.  There was a sort 

of makeshift tower in the center of it, and from a previous description by Stubbs, it was the 

office of the owner, a crotchety man in his seventies named Chester.  He had been running 

his business for over twenty years. 

   Ray saw a sharpshooter in the top of the tower, which formed a kind of invisible line, 

because below and behind it were lines of cars, many gas-powered.  He pressed the 

intercom button, and after a moment heard some low crackling, then an unmistakably 

raspy voice, “Yeah, what do you want?” 

   “I’m a friend of Stubbs, I work with him, and I-” 

   “So?  What the fuck do I care?  I don’t have time for idle talk.” 

   “I’m interested in buying a car, Stubbs said-” 

   “What’s your name?” 

   Ray heard a car shoot past, spraying fins of water, and felt uneasy.  “The name is Ray.” 

   “Stubbs told me about you, all right.  You’re trouble as far as he is concerned, so get the 

fuck out of here before you get shot.”  The line crackled once, then was dead.  As if on cue, 

the shooter aimed his sights.  Ray cursed under his breath , and left.  “I should have 
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checked in with Stubbs first,” he thought.  “Old Uncle Tom has a big mouth, all right.  And 

in the future he should be more careful about what he says.” 

   He went straight into Chinatown, where it  was a slow day.  The heavies were not to be 

seen in their expensive suits, only muscle with rifles slung over their shoulders, smoking 

and chatting nonchalantly.  There were some more humble-looking doormen today, some 

wearing tuxedos, but none in silk suits.  When Ray crossed a street, he saw a vendor 

cooking noodles, and became very hungry. 

   The man did not even look up.  “Chow mein.  Two dollars.” 

   “Okay.  Give me two of them.” 

   The cook rolled up his the sleeves of his raggedy sweater, concealing a torn t-shirt, and 

Ray saw a bullethole scar just below his right collarbone.  His head was shaved, and there 

was a large silver dragon earring dangling from each ear.  With tongs he pulled  a generous 

portion off the grille and deposited them in a plastic container.  The warehouse across the 

way had two large sections of its windows busted out, like eyesockets of a ghost, and as he 

ate a woman stumbled to the front of it, and tried to throw her weight through the door.  

But the glass must have been especially thick, because she collapsed, resigned, sobbing, 

right there on the sidewalk.  Ray shut his eyes once to rid himself of the image, but another 

glared in its place.       

   A mobster was standing in the space across the street, in front of the vendor, smoking a 

cigarette.  The noodles were tossed in the air, then the mobster aimed a gun at the man’s 

head, who was too intent on his creation to notice.  But a loud click of a report made him 

look up.  The barrel was pointed at him, and, panicked, he reached for his own, but his 

hand was clammy, and he could not get a proper grip on it.  Ben stared as his head 

exploded, steam issuing from the stump.  He looked back across the street, to the shooter, 

whose head was steaming also. 

   The noodles were tasty.  Ray picked the vegetables out one by one, saving his favorites, 

the carrots, for last.  He was doing his best to relax, as if he was in the middle of a verdant 

and peaceful park, instead of a war zone.  The woman across the street was only 

whimpering now, but there was a keenness to it that made his eating difficult.  He had a 

hard time swallowing, and nervously wiped his mouth after every bite.  But he was 

surprised by the his compulsion, and threw away the napkins in disgust. 



46

   He saw the battle explode near the woman.  A head appeared at one of the ghost’s eyes.  

To Ray’s perspective, it was unnaturally small.  From it, a child’s voice issued invective:  

“You hoe mama boinking the whole city!  Quit your drinking and whining, you hear?” 

   Two larger heads appeared, looking down once, then disappearing. 

   Ray moved on.  Straight ahead, coming up, he witnessed three police cruisers crossing 

2nd Ave., on Houston.  Even from that distance, they seemed far removed from any 

connection with the woman still whining behind him.  He took no cognizance of his 

surroundings as he walked.  When a group of black teenagers taunted and threatened him 

from the opposite sidewalk, he did not flinch, and they cut off after about five blocks.  The 

only peek he got of them, they were shivering in their jackets.  Only one, who directed most 

of the threats, seemed to be appropriately attired, and even had a baseball cap on at a 

rakish angle. 

   He tried to calm himself about Stubbs, to no avail.  All of his dictates were harsh on the 

man.  “Why can’t certain people keep their mouths shut?  Was this Stubbs’ mode of 

revenge, stabbing in the back?  From the first day, he felt that Stubbs was disrespecting 

him.  For some reason he played good cop with Ben, bad one with him.  Ray felt that he 

deserved some sort of deliverance, since Stubbs had insulted his manhood.  

   He knew he could not wait until Paul’s return, because that was too long to hash it out.  

He did not specifically know where Stubbs lived, although he mentioned in passing one day 

that he had a small place in Chelsea.  He had heard that the area was attracting an older 

crowd, and figured he might get some information at local hang-outs.  He was anxious to 

go, but he had to be armed heavily at night, so he continued on his way home. 

   Arrived, he found that Ben had himself gone out, so he pulled a malt liquor out of the 

fridge.  Now that they had a plan, he was preparing himself to be as vigilant as possible.  At 

first, he thought that he would drink and load his gun at the same time, and finish the beer 

on the way, but reconsidered, and took his customary seat next to the heater.  He drank 

fast, and pulled out another, thinking about Stubbs.  The man always seemed to question 

his loyalty.  “What a hypocrite!  No corn`bread eating Uncle Tomming fool,” he said aloud, 

“is going to hurt my cause,” and threw the empty bottle out the window.  One prostitute 

looked around briefly at the muffled sound of metal hitting concrete, then set out to make 

short order of her own can. 
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   In the meantime, Ben had finished a productive morning of writing, finishing an entire 

chapter in less than two hour’s time.  When he began, he was nervously cracking the joints 

of his fingers, and still clinging desperately to the morning paper.  He relished the sports 

page, especially the daily box scores.  He was not so much interested in the outcomes as the 

actual existence of the numbers on paper.  Since he was ten or so, he had memorized 

otherwise meaningless statistics, each with its own significance.  Once, but only once, Ray 

had bet him that he could not name the top ten home run hitters, along with the actual 

numbers, and Ben had even offered the succeeding ten as a bonus.  Ray had practically 

thrown the twenty dollar bill at him, hissing, “No one in his right mind should know all 

that past history,” and stormed out.  Ben was inclined to argue the point, opining that the 

efficacy of numbers expanded the brain’s limits, but Ray would remonstrate, “There are 

limits there for a reason, brother.” 

   He decided, afterall, to skip another visit to the unemployment office because he could 

realistically see Paul having filed papers, if it so happened that they had been laid off, 

despite his reassurances.  Ray had inculcated the idea two nights previous, because Ben 

had made the mistake of drinking with him.  Ben drank rarely, but was prone to 

overindulge.  When he did, Ray was ever-encouraging, buying booze for them both.  Some 

nights Ben was quite sure that Ray had slipped out  while he was asleep to visit a woman.  

Because on such occasions he would talk endlessly about his old girlfriends, and express a 

compulsion about doing something about  it. 

   “If you have to, Ray, you have to,” he would tell himself, hearing his own slurred speech.  

“Don’t feel too guilty about it, or waste your evenings talking about it.  Just do it, then be 

released from it.” 

   “Nah, man, I couldn’t deal with one of these girls, I don’t think.  You’ve got to be very 

careful, unless you’re not averse to getting your throat slit...I’ve thought about the 

strawberry who hangs out on our corner, name’s Jasmine, but her pimp comes around too 

much.  One night I was over there hanging with her and some 40s, and he approached us, 

saying, “You’re wasting her time.  I’ve got work to do, so scram.” 

   He grabbed her arm, and I wanted to say something, but he cut me off, “All you got to do 

is talk, nigger,” and I caught myself when I was ready to hit him.  Then that group of 
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young hoods from Union Square walked by, talking b.s., calling me a punk.  I told them I 

was going to show them some respect for their elders, and pulled out my gun.  One made a 

move for his, but  reconsidered, and they all ran off. 

   As he put on his coat and boots, he thought of Mary.  He hoped that if he ever saw her 

again, she would not sense how low he had fallen.  When he first met her, he did not so 

much as recognize street language; never associated with gang banger talk.  Ray had an 

archaeologically violent side that he could not suppress when he drank, and Ben guessed it 

was centuries old.  “Mary?” he said aloud.  “Where are you, old girl?”  He wondered if she 

was working at a restaurant, or if she was attending a college studying foreign languages.  

She had always excelled at Spanish in high school, and, in fact, that is when they became 

intimate.  They passed notes in the second language, and even sampled it in bed. 

   “You know, Ben, that everyone would think we were crazy, talking like this.” 

   “Yes, but I don’t care.  We’ll still be teaching each other after we get out of school.” 

   But that had never transpired, he dreamed of her ever less frequently.  Still, the struggle 

magnified to a great deal the memory of a love that he was seeking to regain. 

   Fueled by the thought of a reunion, he checked the mailbox in the lobby for letters, but 

there were none, of course.  There was not much reason for entertaining such thoughts, 

however, because he had lost touch with her three years ago, when she had moved away 

with her mother, so all he could do now was a blind search.  Ray, at least on the surface, 

was prone to dismiss the notion that it was love, instead of freedom, that he was predicating 

an escape from New York upon, but Ben was always quick to doubt such wisdom.  To him, 

freedom was a luxury, but love was survival. 

   As was his wont, he walked fast, in long loping strides, toward Midtown.  He had an 

inkling that the research library might have some useful judicial journals for him to pore 

over.  But it was only a supposition, as the inner workings of the city had reached a virtual 

standstill.  And, of course, because all phone service had been cut, for the obvious purpose 

of shielding the outside world, he had no means with which to get the information. 

   He passed a few hot dog vendors, grim and stiff in the cold, soldiers condemned to a 

perpetual icy post.  One actually waved to him, but he was so shocked by the courtesy that 

he did not wave back.  The virtual emptiness of the skyscrapers around him was haunting.  
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He imagined the final desperate deals that had been made before they were evacuated and 

left lonesome as the symbols of the country that had gone to decay. 

   Ironically enough, he spotted an elephantine rat in the gutter directly in front of the 

library, noisily chewing on something that well might have been a piece of rotting human 

flesh.  Two guards were stationed in front, and warned, “Put your hands up.” 

   “I won’t if when I’m through inside you don’t give me my gun back.” 

   “Don’t worry, we’ll give it back to you,” the bigger of the two, a ruddy-faced white man 

with bloodshot eyes said in berating tones. 

   “Just a minute.”  He stepped back.  “How can you guys hold all-” 

   “Look, buddy,” replied the shorter of the two, who looked older, and jumpier.  “You’re 

the only armed one so far today.  We get them rarely, because most people in there are just 

street urchins anyhow, using the space for whatever you want to call it-” 

   “A day home?”  offered Ben, handing it over, and walking past them. 

   “Yeah, whatever you want to call it, buddy.”  He spit on the sidewalk and made sure the 

safety was on before putting Ben’s weapon inside the big pocket of his jacket. 

   Ben was frustrated immediately, because the librarian could not suggest anything.  “You 

know, I’m looking for something about laws, as they relate to the Relocation Act.” 

   “We have no such literature,” she responded brusquely, thumbing through a magazine 

through the safety glass. 

   “Then what do you have that relates to the judicial process?  I am interested in just about 

any volumes pertaining to legal matters.” 

   “Sir, we do have literature on laws here in New York City, but any federal issues you 

might want to take up must be addressed to the supreme branch in Washington.”  At least 

she was looking at him now, even if her voice lacked consideration. 

   Ben could not help but notice that she was pretty.  “And how do you propose I obtain 

such information from the supreme branch, as you call it, when there is no way to get to 

Washington?  The supreme branch, is that really what it is called?” 

   “Yes, sir.  As for the first question, the people at City Hall are better suited to answer it.”  

She smiled with finality, and broke eye contact. 

   He thanked her, but she did not answer.  People were napping everywhere he looked, all 

dressed shabbily.  There was a particularly ravaged-looking young man near the windows, 
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who had a grimy blanket over his shoulders.  Scabs crested up his thin neck, and his 

winnowy beard had a few clumped and dried patches of ketchup on it.  Even covered by 

the blanket, one could see he was emaciated.  Asleep, and snoring, the sounds he made 

reminded Ben of a starving dog. 

   “Back so soon?” said the taller one, motioning to the other, who took his gun out, but left 

the safety on. 

   “Ain’t much researching going on here today, is there?” he said, in an equable tone.  

“About the sorriest set of characters I’ve ever seen.” 

   “Agreed,” said Ben.  “And I heard some things I didn’t wan’t to really hear,” he 

confided, walking off into a coat of mist that could hardly cool a man’s temper. 

 

   Ray passed the Chelsea Hotel, but did not stop to read the plaque memorializing Thomas 

Wolfe. although it is doubtful that he would have had he noticed it.  Impressive 

architecture loomed on either side, chimeras and goblins in high relief, drinking in the 

slight precipitation falling softly, streaking dirty paths through their eyes.  Neither was he 

hesitant about crossing blocks that had the highest incidence of street junkies in the entire 

city, since he had just crossed streets of the highest petty crime in the country, and not lost 

his wallets, nor an expensively-jeweled finger.  On his way, dodging the anachronistic taxis 

still operating in small numbers, but no longer choking the city with exhaust, pushing 

anyone who obstructed his path, his chest expanded some, relating stimuli only as it 

benefited his bruised ego.  To him, his violent aspect, if he could have witnessed it himself, 

would merely be the final link in a chain of righteous anger.  Morning had brought an 

insult that could only be repaired through a fight. 

   Liberty was his first stop, a begrimed bar between 5th and 6th, where grease stuck to 

every surface, some weary of leaning on the bar, lest some foreign substance stick to the 

foreign hair.  There were no framed pictures, just ancient posters repaired with scotch 

tape.  There was only an old couple seated at the far end of the bar, who stared at him with 

incredulity.  The bartender had his back turned, busy washing glasses, his muscles 

contracting as he labored. 

   “Excuse me,” said Ray, without walking further down the bar, lest the old patrons 

unduly alert some kind of possee in the back. 
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   The bartender shot a glance at the two at the end of the bar, then moved down to the end, 

still avoiding a direct look.  He set the glasses down, and watched Ray in the mirror.  

“Sir?” he said with a surly tongue, staring hard. 

   Ray returned it, and asked, “You wouldn’t ever happen to served a black man named 

Stubbs, would you?” with feigned deference, which the bartender did not hesitate to 

return, “Apologies, sir, but I do not know a Stubbs.  In fact, no blacks ever come in here, 

not that I car one way or another about who does.” 

   “I wonder where I might find him,” he stated rhetorically, noncommitedly.  He wanted to 

see if he could draw him out, itching to fight. 

   “Couldn’t tell you, mister,” he replied, then dropped his gaze.  “You could try the  

Constitution, though.  It’s a big hangout.” He was already back to where he was before, 

washing the glasses.  Ray looked down to the patrons again, but they were busy conversing. 

   “And where can I find the Constitution?” 

   “Down 6th two blocks.”  Removed from a potential confrontation, the bartender almost 

sounded genial.  He pulled out a comb and ran it through his greasy hair.  The patrons 

were laughing about something now, and the bartender joined in, saying, “Hey, did you 

ever hear about the Pole who divorced his wife in Toledo?” 

   Back on the street, Ray regretted not having ordered a drink.  Most likely, it would have 

caused trouble, although he could not be certain but that someone  would enter, maybe a 

friend or brother of the bartender, who might have taken great exception to his unsolicited 

presence.  “I’m not getting meek, am I?” he thought, and almost retraced his footsteps.  But 

a greater challenge was pulling him forward. 

   A tattered American flag hung over the entrance to the Constitution.  He jumped up and 

tore a piece off, stuffing it in his pocket.  The door was splintered, as if it had been hacked 

at with a dull ax.  Inside there was numerous sports memorabilia, helmets of teams 

trumpeted on walls, and amateurish prints of the Presidents.  They were decidedly murky, 

these small paintings, and Ray stared at a few of them until all the patrons, about fifteen at 

that time including the prostitutes, were staring at him.  None of the looks were 

particularly askance, however, and when he took off his coat to reveal a clean dress shirt, 

everyone relaxed.  They would have been panicked if they knew that the same coat draped 

over his legs and obscured by the bar had two loaded guns in it.  The bartender, a clean-
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shaven, milktose man, except for a scar on his forehead, cam down from the other end of 

the bar immediately, saying evenly, “What will it be?” 

   “Get me a double of your best whiskey, and an ashtray if you would.” 

   “Coming right up,” he responded tersely, pulling a bottle out of a hiding place just out of 

Ray’s reach. 

   “I’m smoking tonight,” Ray added, pulling up a stool. 

   “Well, he can smoke a chimney for all I care,” laughed a balding fat man close to other 

end of the bar.  “Can’t he, Jimmy?’ he yelled. 

   “Sure he can, Pops.  You knows zee drinker zee alviys vight,” he said in an aping tone, 

causing an uproar of laughter and whistling all along the bar. 

   “Hey, get my pretty gal here a vodka-tonic, will you, Jimmy?” implored a bearded man 

in a loud voice over the uproar.  “Cause my little sweetie-pie gets whatever her sugar daddy 

gives her.”  The prostitute, wearing leopardskin tights, gave him a playful slap, and one of 

the more drunken called out, “I’ll show you what he deserves, sweetie-pie,” balling up his 

fists  in mock challenge, even standing up for effect. 

   “Sit back down, old man,” called back the genial giant good-naturedly.  “You’ll get 

yourself too worked up and have a heart attack.” 

   “No, I’ll show you a heart attack, mister. I’ll show you.  I’d show him, wouldn’t I, 

Jimmy?” he exalted, nervously pulling on his white beard.  Even from a distance of twenty 

or more feet Ray could see the axel grease around his fingernails. 

   “You could, in fact, you could give anyone a heart attack, Mel.”  He was already hitting 

Ray with another shot, emptying the bottle, “You’re going to have to help me open another 

one,” still not taking the twenty dollar bill that Ray had set on the bar.  He was already 

made to feel like he was in a second home. 

   He looked at his watch.  It was just past nine, and he was already drunk.  He told himself 

he would settle in for the remainder of the evening, and threw down the second double 

shot. 

   “Hey, what parts you from?” yelled a hunchbacked man a few stools down.  A jukebox 

was drumming out classic rock-and-roll from the far corner near the restrooms, and a 

couple serenaded themselves. 
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   “The Bronx, but now I live in the East Village.”  He tapped some ashes off his cigarette, 

and took an even deeper drag.  The man speaking to him looked past a normal type of 

inebriation, and, in the short span of Ray’s statement beginning and ending, had fallen into 

a sort of coma, as if he had been shocked back into life only briefly.  His nose was so thin 

and long that he had some resemblance to an anteater, especially with his thick long 

whiskers.  Ray could picture him drinking with his long nose, instead of his mouth. 

   Since he was feeling relaxed, he did not inquire about Stubbs.  Such an intrusion into the 

free atmosphere might jeopardize his mission, and also threaten his accepted status in the 

future.  “A drinker does not shirk the rules of his well,” he thought. 

   “Hey, Jimmy, could you get me a beer?” he called out, and was rewarded for his moxie.  

Jimmy filled a mug, then another shot glass, and, pointing to the latter, said, “Now that one 

is on the house.” 

 

* * * 

 

   By ten, he was struggling to regain his focus on Stubbs, the single-mindedness that so well 

suited him.  At this juncture, he stopped participating in the joustings, which still revolved 

around the bearded man and his prostitute.  Moreover, he began to think in pursuant 

terms.  “For example,” he thought to himself, “if I confirm he is a back-stabber, I might be 

better served to steal his car, and leave NYC in short order, instead of waiting on Ben’s 

plan.”  Despite their shared loyalty, he could never completely rule out leaving his friend 

behind to find his own way out.  But he felt he was losing himself again, and lit another 

cigarette, telling himself that everything was still in gestation.  He would react when he was 

required to do so, otherwise he would just patiently wait.  All the signs pointed to the 

Constitution being a habitual hang-out for Stubbs, mostly for the presence of  women, who 

Stubbs supposedly never tired of pursuing.  “To the bitter end, right, Stubbs?”  Ray once 

kidded him about his advancing age. 

    

   Across town, Ben was busy writing a letter.  He had a difficult time deciding how to 

address it, and mulled over it while drinking one of Ray’s beers.  He heard screams outside, 

but did not approach the window to investigate, wanting to avoid witness to a murder.  
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Every few nights he had a nightmare about the slain old woman, whose death he had 

witnessed.  As he reminisced now, the beer almost backed up in his stomach.  Yet he was 

grateful that he could still be nauseated by violence, hoping that Ray shared his malady.  

Of course, his friend had killed mean, unlike him, and the hard truth was that he had 

become conditioned to destroy, his temper feeding his cognitive powers.  The day Ray hit 

him in the schoolyard had set a precedent, that he would always be willing to strike first, 

whatever the consequences. 

   A floodlight splayed from the building across the street, prisming across his apartment, 

bathing where he sat in the lower corner.  The radiator emanated just the right amount of 

warmth, the pen was in his grasp, but still he hesitated.  Should he really be writing it now, 

before his mother confirmed its feasibility?  Afterall, she might not even be able to obtain a 

mailing address for him.  But, finally, with the red-blue flashes invading his prism, then 

fading out, with some residual slants, subsequent to the climax of whatever altercation had 

occurred, he began: 

 

Chief Banks: 

 

Do you remember your son?  I know him well.  I sleep with him, in the pure sense that I am 

inside his body, so that one would have a difficult time properly distinguishing between us.  

He has grown to your height, at least, and I have witnessed the daily transformation on a 

daily basis.  He looks much like his father, and is just as driven in his life, only on slightly 

different directions.  He, too, has to wear a gun, but prefers to not wear a badge, and 

probably sees the decay of cities and people in a different light.  But that is only to be 

expected, since he chiefly sees weapons as arbitrary power. 

   To make a long story short, I am your son.  To prove it, I can give you an otherwise 

insignificant detail:  You always kept two candy bars in your glove compartment.  On the 

way to work, driving me to school, you would always offer me one, which I believe was 

usually a Snicker’s, and we would talk about sports, the only thing we ever talked about. 

   But the purpose of my letter is to ask you a favor, not for sympathy.  My old girlfriend 

lives in or around East Lansing, Michigan, at least when I was last sure of it.  I realize, I’m 

willing, no, must even risk myself to see her again, and I want to strike a deal with you. 
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   My friend Ray and I are both working as security waiters at a local restaurant, where we 

are required to pack.  We both still go to shooting ranges like the small one you used to 

take me to, and are very accurate marksmen.  Neither of us would ever hesitate to use the 

weapon in an emergency, and have professional demeanors suitable for police work. 

   So what I am proposing is this:  For even small earnings we will be willing to work for 

you in whatever capacity you deem fit.   We will do anything, from gopher work to actual 

police patrols, interrogations, etc.  Since we will not be in the records of your department 

you will have more freedom to use us at your discretion.  And if the position proves to be 

only temporary, we will still have had the chance to see people that we want to see.  We just 

want to work for the chance of getting out of NYC, and are realistic about our prospects.  

We are willing to take the work that most men would not, out of fear for their lives, men 

that would like our women back. 

   I hope that you will give this proposal serious consideration.  Like you, I am a hard-

working man, and so is Ray.  We could be useful for you.  Please respond as quickly as you 

can, because Ray and I are pooling our resources, and do not want to see them dwindled 

down by any unforeseen emergencies. 

 

Your son, 

Ben 

 

P.S.  We are willing to drive if it is necessary.  Ray is checking in about acquiring an 

automobile. 

 

   He was feeling high, but reassuringly  oblivious to the women who rubbed their breasts 

against his back and whispered in his ears.  They said he could have the best night of sex in 

his life for an all-time reasonable price.  But he was stubborn, and too myopic in his 

drunkenness to answer the beckons.  He could but barely perceive the minutest details, like 

how much of his pocket change was on the bar, and if he had pulled another twenty dollar 

bill out of his pocket.  Yet gradually he lost track of the time, and intermittently cast a 

despairing look up at the blue neon Coca-Cola clock.  When Stubbs finally appeared, 

dressed in a baggy blue suit, with a goldchain hanging raffishly from his pocket, he had not 



56

even solicited a firm price from a whore.  They were all grouped together, drinking 

steadily, and nervously grinding cigarette butts into ashtrays.  The disappointment of their 

looks turned to hot-triggered hope when Stubbs walked their way, dressed nattily, 

composed, and cologned.  A toothpick jutted out of the corner of his mouth, as he hummed 

some blues rife that he had recently heard on the radio.  His feet padded lightly, as if his 

soles were supported by an arfificial shaft of air, and his arms were akimbo. 

   “Hey, Stubbs,” said Ray stridently.  He thought this proved Stubbs’ lack of mettle, 

coming here like a trumped-up version of Duke Ellington after wearing a chef’s apron, and 

kissing Paul’s ass. 

   Stubbs was only disconcerted for a moment.  “Damn, what are you doing here surprising 

me, Ray?”  He put his hand out, but, receiving no answer, drew it back.  He looked once at 

the bar, then said, “Look, Ray, I’m going to sit at the bar.  I’ve got to get off my tired feet.  

If you want to talk, join in.  Otherwise, I don’t have anything to say to you.” 

   Ray followed him over, breathing in deeply for some calm.  All eyes were fastened on the 

two of them, and when he looked back in response, everything was blurry; an increasing 

degree of disconnectedness that could only summon set expressions, not complete visages.  

He took a few long draughts from his mug, then turned to Stubbs, making no effort to 

mask the dark thoughts plaguing him. 

   “You’ve been talking behind my back, haven’t you, Stubbs?” 

   Stubbs looked at his hands plopped on the bar momentarily, as if they could, with some 

master-strokes, change the scene into something altogether more amenable to posturing.  

He wondered how people perceived wrongs by the minutest details. 

   “Yes, in fact, I have.  But what in particular is it that is bothering you?” 

   “Just that, man.  The fact that you won’t say things to my face-” 

   “It’s cause you won’t listen-” 

   “Be quiet, now!”  To not alarm anyone, he forced a whisper into the delivery.  “And hear 

me out.  You’ve got to understand that talking behind someone’s back is wrong.  I don’t 

know why you can’t say the things you say to my face instead.  Because I don’t know.” 

   “Well, what in particular is bothering you?” 

   “I’ll tell you what, old brother.”  The bar set another beer down in front of Stubbs.  “I 

went to the car lot you told me about-” 
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   “What were you doing going ahead-” 

   “Because I had no idea you had spoken ill of me, that’s why!  Your friend, whatever his 

name is, threatened to shoot me if I did not scamper away.  Now do you understand why I 

am mad?” 

   Stubbs breathed in deeply.  “Look, Ray, I don’t have it in for you.  I think you’re honest 

enough, but you’ve got a bad temper, and a man’s got to express his opinion.” 

   “No, sometimes he just  got to keep his mouth shut.  I might get mad at times, but so does 

everyone.” 

   Stubbs took a pull from his beer.  “I’ll say it one more time, Ray.  A man has got to speak 

his mind.  Now, if you’re really interested in a car, I’ll help you out.  I’m not so dead set 

against you.” 

   “That’s all and good, Stubbs, but I want an apology.  I won’t be satisfied until you say 

‘I’m sorry.’  If you can’t say it, then it really proves you’re an Uncle Tom, because you 

have no trouble saying those words to Paul.” 

   “Ray, this isn’t the time or the place.” 

   “Damn right it is.  It’s the time and the place.  You’re going to give me satisfaction or-” 

   “Why threats, Ray?  I don’t like those one bit-” 

   “I’m telling you face-to-face what I think, and what I’m going to do.  I happen to never 

talk behind people’s backs.” 

   “Ray, you’re going overboard.”  He paused, and made as if to say something more direct, 

but thought better of it.  “But I can’t tell you something just to give you satisfaction when I 

know I won’t follow through on it.” 

   “Stubbs, say you’re sorry or-” 

   “You going to shoot me, Ray, in front of all these people?”  There was anger creeping into 

his voice, despite his efforts to deny it. 

   Ray laughed.  “No, Stubbs, I’m not going to shoot you.  But I’ll do something else, I 

guarantee you.  Now are you going to apologize or not?”  He felt the stares on his back, but 

could not relent.  His head was beginning to clear, and his body to perspire. 

   “Well, Ray you’re not going to bully me into an apology.” 

   The words droned on in Ray’s head, but he was concentrating on Stubbs’ face, instead.  

He looked into the eyes, and his hands came out of his pockets.  Stubbs speech paused, then 
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continued.  Ray stood up, and Stubbs’ eyes widened.  He stood up himself, Ray 

concentrating on his huge chin.  Stubbs was leaning backward when the fist hit him across 

the jaw, and fell backward. 

   “Now you’ve done it,” said the voice from the floor.  He sensed something close behind 

his back, but it was too late.  A bottle crashed across his skull, and the liquid and glass 

sprayed across Stubbs, who was pulling himself up.  There was a vague smile on his face. 

   “Jimmy, what did you do that for?” 

   The bartender stood with the jagged end of the bottle in his hand, looking down at Ray.  

There was blood coming out the side of his head, but the flow was not too heavy. 

   “I think he was a little out of your league, so I just protected you.” 

   “You did a good job of it.”  His jaw was stinging a little, but felt a little regret about 

Ray’s condition.  Most likely, his life was not in jeopardy, but the effects of the injury 

might be permanent.  Stubbs knew from his fighting experience how easily the brain could 

become scrambled, and felt he had escaped the game with most of his faculties still 

completely intact. 

   “You work with this nut?” said Jimmy, setting the bottle stump on the bar. 

   Stubbs rubbed his jaw.  “Yeah, him and his buddy Ben have been there over two months.  

The last two before them were gunned down in broad daylight.” 

   “Well, before we figure out what to do with him, we’ve got to clear this joint.  Listen, 

everybody, the bar is closed.” 

   “Aw, come on,” said the bearded one, who was leaning so far forward it looked like he 

could melt into the bar.  There were a few reverberations, but, otherwise, his vocal protest 

was forlorn.  The prostitutes complained to their men, but quietly. 

   “The bar’s closed!” yelled Jimmy.  “But no long faces.  We’ll be opened tomorrow night 

and the night after and so on.  Right now you’ve got to give Stubbs and I room to work this 

out.  So bottom’s up!” 

   “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said the bearded one.  “Just give me a minute to use the john.” 

Otherwise, everyone did as they were commanded, looking wonderingly at Ray as they 

passed. 
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   Stubbs and Jimmy were pacing back and forth when the straggler came out of the 

bathroom.  He had a quizzical expression on his face, but had a spring in his step.  Pausing 

before the crumpled figure, he posed the question:  “What are you fixing to do with him?” 

   He was scratching at a stain of the thigh of his trousers leg, and hiccuping. 

   “Never mind,” said Jimmy, goading him along with a shove.  “Just mind your own 

business and get home safely.” 

   “There was no pause until the door, when the old man looked over his shoulder and 

opined:  “You guys would be best served to put a bullet in his brain, because when he 

wakes up he’ll be looking for revenge.” 

   “Get out of here,” said Jimmy with one last shove, then bolted the door.  When he turned 

back, the old man’s thought, ironically, was foremost in his mind.  

   The last thing he wanted was his bar being shot up, with himself as the potential prime 

target.  He pulled some clean glasses out and a bottle of Jim Beam and set them on the bar, 

winking at Stubs, who turned his back on Ray.  His hands were shaking a little, and his jaw 

was already puffy.  When he took the first shot, he winced. 

   “Is it broken?”  He looked at Ray’s hulking form and felt fortunate that the 

circumstances were as they were.  The head had moved a fraction, mouth turned away 

from a direct link to the floor; the body was fighting for breath on its own.  The pool of 

blood had ceased to expand on the floor and the liquor gathered around it, a separate 

flood.  Ray’s fists had relaxed, and opened, at his sides. 

   “No, I don’t think so,” said Stubs,  “although he caught me pretty good.  I have not been 

hit that hard for a long time.” 

   Jimmy nodded, and threw back  a shot of his own.  “We’ve got to do something with him 

before he completely awakes, you know.” 

   “Not necessarily, Jimmy.” 

   “Wait a minute, Stubs.  With all his faculties back he’s a dangerous man, gun or no gun.  

Speaking of which, I think it’s time we take his off him.”  He lifted Ray’s left arm, and 

reached into the pocket, guessing correctly that he was right-handed.  There were a few 

sounds, but otherwise, the body remained undisturbed.  Jimmy admired the piece.  “This is 

a beautiful Beretta,” he said, setting it next to the bottle.  “We don’t have much time, 

Stubbs.  He’ll come to in probably ten to twenty minutes.  What do you think?” 
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   “I was thinking about driving him home-” 

   “Shit.  I don’t believe what I’m hearing.  I was more about thinking where to drop him 

off, and whether to finish him neat and quick.” 

   “Jimmy,” Stubbs said with effort, his face quivering, no one is going to shoot him, all 

right.” 

   “All right.  I just wanted to focus you.  Driving him home would be a strong message, but 

then he might get the idea that he can try what he did last night again, and then there’s no 

telling what could happen to anyone, including the patrons.” 

   “Well, I think he might have finally learned his lesson.  Having a bottle broken across 

your drunk head should wake someone up.” 

   “I’m not so sure myself.”  He picked up the bottle and held it in front of his face.  “From 

experience, I’ve got to tell you that sometimes it’s the thought itself, and liquor helps the 

person drink it in.  Ray might have had just a little too much of the sauce, is all.” 

   “He’s got a temper, all right.  Ever since we met he had it in his head that I had it in for 

him.  All of a sudden it comes to this.” 

   “Is he the real paranoid type?”  Jimmy walked over and stood over Ray.  “Maybe he was 

double-crossed real bad once, and can’t get it out of his head.” 

   “Jimmy, get me a damp towel, why don’t you?  Let’s get him out of here.” 

   “Well, where do you figure we should drop him off?”  He walked back over to where 

Stubbs was standing, blowing in his hands.  It was after one in the morning, and the air 

was getting chill, despite the alcohol that desensitized them. 

   “I’ll figure it out in time, just help me get him into the car.”  He pulled a cigarette and lit 

it.  “Just get that towel for me.  It will keep the wound from getting more infected.” 

   “What, you a doctor in your free time, Stubbs?  The greater number of skills you have 

amazes me.”  He smiled, but seeing no reply, walked into the back room and found a clean 

towel.  There was a rat feeding on some spilled bread steaks by the water heater, and he 

barely controlled an urge to go over and smash it.  Wondering about the towel, 

nevertheless he turned on the spigot of the utility sink and soaked the towel, then wrung it 

out.  He thought of his mother, how she had enjoyed teaching him such simple things as 

this. 
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   When he came back out, Stubbs had already pulled Ray out of the sticky pool, and head 

him leaned back, sitting, against the bar.  The head would jerk up from time to time, and 

increasingly loud sounds issued from the voice box.  Stubbs picked up the jacket, which he 

intended to drape over Ray’s torso, and found two additional pieces.  Regretfully, he took 

them out and set them beside the other on the bar.  There was a .45 Magnum in one deep 

inner pocket and a .357 in the other.  He paused for a moment, looking at Jimmy, then 

carelessly threw the coat over Ray.  It covered only half his face, and missed some of the 

midsection.  He swallowed once, then made a move to reposition it, a strong, sickening pull 

in his gut. 

   “S.o.b.,” said Jimmy.  “Looks like he was preparing himself for a war, a massacre, or 

both.  Now do you agree that we put a bullet in his head?” 

   “No.”  Stubbs looked at him defiantly.  “We’re not murderers, at least I’m not.  He 

doesn’t deserve so much help, however.” 

   “Stubbs, be reasonable.  This man is a killer, plain and simple, and killers can never be 

trusted.  The fact that he carries more than one gun proves it.  He might have shot us all.  

One cannot be certain, but it sure leans that way.” 

   “Okay.  All right.  I agree with you, but just earlier he was talking about getting a car.  So 

it’s obvious he wants to get out of here as soon as he can.” 

   “That doesn’t mean he wouldn’t shoot us up before he left!  I don’t want to argue with 

you too long about it, Stubbs, I just want you to understand the gravity of it.” 

   “I understand.  But you can’t convince me to kill someone who, afterall, only punched me 

in the jaw.  He said he would not shoot me.” 

   “And you truly believe.”  Jimmy said it as a matter-of-fact, not conjecture.  “You’ve been 

around the block more than once.  That I know.  So it’s hard for me to understand why 

you’re giving someone a break.  The s.o.b is no good, he put himself in this position, so 

you’ve just got to finish him off, that’s all.” 

   Stubbs lit another cigarette and poured himself another shot.  “Uncle Tom?” he thought.  

“His insult could not have been further from the truth.”  He spit on the floor, thinking, 

“The young man’s disease, upbraiding his elders...threatening him with violence is 

wrong...we’re all wrong.” 
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   “He’s young, you know.  He can still change.  Him and Ben have a dream of finding old 

sweethearts-” 

   “Escape from New York?  Fat chance, and you know it.  There are snipers everywhere 

around Fool’s Bridge, and they didn’t give it that name for nothing.  We all have dreams, 

but few of them have a chance to come true.  In other words, there is not a chance for this 

guy.  Look, leave it to me, Stubbs.  I’m a no-good bastard, I admit.  One minute I’m serving 

the guy drinks, the next I’m blowing his head off.” 

   Ray’s eyes opened, then shut again.  Stubbs saw it, but did not tell Jimmy.  “You’re a 

cruel one, all right, but I’m no Uncle Tom, despite what Ray always called me.” 

   “He’s had it coming, Stubbs.”  He pulled the .45 off the bar and opened the chamber.  

“It’s full, all right.  But one bullet is more than enough.  He won’t know what hit him.”  He 

looked once at Stubbs, who suddenly grabbed his arm. 

   “No, I changed my mind.  I’ll do it.”  Jimmy handed it over, his eyes widening.  “You 

don’t have to do it, you know.” 

   “I know.”  Ray’s face reminded him of himself when he was younger; when he was the 

boxer women adored.  But this young man had no such luck, born in a different age.  After 

birth so much to chance, and nothing to gain, except knowledge.  He knew that Jimmy was 

watching him with satisfaction, but he had shut him off.  All he was thinking was that he 

was doing wrong, but that the world was wrong, too.  He pressed the barrel to Ray’s head, 

whose eyes were just slitted open. 

   Ray was beginning to have thoughts again, his brain working sporadically, punching in 

images:  A cottage, Ben, his mother’s house, his old girlfriend, guns, Stubbs, Paul, a tower, 

cars, barbwire fence, a cottage, a knife, a plate, a gun, a cottage, a gun, a house, a jail, a 

gun, a skyscraper, a gun, another gun.  His eyes started to open, and just started to register 

a wall somewhere, in front of him, and he felt a surge of some relief, but did not know why.  

But there was pressure at the side of his head, he heard a click, and the pressure at the side 

of his head was cool.  He was starting to sort out all the thoughts, when he could think no 

more. 

 

   Stubbs leaned over the sink, and vomited once more.  He kept reliving pulling the trigger, 

and the horrible jerk of Ray’s neck as a mass of red shot out of the hole in his head.  He 
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had vomited on the way back.  Jimmy had peeked in earlier, and told him he was putting 

the body in the trunk of the car and mopping up the mess.  Stubbs could hear the water 

running in the bathroom, and the clicking of the front door locks.  Vaguely, he 

remembered he had set the .45 on the bar after firing it, in a sort of trance, hearing Ray’s 

voice call to him from the depths of his subconscious.  The voice was telling him that he did 

not cook such good steak, afterall.  It was just a little too bloody for his taste.  That is when 

he ran for the utility sink, but lost his pasta dinner halfway there.  He could imagine the 

look of horror on his mother’s face, if she could see him from her final dwelling place in 

Heaven.  He realized that from that point forth that even if he never killed again, he would 

always be a killer.  He wondered if he could ever look Paul in the eye again.  He had 

crossed the invisible divide, and was consternated by how easy it had been. 

   “It did not take much from Jimmy to convince me.  Once I had my mind made up it was 

easy.”  He saw Ray again, crumpled up by the shock of the bullet like a rag doll, and dry-

heaved.  Only a few hours before he had talked to that same man in a defensive posture 

and, strangely, had shot that same intimidating man dead.  His jaw felt like it was broken, 

but was not.  Jimmy had done all the work for him, brandishing the bottle.  He had been 

the one to think quickly and decisively, but Stubbs had been the one to kill him outright. 

   Jimmy peeked in again.  “Hold tight, Stubbs, I’m going to take care of the body.”  He just 

felt relieved that the harder end of the business was taken care of, and he had no 

misgivings.  “All right, Stubbs?” 

   “No.”  He pushed himself away from the sink, and wiped his mouth with a kerchief he 

had quickly extricated from his pants pocket.  “I’m going with you.  I killed him, so now 

I’m going to help you bury him.”  He felt he could do so properly now, since the image of 

the head snapping to the side was not as recurrent.  “Let’s go.”  He accidentally ran his 

arm into Jimmy’s shoulder as he passed. 

   “I’m bringing a bottle of something just in case, he heard behind him, his feet suctioning 

on the wet floor. 

 

* * * 
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   Ben reread the letter, and felt a little dishonest about its contents.  Afterall, he had never 

shot anyone, so only Ray had the experience that he was trumpeting.  Also, he wondered if 

he should not have been more meticulous about the question of relocation, i.e., the 

necessary papers that Chief Banks would have to sign in order to assure it legal 

precedence.  Might it have been a little too meek in its presentation, putting too much faith 

in the powers that as a police chief he would allocate to Ray and himself?  Would it be 

struck down immediately for even the merest presentiment of feeling between a father and 

son?  Such thoughts assailed him, meanwhile wondering if Ray had been lucky in locating 

a car. 

   He had to remind himself that Ray’s plan of action could prove to be the necessary one.  

His friend was always decisive, and did not expend as much energy as he did pondering 

consequences.  Sometimes, in the face of one of Ray’s onslaughts, he thought that he was 

too cautious, and that Ray’s riskier actions were more honorable. 

   Hope prevailed that his friend would not bee too hung-over in the morning, because he 

wanted him to read the letter before he sent it. 

 

   “Here,” said Jimmy, passing the bottle to Stubbs, who had been silent for some time, just 

staring at the headlights of the car beaconing the unchanging road.  “You need to get 

drunk good and fast, my friend.”  Stubbs did not answer, but took the bottle, and had three 

long pulls off it.  His stomach grumbled, but he did not vomit, although he winced, because 

his stomach was burning. 

   “Thanks,” he finally said, realizing that they were headed toward the Hudson River.  The 

car hit a pothole, and the body bounced off the roof of the trunk.  Jimmy cursed, “The s.o.b 

is heavy.” 

   Stubbs felt a keening rage, but it retreated quickly.  He kept up his steady work on the 

bottle, and Jimmy did not fail to indulge it plentifully, either.  He steered with his left hand, 

and did not flinch when a police cruiser sped past.  Stubbs looked over, and just saw fuzzy 

heads with hats, the hatless one in the back seat.  He stretched out his legs as far as 

possible, but they were still cramped in, because the front only had a single seat, and 

Jimmy had it adjusted for his short legs.  The car was an early model Ford Economizer, the 

first of the electric cars.  It was over twenty years old but Paul claimed it had never 
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required any repairs.  Stubbs wondered what its maximum speed was, and was diverted 

for a time, becoming hugely drunk with the bottle. 

   Then the river could be seen, looming straight ahead.  “I thought we were going to bury 

him?” he said rhetorically.  He had guessed earlier, but had said nothing.  At dock was a 

huge vessel, one that he thought might be carrying human cargo.  It had large streaks of 

brown on its inward, sloping sides. 

   “Bury him?  Sure, we’re going to bury him, but in water, not sand.  He’ll be fodder for 

the fishes.”  He parked the car next to the gate, which was padlocked, but without 

barbwire on top.  Smaller fishing vessels ringed the port.  One had a light on in the cabin. 

   “Hey, Jimmy, you sure about this?  It looks like somebody’s home.”  He looked in the 

direction of the light, and Paul leaned forward to look past him, his face florid. 

   “Now,” he said, smiling faintly.  “Whoever it is will keep their nose out of it.  It must be 

thirty yards between our drop-off point and his dock, anyhow.  As long as we steer clear, 

there should be no trouble.  Whoever spies on us will probably mark us as  thugs, and keep 

their nose out of our business.”  He took another big swig from the bottle, and his muscles 

protracted with the effort.  “You know, Stubbs,” he continued, passing the bottle.  People 

who have known each other for such a short period of time like us should not be wed by 

something-” 

   “Murder?” said Stubbs, and laughed raspily.  “Shit, man, this has been one fucking crazy 

night for me, shooting a co-worker.  If I wasn’t completely sure before, now I’m certain I’m 

going to Hell, if there is such a place.” 

   Jimmy held a finger up in the air.  “Look, I won’t get off thinking I’m an authority on 

hits, but some of my relatives were in the Italian Mafia, and they would tell you that’s all it 

was: a hit.  The law might still call it cold-blooded murder, but from his actions, 

threatening and cold-cocking you, and, especially seeing all the guns he had in his jacket, 

you were justified, maybe in an extreme, but still, in the end, justified.” 

   “To an extreme, right?” said Stubbs, frowning.  “Hey, you have to admit you were the 

one that convinced me-” 

   “No, you got it wrong there, brother.  I planted the seed, but you let it grow.  It’s kind of 

biblical.  You could have dug the seed out if you wanted to kill I, but, instead, you let it 

abideth, such that became bountiful-” 
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   “Look here,” said Stubbs, without humor.  “Let’s quiet this talk and get rid of the body 

once and for all.  Sitting here is not smart.”  He opened the door and, after making it out, 

slammed it.  He stood by the drunk impatiently, but Paul had still not come out.  Briefly, he 

looked once toward the light, then looked down at Jimmy through the glass.  He was 

finishing the bottle and looking in the rearview mirror at the same time.  Stubbs rapped 

impatiently on the glass, and Jimmy held a finger up in the air, finishing the bottle, then, 

after throwing it underneath the seat, rolled down the window and said, “Yes, what can I 

do for you, officer?” 

   “Get the fuck out.” 

   “Right.”  Jimmy composed himself, nervously rubbing his hand across his slick hair.  He 

stood out of the car, slammed the door, and stumbled around to the trunk, humming some 

tune.  “Fucker sticks,” he said, and slammed the palm of his hand on it.  It popped open, 

and he groaned.  “He’s still bleeding.”  In the bar he had tied a few towels completely 

around the head to stem the bleeding, but the white wrappings were completely red, and 

when he pressed his hand to the gray padding, found that it was sticky with blood.  “Fuck,” 

he cursed, wiping it on the pant leg near the foot.  “I’m going to have to clean this out 

tomorrow.” 

   Stubbs reached over him, saying, “Fuck the trunk,” and grabbed at the head, motioning 

for Jimmy to get the other.  He lifted up, and the neck of the corpse was already stiffening.  

He had to pause to try to control his stomach.  Ray had turned into a stiff, meaty mummy, 

if, with the dirty head bandages, a sloppy, newfangled mummy at that. 

   “You all right.” 

   “Yeah, let’s go,” he answered.  “One, two, three,” and they both strained from the shock 

of the weight, Stubbs realizing just how musclebound Ray was.  Ray had told him a month 

or so before that he once done intensive weight training, so now he completely understood. 

   “Let’s drop him here,” said Jimmy.  “I’ve got to get out the wire cutters and some rope.” 

   “You always so prepared?” 

   “Sure, wire cutters and rope always come in handy,” he answered, with a trace of nerves. 

   “You been studying mafia books on how to properly dispose of bodies or something?”  

Now he laughed, feeling some tension release from his neck and shoulders. 
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   Jimmy squatted on his haunches and started to work.  “These are real handy,” he said, 

inwardly cursing himself.  When he was drunk he was prone to repeat himself. 

   The fence was stingier than he thought it would be.  Still, he had cut and pried away a 

sizable hole in about ten minutes.  Stubbs had told him to hush, because Jimmy liked to 

talk while he worked, which was making Stubbs nervous. 

   “You scaring yourself now, Stubbs?” he teased, boring into another chain link.  He 

struggled to get the first incision in, getting no reply.  Stubbs looked curiously at the 

bottom of the boots, while Ray was laid face down.  They appeared almost brand-new, 

because the soles were still thick.  Stubbs ventured that they had probably been purchased 

before Christmas, but could not distinctly remember seeing them or not.  Of course, as soon 

as Ray entered the restaurant, he replaced them with his black Italian dress shoes, and 

Paul, from the outset, had warmed them to not track mud onto his spotless floor. 

   “Hurry up, Jimmy,” he said, leaning over. 

   “You think you can work faster?  Here,” he said without waiting for an answer.  “You 

show me how it’s done.” 

   Stubbs took them from him hurriedly, and finished the work so quickly that Jimmy was 

congratulatory: 

   “I say, this calls for another bottle, once we’re through with the business.” 

   “Yeah, later,” mumbled Stubbs, almost out of breath, wiping sweat from his brow, then 

dumped the cutters in the trunk and slammed it.  When he turned around Jimmy had the 

wound-up rope over his shoulder and, in the background, saw that the shack light was out, 

and wondered if it was a good or bad sign. 

   “Again,” he said, taking hold of the head.  “One, two, three.”  He pulled ahead and 

dragged the body in after him.  The hole was small enough that he had to position his back 

horizontal to the ground, and put his legs through one at a time.  The towel briefly caught 

on a sharp wire, and he espied the partially opened eyes.  After Jimmy was through he 

paused, and replaced the cloth over the face.  He had trouble believing and understanding 

that he had killed the man, whose body he was presently carrying to a floating grave. 

   At least so he had thought.  When they reached the water, Jimmy motioned with his 

hands to a large rock.  Stubbs looked bound to the shack, which was still dark, in a sudden 

overhanging mist.  The two of them struggled with it, but it was too heavy, so they both set 
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out to find a more suitable one.  Stubbs slipped once and skimmed his forearm on a jagged 

piece of metal.  He could not hear the water and, suddenly, panicked, running down to the 

edge.  When he put his head down he realized that it was, indeed, frozen.  Panicked, he 

looked around and saw Jimmy gesturing for him to calm down.  Then he realized his folly, 

thinking, “It will be caught under the ice.”  Relaxing, he saw a boulder he imagined would 

be perfect for the job, and motioned Jimmy over. 

   It was a strain, but not too much, and, owing more to an oblong shape than to the weight 

itself.  As they struggled to the edge, the wind picked up, and Stubbs felt the onset of a sore 

throat, but kept his concentration on the hazardous footing, and his grip on the big, 

slippery head. 

   When they reached the edge, it was Jimmy’s turn.  “One, two, three,” and they heaved 

the rock a short distance from their feet.  It fell two or three feet, and made a sizable crack, 

which, as they watched, widened to about six inches.  Some water escaped, and made 

whatever footing they would need treacherous. 

   “Fuck,” said Stubbs.  “Why didn’t we just bury him in the ground?” 

   Jimmy was breathing deeply.  “Okay.  Okay.  But let’s just get another rock.  It won’t 

have to be as big.”  He stumbled once, but caught himself.  “This sucks,” he grumbled, then 

caught sight of a good rock. 

   This time the strain was not nearly as acute, and they threw it down.  The ice was not too 

solid, and it shattered around the crack, which was now about two feet on all sides.  Stubbs 

looked over to the shack again.  The light was still out. 

   The body was completely rigid, and the feet were at a forty-five degree angle to the knees.  

“This won’t be easy,” said Stubbs.  When they reached the spot, he hesitated, but Jimmy 

spurred him on.  “Don’t worry, just stay a foot or so away from the hole, and we’ll be all 

right.”  Stubbs led the way down, and made a gingerly first step, but found it reassuring.  

He looked back to the cabin once more, then across the river.  There was a lone light 

traipsing along the shore.  “Who is that?” he whispered to Jimmy. 

   “Never mind.  Here, turn, I’ll put the legs in first.”  He pushed at the knees, while Stubbs 

forced pressure on the head.  He was near hyperventilation, and heard a foreign voice 

inside his head, laughing at his effort.  But, finally, he was on his knees, and all there was to 
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do was wedge the head as far as possible under the ice.  Jimmy was already exulting, 

sticking a fist up in the air. 

   Stubbs paused for a moment.  He had a queer urge to massage the head and tell Ray he 

was sorry.  But the flickering on the far shore compelled him to quit the thought, and act.  

He shoved the head underneath, until his arms were submerged up the shoulders, chilled.  

He stood up, and the body was only a dark shadow under the enveloping ice. 

   “It’s done,” he said. 
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Five 

 

   Ben slept well, and awoke early.  He did forty push-ups, then headed to the shower.  Still 

yawning, he remained until the hot water shut off.  He remembered previous winters, when 

he had to do seven days of shoveling in order to survive.  His eyes would want to close after 

a minute or so, even as he stood washing himself, and rinsing his hair.  The truth was, he 

had never been a morning person.  People like Mary, who was an early bird, tried to 

convince him of the beatitude of special morning occurrences like sunrises, but the mere 

thought of awaking so early made him sleepy, and anxious for bed.  Mary told him about 

the deep blues and reds that would make his pulse quicken, and renew his soul with a 

religious force.  She would caress him gently to validate her remark, but he remained 

stubborn, unwilling to change his mind under any circumstances.  Now, in retrospect, he 

wished he had relented, and let Mary work her charms over him.  It would have been 

another memory to sustain him through the long, tortuous nights. 

   Climbing out, he thought that the two letters had drained him. To be honest with himself, 

he admitted that it was the most he had ever written over such a short duration.  He was 

rankled to see that Ray had taken his towel again, probably crumpled up over the small 
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chair in his room, which he had found next to a dumpsite.  Ray said he was industrious, so 

much so that in his free time he would soon re-dowel it, shoring up the joints, and then 

refinish it.  Ben had asked him how he planned on doing it when he had never worked on 

furniture, but Ray had replied that he had studied it in books, and that it would not take 

much time to master the process.  He had pointed to his squadron of model airplanes as the 

precedent , and smiled widely. 

   Ben decided to wait until later, when Ray was awake, to reclaim his red towel.  Afterall, 

Ray had thrown anything within reach the last time he was prematurely disturbed.  He had 

a long systematic routine of getting out of bed.  When he first awoke, he would reach for 

the bottle of aspirin and a plastic gallon of water, then go back to sleep.  He would 

reawaken two or three hours later, and nap for close to another hour, drinking the water in 

between.  Often, he took pleasure in gazing at the planes hung from the ceiling, and 

imagined dogfights between them. 

   He cracked some eggs, in preparation for making french toast.  His stomach felt a little 

sick, and he could not figure out why.  “Perhaps,” he  thought, “it is the result of thinking 

about my father.”  Then, while frying the break in butter, he thought it queer that he could 

never call his half-creator “Dad.”  The problem, he realized, was that he did have some 

fond memories of them coexisting when he was a child, while on the other hand these made 

him angry.  He felt he had logically been cheated, and therefore there was no reason to 

keep the loving memories intact, because they were unattached to hope.  His mother, of 

course, was on an entirely different level, and he was anticipating seeing her again.  His 

father was clear to him in his brutal essence, but also an enigma.   Really, he could not 

decide which result of his letter was more probable:  Refusal, amounting to burning it in 

his huge cauldron of an ashtray, or after patient deliberation returning it express mail with 

a lucrative assignment.  To him, each scenario was improbable, but he knew he would force 

Chief Banks into action with the help of his mother. 

   At about ten, after he had finished his breakfast and was formulating ideas for his 

journal, he felt uneasy.  Almost panic-stricken, he looked at the walls, the windows, and the 

two doorways, then the heater.  He gazed back at the single closed door in the apartment 

and thought, “Ray, you haven’t even stirred.”  He jumped out of the couch, and knocked 

once on the door, waiting for a voice, but there was none.  So he simply opened it and was 
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startled to not see his drunk friend in bed.  “Fuck, man,” he said aloud, and wondered 

what he could have been doing.  Reasoning for his absence proved to be difficult, for in the 

three years that they had lived together, Ray had never been absent in the morning.  Who 

knew, despite assurances to the negative, what things he might have been doing away in the 

middle of the night, when Ben was fast asleep.  But that was not the issue, and Ben knew it 

so well it affrighted him.  Was there some tip about a car that he had to pursue for an 

entire night, forgoing sleep, or was he simply passed out drunk somewhere?  He settled on 

the latter as the more viable interpretation, but he had never known Ray to pass out in any 

other place than home.  Despite his overindulgence, he monitored the excesses to a 

surprising degree, and repeatedly told Ben that it manifested his “drinking cool,” his 

control over it.  Still, he stood over Ray’s bed, his pulse quickening.  Half of himself 

believed his friend dead; the other half revolting, of course, reasoning that there was 

merely foul play involved, and that his cagey friend would manage to extricate himself 

from it.  “But if so, when?” he thought.  He took his towel off the chair, wondering how 

long he could remain idle in the apartment, writing, with his friend gone.  He decided he 

could write until sometime around mid-afternoon, when he went out for his customary 

daily walk.  Ray, he thought, would have gotten himself out of whatever mess he was in. 

 

* * * 

 

    The next morning, after having exhausted himself in search for Ray, he recounted the 

day: 

“March 4-No sign of Ray, he’s gone.  Just like that.  He went out, and never came back.  I 

feel he is dead.  There is no other explanation for his disappearance, because he is not one 

to disappear in the first place.  I drank too much last night, even sitting in front of the 

heater as was Ray’s habit.  Already I’m writing in past tense, as if he is gone.  But it’s hard 

to see myself at Paul’s again in a little over one week, working without him.  Yesterday I 

asked around the Village as much as I could, but happened upon the drug pushers and 

prostitutes more interested in selling their services to me.  This is not right.  Ray deserved a 

chance to get out.  He didn’t deserve to get killed.  But I guess no one deserves anything 

anymore.  I even went to a few pool halls almost hopeless, since Ray never mentioned an 
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interest in billiards.  There was a small shady group around the tables, all immaculately 

dressed, in black and red suits.  They looked like professional manhunters, and  I got out 

quickly, trying to give the impression that I was not rushing.  I heard one threatening my 

back.  I did not drink a sip all day, but had so much last night that would’ve made Ray 

proud.  But this is crushing, and nothing happened yesterday to give me any hope.  These 

are very see evil, speak no evil times.  People are just terrified, and are not going to give up 

information, even if they have it.  See, some of the people I asked looked like they had it in 

their mind to shoot me, just for my presumption that if they could help me they would.  

Danger is contagious, all right.  Look at me, drinking myself into oblivion, like a fool.  It 

did not help a thing, and only makes me fearful today, when I’ve got to go out like a blind 

person again, and risk getting shot like Ray most likely was.  I get the feeling now that he 

always had an itchy trigger finger, and he might have started a gun fight which he lost.  

Although I don’t think there are many good shots around here, it could have been close 

range. 

   I think I’ll check out Chinatown today.  Because of his fascination, he might have visited 

it.  He might have even just gone down there for a bite, and never came back. 

   Like Ray, he took Avenue A as far down as he could, passing the crack houses, some with 

people straddled in the windows, yelling at him and making grunting ape noises.  He had 

his .38 as usual, in the small of his back, a little off center to favor the right hand.  

Regretfully, he remembered Ray talking about ordering bulletproof vests, and wondered if 

his friend might have been saved by one. 

   Finally, after weeks of remission behind banks of snow, the sun came out.  Ben squinted 

in the glare, but was shielded by buildings when he cut over to Broadway.  There was 

broken glass everywhere.  The once prospering stores had been turned into burnt-out 

shells, although some had simply been looted.  Locks had been cut with blow torches, and 

some of the blue and blackened pieces were still on the sidewalk, although the damage had 

been done more than a few years before.  That, Ben remembered, was when the police 

made their final stand, fatally misjudging the depth of the acrimony they were facing.  One 

Monday in August, as they stood guard, numbering in the hundreds, and armed with their 

.10 millimeters, they were hemmed in by a force that had split up, one converging on them 

from the south, the other from the north.  Although their overall firepower was not great, 
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they had the police outnumbered 10-1, and also had some grenade launchers, in addition to 

molotov cocktails, machetes, shotguns, and a wide mix of deadly handguns.  Most of the 

officers retreated to the storefront, where they were besieged.  The molotov cocktails did 

most of the damage.  Officers and storeowners exited screaming, and pleading for their 

lives., but were dealt with in short order.  Even children and women participated in the 

carnage.  A good number of officers did escape to the rooftops, where they radioed in 

helicopters, which were targeted by the launchers, who lacked the required training.  One 

grenade exploded one story from the roof, and glass showered, seriously injuring scores of 

people.  Most scattered, but some, too engaged in slaughter, had the grenade fall among 

them, and more than twenty were killed outright, another fifty or so maimed.  Ambulance 

crews, despite being called, were wise to stay away from the maelstrom.  Only the 

evacuation from the roof continued.  Some groups organized to preempt the escape, and 

took to the fire escape, but were cut down when they reached the rooftops. 

   Meanwhile, the mayor, safely ensconced at City Hall, ordered the ambulances and other 

emergency vehicles to return to the bastion, and put the National Guard at the ready, in 

case the insurgents should be bold enough to target the government’s headquarters, which 

never transpired.  The victors were satisfied with their smashing success, and, two years 

later, participants still recounted the annihilation in glorified terms.  Some even went so far 

as to compare the current revolution to the initial one, when “The redcoats are coming,” 

had been the rallying cry. 

   “I say, why don’t we rename it ‘The Bloodycoats are dying,’” one patron proudly 

proclaimed, and was greeted with many drinks of congratulation for his witticism. 

   Ben saw the huge gash at the top of the ten-story building, legendary proof of what the 

national press had reductively named “The Incident at Broadway,”  He laughed bitterly to 

himself, and wiped a tear escaping his eye. 

   Recognition came to him forcefully then, that Ray was dead, and there was nothing he 

could do about it, that he was foolishly courting death by roaming the streets.  But his 

loyalty was stern injunction, and could not be defeated by mere reason.  Despite what his 

brain knew, his heart was overriding any caution.  “You fucking went after it, didn’t you, 

Ray?” he said aloud, nearing Chinatown quickly.  Already, there were the ubiquitous 

street vendors, pointing to their feats of gastronomy as he passed.  His stomach rumbled, 
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but he refused it its cheap satisfaction.  “Well, Ray,” he said, “where are you going to take 

me to lunch?”  He thought that that his friend, being bold, probably had sought outright 

admittance to a restaurant.  But he remembered seeing his suit in his closet, and even Ray 

was not bold enough to enter a mob-owned establishment without being properly attired. 

   Ben was wearing Levis, a sweater, and a down jacket, and, thus, thought his proposition 

particularly ridiculous.  But then how was he to attempt any gleaning about Ray’s 

whereabouts?  Suddenly, he realized the entire outing was foolish, but still wanted a quick 

bite.  He found relief a few blocks down from where Ray had been a few days before.  The 

chicken-kabob was a little tough to chew, but, otherwise, it was not bad-tasting.  He walked 

as he ate, trying to forget about his dilemma completely. 

   At the corner market, he paused, ignoring the typical propositions.  Inside, he bought 

close to twenty cans of soup, five gallons of water, and twenty packages of noodles, along 

with ten jars of Ragu sauce.  He did not speak to the cashier, an elderly man who kept 

asking, “Sir? You all right?”  Ben entered his building, and checked for his mother’s letter 

despite it being too soon yet.  When he got upstairs, he sat on the couch with his pad of 

paper, saying to himself in calm tones close to a mantra, “Gotta stay now if I’m ever going 

to go, gotta stay low low if I’m ever going to go...” 

 

   Across town, Stubbs was cursing.  He had cut his hand while opening a can of peaches.  

His can opener never seemed to cut the medal completely, so he had to pry if off the rest of 

the way with his large hands.  On television was a news program that never mentioned 

NYC.  Some nights this gratified him, but on others it simply angered him.  “To the point 

of distraction,” he thought, putting his hand under the water.  There was a big, curving cut 

in the meaty part below the thumb, and the blood was substantial.  He turned the cold 

water on completely, and washed away the blood.  With the hand still under, the line of the 

cut was perfectly neat, a little pink at the corners.  Then he had to rush to the bathroom, 

because he had remembered the similar tint the hole in Ray’s head had exhibited.  He 

remained on his knees for some time at the toilet, praying to God that he had not become 

the devil.  When he stood up and looked in the mirror, he spoke defensively to his 

reflection, “Hell, you just served your best interests, is all.” 
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   Then he thought of Ben.  How would he be able to look him in the eye when they were 

back at work together?  How could he act ignorant about Ray’s apparent disappearance?  

He would have to act, and he had never been able to act before.  Also, he had to be prudent.  

Jimmy would have to be discreet in telling his patrons to keep quiet about what had 

transpired that night.  But he was not too worried about that, either.  Ben was known to be 

an abstainer, at least from bars, so he could not be familiar with The Constitution.  He 

would simply extend his sympathies to Ben, a man he genuinely liked, and he did 

sympathize with a man he admired who had lost his best friend.  And sooner or later the 

episode would be forgotten, and he, Stubbs, might even be completely over his feelings of 

guilt. 

   He reached into the cabinet for his toothbrush and toothpaste, and turned on the faucet.  

As he opened his mouth a jolt of pain from his jaw traveled up to his brain, and he almost 

dropped the brush.  “Here we go again,” he thought, wincing, waiting for his hand to 

steady. 
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Six 

 

   Before walking to work, he counted the number of pages, and scowled.  When he divided 

the writing over two weeks, he was not pleased, because it amounted to three pages a day, 

which he considered minimal, even under the circumstances.  Much of what he had written 

was inspired by Ray, and he still clung to the idea that he might appear, afterall.  

“Perhaps,” he thought, “he really has escaped New York, and I’ll see him again someday 

on a tree-lined avenue of a pretty suburb, his beautiful wife on one arm, beautiful daughter 

on the other.”  Much of what he wrote over his two week hibernation period anticipated 

the sights and smells of a civilized neighborhood, of grass being cut, leaves falling off trees, 

and children laughing, covering the streets on bicycles.  He imagined the ice cream truck 

coming around when a group was playing touch football in the middle of the street, and 

how their mouths dropped at the sight of the popsicles painted neatly on the sides.  He 

remembered when, as a kid in the Bronx, he thrilled at the tingling sound the truck made 

in advance, and he would have to run a few blocks to meet up with it, he was so enthralled.  

Of course, the streets were dirty, also no trees to speak of, but, in reminiscence, the image 

of the Bronx was as pure as a dream.  He recollected the picture of the main street of the 

neighborhood thronged with people on some parade day, and all the unusual hats.  Some 

elderly gentlemen were wearing tophats, while women had berets and pillboxes, adorned 

with messages like: “God is Love,” “Jesus Christ Loves You,” or, more infrequently, “One 

Hot Mama.”  He saw himself as a boy standing in a doorway, long before the parade was to 

begin, counting each person that came to pick a spot like himself.  One occasion he had 

become too hungry, and had forfeited his spot to go inside Mel’s Diner and have a 

cheeseburger that the waitress named Florence knew to have the cook put extra pickles on 

it.  When he was finished, he found a new, less worthy spot, but from which he could see 

the person, in this case a man sitting on a lawn chair, and setting a red-and-white cooler 

beside himself.  He would watch the man drink a beer thirstily, then lean back in his chair 

in the doorway blocking the sun. 

   He thumbed through the notebook, feeling he had become too lazy.  When he was young, 

he told himself, he was much more disciplined, and had never treated an empty page with 

solemn indifference.  The short suspense novels that he had produced were hurried, and 
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probably thin in sections, but were finished.  He would just shut his door to the outside 

world, and produce.  Now he felt he might be too selective about the material, which 

required his writing to assume a magisterial tone that he was not naturally invested with. 

   Exiting, he noticed that there was a new wash of graffiti on the wall of the liquor store.  It 

said, “Stick the capitalist pig.”  Shaking his head, he wondered.  Most hasty scribblings 

were more universal in hate, like “Kill the pigs,” “Fuck your Mama,” or, as he had seen on 

a few occasions, honestly plain:  “Fuck this shit!” 

   He was carrying a backpack, in which he had his dress shoes, and a tie.  The tie he always 

folded neatly, so as to insure against wrinkles, and the shoes he religiously shined.  His 

grandfather had shined shoes for a living, so he reasoned that he had inherited the 

recessive gene.  He was walking uptown, the same route that led to the unemployment 

office, which he had failed to check into during his latest writing period.  Because he could 

not stay immune to cabin fever for long stretches, he took two fifteen minute walks a day, 

partially dazed by all the mental energy he had expended.  The second day into his 

schedule, he had almost run into a streetlight.  It was only due to a horn blaring that he had 

stopped in time.  Pleasurable as it was, though, to be separated from reality, he tried to 

think of Ben as little as possible, but in vain. 

   His absent friend, who should have at that moment been accompanying him to work, still 

hovered around him.  Absurd and particularly jocular remarks that he had made to Ben 

revisited him.  When he finally reached the restaurant, it suddenly struck him that he had 

to give some sort of explanation for Ray’s absence.  He stood outside for a few minutes, 

watching the patrol car at the corner.  The cops inside were handing weapons back and 

forth.  He thought they might be the same officers who on that recent day had pulled off to 

the curb, so that one could safely vomit.  Practically astounded, he thought, “Are they on 

some sort of stakeout?”  Sun glinted off their steel, and the balding one grinned.  “Why 

must our vision be so acute?” he thought, buzzing the door.  He was still trying to think of 

the words to say it, when he heard Stubbs’ unmistakable drawl:  “That who I think it is?”  

For a moment, he was frozen.  Then he pressed the TALK button:  “Yeah, it’s me, Stubbs.  

Open up.”  Hearing the buzz, he pushed the door in, which momentarily stuck, because the 

prolonged moisture had expanded the frame.  He was thinking to tell Stubbs that Ray 

could easily fix it, but stuck in his throat. 
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   Stubbs was in the kitchen, his back turned, putting on his apron.  His right hand was 

covered with a bandage, and his hands fumbled as they tried to tie a knot.  “I hear you,” he 

said uncharacteristically with a hint of urgency.  Turning around, he finally secured the 

knot. 

   “You all right, Stubbs?  You’re looking a little pale.” 

   He stepped forward quickly and put out his right hand.  “Yeah, I’m all right.  Just a little 

flustered, I guess.”  He started to smile, but Ben said, “You sure don’t look all right.  Why 

are you fixing to shake my hand when yours is damaged?” 

   “Oh, yeah,” he said, looking at it sheepishly.  “I cut it opening a damn can of peaches.  

You know, the opener I have is one of those cheap deals, it never seems to cut all the way 

through.  It thought I had it, then my hand slipped.  Hell, it was the first time it’s ever 

happened to me.  Must be getting clumsy in my old age.” 

   All the time, Ben was watching him closely, and saw how Stubbs’ eyes looked up and 

away from time to time, as if he was not there, or rather, as if he did not really know him.  

“Hell,” he thought, “we’ve known each other long enough.  He’s almost apologizing for his 

slip, but I don’t really give a damn anyway.”  “You on medication or something for that?” 

he asked, even though the cut did not look too serious. 

   “Why, yes, I kind of am, if you can call aspirin medication, partner.”  He smiled thinly, 

then went on.  “I’ve heard there are some kind of side effects associated with them.  

Doctors say it raises the blood pressure a little, and that if you’re an older person like 

myself it can make you edgy.”  He raised his eyebrows, and Ben thought he saw something 

clinical-like that he did not want to see.  Yet, on the other hand, he saw some disarming 

southern hospitality.  “Yeah, we’re back in the kitchen, Stubbs,” he thought. 

   “Funny, I’ve never heard of it before,” he said.  “But nothing surprises my ears anymore.  

It’s sometimes just things that I feel to be true, but have had a hard time actually 

accepting.” 

   “Now it looks like you’ve got some confession to make,” said Stubbs, matter-of-factly, 

with a sort of twang in his voice.  It was like he was constricting the valve of some great 

pressure that he could barely control.  He stood looking at Ben, whose head was lowered.  

There was a slight balding patch in the middle of the scalp, which belied his scant twenty-

eight years.  Directly behind him about ten feet was a picture of Paul’s father, who was 
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almost completely bald the time it was taken.  Stubbs thought it was very peculiar when 

men balded at an early age.  As Ben collected himself, he remembered his aunt telling him 

one Thanksgiving Day that it was a sign of “precocious power.”  If he had been asked what 

that meant, he would have deferred to her, because her explanations were so convoluted  

that his head spun. 

   “I’m pretty sure Ray is dead,” Ben finally said, looking up at Stubbs with red eyes.  “He 

had been gone for two days now, and he is not the type to leave without telling someone.” 

   Stubbs cleared his throat.  “That’s more than a shock to me, also.  But you sure he didn’t 

just take off?”  His voice was soft and slow. 

   “Well, I can’t be positive, but, on the other hand, I can’t imagine him arranging to get a 

car within a day, especially when he has no money saved up, at least as far as I’m aware 

of.” 

   “Why don’t you take a seat?  I’ll fix us some coffee, and we can talk about it.”  He said it 

almost like a plea, and Ben noticed that he had already sliced up fruit, and make batter for 

pancakes, which he normally never prepared in advance.  The fruit looked to have been 

meticulously sliced, because all the apple and pineapple and banana squares looked the 

same size.  Even the powdered sugar was already out of the cupboard. 

   “All right, Stubbs,” he said.  He took a seat on an extreme end of the restaurant, at the 

window, where he could look down to where the patrol car was parked.  Except now it was 

gone.  He thought for a moment about moving to one of the larger tables in the middle of 

the space, then stood firm. 

   He thought it would make Stubbs nervous. 

   Stubbs walked out gravely, but also, stately, his head only lowered a little.  He carried the 

small tray with the white mugs of coffee in both hands, and shuffled his feet a little.  When 

he saw where Ben was seated, he did not hesitate, setting the tray down carefully, because 

the cups were completely filled; then pulled out, and turned his chair to the side, facing the 

kitchen, so his long legs had ample space.  He motioned for Ben to take a cup, then raised 

his with a somber look.  He looked at his feet, crossed over one leg, then a moment later 

uncrossed it. 

   Ben finally spoke.  “I don’t know if Ray had friends, but maybe he trusted someone he 

shouldn’t have.” 
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   Stubbs kept his face averted, and took a sip first before responding, “You think so.  I’m 

not so sure, but you know him better than I do.  Hey, if he’s dead, I’ll feel real bad, but you 

shouldn’t jump the gun yet, least I don’t think so.”  Now he turned and looked Ben in the 

eye.  “Give him a week.  He might be planning to write you, you know, and let you know 

what he’s doing.  Just hold tight, all right?” 

   Ben did not respond, nor did he pick up his coffee.  He just looked at Stubbs, then out the 

window, and back again.  Stubbs’ eyes widened in question, but Ben remained silent.  

Finally, he said, “Sorry, Stubbs.  I’m not thirsty,” and stared out to the street. 

   As if by direct summons, the patrol car had returned. 

 

   Paul drove up into the alleyway, just removed from the main street.  He routine was 

comfortable and convenient, driving in from Queens with no traffic to avoid.  He would not 

have said that he preferred things in the present over those of the past, but then he was 

flexible.  Of course, because he was so inclined, he had agreed to the divorce terms of his 

wife Kathy, so that while he aged in decidedly narrow confines, she aged gracefully on 

Lake Eerie.  Their lawyers still kept in contact about small issues like the transfer of 

property titles, and the liquidation of otherwise insolvent and numerous, and thus dead 

bank accounts.  Kathy had gotten much of the property on Long Island, while he had 

retained most of the real estate in Queens.  Things were surprisingly anything but 

acrimonious between them now, even though the state, of New York, was denying a 

marriage certificate to his new girlfriend Allison on the grounds of his purported mob ties.  

He often joked that he was being made to pay for the actions of his forebears; that all of the 

charges against him were a sham, and that soon, from pressure exerted by his lawyers, he 

would be able to get out.  When he pulled into the alleyway, he improvised a vacation story 

for Stubbs and the boys, because he had been in Queens the whole time, negotiating with 

some “business” rivals.  “Okay,” he thought.  “This is what happened.  I was in Hawaii 

with this broad who kept putting her hand under the table.  I was in a happy mood, 

responding to her go-go dancing stories, but really, guys, she was pulling my leg, and you 

know which leg that is.  The big third one, you know.”  But that was the kind of story he 

told to the guys like Graziano and Specs Molinari.  They would think it funny and say 

“That’s a good one, Pally Paulie,” and they would all drink together.  But these guys were 



83

another matter altogether.  They were a little too poor and ornery and serious to laugh at a 

bad joke.  It would just make them moody, and Paul hated moody waiters.  Just one week 

ago he had to warn a waiter about interfering with him and his associates when they were 

having a serious talk.  This guy came and asked how they were doing twice, and after it was 

clear they were not to be disturbed.  They were discussing shipments, the difficulties they 

had lately experienced, when the guy, named Paul by the misfortune of the fates, said, “Is 

everything o.k., gentlemen?” and everyone had stared at him.  Graziano said, “We’re all 

right.  Okay, kid?” and he had responded, “Okay, sorry,” but he was like some 

programmed robot or something, because he came back a second time, when he waved 

Graziano down and said, “Look here, Paul, we’re not to be disturbed again.  All right?”  

“Yeah.”  “You’re sure?”  “Yeah.”  “Sure you’re sure?” The kid smiled, and walked away. 

   “No, seriously,” resumed Paul, “you guys sure these plans won’t be detected?  I’ve spent 

too much time worrying, and-” 

   Paul parked the car and turned off the jazz on the radio.  He smiled to himself.  Despite 

his usual aversion to Italian strong-arm tactics, he had blustered when the kid came back 

the third time.  Graziano was getting up laboriously, when he grabbed the kid before he 

could say anything, threw him over his shoulder, and out the door. 

   “You crazy Jew,” Graziano was saying when he came back in, embarrassed by the 

display.  “What the Hell you doing?  The poor kid just wanted to hang around with us 

fellas, is all.  Why, he’s probably running home now.”  He burst out laughing.  “I’ve 

watched too many movies.  The best thing to do with a guy like that is to slap him hard, 

just once, on the side of his face.  He wakes up real quick that way.  Specs Molinari, the 

only hit man in the whole bunch, said, “Nah, Graz, what’s you do id blow out the piece of 

his head that has him thinking all wrong.” 

   Paul sat back down.  “Don’t make me laugh, all right?  My ticker is not supposed to be so 

good.” 

   “You ain’t going to check out on us now, are you?” said Lopez, the only Hispanic in the 

crew, who had driven all the way down from Buffalo on Paul’s request, and was tired of 

the group’s dynamics.  He took a mozzarella stick and dipped in molinara, and with his 

mouth full of food said, “I don’t know about you, Senor Paul, but my clock is running fast.  

So let’s get this out of the way.  You like my plans or not?” 
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   Of course, Paul had subsequently responded affirmatively, and had censured Graziano 

with a look.  Graziano had not approved of Lopez from the beginning, and had told Paul 

on more than one occasion that his new business associate was too blunt, and lacking any 

humor, which was intrinsic to a healthy crew.  Graziano had been known to employ classic 

scare tactics, like breaking bones when he felt he was not being properly related to.  There 

were too many dealings with Mr. Lopez on the horizon, so Paul was understandably 

anxious to impress upon Graziano the need for caution in all future dealings. 

   As he unlocked the back door, which had three locks(he reasoned that more would only 

encourage someone to break in), he thought about an informal type of lucheon that he 

could arrange for them, in order to work out the differences, and shuffled their schedules 

around in his head, trying to sift out a diamond.  Then, when he had nearly reached the 

kitchen and could see Ben staring off into space, he decided that Hawaii was, indeed, the 

vacation he should assign for himself.  He called out, “Stubbs and Ben, look sharp, cause 

the boss is back.”  Only then did he realize that he had no tan to speak of, and chose 

Germany instead. 

   “Paul, how you doing?” said Stubbs, turning from monitoring his hard-boiled eggs.  

“How was it?” 

   “What do you think, Stubbs?  From looking at me, that is.”  He have a start when Stubbs 

craned over to give him a real close-up, turning his head this way and that.  “Hell, Paul, 

where did you spend your  vacation, in upstate New York?” 

   “As a matter-of-fact, Stubbs, no.  I was in Germany, which is just as cool in the winter as 

it is here.  I was visiting an old friend of mine who moved there ten years ago.  He’s just 

outside of Berlin.” 

   “So what did you do?” 

   “Oh, you know, the usual vacation type stuff.  Ate at elegant bars, met some elegant 

women, and, well, you catch the drift.” 

   “So you mean to say you had a mighty good time?”  Stubbs was smiling now. 

   “Definitely.  But now I’m ready to get back to work.  Vacation does not suit me too well, 

because I enjoy it altogether a little too much.  And I’m starting to develop a little clientele 

now, so we should start being a little busier in general.” 
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   “I’m looking forward to it.  I’ve had too much free time bar-hopping for my own good.  

And you know, drinking creates problems sometimes.”  Despite himself, he frowned. 

   “Of course if does, but it doesn’t have to.  I think that’s the key when you’re drinking.  

Looking out to Ben, he said, “But where is Ray?  I see Ben being himself, so collected, but 

where is the combative one?” 

   “Ray disappeared-” 

   “What!”  His face was turning red.  “People just don’t disappear.  Something happens to 

them.  Ben, what’s this I hear about Ray?”  He stormed through the tables.  “What the Hell 

happened to him?” 

   “I don’t know, Paul.  He went out for the day, maybe to look for a car, and he never came 

back.  It’s strange.  I’ve been trying to reason him being away for any period, but  nothing 

holds water.” 

   “To look for a car, did you say?  I know a lot of car people here.  Where was he going?  

Did he say?” 

   “He mentioned that Stubbs had some contacts, that’s all.  I don’t know if-” 

   “Hey, Stubbs, get out here!  We’ve got to talk, the three of us.”  He pulled two chairs out 

and waited for Stubbs to take one himself.  Stubbs sat down hurriedly, and just waited for 

Paul to speak again.  Ben was not looking out the window anymore.  “Did you tell him 

about any lots in particular?” 

   “No.  I told him I had some contacts, and we’d talk about it sometime if he was very 

interested.  But we never did, so he would’ve had to just guessed about the actual 

whereabouts.” 

   “So you never even mentioned one in particular?”  He pulled a kerchief out of his pocket 

and wiped his forehead.  “You sure?” 

   “Yeah, Paul, I’m positive.  We didn’t talk about it too seriously.  I think it was when we 

were in my car one day, coming back from an errand for you.  We were just shooting the 

shit, you know, and, for fun, because I really didn’t think he was serious, I dropped a hint 

that I could use my people to get him a gas-powered rod.  You know, that’s what he was 

always talking about using to bolt out of here.” 

   “Okay,” remarked Paul, shrugging.  “It looks like there are no leads.  But Stubbs, I want 

you to get in touch with all the lots you know of as soon as you can, and ask about Ray.” 
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   “All right.  I doubt it will help, but I’ll do whatever I can.” 

   “Good.  Now, Ben, I’m going to contact all the ones I know.  Do you have any other 

ideas?” 

   “No.  I spent two days roaming around, but it’s a fucking ghost town out there.  No one to 

talk to, and nothing to see.  I just fear he’s dead.” 

   Paul shrugged.  “We’ll do what we can, because you know what they say, about how you 

never really know.  Just hang in there, buddy.”  He reached over and patted  Ben on the 

shoulder. 

   “Yeah, he’s dead or alive, and there’s no in between,” he responded, more to himself.  He 

felt disconnected at the time, and saw himself as apart from what was transpiring around 

him.  It was if he was keenly in touch with the normally inscrutable mystery of life.  With 

Ray gone, he could only wonder how he might react, or what measures he would be 

prompted to take if he were to revenge him.  He felt a rage he was not sure he could keep 

from fructifying; from influencing his every decision.  A little of it was directed at Stubbs, 

but he did not know why, because there was not a reason.  If Stubbs was guilty, though, he 

felt he would find out very soon. 

   He thought it was going to be a very slow day, one of those it was barely worth arriving 

to.  Ray would venture to say that they should go home, but in a disarming manner.  Ben 

knew that he would only be kidding, but it made the days drag on, even if Paul always paid 

them the wage. 

   Walking back to the kitchen, he felt a tightness in his chest, and pounded on it with his 

fist.  “A natural reaction,” he thought. 

   “You ready for breakfast?  It’s Paul treat.”  Stubbs was cooking pancakes on the grille, 

and flipped a hotcake over with flair, tumbling three times before landing on the uncooked 

side.  Then, in quick succession, he flipped the others, not even pausing to wait for the 

previous one to land before tossing another.  His skin had the usual color again, and his 

mouth was working, even when no words came out. 

   “I guess,” said Ben absently, scratching the sides of his face.  The two week hiatus made 

him realize just how tedious a twelve hour day could be.  He had to keep fighting a 

hypochondriac urge to say he was not feeling well, and go home.  But there was no one to 

replace him, at least not as of yet.  Even though he desperately needed someone to talk to 
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about his future plans, he could not risk compromising them until they were assured.  He 

went back out to the dining room and sat down at his usual seat next to the window, 

searching for the patrol car.  When Stubbs came out with the plate, customarily saying 

“Dig in,” he was briefly anxious to tell him about it.  But because he felt that Stubbs was 

keeping some secrets from him, he decided to keep one for himself.  His distraction, the 

probable death of his friend, made him retreat into himself, because at the core he felt that 

no one could be trusted. 

   He ate slowly, cutting each pancake into separate pieces before chewing.  The sausage 

was a little tough, but still delicious.  He poured a generous amount of syrup over it all.  

When he was finishing, he saw the patrol car again, and frowned.  Why were they watching 

Paul’s in particular?  But they left again a few minutes later, so he declined to comment to 

anyone about it. 

   Instead, he went back into the kitchen and washed the plate.  On accident, he put too 

much soap on them, and had to do a vigorous rinsing, suds thick for some time.  Stubbs 

watched him over the top of the morning paper, whistling a southern tune.  He felt pretty 

secure now, but when Paul had called him out, his heart had leapt up to his throat.  

Hesitation had restrained him for a fraction of a second, then he had to burst out before he 

cemented. 

   They heard a car pull up at the front.  Stubbs was panicked, and ran to the back to load 

the shotgun.  He pulled it out of the trunk of his car in back, momentarily petrified by a 

splash of red, remembering loading Ray’s body.  But it was Jimmy’s trunk they had put it 

in, so the red was paint, not blood.  The previous owner had evidently used it for a spray 

booth.  Stubbs pictured a heavyset Hispanic painting rims for low riders.  He slammed the 

trunk, and ran past Jimmy, whose eyes widened, shouting “Customers!”  Closing the door 

to his office, he looked at his watch.  10:45.  He could still expect Graziano and Molinari 

around one.  That when was when they normally came in for a meeting, until about five.  In 

the past, they had hung around until closing time, in case of some trouble, but everything 

had been so quietly lately, and he had personally swayed the mayor into keeping a patrol 

car outside.  He doubted the ability of the officers, but then they were expected to draw 

warning shots more than anything else.  Still, he was  as surprised as Stubbs, considering 

the restaurant had only been open for a little over a half hour. 
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   Ben stood up and walked back to the kitchen, watching the people get out.  He 

immediately recognized the apparent couple, and their two bodyguards, the taller one with 

a beard, the shorter with a missing ear.  They were dressed to the hilt, as if they were 

attending some dance ball or something.  Again, the couple looked drawn, yet strangely 

sedate, and the bodyguards happily calm.  Both were smiling, and the shorter one, who had 

thrown a one cent piece over his shoulder the last time, was giggling.  His grin was very 

wide, and he looked maniacal when he smiled. 

   “Shit,” Ben said under his breath, looking out the slot in the kitchen, and making sure he 

was loaded.  All the anxiety and distraction he had been feeling was pinpointed into anger.  

“They came back,” he thought astounded to himself.  “They did not tip the last time, yet 

they have the balls to come back.” 

   The short one held the door for the others, who made their way over to the center table.  

The clicking of their heels on the floor was the only sound that could be heard.  The blond, 

bearded one pulled chairs out for the couple, settling them in, before taking his own.  Then 

he yawned, and said evenly, but loud enough for Ben to hear, “Where are the goddamn 

menus?” 

   “Yeah,” said the smaller one, “do you think we could get some fucking service?”  Ben 

stood still, and heard Stubbs knocking on Paul’s door.  He had his gun in his hand, and 

part of him was just waiting for a sign to shoot.  Sweat assailed him, but it was a thin sheen 

that covered his flanks, not yet a drenching.  “If Ray was in this position,” he thought, “he 

wouldn’t hesitate.” 

   Now the bearded one looked at him once, then away again.  “I think they’re short-staffed 

today,” he commented genially to the older man, who was lighting a cigarette with palsy 

hands.  His face was ashen, but he struck a match with rapidity, only saying, “Certainly, 

Jed,” with a slight English accent.  He blew the smoke towards the woman’s face.  “Will 

you marry me, Bessy?” he said perfunctorily, but got no response.  The woman seemed 

comatose.  She pulled off a strand of hair plastered on her forehead, and groaned. 

   “What?  What did you say, darling?” continued her suitor.  “You don’t want to wed? 

Still?”  His voice was becoming more acidic.  “Well, I don’t really want to marry you, 

either.  Unfortunately, though, I seem to have no choice.  Shut up,” he said in aside to the 
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scarred one, who was giggling again, and sputtering some words that could not form into 

the smooth cadence or words. 

   “I think she’s tired,” said the bearded one, stroking his whiskers.  “Or maybe just too 

hungry,” he amended, darting a look toward Ben once more, who heard footsteps 

approaching. 

   “Okay,  What is it, Angus?” remarked the leader.  “Spit it out.  Maybe?  Maybe what?” 

   “M-maybe she’s got the clap,” and laughed so hard that he wheezed, and leaned forward, 

his ample girth running into the table, which resteadied with the clicking of the salt and 

pepper shakers. 

   The man had to laugh with him in spite of himself.  “Good one, Angy, but now do me a 

favor and get a grip on yourself.” 

   Angus swallowed hard, with tears in his eyes, the sniffed violently, wiping the base of his 

nostrils afterward.  He slumped back into his chair and coughed, saying, “Service, service, 

service, we’ve got to have service, service, service.”  His stomach was rumbling, and he 

looked to the bearded one for validation. 

   The giant said, “Service, please,” in a barely controlled shout, crossing his long arms 

across his chest.  He sniffed nearly as violently as the other had, then shot a direct look over 

to Ben, who was now joined by Stubbs and Paul. 

   “They’re fucking speed freaks,” whispered Paul, Stubbs standing so close that his arm 

rubbed up against his shoulder.  He waited for some directive, but there was none, so he 

jumped in. 

   “What should we do?  Do you figure we should draw our guns and tell them?” 

   “No,” hissed Paul.  “If that’s the case, we’ll just open up on them.  We can ask them to 

leave, but they’re so high, any offensive words might set them off.” 

   “Should I ask for my tip?” inquired Ben.  “Then if they refuse, we open up on them?  

Maybe they were high the last time, too, and that’s why they didn’t give it a thought.” 

   “You think so?” said Stubbs.  “I don’t know why the fat one threw that penny at your 

feet.  That doesn’t make sense.” 

   “Look,” said Paul.  “I want Ben to try.  Just stand here and tell them you were stiffed.  If 

they begin to argue, much less make a false move, open up.” 
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   “Okay,” said Ben, readying his pistol.  Out there, eight eyes stared their way.  “You’ll get 

your service,” he called out, but first, I want the tip that you stiffed me the last time.”  He 

continued, because they were frozen, and he wanted to stay clear of any dead silence, where 

the tension would build quickly, and become infallible.  He shot a glance first at Paul, who 

was nodding his head, holding a sawed-off shotgun in his fat hands.  “You might have 

forgotten, I guess, and I tend to think that is what happened.  So all I want to do is clear 

things up, then we’ll go about sewing you.” 

   The older man shrugged, and motioned to the bearded one, who pulled out a wallet and 

placed a ten dollar bill on the table.  He called out “All right?  No harm done, all right?” 

with more challenge than clemency in his voice.  Then he stared ahead at the chubby one, 

whose face was twitching.  Meanwhile the woman moaned once again. 

   Ben looked at Paul, who nodded his head, and whispered, “Serve them quick.  We’ll keep 

you covered the whole time, so there is nothing to worry about.” 

   Stubbs added, “He’s right, Ben.  They’re too jumpy, and we have the steady hands.” 

   “All right,” he whispered back, putting the pistol in the small of his back.  To him, the 

situation was hopeless, and he regretted having returned after Paul’s vacation.  Ray was 

dead, and now his number was up, spinning.  He said, “Menus coming right up,” thinking 

that if there were shots, he would not take a chance, and would shoot the woman, too. 

   Paul peeked around the corner, grateful about one detail: Graziano and Molinari would 

not be there when the speed freaks were still dining.  That would have courted disaster, 

because Graziano tended to be the type to shoot people for what he perceived as bad 

manners.  The word “respect” was taken to extremes by the confessed hit man, who joked 

in the past that he had shot men in the past for upsetting his digestion.  He felt grateful to 

have him on his side, although Molinari, if anything was even more ruthless.  Harboring 

fearless braggadocio, he nevertheless was more inclined to eschew loyalty when it was 

expedient.  A great deal of his lethal power was due to his seeming anonymity.  Because he 

only spoke what he meant to do, and because he lacked the extroverted trimmings that in 

the past had so suited his breed in general, he was more apt to utilize surprise against his 

enemies.  His greatest gift was an ability to blend in with any crowd, his ruthlessness only 

dictated to by his cunning.  Paul wished, in a sense, that he was there now, because he 
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would know how to deal with these crazies.  Paul watched Ben walked out with the menus, 

and the chubby man named Angus, still giggling from time to time. 

   “Here you go,” Ben said, passing them around the table. 

   “Thank you kindly, sir,” remarked the older man icily, without looking at him. 

   “Can I get you something to drink?  We’ve got Budweiser and Coors in bottles, Coke, 7-

Up, and bottled water.”  He was studying everyone closely, trying to espy their weapons, to 

no avail. 

   “Buds for us three gents, and a 7-Up for the lady,” he replied, still not looking up.  “Is 

that all right by you, Maddy?” 

   She nodded her head once, raising her blurry eyes, red, and peering out of hollow 

sockets. 

   “Coming right up,” Ben hurried back, watching Paul and Stubbs watch them.  He 

silently cursed, because his right knee was stiffening up.  He walked past them without 

saying a word and pulled the drinks out of the refrigerator. 

   “So far, so good,” whispered Paul, as he passed him again.  Stubbs remained silent, with 

a grim set to his mouth.  Ben heard him clear his throat; in fact, it was so loud that 

everyone at the table looked up. 

   He looked at the ten dollar bill, then thought better of it.  He set the drinks down, and the 

bearded one was already calling off the order, strangely pointing at the people whose food 

he was ordering, at the end pointing to himself: “b.l.t., steak and potatoes, cheeseburger, 

and steak and potatoes.” 

   “Fine.”  Ben went back and handed it over to Stubbs, who looked at it circumspectly.  

Paul whispered, “Let Stubbs take care of it, Ben.  Just stay alert, and I’ll pick up your 

signs.”  His face was wet.  Ben wondered if he had ever been in such a tense situation 

before.  He guessed that he had, so he second-guessed himself.  Was he being a little too 

cool for all their good?  Moreover, was he jeopardizing his chance of ever seeing Mary 

again?   Suddenly, in the moment, he did not care.  The situation he was in seemed to 

ludicrous for real life.  A restaurant was supposed to be a place to relax, not die.  He 

granted that hits often took place in them in the past, but a pitched battle was something 

else entirely.  Standing before the table, he saw the cruiser creep by, and, for the first time, 
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was encouraged by its presence.  Surprisingly, the patrons did not notice.  They continued 

to ignore him, and he walked back to the kitchen. 

   They struck up a conversation.  The bearded one started it.  “You know, we should think 

about getting out of Mattituck,” he said, taking a slug of his beer.  “We’re too far away 

from our business interests.  We’ve got to stay closer to the big base from which we move 

surplus from.” 

   Angus slammed his beer down.  “That’s nuts, Jed.  You want the syndicate all over us, or 

what?” 

   “Calm down,” said the gentlemanly one.  “There is no need to shout.  But I can barely 

believe what I’m hearing.  Things are progressing fine the way they are, so I see no need to 

implement changes.  We all get our piece, and that is what’s most important, right, 

Maddy?”  Again, she did not respond; only her head, lolling back and forth, evinced signs 

that she was conscious. 

   Jed brooded for a moment.  “It’s all right.  But something has got to change.  Someone 

will catch wind of us soon if we don’t start doing things differently.  We might be made to 

make sacrifices we cannot survive.” 

   “You’re talking about our lives now, aren’t you?” interjected Angus.  “You’re fucked up 

high, I tell you,” he giggled.  “Why do you want to change things so badly?  It might make 

us all fall into a big trap.” 

   The boss looked away meaningfully.  “Those streets are ours, gentlemen, no matter what 

way you look at it.  Everyone who knows that is envious, but how many are there 

altogether?  Not many, I don’t think.  So I don’t worry much about competition.  What I 

do worry about is the people who don’t know us from a street corner dealer.” 

   “Yeah, the slum crackpots,” rejoined Jed.  “They’re the ones who are most dangerous.  I 

make sure I steer clear of those psychopaths.” He spat on the floor, unconcerned about 

being watched. 

   “I think we should move in wherever we can,” said Angus, tapping a foot on the floor, a 

quick patter.  “No one is as sneaky as us, okay?  We have more nerves in us than a 

basement full of snakes.  Jed, no, hear me out.  Let me talk for once.  I demand it.  We’re 

the most squealing geniuses that ever hit the Empire State, you know.  I mean when I think 

back the beginning, we had nothing going, and in that fake world we didn’t have the goods 
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to get going.  But now, and I’m being honest when I say it, we’re the future, the fucking 

future of this great country.  It’s all booze and drugs, and I love it.  Oh, I fucking love it 

when that certain woman wants that needle, no she’s got to have it, so you stick your dick 

up her in return-” 

   “Shut up!” yelled Jed.  “Keep your dirty mouth shut.  Your talk is making my stomach 

turn.  Don’t you know better than to squeal on like a pig?  Or is that what you are, a damn 

pig?” 

   “Correcto mundo.  I’m a pig, and proud of it.  Pigs happen to be very smart.” 

   “All right, if you’re so smart, why can’t you figure out how to get your Latin American 

dictator up here so you can create your own country?” 

   “It’s in the words, Jed.  You’ve just got to be patient.  I’m just throwing him coins over 

my shoulder right now.  But soon I’ll have the dough to get him up here in earnest.” 

   Jed sighed.  “You’ve really got your head up your ass, don’t you see that?  You’ve been 

cutting him too good of a deal.  As soon as he has enough money, he’ll go play with his own 

pawns, probably somewhere in Columbia.  You’ve only met this man once.  Are you naive 

enough to think he’s going to want to help you in the future, just because now you’re 

scratching his back?” 

   “Why not?  Sometimes you’ve got to go on your gut instinct.  Because I see that, I’m able 

to serve my own best interests.  When I see the junky, I know how to separate the good and 

dirty parts.  You know what I mean, don’t you?  The dirty part is that he is an animal, and 

will bite you if you don’t keep feeding him.  On the other hand, if you keep him supplied 

with the syrup, he’ll do anything for you.” 

   “You know, he has a point,” said Jesup.  “Look at Maddy here.  She wants to marry me, 

and doesn’t realize it.  I’ve broken her defenses down.  Soon she will only have “Yes” on 

her tongue, and I’ll find richer country.” 

   Jed was unconvinced.  “Richer country?  Where?  This is the richest country-” 

   “It’s the new country,” interjected Angus. 

   “Shut up,” rebuked Jed.  “It might be sicker in terms of the land itself, but not as far as 

the money that can be extracted from the masses.  The land has dried up, so it is people you 

have to exploit more and more.” 
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   “That’s an impressive idea,” said the gentleman.  “I love its philosophical message, that 

nature is dying, therefore man must feed upon man.  It is exquisite in its simplicity, and 

simplicity is what people need more than anything.  When things get too complicated, we 

become confused, and have to resort to base methods.  Don’t you agree, Angus?” 

   “Yes, but there are too many fucking people.  That’s the biggest problem.  But when you 

put me into a tank full of them, I go into a feeding frenzy, and there’s fucking blood 

everywhere.  Sometimes I can barely see because it is stuck to my eyeballs, like out of some 

horror movie-” 

   “Shut up!” returned Jed.  “Man, where did you learn to talk?  You speak like you’re a 

preacher of something, except a torrent of filth comes out of your mouth, which proves that 

you eat shit.” 

   “Enough,” said the gentleman.  “Our food is coming out at this very moment, carried by 

our favorite waiter.  Hey, sir,” he addressed Ben as he set the plate down, “kindly bring us 

more drinks, why don’t you.  Wake up, Maddy.”  He slapped her hard across the face, and 

her eyes opened wide.  “That’s better,” he said. 

   Ben watched them eat, grimacing, because of the slap.  It brought back to him the bruises 

he had often seen on his mother’s arms, although she denied his father ever having abused 

her physically.  Ben felt he could identify his father’s fingerprints.  He was almost sure that 

he had never hit her, but hard pinches rendered it meaningless.  For the first time in his 

life, he felt a keen urge to kill. 

   They ate hungrily, no conversation taking place during the feast.  Angus made loud 

smacking sounds, and, despite stares from Jed, continued his slovenly ways, using his hand 

instead of a napkin, and burping loudly.  His boss did not seem to care, just shoving food 

into Maddy’s mouth, who obliged him without incident. 

   Paul was not familiar with any of them.  He picked his brain, but could not come up with 

a connection.  Even with the shop-talk he was left groundless, telling himself that Graziano 

or Molinari must be familiar with at least one of them.  Briefly, when they had finished 

eating, and the gentleman had urbanely enough thanked Ben and put down the cash for the 

bill, and a tip, he thought about introducing himself.  Ultimately, he decided against it, 

because it went against protocol, and he could not risk the transgression.  “If a conflict is 
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about to spring up, it is already inevitable,” he thought.  He turned to Stubbs and said, “I 

think we’re home free, but still stay on your toes.” 

   “Good afternoon,” said the boss, and stood up with some difficulty.  He took the woman’s 

arm and the other two followed, the chubby one saying, “Till next time, guys,” on the way 

out.  Ben walked over and picked up the ten dollar bills, on top of payment for the meal. 

   They climbed slowly into the car, the bearded one lighting a cigarette, and looking back 

up the street.  He saw the patrol car, but did not blanch.  He said something to his boss’s 

back, then got in the front driver’s side and pulled off.  He watched in the rearview mirror, 

as they were followed for a couple of blocks.  In the meantime, he kept his boss apprised of 

their pursuer.  Upon a recommendation, he sped up, and left the patrol car behind.  He put 

on his sunglasses and opened the ashtray. 

   “They’re gone,” he said.  “They must be there looking out for Graziano.” 

   “And Molinari, of course,” came the terse reply.  “I wonder if they’re looking for Paul, 

though.” 

   “Stands to chance,” replied Jed.  “He’s a cautious man, I think.  Things point to it, in my 

estimation.” 

   “We’ll return shortly, chaps.”  He had been building up to it for a long time.  They had 

cased the joint twice, now it was time to move in on the territory. 

 

   The patrolmen doubled back to the restaurant, with the siren on.  Paul had specified this 

precise precaution, since it would give him time to assure anyone in his office, or the 

restaurant.  They agreed that their special compensation did not make it much worthwile, 

but they were anxious to do some dangerous work.  Normally, their precinct had them 

posted outside Times Square, shaking down dealers, who were usually homeless.  Both 

were in their mid-twenties.  Officer Rodriguez was from Brooklyn and Officer Flanagan 

hailed from Queens.  They had been partners for only a few months, but rarely disagreed 

about procedure.  Rodriguez had the final word, however, since he had one year’s 

seniority.  Tragically, his wife had been killed by a sniper’s bullet outside their apartment 

off Bedford Ave. in Williamsburg, and his chief had failed to get a special dispensation for 

him from the federal government.  For a month’s period after the funeral, he had pulled 

his partner into barroom brawls and, miraculously, neither had been shot.  Flanagan was 
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always prescient in a scrap.  Much larger than Rodriguez, he did a majority of the damage, 

kidding him that he had too much of a boxer’s mentality in a fight, and that throwing 

someone over the bar was more virtuous, because the sufferer was not likely to have much 

left afterward, so a tortuous rearranging of his face was unnecessary.  Still, Flanagan took 

some pointers from Rodriguez, in the unlikely event of grabbing hold of someone too big 

for him to throw around.  Rodriguez had prodded him one day when they were sparring, 

saying, “Come on, don’t you ever punch,” and Flanagan had surprised him with a 

beautiful right hook, which neatly flattened him.  “You see, I’m not as slow as I look.  Plus, 

I actually took something off that one.” 

   Chief Anderson had personally introduced them to Paul one month previous, and had 

apprised them that Mr. Yurchenko was too shaky a confidence man, a confessed criminal, 

and that they could do worse than to be on his payroll, on top of their meager policing 

wage.  Rodriguez was stubborn at first, but had finally given in.  They met Paul on an early 

morning behind a warehouse in Queens.  It was snowing heavily, and they shouted above 

the howling wind.  The Chief, a milquetoast looking individual for an officer, had yelled: 

   “What’s it gonna be?” and Paul handed over an envelope that effectively doubled their 

wages.  Although the mobster was in a hurry, Anderson had insisted he wait while he 

counted the bills. 

   Paul had protested once, but he did not recognize the slight, because he knew he was 

getting a good deal on protection.  He could not expect much, and the eager looks on the 

faces of the young officers convinced him he could have done much worse. 

   The right wheel grazed the curb.  “Watch what you’re doing, all right?” pestered 

Flanagan. 

   “Get off my back, all right?  You’re crazy, man.  You wanted me to pursue the suspects, 

which isn’t part of our job.”  He looked inside and saw the three men sitting around a 

table.  “You see them?  That’s who we have to worry about.  As far as the others go, we 

don’t have to worry about them.” 

   Flanagan was amused.  “Look, put one and one together and you have two.  The driver 

seemed a little too concerned about us, which means they’re bad guys.” 

   “Everyone is a bad guy,” Rodriguez cracked. 
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    “That’s beside the point, Alex.  In a sense, you’re right, but let’s get back to what I was 

saying.  They were too uneasy to see us, then they bolt.  If we had pursued them a little, we 

could have gotten a better idea about where they’re from.  You see what I’m saying?” 

   “Yes, but I don’t like it.  Especially since Paul is probably waiting to talk to us.  And if we 

had followed, we would’ve left him open to someone else.” 

   “I know.  But sometimes you’ve got to take chances.  Otherwise you never get anywhere.  

Then you’re locked up, like a criminal.” 

   “We’re locked up, Henry.” 

   “Aw, shut up, Alex.  You’re just playing the devil’s advocate for the fun of it.  Just admit 

that we should have followed them a little further, and I’ll forget about it.” 

   “Forget it,” said Alex, smiling.  “I never regret what I do, because I’ve got my head on 

straight.  Let’s go inside and see what Mr. Yurchenko has to say.” 

   Flanagan got out, but not before telling his partner, “Don’t be too much of an officer, all 

right?  I don’t want to lose this job.  We’re bodyguards, not traffic cops.” 

   “Whatever you say,” said Alex, but smiled, to let him know that he was on the same 

wavelength.  They were wearing the dark blue uniform of the NYPD, and their badges 

were shining brilliantly, as they were supposed to, in the glare of the afternoon sunlight.  

To Rodriguez, it was the only thing that mattered to him anymore, with Tina gone. 

   “I didn’t like what I saw,” said Paul, passing around some beers and taking a seat.  “In 

fact, I disliked it so much I don’t ever want to see it again.  You know what I’m saying?”  

He said it to everyone, but Flanagan knew who it was directed at. 

   “Okay,”  he answered, looking out the corner of his eye at Alex.  “But what do you want 

us to do?” 

   Paul’s face turned red, and asked again, but this time addressed Alex directly:  “You 

know what I’m talking about, don’t you?  It’s very simple.” 

   “I can guess.  You want us to take care of them for good, don’t you?”  He struggled to 

contain to enthusiasm in his voice. 

   Stubbs and Ben looked on, but had nothing to add.  Ben was none too enthused, and 

Stubbs was exhausted.  He had killed a man for the first time less than one week before, 

and did not look forward to killing more.  It dawned on him that Paul could be wrong 
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about the group, but then a businessman had to protect his best interests.  The question of 

their exact motive was not brought up. 

   “This is the way I see it, guys,” began Paul, breaking the seal of a bottle of Absolut 

Vodka, and pouring himself a double shot.  “It’s us or them.  The question if who will be 

bold enough to strike first.  I have a gut feeling they’re targeting two of my associates along 

with me.  Now, since they’re clearly drug addicts, we can safely assume their paranoid.”  

He stopped, and threw down the shot.  “Thus, it is highly unlikely they will employ anyone 

else for a hit.  They’re too leery of outsiders, is why.  What they’ll do is come by themselves, 

but with the firepower of ten.  They’ll come when my associates are here, or try to intercept 

them first.  So what I want you two to do is provide them an armed escort, so they get here 

intact.  Then we’ll just wait.  It’s a simple plan, but one, I think, that will prove very 

effective.”  He poured and drank another shot, then passed the bottle around.  “But, for 

today, I’m sending Ben and Stubbs here home early, because my business pals are very 

leery of surprise introductions.  And you two officers, I want you to take your usual spot 

down the block.  Tomorrow we’ll step it up.  I want you guys to get some radios so we can 

stay in contact at all times.  Tonight I’m calling one of my associates so I can get some extra 

protection.  Have I left anything out?” 

   “I guess not,” remarked Flanagan.  “We’ll nail them.  That’s all I’ve got to say.  They’re 

falling into a deadly trap.” 

   “Yeah,” agreed Paul.  “But the thing is to not tip them off.  If we are not too careful, 

they’ll maneuver into a new position, which would be more dangerous for us.  Just don’t 

underestimate them.” 

   “We won’t,” assured Ben, who was impatient to get home.  He was repulsed by the whole 

idea.  An hour before he had been ready to shoot but his anger was lifeless again, replaced 

by a depression that de-motivated him.  Killing and death commingled where he could not 

separate the two, and the killing of anyone else was to the death of him, too.  How could he 

summon the stubbornness to return?  Tomorrow he knew he might have to kill for the first 

time, and was mortified.  But there was no way to escape it, because his father might expect 

the same of him somewhere down the line.  “I’ll see you guys in the morning,” he said, 

standing up. 

   “Hey, wait, I’ll give you a ride,” said Stubbs.  “I’m going home, and-” 
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   “Thanks, Stubbs, but no thanks.”  He walked out of the restaurant, knowing that death 

was already at his doorstep. 

 

   Walks normally invigorated him, and that one was no exception.  He felt especially far 

removed from the tension to be given its due the next day.  But there was another force that 

pulled forward, and he could not articulate it in definite words.  It was ever subtle, yet 

overbearing in its patient strength.  If blocked out the negative sights and sounds of the city 

as he walked.  Underfoot were thousands of people living in the subways, whose cars had 

been unhooked, then abandoned by the decaying city.  He passed a few bloated bodies, the 

flesh popping out malodorously, eyes staring lividly, as if they were possessed by demons.  

Across pothole-infested streets, he walked, along roads that only had burnt hulks of steel, 

like razed crops of giant corn, to show for all the efforts of civilization.   Death was 

omnipotent, but he did not care.  Someone might jump out of an alleyway and stab him for 

his wallet and clothes, but he was unmoved in his cocoon of righteous anger. 

   Yet his mail presented a lone letter, return addressed with meaningful letters: 

Donna Banks  128 E Oak Ave. East Lansing, MI  48823.  He ran up the stairs, thinking, 

“This means not just Mom, but Mary.”  He started to take the steps three at a time, and 

almost tripped.  He knew there might be no mention of Mary in the letter, but it was a chief 

meaning conveyed to him in it.  The contents might be a little harsh, but it was the result of 

his labor he was enlivened by. 

 

Dear Ben, 

 

   My dear one, you have finally written to me, after such a long time.  Unfortunately, my 

own letters were returned.  I fear they have cut off the service to your city entirely.  I don’t 

understand it, but there is a lot I don’t understand anymore.  If you get this letter, though, 

it is because your father insisted he would make sure of it.  I know what you’re thinking, 

here she goes again, trying to fight my battles for me.  But just be patient with me, because 

I know I have been patient with you.  I have really just been waiting for a chance to 

browbeat your dad a little.  I’m sure you believe that!  I hope you won’t be angry with me, 

because I’ve got to forewarn you that I’ve talked to him, over the phone.  The first time he 
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hung up on me, but the second he agreed to talk to me about you.  He said he hoped you 

were doing well.  I told him he knew damn well you weren’t doing well, if I was calling him 

to ask him to do my son his son a favor.  I won’t tell you needless details like how I got his 

phone number.  The main thing is he did not act surprised, and said he would do 

something if it was in his power.  I told him in no uncertain terms to get you out of there!  I 

told him that you had not given up, that you had plans to marry a girl.  He laughed then, 

and asked if I really thought you were in love with her.  Rest assured I let him have it good 

then.  He cut me off, and told me to get to the point quickly, because he was not going to sit 

and just have his ear chewed off.  “Let’s get down to plain old business,” he said.  I told 

him you were writing to him, too, but he laughed that off, too.  I said you were willing to 

talk to work for him for a period once you were there.  Then, for the first time, he paused.  

Then he asked what made me or you think that you were cut out for his line of work.  I said 

he could get a better answer from you, but he was sounding impatient and testy, and I 

thought he might hang up on me for good.  So I told him about your job, how you were on 

armed duty, and considering the times, the decent pay you got in return.  I also told him 

about Ray, about how you were intending to have his help enlisted, also.  He said 

something briefly, about how I was currying favor, and, because of it, the entire proposal 

was suspect.  Then I told him in no uncertain terms that he could finally do something for 

his son, who had grown up into a tough man.   

 

   Ben stopped reading for a moment.  She had attributed a word to him that he had never 

heard her inveigh.  “Tough,” he read again, and felt somewhat guilty, because she was 

obviously going against her dictum by appealing to his father’s macho vanity.  “He’s tough, 

just like you,” it conferred.  His mother was, indeed, swallowing a lot of her pride and 

bitterness on her son’s behalf.  “No, at my behest, at my urgings,” he amended, and felt like 

he was sinking further into the couch. 

   He said he would be the one to pass judgment, that it was not a woman’s place to judge 

how strong a man was.  I thought about telling off right then and there, but then thought of 

you, and did not raise my voice.  He told me that what I was asking for as basically too 

much.  I heard shouts in the background of his office, and simmered, so this is the way he 

and his staff deal with people, I thought.  But he went on to say he didn’t see any great 
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reason to say No.  Anyone who wanted a piece of police work had to be crazy, because 

society was worsening to insane degrees.  When he said insane, I thought of him, an 

essentially brutal man.  Was it true what we’ve always heard about him doing with his bare 

hands?  Was this how the rage was given a legal outlet?  There always seemed to be 

something that turned in him when he was under pressure.  Whenever we had an argument 

over how to raise you, he would spout invective at me, then go down to a bar to fight. 

   But now here comes the bare truth.  He said he would hire you temporarily, but he did 

not know what kind of time you were specifically thinking about.  He said he would need 

you for at least two months for a current operation, but that it could easily turn into six 

months to a year.  I asked him what kind of operation it was, but he refused, saying it was 

confidential police work.  But he had no power to transport you.  Those powers are limited, 

at least so he claims.  “He’ll have to find his own way,” he said.  I was starting to argue, but 

he cut me off, saying he had to get back to work.  He finished by saying that if I made the 

trip to Chicago, to look him up at the 6th Precinct from seven to eight in the morning, 

Monday through Friday.  He said he was always in his office during those hours.  He 

warned me not to call back, or he would call it off, then hung up. 

   I don’t know how he expects you to find your own way, or  where you’ll live in Chicago.  

I am just scared to death for you.  Promise me you’ll write back before you make a 

decision.  I’ll understand  if it’s short, because you’ve got enough on your mind.  Just be 

careful, okay?  Don’t make any rash decisions.  I’ve always put faith in your decisions 

when you’ve given them time.  So don’t rush it.  Just take your time, and let me know.  

Take care now. 

 

      Love,  

     Mom 

 

p.s.  Say “Hi” to Ray for me.  Hopefully in the future.  Now, don’t lose your father might 

consider hiring him on at some point hope!  I have been trying to find out where Mary 

lives, but have had no luck as of yet.  I know how much you love her, Ben.  
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   He felt excited, but also cursed.  Setting the letter down carefully, he put his head in his 

hands, and breathed in deeply.  “What a paradox!” he thought.  When he looked at it from 

a positive viewpoint, there was hope, because his father welcomed him, if in a less than 

overwhelming fashion.  Would he actually shake his hand when the opportunity arose, 

solidifying the agreement?  The thought seemed absurd, but obtainable.  If he could just 

convince his father that he proof of the bloodline was in every gesture, in every handshake 

even, cementing a bond, there would be something beyond mere hope.  A promise.  Such a 

promise that, granted, might be preemptively destroyed by a criminal’s action.  How would 

they interact when their guns were drawn?  Would their coordination in police procedure 

be the spark that was needed all along?  As he sat, cracking his fingers in consternation, he 

admitted to himself that he desired a sort of reconciliation, a partial one.  One that could 

pave his way in the future. 

   But then the curse.  Ah!  Now that had more definitive repercussions, because he had an 

invitation, but it was not earmarked RSVP.  Lacking the armed police escort, and with Ray 

gone, he would have to improvise.  Additionally, since his mother was ignorant of Mary’s 

whereabouts, he might risk his life in vain; his love frustrated once more.  Of course, there 

was no choice, because he had already committed himself, but, nevertheless, he wished 

there was a validation that would infuse his entire being with drive.  In the space of it, he 

needed to outfit himself with the tools for propulsion. 

   Thus, he started thinking about how he might get to Chicago, a place he had never been 

to.  The constant source for contemplation was Paul, who had connections.  And who knew 

but if the officers would drive him.  That was the question.  It was not just a matter of 

transportation, but of motivation.  He could not positively envisage himself alone arriving 

in Illinois.  He only had one hand for a lethal element of steel.  He tried to imagine himself 

raking a car speeding at him with two shooters, steering with his knees.  Smiling to himself, 

he thought it might be a good stunt for his novel.  Firearms-wise, he knew that he would be 

adequately equipped, considering all of Ray’s wares, some of which had been in the closet 

for more than a couple years.  Once, Ben told him he should give them a good dusting, but 

Ray had replied that they were only relics.  Curiosity alive, he took a look himself, and had 

to reach blindly into the uppermost shelf, since it was above his head.  His hand ran into 

balls of dust, which made it feel like he was invading a hidden vault of a crypt.  The dust 
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agitated, and he sneezed once, pulling three handguns out in the meantime.  One was a Colt 

.45, a long-barreled weapon mythologized by the Old West, a prehensile Dirty Harry pistol.  

He set in down on the bed, then examined the next.  It was a Derringer, a small pistol that 

had once been very popular, but was now obsolescent, lacking the sure-kill firing power of 

its heavier power cohorts.  But Ben liked it, turning it over in his hands, and blowing off 

the fine coating of dust.  “This,” he thought, “is perfect for a last resort.”  He marveled how 

easily it could be concealed, even though he had heard of its capacity in the past.  Ben 

thought he could place it in a boot, if he could find bullets for it.  Last, there was a .38 

snubnose, a medium-sized pistol that felt perfect in his grip.  Immediately, he rummaged 

through the rest of the closet and found the bullets on the lowest shelf, underneath a 

bulletproof vest that had a few indentations around the chest, and a few bloodstains, also.  

It was ratty, and not full-proof, and he felt he could use it.  He almost expected Ray to 

appear and castigate him for looking through his belongings.  Ray would turn his nose up 

at the jacket, but he did not feel superior.  He wondered briefly if it might have once saved 

his friend.  Sitting a little teary-eyed, he engaged the bullets, putting them in one at a time 

with shaky fingers.  His breath exited in gasps, and he felt a cool sweat.  Instantaneously, 

he walked into the living room and over to the middle window, which never closed 

completely.  He placed the gun on the sill and wrenched the window free.  His eyes were 

closed.  A gust of wind buffeted his face, as if he was surrendering himself to a gentle 

scolding.  He was his mother’s face from the past, stern but gentle. One eye appeared 

bigger than the other, and there was an amoeba-like looking purple birthmark on her right 

cheek.  When she laughed, and said “Oh, my Lord,” one of her hands would attach to that 

spot as if its florid caste further embarrassed her.  He blinked, still standing next to the 

window, and he saw Ray’s face, lifeless.  The eyes were squinched shut, and the face was 

gray, but also had spots of black peeking through the ashen rage.  Yes, he was angry in 

death, there was no ignoring it.  Ben saw the righted body resettle on its back in a cabbage 

field.  Wafts of the pungently rich aroma assailed his nostrils, and they suddenly became 

congested.  Ben opened his eyes, and picked up the gun slowly, as if he was sleepwalking.  

He thought that, for the fun of it, he would shoot above the heads of the four pimps 

standing across the street.  It would give him a good chuckle to watch them run away.  “A 

blight on the landscape,” he thought.  He closed his eyes again, but this time, no 
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inadvertent image sprung up out of the instability of his mind.  “Mary,” he said softly, but 

she would not appear, so beautiful and strong.  He saw his mother again, and tried to 

reassemble her face entirely, but failed.  The nose pitted out, leaving a black void, and 

spread out, taking the mouth, the forehead, then the chin and scalp.  His arm was out the 

window, aiming at the tallest of the pimps, and the only one he recognized, wearing a green 

velvet, and with a waxed mustache, whose tips curled up in a foregone fashion.  His fists 

pounded the air from time to time, and his co-workers erupted in laughter.  Ben was not 

sure of his aim, had never been to a firing range as of late, but aimed between the eyes 

anyhow.  He wanted to execute a difficult shot.  In fact, he would have liked to fire two into 

the body, one into the head, but at that range did not think there was enough time.  The 

pimp ran his fingers lovingly over the whiskers.  Even from a distance, Ben saw how long 

and thin they were.  He pictured them closing around the throat of a prostitute.   “Yeah,’ 

he said aloud, “you’re the worst kind of pimp.”  But, despite himself, his readiness, his eyes 

closed once more, and he saw his father’s face.  A younger visage, when Ben was just a little 

boy.  The police cap was down at a rakish angle over one eye, and there was a look of 

impulsive love in the eyes.  “What,” he thought, “has him so happy?”  He felt he had 

stumbled upon a secret recess of his father, a place which he(his father)staunchly defended.  

“There’s got to be good in every man, right?”  Had his father really beat men to death 

while holding his shield?  But his eyes were open again, and he re-aimed.  But he could not 

pull the trigger. 

   Twice.  Twice he had tried and twice he had failed.  He was getting scared about a 

probable third, so he set the .38 down on the windowsill and walked away.  It was 

midafternoon, and he had only had breakfast, so he made a peanut butter and jelly 

sandwich, and poured a tall glass of milk.  He remembered how Ray used to fill the glasses 

with beer; consistently.  But lately he had gotten into the habit of drinking them straight 

out of the can or bottle.  He missed the philosophical conversations, memorializing Ray as a 

worthy opponent.  As he sat eating, he remembered Ray’s most consistent complaint:  

“Ben, you’re not in reality enough,” was the basic admonition, spiced up with aphorisms 

and jibes.  “Ray,” he said aloud, “this is the hard truth.  You’re no longer in reality, but I 

am.”  He felt scared again, thinking how much reality was affecting him.  He had almost 

shot a man in cold blood, something he thought Ray, or more likely his father, would do.  
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Hell, that particular pimp had never hassled him, even once offering him a beer on a deuce, 

a deuce meaning a rare moment of friendship not to be forgotten, or taken for granted, 

either.  A solemn offering never to be insulted. 

   “I’m insulting myself,” he thought, finishing off the sandwich.  He walked over and 

picked up the gun, then re-entered Ray’s bedroom and methodically loaded the Colt .45.  

But he could not find the ammunition for the Derringer.  He figured that Paul or Stubbs 

might be able to obtain a portion of the practically rare bullets, but far from assured.  He 

looked at some of Ray’s posters; in particular, a picture of the epic Normandy landing of 

WWII.  Ray had read numerous books on the huge operation, and could give detailed 

accounts of divisional maneuvers.  Ray said it was not the turning point of the war but, 

rather, the beginning of the end, a time when the fate already dictated to men still 

embroiled in struggle.  Ben thought his own fate had already been decided.  It was 

imbedded in the stone that might not ever rest over his deceased friend’s grave, were his 

body ever found.  He thought about his mother, Mary, and Chicago, but settled on Paul, 

who represented the beginning of the end as he saw it. 

   But before he embarked upon the plan, there was one more letter to write.  He would 

have like to put it off, but because of the quick progress of his purpose, he had no choice.  

He took his pad in his hand and began writing. 

 

Dear Mom, 

 

   I love you and I’m sorry I haven’t written to you sooner, but there has been so much on 

my mind.  First, you need to know that Ray has disappeared.  He had been drinking a lot, 

then all of a sudden he was gone.  He had told me he was going to look around for a car, 

and never came back.  There is no proof that he is dead, but I’m practically sure of it.  He 

is not the type of person to just run off without letting anyone know where he went in such 

a hurry.  I hate to say it, but I fear I lost my best friend.  He might have found a new life 

outside NYC, but I have no reason to truly believe that he did. 

   When I read your letter, you brought me back to the time when my father was around, 

and it was not too comfortable.  But it was necessary.  I feel that strongly, to the core of my 

bones.  Frankly, I was surprised he would be willing to help me in any way.  I guess he still 
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has a capacity for sympathy, if not outright love.  I’m going to try it out, even without Ray, 

and any official sanction from father.  He pisses me off as much as you, talking so bluntly 

about things he should hold his tongue on.  The man is filled with righteous judgment, and 

I do not give a damn about it.  Except I’m going to have to be very careful, and not get too 

mixed up in his dirty business.  As soon as I can escape him, you can be sure that I will. 

   I feel like I’m being blunt now myself.  But I can’t help it.  I’m submerging a lot of 

emotion in order to stay clear, and to reach my goal, because now that I’m able to escape it, 

it’s just a matter of time before I see you and Mary again.  I guess I couldn’t express my 

gratitude to you in words, so I’ll just reach you as soon as I can in the space of time.  And 

please don’t worry too much about me. 

 

   Love, 

   Ben 

 

   Re-reading it, he was a little dissatisfied with the content, but could not summon the 

effort to re-work it, insofar as he was drained, and had to conserve his energy in order that 

he could be productive the next day.  He walked to the window, and suddenly remembered 

the pimp’s name.  “Charles Johnson,” he said, “isn’t it sure good to be alive?”  The man 

was laughing with his girls, and holding a lighted cigarette in his big hands, but his jacket 

was light, and he was cold. 

   Ben awoke from dreaming, turning over on his side restlessly, but not yawning.  He 

busied himself for a few minutes, wiping sleep out of the corners of his eyes.  It was 

particularly thick, and he slightly trembled, remembering certain episodes in his last 

dream.  He remembered he had struck a woman, and she had died, as soon as the impact 

befell her, eyes closed before she hit the ground.  She was wearing a flimsy yellow dress, 

but could not recollect anything prior to her sudden appearance.  It was if she had been set 

down in front of him as a statue to topple, but felt he had connected with flesh and bone 

when he had struck her face.  “Perhaps,” he thought, “I was caressing it before I struck it.”  

There was a piquant relief stirring in his delirium, that she did not resemble Mary, in the 

color of her face, or her form.  Afterward, he put her body in the trunk of his car, and 

started driving.  The chain of events was episodic, each irrespective of the next.  One time 
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he stopped at a gas station, and was wearing about the body smelling.  Another time he 

pulled off into a cornfield late at night, and opened the trunk to see the body transformed 

into a scarecrow.  Maybe, he thought, it had been subconsciously transfigured by the sight 

of the field, which, despite the overriding blandness, had pockets of moonlight on it.  The 

whole message of the dream was smell, he thought, not wanting anyone wanting to smell 

the decay on him and around him.  He remembered covering the body with a piece of 

cardboard at one juncture, but on the next occasion, when he stopped to examine it, it was 

gone.  At the conclusion of the dream it was a pile of manure. 

   He sat up in bed, feeling strange, but far from guilty.  Only slightly did he recoil from the 

assumption that he, for the first time, had killed a woman in a dream.  “What would Mom 

have to say about it?” he thought.  Anyhow, he did not feel too stigmatized by it.  “She 

would have some idle suppositions to convey,” feeling completely free from dream 

interpretation.  Showering, he refocused on his dilemma.  How was he to bring it up with 

Paul?  Should he wait until the tense situation at the restaurant was resolved?  When might 

the four crazies return?  And what kind of toll were they looking to exact on them.  He 

pulled a black duffle bag off Ray’s floor, and put the guns in it, along with his own, placing 

the .357 Magnum inside his jacket pocket.  He took the stairs slowly, wondering if he had 

forgotten something, or if he was not rushing himself.  Suddenly, he realized he had not 

eaten breakfast, but was not discouraged.  He would be driving early, so he would have 

ample time to fix himself an omelette with cheese.  Then he panicked.  “Where was the 

letter?”  He remembered addressing it before he went to sleep, but was not sure.  He looked 

in his jacket pockets but could not find it, only after some digging encountering it crumpled 

up.  Then he remembered that he head lengthily fingered before going to bed.  “Maybe my 

nerves are more frayed than I’ll admit,” he thought, throwing it in a mailbox. 

   Stubbs was wiping down tables when he arrived, and the patrol car had yet to arrive to 

assume its customary position down the block.  He hesitated for a moment before the man 

he had once trusted implicitly, then said, “Well, it’s all set,” in as even a tone of voice as he 

could command. 

   “Oh, really?” said Stubbs, a little taken aback.  “What is that?”  He was feeling nervous 

again;discombobulated.  Why did he have to sneak up on him like that?  He was carrying 

an extra pistol today, whereas usually he just depended upon being within reach of his 
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shotgun, and had a hard time convincing himself that it was just an account of the recent 

threat.  “What are they fixing to do?  Paul is jumpy,” he thought, then recollected himself.  

“Are you leaving soon or something?” 

   Ben was slightly amused, having seen the signs of anxiety pass over a normally plain face.  

He thought then that Stubbs might know who was responsible for Ray’s death, but would 

not enlighten him unnecessarily, because he was scared for his own life.  “Uncle Tommin, 

indeed,” he thought with a bitter smile, placating Ray’s spirit.  But he was not too regretful 

considering.  What would he do if he knew.  He had almost shot a man for simply being in 

his range, so what would he do if he categorically knew of Ray’s killers whereabouts?  

“Hell,” he thought, “for all I know he shot the wrong man, and those who he offended 

sought sure revenge.” 

   “In fact, yes, Stubbs.  I am planning on leaving soon.” 

   “Where are you going?”  Stubbs was nonplussed.  He was letting Ben draw him out, but 

what was his(Ben’s)purpose?  He told himself to remain calm, and not offer anything that 

was not asked of him.  He was cagey enough to know that Ben was the drawer of the cards, 

and the dealer.  He thought he heard Paul’s car pull up, but was foiled.  The back door was 

not opened, so it had to be someone else.  But who?  Graziano and Molinari?  The cops?  

Or the enemy itself?  He decided to take a look out front and see himself. 

   “To Chicago.  My father is hiring me temporarily-” 

   “Goddamn,” exclaimed Stubbs, leaning forward, “the cops are still out front.”  His 

breath made a mark on his glass.  “That narrows things down too much for my liking.”  He 

turned around and gave Ben a circumspect look.  “I hope it works out for you, Ben.  But 

let’s fuck the speculation-” 

   “It’s not speculation,” retorted Ben, fuming.  His emotions were escalating again.  “It’s 

the truth, reality,” he went on, pulling up short.  Why was he talking like Ray?  It was too 

declamatory for him. 

   “Take it easy, all right?” soothed Stubbs, whose hands were shaking again, thinking that 

the ice in the Hudson would thaw very soon.  Soon the body would rise.  But the body had 

to be found, then the evidence would have to be linked to him, which he thought unlikely.  

He felt relieved that Ben was leaving so soon, because his innocence would no longer be 

tacitly challenged.  “Look,” he continued, “I’m uneasy about a car being in back.  Most 
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likely it’s friends of Paul, but we can’t be too sure.  I think we should hang out in the 

kitchen, in case we get sprayed with bullets through the window.”  He walked away, 

looking over his shoulder at Ben, who was acting a little sleepy. 

   “All right, Stubbs.”  He pulled the duffle-bag out from under the table, and stood up.  He 

grunted slightly as he did so, and caught Stubbs staring at him.  “I’ve got myself a good 

little arsenal here,” he admitted, walking toward him.  “I don’t know exactly when I could 

be leaving, so I’ve got to be ready.” 

   “I hear you loud and clear,” replied the cook, chuckling.  “But first thing’s first.  I’m 

starving, and I figure you are, too.  It’s a little early in the morning.  What, it’s only 7:45 by 

my watch.  So I’ll make us some breakfast while you keep an eye out.  Is it a deal?” 

   “Sure,” said Ben, setting some of the weapons on the counter.  “Make me a deluxe 

omelette, why don’t you.” 

   “You got it.  Coming right up.”  Stubbs beat the eggs in a bowl, and there were fresh 

onions on the cutting board, which he had already chopped for the occasion.  He remained 

nervous about the car, but he and Ben were well-equipped.  Looking over his shoulder, he 

saw Ben take off his shirt, and put a bulletproof vest on.  He smiled, thinking, “He’s ready 

for a shootout, all right.  Then we’ll see what the both of us are made of, although I guess 

it’s too bad that Ray never got the chance.” 

 

   Rodriguez and Flanagan sat in their patrol car, eating breakfast burritos.  Rodriguez 

burped hard from time to time, and Flanagan stared hard in response.  He could not 

understand why his partner could not eat slower. 

   “Alex,” he said, “you had better watch out, the way you eat.  When you get older, you 

won’t be able to digest everything, and you’ll get the runs.” 

   “Shut up, Flem.  Who’s going to get older?  Not me.  That’s for sure.” 

   “Why do you say that?”  Flanagan wiped his mouth with a nakpkin he pulled out of a 

cluster inside the bag.  “How do you know?” he clarified, popping open a can of Coke. 

   “I know, Flem, because I’ve dreamt about it.  I have a recurring dream, where I can 

decipher the actual date on my headstone.” 

   “Really, smart guy?  And what are the numbers?” 
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   Rodriguez took the time to guzzle down the rest of his Coke.  “I don’t know the exact 

numbers, but in the dream they make a young age for me.  I’m just aware I’m not meant to 

live past thirty, that’s all.” 

   “Bullshit, Alex.”  He was a little more peeved than normal, because he had been called a 

name-”Flem”-that he particularly hated.  Alex had never given him a definition for it, 

which irked him more.  He inferred the word “sham,” when he heard it, and was 

progressively stung by it.  One night, at a bar, he had almost punched him in the face, 

because he had taunted him with the name in front of a lady.  Later, Alex told him the 

woman was no good to begin with, but Flanagan’s temper was not soothed.  “What you 

gonna call me next in front of people, Peeping Tom?” he shouted, but with some humor 

that tended to alleviate his stress.  “You know why it’s bullshit, Alex?  Everyone dreams 

about dying, especially when they’re young.” 

   “And what makes you the expert?  Have you been reading scientific journals or 

something?”  He threw the can on the floorboards, which had an assortment of candy 

wrappings.  Twinkies being the foremost representative.  He looked at the pieces and 

thought, “God, I’m becoming a slob.” 

   “What makes me the expert?” repeated Flanagan.  “My own experience, that’s what.  I 

tend to, unlike you, use experience for my own education.  You seem to listen to what other 

people have to say too much.” 

   “Is that so, Flem?  You know, if I had listened to everyone else I never would have chosen 

you as my partner.  I think you should think more before you say anything like that.  They 

make you ugly, do you know that?”  Commiseration turned to bitterness at the end. 

   “Hey, take it easy, Alex.  We’re just joking, remember.  That’s what partners are 

supposed to do, and a thing which I happen to excel at.  No hard feelings, all right?” 

   Rodriguez did not answer at first.  He was thinking about his life, and how back luck had 

intervened to take away the best things that he ever had.  He just wanted to do one thing, 

that at one fell swoop would wipe away, for a moment, all the pain of the past.  Something 

positive.  Then he figured he would be ready to die.  “Okay, Tom,” he said finally, 

watching the black man enter the restaurant.  “He walks to work?” he said in some 

amazement to Flanagan. 
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   “I guess so.”  Flanagan threw his empty can in the bag.  “He must be real tough, crazy, or 

both.” 

 

   Paul sent a car out early.  There were many men of Graziano and Molinari’s who were 

itching for a chance to show their loyalty, but Paul had resisted the advances, and activated 

his own resources.  They drove in from the Bronx, and, unbeknownst to their boss, stopped 

at a bar on the way for an eight ball of cocaine.  They were small-time extortionists hoping 

to impress Paul, and so be included in the rackets.  In Midtown they stopped off for a bottle 

of bourbon to quench their larcenous thirst, which originated in the nasal drip coating the 

back of their throats.  Despite the knowledge that it could only temporarily alleviate the 

problem, not cure it, they drank steadily.  They had riot guns(sawed-off shotguns) and a 

Browning .9 millimeter pistols under the back seat.  The bourbon soon brought on a 

heightened sense of boredom as they sat in the parking lot behind Paul’s, and they snorted 

more cocaine to get rid of the dread.  Both were excited about the prospects of meeting 

Graziano.  He was known to be generous with work, and might even be able to get them on 

a crew somewhere on the strip in Las Vegas.  Molinari, on the other hand, was too 

exclusionary and picky about he chose.  He also had more people rubbed out when he 

suspected them of something.  They were becoming a bit incoherent, but were not too 

discouraged about it.  Their’s was a celebratory mood. 

   In the heart of Queens, Molinari and Graziano sat in an old Buick coupe at an 

abandoned Texaco gas station.  They had fueled up at Mattituck, and sped past rambling 

estates with indoor swimming pools and racquetball courts that went unused.  They only 

had an inkling about the past histories of their properties, which were once domains of real 

estate tycoons.  That business was done.  But the sight of the courts could be a source for 

laughs.  One midday the past summer they were sitting in Graziano’s air-conditioned living 

room, and Molinari said,  “You know, I hate to see anything go to waste.  So why don’t we 

figure out something to do with our courts.”  He leaned back in his lounge chair with a 

screwdriver, his feet in blue slippers.  When it got hot his feet swelled, and had to brush off 

remarks about buying sandals. 

   “What do I look like, a hippy?” he shot back whenever he was offended.  “Sandals are 

fine for greaseballs for me.” 
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   “I don’t know,” said Graziano, pushing his chair up, so that the unkempt hairs in his 

nose bristled.  “You tell me.  You’re the smart guy that whacked a guy while wearing 

slippers.”  He forced back a laugh, and took a sip of his own drink.  “We know how to 

relax,” he thought, sipping a beer, and wiping the condensation with his hands. 

     Molinari sighed, then pulled off his glasses.  He took a white piece of cloth out of his 

pocket and wiped the lenses until they were cleared.  He was still perspiring a bit, even 

though it had been a few hours since he whacked the kid who worked the docks, who had 

kept a close eye on the number of shipments he received.  Molinari figured the police would 

come out to hassle him, and that was irksome.  Not deadly to his business, per se, but 

sullying to his name.  He had somebody talk to the kid, but could not be persuaded to see 

things the way they needed to be.  Thus, he had to be whacked, and Molinari was not the 

type to make others do the dirty work for him. 

   He just pulled up in the early morning when the kid had just arrived.  He was drinking 

coffee out of a tall styrofoam cup as usual, and had a shit-eating grin on his face.  Molinari 

walked toward him in his slippers.  Behind the kid was a sortie of seagulls diving down on 

a huge pile of fish heads.  Molinari had heard that the filets were on their way to Alaska for 

the large processing boats, but never cared to ask needless details.  He had a bigger interest 

in the tales of china white.  Speaking of which, the kid looked like he had had one too many 

snorts himself.  There were rings of red around his eyes, which blinked intermittently, but 

quick, and he kept rubbing at his left elbow nervously, as if it was out of joint.  Molinari 

walked up, shaking his head, saying, “How you doing, kid?” 

   “Fine.”  He began to chew on the piece of bubblegum that had almost stuck in his throat.  

Feeling more comfortable, he said, “I want to show you something.” 

   “Then show me.”  Molinari walked at his side, his feet padding lightly on the dock.  

There were some knots in the wood, which pushed up into his arches.  They walked 

underneath a crane jutting off a large tanker, its side swathed with rust.  Briefly, he 

thought of asking the kid if he was going to comply or not.  But it was not feasible.  There 

was a possibility that the kid might strike out.  They walked all the way out to the end, 

where the seagulls catapulted their beaks into the fish fodder.  The dove in, then drove 

their mouths into the eye-staring heads.  A cacophany was made; a great racket as they 
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competed for the food.  A screeching of complaint issued from their throats when the men 

walked into their ranks, but they still flew off. 

   “You see that house boat anchored out there, to the southwest?” 

   Molinari looked at the kid, then beyond.  He could see a hazy white shape on the water, 

basking in the sun like a mirage.  Refocusing, he thought he saw a head popping out of the 

top.  “Yeah, kid, what about it?” he inquired, his right hand reaching into his jacket. 

   “That’s the exact kind of houseboat I’m looking for.  When I make it to California, I’m 

going to buy one just like it.  My wife and I will procreate a child in it and...” 

   “Yeah?” said Molinari.  His right hand was still stuck in his pocket, despite his vigilance.  

It was as if he was granted a last request.  The seagulls circled overhead, cawing.  Molinari 

looked down and saw that, in positioning himself for a smooth draw, his feet had trampled 

in the fish. 

   “We’ll buy a Winnebago when we get older and travel through Mexico, teaching kids 

how to swim in the ocean.  I hear that parts of the water down there are clear torqoise.  

Can you imagine?” 

   He drifted then, and Molinari wasted no time.  He pulled his gun out and put it near the 

kid’s temple in a smooth, effortless motion.  At the last moment, before he pulled the 

trigger, the kid’s eyes darted at him, more in curiosity than anxiety.  His body fell off the 

dock, back-first.  Molinari told himself that the other workers would know how to dispose 

of it, if they happened upon it, meanwhile the seagulls continued to scream, propelling 

away from the blast.  He almost put his hands over his ears, because the sound was 

piercing, but walked away placidly.  The kid was dead, but he had died dreaming. 

   “You know what I think?” said Graziano, laughing in short spasms.  “You’re so good at 

whacking that you could have bodies lying all over the racquetball courts, and still lead 

someone out there and do the same business to him.  You’re beautiful.” He put his hands 

over his head, and laughed harder, still. 

   Molinari just nodded his head, and shook his head a little, the ice clicking at the sides.  

His nose quivered from the scents that radiated from his blue slippers.  He looked once at 

Graziano, and stood up.  He did not have to tell him that he was leaving. 
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   Molinari was wearing patent leather shoes.  As he sat with Graziano at the gas station, he 

wished that he could always wear slippers.  The operation was a little more complicated 

than a hit, so he had to be ready to maneuver, since surprise was not in their favor.  

Graziano was in a foul mood.  He kept saying things like, “We’re just protecting his asset, 

is all.  Paul is not cautious enough.  If he had seen them before, why didn’t he do something 

about it?  He’s so slow on the trigger I’ve a mind to let him suffer the consequence alone.  

Because now we’re the ones who could suffer.” 

   Molinari just kept looking anxiously at his gold watch. 

   Graziano continued.  “And what’s with the stooges he’s fooling with?  They don’t have a 

clue about anything.  I hope Paul is not losing his knack, if you know what I mean.  He 

better not get us killed.” 

   Molinari did not even nod his head.  He already felt exhausted, and the day had just 

begun.  He glanced at the busted-out shop, some greased axles crossed over each other in 

front of a semi-truck’s cab fallen over on its blackening side.  There was a certain kinship 

between the distorted parts and his heavy mood.  Sun splashed across the wreckage, and he 

squinted from the sight. 

   Along the highway the Buick sedan sped, its occupants loading various guns and 

bickering among themselves.  A grave problem arose from the dwindling supplies of 

heroin, which shot up freely.  Teeth gnashed at leather straps, and blood flowed to the tips 

of fingers, and the open vein of the face.  Jed was hugging the center stripe of roads, 

ignoring the warnings of his boss.  He glanced over from time to time, and saw a blurry 

black whole bleeding into a shock of white whiskers, and tried to control his laughter.  

Then he eased over to the flourescent yellow line that bled into eternity.  Angus was 

babbling incoherently and the woman was humming distractedly to herself.  Once or twice, 

Jed considered spinning the wheel, then put a frantic hand on his sawed-off special for 

reassurance. 

   Paul thought it unlikely that there would be trouble, but felt he should exercise caution in 

case the rivals should return so soon.  He had a premonition that they would eventually 

threaten him, but that they would proceed with consistent caution; that there were 

preliminaries that they would adhere to, and not let their appetite dictate all the rules.  

There was a cigar jutting out of his mouth, as he drove to his rendevous with Molinari and 
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Graziano.  Before he had eaten breakfast and gotten his car, he had dyed his white hair 

black, so that when he looked in the mirror his eyebrows contradicted him, contracting, 

and he fished in the cabinet for some Alka Seltzer to soothe his heartburn.  When his hand 

gripped around the bottle, his knuckles ached, and he wondered if he was developing 

arthritis.  “If death is to come, let it come quickly,” he thought.  He could not understand 

how quickly age had come to visit him, and shuddered.  But his business would continue to 

prosper, he told himself, while he was still alive, so if he was killed, he would die with the 

knowledge that he had succeeded, not failed.  He could count on two of the best to protect 

him but, still, he had a .10 caliber semi-automatic pistol resting under his briefcase just in 

case.  

   Nervously, he looked at it out of the corner of his eye from time to time, and his lids 

twitched with a nervous tic.  In vain, he tried hard to rub it out with his fingers, and so 

vigorously did he apply pressure that in time he had to desist, because the tips were 

becoming numb.  Briefly, he envisioned having to use it while being incapacitated by 

lifeless fingers.  “When was the last time?” he thought.  “Was it that time I caught that guy 

trying to steal my tires?”  He remembered the skinny black man had threatened to strike 

him with the tire iron if he did not back off.  Across the street a group of hooded gangsters 

stood smoking crack under an awning that shielded their heads from a glazing rain.  All 

the cars were covered with tiny beads, along with the assailant’s high forehead, with its 

receding hairline, and kinky gray hair.  They were watching him-the young men across the 

street-and he was being threatened outside his own storefront in Astoria, Queens, 

underneath the elevated track.  He heard a distinct whining and rumbling, thinking about 

the probable result of him not acting before the train arrived, which would distract them 

all and ruin the finely tuned moment.  Despite himself, he wondered what his mother would 

think, but shrugged it off.  She always misjudged his actions and so, ultimately, his bright 

anger began to burn more on the rain-soaked street.  He could not quite hear what the man 

was spitting towards his face, but it did not matter.  Behind him he saw slight steam rise, 

and the hoods, jerking their heads in little side motions; suddenly solemn.  His righteous 

anger at his antagonists’ action, cursing and gesturing at him so disrespectfully, with the 

metal on metal screeching of the approaching train cratering his ear, became resolute and 

triumphant.  He pulled out his gun, and the man’s eyes widened, the arm raised with the 
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steel still pausing.  Then he pulled it back, as if preparing to strike, and fired the full six 

rounds into his chest.  “Now you take it!”  When he looked across the street to see a sign of 

respect in the eyes of the onlookers, they were already halfway down the block, running 

away as fast as they could.  He cursed under his breath, then looked down quickly at the 

man before getting in his car. 

   Presently, he negotiated the Queensborough Bridge at about 70 mph, puffing on a cigar.  

He had to screech to a halt on the other side, chomping on the cigar in the process.  He had 

passed the rendevous point.  Executing a U-turn, he established that he had to remain 

focused, hurriedly scattering some embers that had settled near his crotch. 

 

   From the back, Stubbs looked forlorn, hunched forward, as if in private conversation 

with himself.  Ben saw how curved his spine had become, as if a cobra was fanned out 

inside it.  The skin was shaded by the white shirt that clung to his back, and the manner in 

which his shoulders jerked suggested how busy he was.  Ben heard the shells being loaded, 

and thought about Ray.  “You’re missing out on the action, buddy,” he said aloud, and 

pulled a gun out of either hip, so that he was aiming at Stubbs’ back with double barrels.  

Stubbs’ head canted to the right, as if his ears were searching for a distant sound, and Ben 

put the guns back into his loosened belt. 

   “We sure got them,” mumbled Stubbs.  “Now we’re going to be doing all the lynching.”  

He had heard a strange noise behind him, but could not identify it.  He was thinking how 

mere blood itself demanded recognition; how it jumpstarted the flow of adrenaline 

coursing through the body.  As a child, he read from his father’s medical journals, and had 

gleaned a substantial dosage of formulae for the body’s actions; how the brain transmitted 

to other regions of the system.  Once his father had caught him in the study, sitting 

underneath the mohogany desk with the ancient lighthouse lamp, and had scolded him 

severely.  Still, he had never struck him.  But what about Ben’s father?  And Ray’s?  What 

kind of brutal essence was ingrained in them?  He rubbed above his eyeballs, because he 

felt a migraine coming on. 

   “You think they’re coming now, Stubbs?”  Ben watched the coil straighten out.  Stubbs 

turned around, cocking a shotgun.  Behind him were two more, and a good stock of shells.  

A vein stood out on his forehead, and a slight twitch rippled across his right cheek. 
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   “Hey, you going to answer?” 

   “Yes.  Okay?  You wanted my opinion, so there it is.”  For a moment he thought about 

raising the shotgun. 

   “Don’t get grumpy now, all right.  We’ve got work to do.  I don’t know what we’re 

getting paid for it, but it won’t be worth it, whatever the hell it is.  Because you know I’ve 

got other things on my mind.”  Ben clenched his teeth.  “Where in Hell are Paul and the 

others?  I’m tired of waiting.”  He took a reassuring peek at the patrol car. 

   “So what were we talking about?” exhaled Rodriguez, looking at the storefront with eyes 

that squinted abnormally, even with a sedate-like sun.  “This is getting boring,” he added, 

pulling himself up erect in his seat. 

   “I don’t know, Alex.”  Flanagan was slumped even lower, his eyes just barely affording 

him a glimpse.  He felt that he should have had another cup of coffee, or at least go 

routinely through his practice golf swing in his back yard amid his tomato garden.  If the 

swing was smooth and straight, it would neatly bisect the rows.  Otherwise, a bundle of 

food would be destroyed.  It was his habit to stumble out of the back in the morning with 

an excruciating hangover, under which even the mating sounds of the birds could make 

him flinch.  He sould massage his thumping temples, and blink in the sun until he thought 

he had the sufficient concentration, then walk to the side of the house and take hold of his 

trusty three wood. 

   “You don’t know, huh?  Is that all you’ve got to say?”  Rodriguez delivered it with a 

cutting smile, not understanding why his partner had to be either so reticent, or, on the 

other hand, so garrulous.  So talkative, or so silent. 

   “No, I don’t.  I’m just thinking.” 

   “Oh yeah?  About what, Flem?” 

   “My golf swing.”  He coughed once, with a sly swing playing at the corner of his mouth.  

One of the deep wrinkles resembled a giant scar. 

   “You’re a lousy golfer, Flem, and you always will be.  I can tell you that, because he 

always sound nervous when you talk about it.” 

   Flanagan reverted.  “Bullshit.  Have you ever tried to hit that tiny ball, smart guy?  It’s 

almost impossible to hit it straight, because golf courses distract you with their beauty.  

That’s one major problem.  The second is that on long holes, you can’t even see the flag- 
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stick and, realizing how far it is, you try to hit the ball too hard.  But I can see you’re not 

interested, so I’ll cut it.” 

   “You’re right.  I’m starving, but we’ve got to wait for a go-ahead from Paul-” 

   “I hope he’s got the right frequency.  He made a pretty hasty set-up between us and  

Graziano, that’s for sure.” 

   “Yeah, I know.  Let’s just stay alert, Flem-”  His right hand jerked to the side once, at the 

picket fence across an abandoned lot.  Whatever had been watching them was gone. 

   “What is it?”  Flanagan already had his gun drawn, and was staring at the hunks of a 

few old bicycles that had been dropped in the clearing.  He envisioned the wheels still 

spinning. 

   “I don’t know.  Maybe some freak was watching us or something.  But he’s gone now.”  

But, nonetheless, he did not feel too comfortable under the circumstances, and his heart 

was racing. 

   The yellowing face was like a liquid that had barely retained its shape, but not its color.  

Eyes stared out of black sockets that caved into the white forehead.  He put his sweaty 

palm on it furtively, and rubbed at the ache.  The turqoise ring on his index finger left a 

slight indentation, much as if he was in the arduous task of rubbing himself out completely.  

A laugh spread throughout his being, but he restrained it, which made the veins pop out on 

his head even more.  A chill from seeing the nothingness in himself burdened him, like an 

infection that meanders throughout the body, popping up here and there mysteriously, like 

a flitting ghost.  But why was he afraid of himself?  True, he might be killing himself today, 

but then there was death in every day.  He heard Graziano humming to himself, but he was 

still looking at his reflection, and drumming his fingers on top of his frozen thighs.  

Consciously, he looked away, up to the rearview mirror, but had to reposition it, because it 

showed the black top of his hairpiece.  Peremptorily, he had an urge to tell Graziano about 

his fatherless child; about the ultimate irony that the father was him.  Now he could see 

behind himself, and in that empty space, save the wash of pavement of the gas station 

parking lot, was what he had left behind.  He barely noticed Graziano playing with his 

pistol, he heard the pop of the cartridge sliding into place, but did not flinch.  Unnoticed by 

him, the muscles of his shoulders and arms were clenched tightly, and at the slight 

movement of his right hand moving up to rest on the steering wheel, they quivered. 
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   “Paul always had a certain way, you know?” said Graziano, fiddling with the safety of 

the gun, which he never tired of.  “Making us guys do all the dirty work when he gets in 

trouble.  Like now.  He let some nobodies push him around, so now it’s already gone too 

far.  But, you see, that’s his problem.  He’s got too much faith.  Day’s he should be looking 

after business he’s on vacation instead, sipping pina coladas.  What do you think?” 

   “What do I think?” repeated Molinari, scratching his chin.  “I don’t know, and, to be 

honest, I don’t care.” 

   “You don’t care?” said Graziano, exasperated and humored at the same time.  “Why 

not?  We’re working with him, aren’t we?  You’ve got to have an opinion or something.” 

   Molinari thought it over briefly.  “You bet it’s an opinion, but I’ll put it another way for 

your benefit.  He’s going to get himself killed, and I just hope we’re not around when it 

happens.”  Still, he did not look directly at Graziano, who replied animatedly.  He only felt 

the hollowness in his stomach when the Lincoln appeared in his mirror, easing cautiously 

across the sun-baked street. 

 

   As soon as he saw the bumper of the car peeking out of the alleyway, he accelerated.  He 

figured there was another car edged a little closer in, which had already deposited the main 

targets.  When he had gotten within a few blocks of the restaurant, he had slowed down in 

order to creep in, because of the patrol car that he was completly cognizant of.  His boss 

had irritated him by making him repeat the pre-planned instructions on the way in, which 

had been formulated over a steak dinner that Maddy had prepared at the cottage out in 

Riverhead.  He remembered the boss opining that whether they got everyone all at once 

was irrelevant, since a mop-up operation could be planned accordingly.  Then his ire rose, 

and he cursed Maddy, telling her that her potatoes au-gratin were undercooked, and 

wondered aloud what her New England ancestors would think about her effort.  She had 

already left the table cursing, with a damp handkerchief.  Consequently, the boss ruled out 

her accompanying them on the mission.  Jed had easily convinced him, over Angus’ 

protests, that he should be the driver.  “I’m saner for this,” he had said, looking pointedly 

at his blue sport coat hanging on the dining room door handle, with blurry eyes.  “And I’ve 

got more class.” 
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   “Let’s just kill the bastards,” said Angus, strapping an Uzi across his shoulder.  He 

leaned out the window as Mr. Jesup pulled a grenade out of a bag between his feet. 

 

   He turned at the first shot, spilling the bottle on his crotch.  The windshield exited the 

windshield directly above the rearview mirror.  When he felt the second burst, shattering 

his driver-side window, he heard a creak of a door opening.  Feeling the searing warmth on 

his head and face, he wondered briefly about the origination of the sound.  Then he 

slumped over and died. 

   The second man stood firing at the car, which had stopped.  Its occupants were in the 

same position as he, only their heads exposed above the ton of metal, honing in on their 

target.  His eyes were blurry, but still, he did see an appendage making a circular motion in 

the air.  A round, black object was arching through the air, and then it dawned on him.  He 

instead of trying to evade it, he sprayed it with the shotgun, refusing to risk himself out in 

the open.  It hit the roof of the car and exploded.  When it did, he thought he had enough 

cover.  But the blast tore the roof off, and blew him a good fifteen feet from the wreckage.  

In shock, he looked once at the burning shell, one of his friend’s arms hanging across one 

of the amputated doors, minus the torso.  Then he looked down and saw that, apart from 

one sharp, splintered bone, his left leg was missing from the knee down.  Straining to keep 

conscious, he propped himself up with the shotgun, which he had never dropped.  Before 

moving again, he pulled out his Beretta pistol with his left hand.  The attacker’s car was 

very hazy now, and as he moved beyond the destruction of his vehicle, he felt their eyes on 

him, and heard a voice yelling, “You’re dead!”  They moved off.  “Come back, you 

bastards!” he yelled, tears trickling out of his eyes.  He felt they could have been soldiers, 

and finished him off.  He collapsed on the bone sliver, and it was the only jolt of pain before 

his vision turned black. 

 

   The Buick preceded him.  He cursed into the radio, but it was not transmitting.  Perhaps 

someone had interfered with the frequency, so that the signal was ineffective.  He threw it 

down in disgust, and it dangled from the cord, and brushed against his leg.  Graziano was 

driving slowly, and he watched Molinari’s head perusing from side to side.  

“Professionals?” he snickered to himself.  “Who is professional anymore?”  Despite his 



121

impatience, he did not tailgate the lead car, which had a huge outribbing of a back bumper 

that he had never noticed before.  It looked like a material displaced 2X6.  Molinari had 

told him to keep steady eye on his rearview mirror, but he was unimpressed, because if 

anyone wanted him that bad, they were going to get to him somehow.  He pulled a cigarette 

out, and struck a match on the dashboard.  If he were to die today, what would posterity 

have to say about him?  Would he be remembered at all?  Would he be condoned or 

condemned for incorporating the mob?  Did he need to rub out more people to legitimize 

his reputation?  He tapped the ashes out of his window, hoping that the policeman was not 

panicked on the other end of the radio. 

 

   Rodriguez’s foot crushed the accelerator, and Flanagan drew his gun.  He had looked 

over to his partner with a compelling look, as much to say, “Well?”  Rodriguez replied 

laconically, “All right,” and put the car in drive.  Prior to the alarm, he had been rubbing 

his dried-out forehead.  His recent morning jogs in the overbearing cold had cracked his 

outer shield.  He thought it atypical of an officer of an officer to be contemplating such an 

occurrence, but forgave himself, sitting in a compartment which was protecting him 

temporarily(and efficiently) afterall.  Queerly, he later thought to himself, he had looked at 

his holstered gun and thought how things as a lawman were so compartmentalized; how 

everything had to have its proper place, and was to be unquestioned. 

   He slammed on the brakes when he saw the blackened wreckage, and mumbled a curse.  

He did not see any bodies, just a trace of black, and smelled the lingering dispersion of 

cordite, which Flanagan immediately decried.  “Looks like we have some heavy action on 

our hands,” looking intently at the back door of the restaurant. 

   “Yeah, we’ve got ourselves some action now, Flem.  But what do you figure we should do, 

since we don’t have any radio contact?” 

   Flanagan turned with acute irritation.  “Move!  Let’s get after the bastards.” 

   “Yeah?  Improvise and overcome, right?  I’ll just tell you one thing, Flem, and that is that 

I’m pissed, and ready for anything.”  He took them out of the alley, then slammed on the 

brakes, turning to Flanagan once more.  “No.  That’s crazy.  We’re not going on a wild 

chase, because we don’t know where they’re headed.  We’re staying put.” 
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   Flangan rested his elbows on the dashboard.  “All right.  All right.  That’s fine, I guess.  I 

can’t countermand your orders anyway.”  Briefly, he recalled how angry he had become 

when the less experienced man was promoted over him, receiving the sergeant’s stripes.  He 

had been so sure beforehand that he had secretly ordered the shirt, and rolled up the 

sleeves of it so that his biceps bulged in the mirror.  Quickly, he desisted from the pose, 

because his own eyes had looked with rancour in the mirror.  It was just foolishness to 

anticipate like he was doing. 

   He looked at the bars on Rodriguez’s sleeves, and thought that it could not have 

happened to a better man other than himself.  His junior had been promoted because of his 

ability to apprehend suspects with the least amount of violence.  While Flanagan was often 

threatened with lawsuits for excessive force, Rodriguez was spotlessly clean of any clear 

charges.  Even after his family’s death, he had remained laudably professional, although 

his drinking spiraled into excess.  Sometimes, he felt like a child caught on a wheel, that he 

felt he could not jump off safely anymore, because it was going too fast, and he would die 

from the impact.  Some mornings he could not even keep down the water and aspirin, and 

had to work with a steady sweat and fumbling hands.  Flanagan became aware of this pain, 

and did much less arguing, casting doubts on his partner’s judgment.  He had learned that 

when Rodriguez was doubted, he became enraged, and it consequently took a long time to 

calm him.  Uncharacteristically, he would be prone to threaten anyone, including fellow 

officers.  Only with protracted patience could Flanagan tame him; with exaggerated 

respect approaching obsequiosness.  Then he might test him with a harmless joke, and the 

break in his psyche would be mended. 

   The patrol car returned to its assigned position next to the abandoned lot on the far side 

of which two men, who they had earlier unknowingly glimpsed, were hiding again, still 

thrilled by the explosion. 
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Six 

 

   To Ben, Stubbs’ expression was harried, invested with a somber quality that could only 

be validated by a static persecution-guilt.  The characteristics were almost inexpressible in 

words.  Most of what could be gleaned came through the slackened aspect of the mouth, 

which stood out from the rest of the face that had an ashen caste to it.  

   Ben cautiously approached his right shoulder from the back, but not cautious enough.  

Stubbs spun around, saying, “Careful,” and redressed the street.  His head craned forward 

and twitched imperceptibly, as if on look-out for a parade.  “Stay away from the back, 

Ben,” he said.  “I figure they might try to blast their way through.”  He had a Glock drawn, 

and pointed at the spot the patrol car at any time should reassume.  His ears were still 

painfully ringing from the blast, and his eyes had flashes of double vision.  In a vain 

attempt to ameliorate it, he rubbed them, and only saw dots and fragments, gradually 

coalescing back into the complete picture. 

   Careening around the corner, the car was suddenly present, its officers gesticulating 

wildy to each other, then became still, and Stubbs saw Ray’s head snapping back from the 

bullet’s impact.  He wanted to scream, but only a groan escaped his parched lips.  His 

hands reached and massaged his stomach, which was cartwheeling with spasms.  He looked 

back over his shoulder at Ben, who just smiled.  “Don’t be so goddamn adamant,” he told 

himself, but the pain was stubborn, and Ray’s friend just kept looking at him, like he was 

the arbiter of death. 

 

* * * 

 

   “I hope they’re finished, Ben.  I hope they’re not going after Paul and the others.”  He 

was bathed in light, and his eye fairly squinted through the glass. 
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   “Who knows.  I’m just going to get myself a soda and sit down and wait.”  Queerly, he 

did not feel agitated, and his face had more than a semblance of calm, almost outright 

serenity.  Perhaps he had accepted whatever fate might befall him, or else he was too 

emotionally exhausted to care.  His steps were not tenuous, and his pulse was not 

abnormal.  When he reached for a glass to pour the soda into, he fumbled, and it crashed to 

the floor, and Stubbs stared at him, his pistol pointed to the floor.  They stared at each 

other, again filled with uncertainty. 

 

   When Graziano first heard it mentioned, he was caught completely off guard, and had to 

ask for it to be repeated.  He looked nervously in the rearview mirror at Paul’s vehicle, and 

winced.  “You better say it again, Charlie, because I don’t believe what I’m hearing.  If I 

believe I heard right, I think you might be going crazy on me, or both of us.” 

   “Okay,” said Molinari.  “Let me state it again.  I’ve got someone waiting to whack him.” 

   Graziano laughed.  “You are crazy.  Why should we want to erase Paul?  We do good 

business.  We never have any problems, and he’s good at opening more rackets for us.” 

   “You mean befriending dictators, Graz-” 

   “No.  You know what I’m talking about, Moli.  It’s crazy.  He’s not one of the family, so 

do you think we can just step in and take his assets?”  His eyes jumped to the rearview 

mirror again. 

   “His accountant is working on it right now.  Cobra’s men have him tied up.  You know 

what I mean.”  He cleared his throat. 

   “Cobra’s a double-crossing bastard.  What you doing involving him?  You’ve got 

everything all mixed up.  Give me a good reason now.” 

   “It’s a greater risk crossing Cobra.  He wants us to go into business with him.” 

   “Which goes without saying.  Of course it’s business, but what’s at the bottom of it?  

He’ll be calling all the shots, is what.  That nigger has the nerve, I tell you.” 

   “We’re in no position to refuse him, Graz.  It’s a question of numbers.  He’s got too many 

men for us to start a squabble.” 

   Graziano stared straight ahead, blurring past an old diesel truck belching smoke.  His 

immediate instinct was to dispute it, but this was tempered by is business acumen.  A 

partnership might be wise, afterall.  Molinari was thinking clearly, because he had 
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separated emotion from eventuality.  When he looked into his mirror again, Paul was 

already the unknowing victim, and the simplicity of it struck him as being sublime. 

 

   “That was easy,” giggled Angus, reaching over and patting Jed’s back, who was still 

driving.  “We showed them good.”  He noticed a New Jersey Turnpike sign in the road 

ahead, its white letters glimmering into his head like speeding lances.  Gradually, the green 

became its own field, and he thought he might disappear into the darkening forest, with 

only the cocaine to protect like a fine magic dust.  But then what if it was the enemy?  He 

held his head in his hands and moaned, because he was filled with a silent scream.  It 

repelled a picture of Molly beckoning to him with only her thin black sweater on.  He 

imagined her with a blank expression on her ravaged face as he shoved his cock into her.  

But he refused a consummation scene, in part in order to not see Mr. Jesup replace him in 

the proceedings(a more realistic picture).  The other part was more immediate, though.  

Jed was looking at him in the mirror with a tense eye, and he realized that in his 

syncopation with the approaching consummation, he had kept tapping on his tensed 

shoulder.  He watched the ball jump at the side of his jaw even when he removed his hand.  

It kept jumping.  He watched it steadily gain impetus, until it was a static blip that 

endlessly rebounded, until a splash of black hit it, and his head was thrown back.  Mr. 

Jesup’s face was near his own now, and although he was screaming at him, the words 

sounded far away.  “Don’t act like you weren’t looking at me!  Don’t act like you weren’t 

looking at me!” 

   His head cleared, and he realized that they had arrived at the chosen border.  Here the 

police could not expect to find them, a mile or so from the concrete and steel barricade that 

had machine gun nests to keep would-be escapists at bay.  They would strike again when 

the mood hit them, and Angus expected it would be very soon.  In the trunk they only had 

supplies for a few days, so he did not expect them to remain outside the city much longer. 

   “Let’s drink,” said Molly morosely.  Mr. Jesup snorted deeply.  “Gentlemen?  What do 

you say?  To a swilling victory, eh?” watching red prisms over Molly’s head. 

   “No, to a smoking gun,” chortled Angus.  He pictured the silent scream lost in his 

innards, drowning in his large, bleeding intenstines. 

    



126

   Paul caught the flash in his rearview mirror as he passed the storefront street.  He rifled a 

glance down the street, but only saw the immobile patrol car.  When the two halogens 

illuminated once more, he panicked, and put on his brakes.  Were they signaling him to 

stop?  He was at the mouth of the alley, which from quick circumspection appeared empty.  

Molinari opened his door and stepped forth toward his vehicle, gesturing expansively with 

his hands.  Paul looked once more down the alley, then opened his door.  He groaned when 

he stepped up outside, because his right hip was stiff.  Molinari just kept advancing, 

without saying a word.  His face, despite being as wet as it was, looked devoid of meaning.  

Paul thought that he was walking slowly, though, and became alarmed.  He realized that 

his pistol was still on his seat.  He looked once more at Molinari, and was just beginning to 

move, when he was ripped through the back.  The force slammed him up against the top 

edge of the car.  His face was on the roof.  There was a great void in his chest, but he could 

only sense the beginning of an excruciating pain.  He tried to lift his arms but could not, 

and settled for lifting his head.  In vain he yelled Molinari’s name.  The man just stood 

staring at him ten feet away.  He tried once more to yell but only an unintelligible groan 

issued from his lips.  His vision began to fade, and he tried to yell even harder, which 

forced blood into his throat, and made the blackness more opaque.  The last thought before 

he died was that he was seeing nothing. 

 

   When Rodriguez and Flanagan pulled up, Molinari were standing respectfully, looking 

down at Paul’s body.  Molinari had pulled him off the car and placed him face-up.  The 

blood had washed his entire shirt and the tops of his pants, the eyes looking up in eternal 

wonderment.  Graziano lit another cigarette, and threw the spent butt near Paul’s leg.  He 

shook his head and said, “We told him it would be safer if he followed us in.” 

   “Who shot him?” interjected Rodriguez.  “And which way did they head?” 

   “Oh, I don’t know,” said Molinari softly.  “Sounded south or southwest to me.” 

   “I don’t see any holes in the windshield.  No skid marks, either.  He was shot outside the 

car, so what happened?” 

   “I flashed him with my lights,” replied Graziano, wincing.  “I wanted him to stop, and 

insist that he follow us in.  But I guess he stopped too late.  They must have used a rifle at 
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an angle across the lot.  At least that’s what the logistics point to.”  He looked in that 

direction, but Flanagan did not follow his gaze.  He shot a look at Rodriguez. 

   “Well, what’s new, guys?” he blurted.  “Your partner is dead.  What are you doing just 

standing here?” 

   Molinari shrugged.  “We’ll take care of Paul.  As for you guys, you’re free to go back to 

your station.” 

   “Yeah, but what about Stubbs and Ben?” said Flanagan.  “What’s going to happen to 

them?” 

   “I don’t know,” replied Graziano a bit impatiently.  “Look.  Why don’t you see if they 

need a ride somewhere or something, if there is anyplace for them to go.” 

   “All right,” assented Rodriguez, nodded once to Flanagan, and ambled back to the car.  

He looked over once, and saw them lift Paul’s body off the ground.  “Yeah, there you go.  

Go ahead and strain your backs, guys,” he said bitterly, looking down at Flanagan for 

effect, who just said “Stop the car.” 

   “What?” 

   “Just do it.  I’ve got to get one last look.”  He walked back down to the end of the street, 

and peeked around the corner.  “Sure enough,” he thought, watching Molinari and 

Graziano drop Paul’s body into the trunk.  “It really doesn’t matter who pulled the 

trigger.”  He heard a squeak in the back shocks and winced. 

   Looking across the lot with guns drawn, while ensconced in their car, they decided 

Graziano’s explanation for the bullet’s origin was correct.  They did not see any good areas 

for concealment, so they did not deem it entirely risky to be sitting in the open. 

   “They’re gone,” said Rodriguez.  “Let’s talk to the others.” 

 

      By the time they had agreed between each other and traveled the short distance to the 

front of the restaurant, discoursing in the chunk of compartment steel, Ben and Stubbs had 

come outside, looking not so much ready as eager to shoot anyone in sight.  They were not 

moving frantically so much as nervously, patting at the sides of their legs, and looking like 

stones had settled on their backs. 

   Rodriguez walked ahead of Flanagan, with a slight shiver in his frame.  He had always 

been hesitant to place much hope in citizens’ trust, extraordinary situation or not.  So as he 
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walked, the harbinger of truth implanted somewhere between Flanagan’s steps and his 

own, he did not lean with bias in either direction.  To suspend hope had become an 

unavoidable reaction since his wife’s death, and so when Stubbs’ eyes showed malice and 

he lifted the huge forearm to the level of his eyes, it was as if he was fending off the 

approach of unburdening truth.  Flanagan kept his hands loose and remained more 

removed, until he saw Stubbs’ shoulders perceptibly droop, signalled by the head leaning 

back further on the trunk of the neck.  Ben stood a little further back for the moment, but 

spoke first. 

   “What in Hell is going on here?” 

   Rodriguez looked over at Flanagan, who bravely suppressed a laugh.  He ran his hand 

over his badge, as if in anticipation of his partner’s explanations.  “Paul was shot down and 

we think Molinari and Graziano were behind it.” 

   “I don’t believe it,” snapped Stubbs.  “They were two loyal men.  Why would they want 

to go after Paul? He helped make them what they are.” 

   “Who knows?” said Flanagan.  “It looks like they signaled him to stop where the rifleman 

could do the perfect job.  They did say that they had tried to make him stop.” 

   “How’s that?  In what way?” 

   “They used their flashing brights,” said Rodriguez.  “To make sure the position was 

perfect for a kill.” 

   “I still don’t believe it-” 

   “We’ll think about it.  But in the meantime, do you guys need a lift?” turning his head 

away from Stubbs. 

   Ben spoke up.  “To Michigan.” 

   Stubbs had an overwhelming case of suspicion; he thought it imperative to stay clear of 

Ben, who might soon untangle the last noose in the rope, and strangle him with it.  He 

mumbled a few words, the only defined one being “walk.”  His legs were weak, and he felt 

nauseated, but he knew he could make it back to his apartment, because he had a loaded 

gun.  He was hoping he could leave the carnage permanently behind him. 
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Seven 

 

   The dark tunnel opened at the last second, pulling the vehicle out of the sun.  Rodriguez 

had hammered the accelerator a few moments before, because he did not want any 

lingering doubts to prevent him from solidifying the escape.  Flanagan heard a burst of air 

escape him, and briefly glanced over his shoulder at Ben, who looked tranquil, leaning 

back but not dozing, as if he was a VIP.  Flanagan tried to assume a restful position 

himself, but kept wondering when they might be able to safely stop for food, because he 

had not eaten since early morning.  In vain, he attempted to recapture the moment in which 

the past was summarily dismissed, when only the future beckoned as a reality, and 

subsumed the meaningless details of memory.  If he had asked Ben, he probably would 

have received an affirmation, if in a more selective analogy-a snake shedding its skin.  He 

and Rodriguez had worked together long enough to accept the imminence of change, 

because, ultimately, they were in the business of life and death, not right or wrong.  When 

guns were drawn, and shots were fired, it was no longer a matter of law and order, just 

survival.  Flanagan ruminated as Rodriguez steered through the curves, unconcerned 

about possible hazards, like the residue of long-ago crashes: bits of lethal metal. 

   Rodriguez was inwardly cursing.  “Righteous is what I am, bastard.  Yeah, now you’ll 

show them!  You’ll take this guy Ben right to his woman’s doorstep, and you’ll use deadly 

force if you have to.  You’ll blow anyone away who gets in your way.  You’ve lost your own 

family, so this is your sweetest revenge.  And you’ve got your buddy Flanagan to back you 

up.  Something positive has to come out of my loss.” 

   Ben had been only a little surprised when they had accepted.  He had always considered 

himself very influential, if ultimately uncoercive in his dealings with people.  Ray had 

always been the exception, because he was just as willful, possibly more so than he was.  

When he was pressed for an explanation, he began with a simple refrain.  “You guys have 

got to help me.”  As he spoke, his words gained momentum, until they nodded their heads 

in firm agreement.  Rodriguez had not mentioned his deceased wife, but did explain that he 

had lost his family.  To his surprise, Ben did not offer any condolences.  He was consumed 

by himself, and he did not permit himself any perspective besides his own.  If he could be 
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called callous for his indifference, it was due to the extremes of violence he had survived.  

Some of the codes he had unconsciously internalized. 

   Rodriguez picked up the radio.  “This is the NYPD.  I repeat.  This is the NYPD.  

Transmitting on all channels.  We are heading westbound on the New Jersey with a 

suspect.  Request accesss to all highways.  Please confirm.  Security clearance number 

08659.  Repeat.  Security clearance number 08659.  En route to Michigan.  Please leave all 

channels open.  Repeat.  Please leave all channels open.” 

   Flanagan snatched it out of his hand, and continued, “Do not intercept.  Repeat.  Do not 

intercept.  Proceeding with haste.  Patrol number C-2344.  Repeat.  Patrol number C-2344.  

Out.”   

   Ben had a notion to speak into it himself, but desisted, even though he wanted an outlet 

for his nervous energy.  Could there be someone waiting for them around the next curve?  

He marveled at the proliferation of grass and trees on both sides of the road, and imagined 

that this was what Michigan and Illinois country resembled.  He supposed that Mary lived 

on a tree-lined avenue with a wide array of vintage American four-door sedans adorning 

the curbs.  But just as quickly, he saw himself standing awkwardly at Kim’s door, ready to 

tell her that Ray was gone.  “Will she care much either way?” he thought.  “She might 

laugh and say he was a no-good s.o.b anyway.”  A part of him regretted not having shot 

Stubbs, who had compounded his crisis.  He just stared at the landscape for whatever 

solace he could get, feeling more empowered than he had been because he had fought off 

the inertia of helplessness, requiring a sharp flint to remove it.  His hope was increasing in 

equal proportion to the dread that had become so deeply immersed within himself that at 

first he did not notice its infrequent absences.  His hope, in fact, was becoming more 

imperious.  He ventured that if he could just get to Michigan without any more killing, he 

would have no more explaining to do to habitually contrite Mary.  She had made him listen 

to her recite from the Bible, while between his feigned moments of interest he had lapsed 

into momentous yawns.  She slapped his leg and demanded from him a list of ten things he 

was grateful for.  Unwilling to risk affronting her sensibility completely, he accepted the 

pen and pad of paper she was holding out threateningly. 

   “What are you going to do for me if I abide in this gallantry?” he asked with as strong of 

an English accent as he could muster. 
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   A hard bump awoke him from daydreaming.  He straightened up and rubbed his 

strained neck, a flotilla of white dots streaking his sight.  Rodriguez and Flanagan were 

turned around, smiling candidly at him.  “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” he said, 

splitting them with his eyes.  He glimpsed a portion of the cafe through a half-closed blind, 

and his stomach grumbled.  Momentarily, a few wasps buzzed against the front windshield, 

and Rodriguez flinched.  Flanagan nudged him in the side with an elbow.  “What’s the 

elbow?  Are you allergic to insects or something?” 

   “No, just insults, Flem.  I don’t care too much for your kidding, all right?  Only Irene 

didn’t bother me too much when she...But then, you know the rest of it.” 

   Ben was the first into the nearly full diner, wondering if it would have been more tactful 

for his uniformed escorts to cuff him, so no one would have any second thoughts.  Even 

before he saw anyone with raised eyes, he was nervous.  It would have been difficult for 

him to describe, but he felt out of his element.  In all his time working as a server, he had 

never sat alongside ordinary citizens for a commonplace meal of eggs, bacon, hashbrowns, 

and coffee.  The special was in white chalk on a slate leaning against the cash register.  A 

white woman with a severely lopsided grin, and a lowcut silken shirt with two open buttons 

to accentuate her ample breasts searched him for an answer.  Ben liked to believe that he 

was.  Beyond her was a bland cook staring at him while he worked.  Ben liked to believe he 

was a good judge of people, and decided that when the cook’s hand shot up to his shiny 

hair for a smooth run at the top, he was not manipulating it for more grease for the stove.  

Rather, it was a nervous tic unconsciously displayed.  The woman looked past him and 

asked, “Table for three?” studying their uniforms with a silent yawn. 

   “Yes, ma’am,” responded Flanagan, peeking around the patrons. 

   “Take whatever table suits you.”  She delivered it in a flat tone, and quickly made herself 

scarce. 

   Ben felt the keen stares, but did not bother to return any of them.  Despite his forced 

indifference, he was getting into a mawkish mood, whereby he disdained any pretensions to 

humility.  Buoyed by the scents of food, though, he led the way to a booth in a corner, 

through a gauntlet of harsh whispers.  As soon as he sunk down into the cushion, he felt his 

back tighten up, and a message to his left made him steady his gaze.  Below the printed 

longhand of The Garden State Gazette was a brief headline: Crudup running in 24.  A face 
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was blanketed by the newspaper, but he noted the huge construction boots.  “Who is this 

Crudup?” he thought.  “And what kind of name is that?”  Amused by his own ignorance, 

he loooked toward Flanagan and Rodriguez for some kind of affirmation.  Instead, he 

received a censure from the former, who was looking fairly haggard; unshaven and 

contorted by the tightening ball in his stomach.  “Try to keep a low profile,” he whispered 

into his ear, then, in a normal tone, “Now listen, eat all you can, especially dessert, because 

where you’re going they don’t care much about you eating well.”  He blinked 

conspiratorally, and looked briefly at Rodriguez, who, in a state of preoccupation, was 

staring at the cruiser.  Ben followed his gaze and saw no signs of danger. 

   “Everything copasetic?”  Flanagan picked up a menu, and did not receive an immediate 

reply.  His partner had found a niche in a complex pattern, that at least for the time being 

he was loathe to discard.  Ben assumed he was thinking about his diceased wife, which 

piqued thoughts of Mary. 

   Would he have to cajole her into marrying him, or could she be completely disinterested, 

considering how much time had passed?  When the waitress approached their table, he 

flinched slightly, because he was presented with another pair of swaying hips.  He did not 

dare look up for a moment, because he felt that surely he was blushing in consternation 

and excitement.  When he finally did, she looked at him like he had stolen valuable 

contraband. 

   “Okay, what can I get you all?” she said, and there was no mistaking it, on all sides they 

were being watched.  Ben did not return any of the stares, but his mouth was upturning in 

a derisive smile, seemingly of its own accord. 

 

* * * 

 

Beating inside his head.  A persistent din.  His head turned slightly, and a fierce gleam 

came into his eyes.  Bit by bit his musculature tensed, until his muscles were fairly bulging.  

He took a few bites from his plate of bacon and eggs, but held it out in front of his mouth 

first, the yolk dripping off his fork.  His left hand clenched, and a faint twitch began 

popping in his right cheek.  A prevailing silence had whisked away whatever glib energy 

that had previously existed.  Unbeknownst to him, Ben was beginning to return all the 
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stares at once, meanwhile clanging his fork on his plate.  Were they staring at him solely 

because he was black, out of deep unmollified suspicion, or simply because he was a 

stranger?  Rodriguez and Flanagan looked at each other, as if to calm each other’s fears.  

Taking a quick look around at their fellow diners, they practically scowled. 

   “Hey, Ben, take it easy now, big guy.  This isn’t the kind of trouble we want now.  Keep 

cool.  All right?” 

   Despite having a firm desire to stand up and assault the first available person, he 

withheld from himself.  The anger had already reached its zenith, so now it was slowly 

dissipating, like underwater sonic waves hitting a retreating swimmer.  Again, he heard the 

suspicious, hushed voices, reaching him with an elastic action.  The words seemed to return 

to their originators on the bend of the rubber band.  By small gradations, he distinguished 

certain words spoken with intent to harm, but he could not connect them all into a 

sentence. 

   Ben noticed their conventional work outfits, running the gamut from striped overalls to 

polyester skirts, with a few draped scarves thrown in for the winter effect.  But it was 

quickly approaching Spring, when a black overcoat would stand out like a rash. 

   “Hey, Ben, you o.k?”  Flanagan followed his gaze to a booth at the window near the front 

door, which rattled a bit from a stiff wind.  Four men were seated at it.  Flanagan 

categorized them quickly: “Young; scrappy; dumb.”  Three of the four sported crew cuts, 

while the fourth had a mangy mane all tangled up, and covering a good portion of his face.  

Flanagan placed their ages from twenty to twenty-five, a neat range for inclemency toward 

the law.  Next to the fiercest looking of the crewcuts was the slightly revealed object that 

had initially drawn Ben’s attention.  The dull black barrel of a shotgun peeked out 

obliquely, something more safely envisaged for a movie scene. 

   Rodriguez chirped, “Let’s outflank them if they’re coming.”  He no longer looked at them 

directly.  Rather, he gauged the level of danger from Flanagan’s expression.  At least for 

the time being. 

   “They’re some ornery sons-of-bitches,” hissed Ben, tactfully lowering his voice.  “I bet 

they drink whiskey for breakfast and have biscuits and gravy for lunch.” 

   “Right, or something like that,” added Flanagan, returning the harried look of their 

waitress, who was standing by the coffee machine.  Strangely, she leaned over and lightly 
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blew the steam off the top of the brew, as if puckering up for a kiss.  The condensation 

wafted across her face, and Rodriguez was watching Flanagan watch her wipe her 

forehead with a pink kerchief.  Ben was a bit astonished by the officer’s panache, his 

concentration still riveted to the shotgun.  Who could afford to be nonchalant in a situation 

such as this?  Briefly, he wished that Ray was there beside him, because he would 

intrinsically know what to do.  If Ray was there, could he set things straight?  Flanagan’s 

statement was a stinging departure from his meanderings. 

   “Let’s go.”  He grabbed Ben by the right arm, then closed the distance with his face.  Ben 

looked over his shoulder to see that they were still being watched, although the shotgun was 

concealed.   He noticed mucous oozing out of a small gash on one of the murderer’s cheeks.  

Submitting to his guide, he passed the table, still struck by the appearance of the yellow 

puss.  He briefly studied the face, and was taken aback by the complete deadness of it.  

Deep sockets contained beady eyes, that did not so much treat him with malice as potent 

disregard.  Just when his alarm was quieted, he was shoved in the back by Rodriguez, who 

had frantically paid the bill(along with a healthy tip) on the way out.  “What did I eat and, 

if so, am I still hungry?” he thought as Flanagan loosened the grip.  “My stomach is 

burning, but is tied up in tiny knots also.”  Because he took a bit of umbrage at Rodriguez’s 

prodding, he shoved back a bit with his elbow.  Sitting back once inside the car, he emitted 

a sigh of relief, because the solidarity of the menacing heads was unbroken.  Backing away, 

he kept staring, wondering how hard their lives had been, and how many men, if any, had 

been killed.  “You know,” he thought, “I am unworthy of a born killer.” 

   “Hey, Ben,” said Flanagan, once Rodriguez had pulled out.  “What’s the big idea?  You 

stared at that one guy like you were just asking to be shot.” 

   “No joke,” added Rodriguez.  “It was not a dangerous situation until you got them to 

thinking.” 

   “About what?  Shooting some low-lifes like ourselves?”  He laughed, but there was no 

forthcoming response.  “Maybe we should have shot you in the first place,” spat out 

Flanagan, and the conversation died with it. 

 

   The stubborn and tense silence lasted for almost a half-hour, during which Ben wondered 

if he would end up in a ditch at the bottom of an embankment, a long one, which the 
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vehicle seemed to be failing in its endeavors to outstrip.  Already, he felt anxious, and 

began to count trees as a relaxer.  But he could not rid himself of feelings of guilt and 

shame.  “Why did I make that rude remark?” he wondered, frowning at the spectacle of a 

long line of silver barbwire.  Beyond it was just a sparse clump of trees.  Ben did not 

venture to guess, because he was trapped in his cell.  His guards were sacrificing their well-

being in order that he might find freedom, and what did he gratefully return?  Venom, for 

all the participants in the chain, for all usurpers of order, the order which he had always, 

even before the damning Relocation Laws, hoped to foment in his own order, in his own 

pamphlets distributed to ravenous throngs of the disenfranchised.  “I always wanted to be 

a propagandist,” he thought.  “Even before I thought about a novel, the meat of a beast was 

roiling inside me, relegating my plots to anemia.” 

   “You’ve got to be nicer to us coppers, all right?” challenged Flanagan, turning around 

with ferocity.  “We’re putting our butts on the line for you, so you’d do well to appreciate 

it.  Rodriguez here will be gung-ho no matter what, but you’ve got to give me some respect.  

You listening, or what?” 

   “I’m listening.”  Ben felt like an adolescent being chastised by his father, but was loathe 

to express it.  Flanagan’s face was flushed like he had had five rounds of whiskey at a 

banished bar. 

   “You have to realize that you’re on a pipe dream, and partly why you’re here with us is 

because we’re pretty bored with New York, dealing with the scum there.  So just remember 

that we are doing a favor for you.  Can you do that, Ben?  Can you keep your head and 

ears clear of shit?” 

   “I think so.”  He smiled wanly. 

   “You believe!  You hear that, Rod?  This guy uses words like ‘believe.’  I think we’ve got 

a nutcase on our hands.  Don’t we?” 

   “I don’t know.  I just hope he can shoot as straight as he probably believes he can.”  

Despite the severity of the remark, he offered a commiserating smile before he turned 

away. 

   Ben’s voice was frozen.  Queerly, he wondered if a throat lozenge could lessen the 

constriction in his throat.  Would a brief apology suffice, or was a lengthy justification for 

his remarks more tangible?  Just below his indecision was a blustering mint of despair.  
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How would he be able to deal with his father, Chief Banks, if he was having difficulties 

relating to mere minions.  Potentially, his father could exert a realm of quick authority and 

action that could leave him meek, speechless, and paralyzed.  Could he respond to his 

certain brutal bearing in a combative, yet affirmative manner?  But always, through all the 

conflicts, he would have to prepare the isotope of his rebellion completely intact, for the 

developing confrontation. 

   “Hey, guys,” he began lamely, leaning forward for added effect.  “My behavior has been 

wrong, because this isn’t just any mission, right?  Like you said, we’ve all got our 

motivations, our reasons.  But you’ve got to know that just as you are, I’m also your 

bodyguard.  If anyone takes a shot at you, they’re my quarry.” 

   “You saying you can shoot straight,” interjected Flanagan.  “You have to be able to get a 

good shot.  Can you tear a knife away from a madman?  I don’t doubt your strength, buy 

you’ve also got to have a mean streak in good quantities.” 

   Rodriguez chuckled.  “What he’s really asking you, Ben, is if you can be a junkyard dog.  

As for me, I have no doubts that you have it in you.  You’ve been through enough, I think, 

to prove yourself.” 

   “You think, huh?” prodded Flanagan.  “You know as well as I that thinking does not fit 

into a policeman’s dictum.  It’s all about having the necessary training so you’re always 

reacting, never thinking.” 

   Ben smiled to himself, because he had been hushed, unable to do any more explaining.  

They began lamenting the fall of the NYPD, faulting society’s contagion as much as 

anything.  

   It was not long before the signs changed at the Pennsylvania state line.  Traffic was 

sparse, and Ben had to suppress a rising panic.  Was there just as much killing out here in 

the country despite the obvious advantages of increased law enforcement and family-

oriented atmosphere?  Most people only have him a cursory glance when he passed, as if he 

was just another common collared thief.  “I should have make a placard and placed it 

against the back windshield.  It would’ve read “I’m free!  Honest!  Whenever I was in 

sight, I could place my sidearm in plain view for authenticity.” 

   The landscape changed to rolling hills, barns, and green meadows, all(without 

exception)empty.  Alternating with the open spaces were rusted hulks of tractors and other 



137

farm implements that Ben was ignorant of.  Although he had always dreamt of owning a 

large plot of land, he had always imagined it being a ranch more than a farm, with a few 

cows besides a horse if he was lucky.  But who would teach him to ride?  Mary?  He would 

have a hard time convincing her about the merits of an outdoors life.  She would tease him, 

he thought, asking him how manure and hay added up to a financial boon. 

   “Hey, Ben, you said we’re heading for Lansing, Michigan, right?”  Rodriguez took a 

wondering look at the speedometer, which was steady at 90 mph.  He had already 

estimated a timetable of seven to eight hours for the entire drive, plus whatever time they 

spent at stops. 

   “You got it right, chief.”  Ben’s gaze remained affixed to the alluring landscape.  But 

where would he be when the present struggle reached its denouement?  Would his body be 

buried beneath a similar breadth of stretching grass?  Death did not normally figure in his 

answer to the equation, but he had already seen a plan go awry.  Ray’s death had not been 

confirmed to him, but it penetrated his consciousness like a particularly hot sun dawning 

on his day.  Did Stubbs kill him as he thought, and was it totally justified?  Stubbornly, he 

wrenched free of the prickling thought.  It was already too late to revenge Ray.  And who 

knew but if Ray was simply alarmed, made a single call, so Ray could “sleep with the 

fishes?”  He did not rule it out, but was more amenable to that one than the one involving 

Stubbs.  His father’s catch-all phrase “We all get what we deserve” rang hollow.  Would he 

have to tell Kim that Ray was missing and, thus, for all intents and purposes, dead?  And 

would Mom welcome his sudden appearance/surprise?  She might pinch his face hard, but 

would not cuff him like Pa.  He just hoped that it would never come to striking his father 

because, in that case, a lot of blood might flow.  “Lansing is a beautiful place, guys.  New 

York is, well, no use comparing them, right?” 

   “I like to leave the comparisons to God,” said Flanagan.  “To me, a place is either good or 

bad, that’s all.” 

   “You’re just a plain Neanderthal,” chuckled Rodriguez.  “You should be on display as an 

ape at a zoo.” 

   “What do you want me to do?  Pull your arms off as an exhibition of my animal strength?  

Or just drop peanut shells on the floor?” 
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   “Neither, I’d hope.  You know, Ben, at times this guy scares me.  He turns into a volcano 

before your eyes, and there’s nothing to keep him from exploding.” 

   Ben nodded his head, but did not express the existence of a similar temperament on his 

side.  He thought back to that distant day at the schoolyard when Ray had struck him.  His 

first coherent thought once the stars were gone was that he was going to break Ray’s jaw 

into two or three pieces.  For some reason, Ray’s presence shrank in the keening periscope 

of his eyes, which projected upward from his fallen form, and the sky engulfed everyone, 

including the jeering gang-members.  Imbued with the placid and majestic aspect of the 

blue sky filled with wispy clouds, he did not feel animosity anymore.  It was almost as if 

that because he felt no fear, there was not need to be angry. 

   Of course, he had briefly considered killing Stubbs. 

   “I hope we’re able to make the drive back,” said Rodriguez, turning for a few moments 

toward an unwavering field.  “This is nice country.  I wouldn’t mind milking a cow or 

feeding some pigs, I don’t think.” 

   “You what?” exclaimed Flanagan.  “A city boy like you?  I don’t think so.  You’d get bit 

by a raccoon and get rabies and die, and that would be the end for you, I’m sorry to say.” 

   “You’re just mad, because you didn’t admit it first yourself.  Maybe you’ve been 

spending too much time out on Long Island, listening to the fishermen.” 

   “No.  Those fishermen lead boring lives.  They throw nets down and pull fish up.  In 

between, they drink and smoke, whatever they happen to be in the mood for.  They’re the 

kind of people you generally can’t trust.” 

   “You shouldn’t judge them like that, Flem.  I’ve known some good people who were 

fishermen.” 

   “So I’m supposed to take your word or something?  Is that it?  You have the habit of 

getting wiser by the minute.” 

   “Excuse me,” interjected Ben, “but could I contribute something of my own.  I think I 

could shed more light.” 

   “Forget it,” said Flanagan.  “You’re going to have to learn to keep quiet in certain 

situations.  Or else you run the risk of us deserting you.”  Beneath the teasing smile was a 

cold objectivity, which Ben had known in the past as cutting racism.  It, at once, released 

the speaker from responsibility and compassion, thus pressuring and stigmatizing the 
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subject of it.  Ben thought, “If only he knew what life in the black inner city is like,” by was 

reeled in from his thoughts by a gentle side impact.  A semi-truck passed them, creating a 

suction-like air pocket.  Ben stared back at his briefly reflected homage embossed on the 

silver of the trailer.  Then, just as sudden, his image was erased in the empty space, and 

only the off-white of the highway interceded. 

   “But no hard feelings, right?  Ben?  We’re just trying to motivate you, is all.  You seem to 

crawl up inside yourself sometimes, and it’s our duty to pull you back out.  Right, 

Rodriguez?” 

   “Whatever you say, Flem.” 

   “Whatever you say is right.  I’ve got it all figured out.  When we get to Michigan we’ll get 

an idea about what we’ve gonna do.” 

   “No,” retorted Rodriguez, “we’ll follow Ben’s advice.  He knows it better than we do.” 

   “What?  The country?  I doubt that.” 

   “I’ll call the shots if you want me to,” intervened Ben, clandestinely leaning forward to 

punctuate himself.  “If you want to know the truth, I’d prefer it that way.” 

   “All right,” Flanagan sighed, seeming to sink further into his seat.  “But we’ll have the 

final word.”  He felt Rodriguez was brazenly courting disaster, and reasoned that every 

contingency bespoke of great risk.  Briefly, he wondered if he should have canceled the 

adventure from the outset.  It seemed a bit suicidal, considering that legally he was out of 

his powers of jurisdiction.  And how would Chief Banks respond to any assumption on his 

part of the selfsame powers?  Now, if he made the local authorities cooperate with Ben 

,they might have a good chance of finding the girl; on the other hand, there was the scepter 

of chaos, hovering like a pull of thick sulphurous smoke, disabling his ability to see into the 

future.  He looked outside himself, and his heart responded to the bountiful nature 

mirroring itself on the windshield with a fleeting grove here, a fleeing hawk there.  

Alienated a bit in the vehicle, he continued to sit, musing, in the compartmentalized cold 

steel. 

 

* * * 
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   Resting forlorn, as if dropped from an expanding sky onto a shrinking movie set, was a 

decrepit gas station, broken panes of glass like eyeless sockets peering out of nothingness.  

An inner pool of irons, tires, and oil.  Amazingly enough, a match had as yet not fallen to 

the floor and incinerated the streetcar to a smoldering cinder, in large part due to the fact 

of a surly fellow who made it his permanent home.  Every month or so he rearranged the 

machine parts for a new look to his selfsame furniture, using the oil as a slick lever.  But, 

today, as Rodriguez’s patrol car passed, he was hitchhiking for money, using every excuse 

for his raggedy form as he could muster.  On a typical day, he only robbed, but a few years 

ago he buried an entire family behind the station, during deep winter.  He had to 

repeatedly hack with a pick at the recently frozen snow to get at the soft soil, and thought 

he might have to cut off his gangrenous pinky afterward.  Fortunately, with persistent 

treatments of hot towels, the growth went away, leaving a brown patch of dead skin as the 

ineradicable talisman. 
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Eight 

 

   Black, with a steel-gray sky that sought to bear down on the earth with shocks of 

pollution; casually broken by groves of stubby trees nevertheless beautiful in their stunted 

growth; classified by its own tough yet infertile essence, straining forward despite the 

decayed industrialization; black again, as Ben glimpsed small holes in the sky’s visage, as it 

were moth-eaten and easily penetrable, yet inscrutable, just like a cardplayer’s faraway 

look; evasive in one way yet resolute in another as one senses consternation on a brow yet 

cannot explain its deeply imbedded essence; patrolled by few and succoring fewer, folding 

its fleshy sides up on itself without designs at inspiring pity, with a burgeoning trend 

towards the fields of Indiana, but even further, toward some semblance of normalcy in the 

cornfields of Nebraska, the endless plains of Kansas, on the rugged vistas of Colorado, was 

Ohio.  Ben had an idea that just because he felt so foreign to it, his soul was not entirely 

inaccessible to its pinings.  Peremptorily, he wished he had a notepad, because he had an 

idea for a poem, which he surmised that if he took to its logical end, would buttress the 
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bridge that Carl Sandburg had erected in his ode to foggy Chicago.  He wished that now, as 

he pondered slowly, the famous ‘fog’ would roll in graciously with ‘cats’ feet’ and engulf 

him in a reverie that would last until Lansing, where Mary’s energy would transform him 

into a hummingbird, who, after its initial frenzy would, exhausted, collapse in his arms.  

“I’m getting silly,” he thought, mindful of the weapon on his hip.  Rain softly pelted the 

windshield, and he wondered if it was the advent of a freezing rain, then recanted, realizing 

it was no longer even sufficiently cold for it to snow.  A part of him wished it still were so, 

in order that he could venture into the open spaces in snowshoes.  Perhaps, in a major 

miracle, his father would appear, and the could wash each other’s blood in the deep snow, 

forging the split.  Flitting between the conflicting pictures were the portraits of Rodriguez 

and Flanagan.  “What would they think if they knew where his mind was?  Would they 

immediately turn around, or just abruptly throw him onto the side of the road?”  Although 

he realized how pesky he had recently been, he did not feel that he could entirely 

communicate, insofar as it would leave him slightly open, and potentially too vulnerable for 

a deceased wife’s sad song, or a drunk’s histrionics.  He only wanted to commit to his own 

mental inebriation within the confines of Mom and Mary; he could suffer a twinge of guilt, 

but not consuming defeat.  After his immortal mistakes were forgotten, who would 

condemn him?  An insolvent God?” 

   “Hey, Ben, you’ve been quiet,” Flanagan proffered.  “Is everything all right back there?” 

   “Everything is fine.  I’m just a little bored.” 

   “Well, I don’t blame you.  The drive has already been too long, and there has been 

practically nothing to see.  Makes me wonder if even more people are dead than I’ve been 

thinking.  But I guess they’re just spread out more evenly.” 

   Ben stared out at the plot of land that abruptly ended in a deep gulch.  He could tell by 

the swath of black cutting it perpendicularly, before readmitting the smooth grain.  

“Maybe it’s a kind of pattern,” he said in a strange tone, then started at the sight of a well-

muscled horse leaning its head down to drink from a trough.  Its tail wagged in a slow, 

hypnotic circle, and the sun beat off the rusting shed ten or more yards beyond it.  “Did 

you see that horse?  I bet it could ford some fast-moving rivers.” 
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   “I saw it,” replied Rodriguez.  “I saw Flanagan sneak a look at you, then look over also.  

Do you know what kind of horse it was?  I’ve always wanted to see an Arabian, but I don’t 

think that one was.” 

   “Damn if I know,” responded Flanagan, rubbing his chin circumspectly.  “It was big, but 

I don’t think big enough to be a Clydesdale.  Do you, Ben?” 

   “Honestly, I don’t have a clue, either.  But it was too surreal, too dream-like, I think, to 

be an ordinary type of horse.  You know, Rodriguez, maybe it was an Arabian.” 

   “You’re crazy.  Plain and simple, and I don’t know if it’s good or bad.”  Flanagan tried 

to laugh to himself afterward, but was a bit too unnerved to do so. 

   Ohio kept rolling by, and now some families could be seen snug in their vehicles.  Some 

children waved at Ben through the neutral space, but, though he was excited, was too 

sheepish to wave back.  He did not want to raise suspicions within their guardians, who 

might misconstrue the meaning of his gesture, so he kept still.  Rodriguez and Flanagan, 

meanwhile, kept their solemnity as officers of the law, although they could not refrain from 

smiling for long stretches, nudging each other in the side.  “I guess we’ve got the President 

of the United States,” said Flanagan facetiously. 

   “Yeah.  I hope he’s worth all the damn trouble he’s causing us,” added Flanagan, looking 

over his shoulder for effect.  “Ben, I sure hope you know what you’re doing, because this is 

crazy, plain straight.  We’ll be lucky if we don’t get our intrepid heads shot off.” 

   Ben did not answer.  He was wondering which part of Ohio Ray’s girlfriend Kim lived in.  

Keeping his gaze affixed outside, he descried a weathervane ahead, approaching at an 

obtuse angle, its apex moving soporifically, the sun glinting off it spectrally.  While he 

imagined it stopping, its arrow pointing to where Kim resided, and how decidedly calm and 

petite she would look, the vehicle passed the intersecting point, and the angle became acute, 

retreating over his right shoulder.  He felt it had been a long time since the weathervane 

had been put to optimum use, and on a last quick perusal, saw a lone tree to the right of it, 

just a little shorter, growing up slowly to block a portion of the wind’s surge.  “How many 

people have looked up to it in a time of need?” he thought.  “Perhaps even animals have 

looked up impossibly for information.” 

   “Guys, I think we’re almost out of Ohio.  It feels like it, that’s for sure,” he said 

cryptically.  “I feel like we’re leaving a host of dead behind, but things will be o.k.,” he 
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amended hopefully, leaning back completely, and following the center stripe of the road.  

“Chief Banks won’t have his way this time.” 

   “You’re right.  He won’t,” tersely agreed Flanagan.  “Rodriguez and I will make sure of 

it.” 

   Ben started seeing signs for Michigan a few hours before dusk, but was preoccupied by 

an uneasy thought:  “Why hadn’t the two cops asked him more questions about his father?  

Presumably, they had heard about him, so why weren’t they more alarmed?  He tried to 

conceive of an overabundant confidence on their part but could not.  So why were they so 

cocksure and unflappable about justifiable stress?  Did they know something he did not, 

and imputed all sorts of hypothetical wisdom to them, and did not start to wave until they 

entered the state, and his heart started to palpitate.  He started praying that his mother and 

Mary were safe. 

   They headed due north, Flanagan driving in a curious silence through small towns named 

Dundee, Milan, then northwest, in quick succession: Brighton, Hewell, Fowlerville, straight 

into Lansing.  Ben had anticipated seeing some lakes but, thus far, he was disappointed, 

although the surroundings were at a healthy bright green pitch, everything so verdant, the 

grass high waves blown by the breeze, the thick foliage of the trees, just moving, enough to 

mimic the vibrating strings of an instrument.  But he did not catch a glimpse of any flitting 

animals.  Flanagan had not spoken to him for an hour, and his nerves were taut.  He shot 

looks at Rodriguez who did not seem worried in the least bit.  He only hummed to himself, 

and studied the contents of his heavy black ammunition bag at his feet.  Twilight was 

deepening, so he turned on the overhead light, reaching without looking.  Although he felt 

relaxed, he was in the mood for a beer, which he had not partaken of for longer than he 

could remember.  “It had to have been after Josephine’s funeral,” he thought.  “Flem and I 

got twisted that night.  Maybe when we get settled in town, we’ll have one.”  He recollected 

how at his nephew’s third birthday party just a week later, the pinata had gotten blurry, 

which he had manipulated with a string. 

   When the flickering lights appeared in the mirror, Flanagan blinked, but maintained 

speed, progressing down a two-lane road.  There were egregious short sections with bumps 

and potholes, and he maneuvered around them as best as he could, watching the troopers 
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gain of him.  “You realize we’ve got company, Ben?” he asked matter-of-factly, seeing some 

chagrin on Rodriguez’s face. 

   “Yes, I do.  What do you want me to do when they catch up with us?” 

   “First off, hold your hands behind your back, as if you’re cuffed.  Do it slowly now, 

without raising your arms or shoulders.   And keep leaning back, so they can’t see your 

wrists.  Keep quiet.  As far as they’re concerned, you’re being extradited on murder 

charges” 

   “Multiple murder,” corrected Rodriguez.  “We’ve got to lay it on real thick, Flem, and 

not take any chances.  No small talk.  We’re in somewhat of a hurry.” 

   “Then what are we doing here in Lansing?” he asked, even as he began to brake and edge 

over to the shoulder. 

   “Your sister just moved here from New York, so you’re sneaking a visit in.” 

   “Right.  Ben, what street does your mother live on, and what’s the exact address, just in 

case.”  He shifted into park, and stared in the mirror at the troopers staring at him.  Their 

gray hats looked large atop their heads, and appeared entirely motionless. 

   “1121 Oakmont,” he responded, anxious to peek over his shoulder. “It’s just about one 

mile ahead.  We take just one turn, a right, and it’s about a quarter of a mile up the road.” 

   “Good show, Ben.  Just play it cool, all right?”  He reached for the cigarette pack in his 

left pocket, then reconsidered, because the troopers were already outside the vehicle, 

advancing without guns drawn.  Each approached on his own side, skittering eyes shielded 

by dark shades.  Ben, harking back to his experience with Ray, hissed, “They look legit?” 

and in momentary allowance pulled his hands free. 

   “So far, but just keep still,” commanded Rodriguez, a bit unnerved by the scowl 

enlarging in his mirror, hoping there would be no necessity for a draw contest. 

   “All right.  All right,” Ben answered, in as much an attempt to allay his own nerves than 

anything else.”  “I’ll remain calm in spite of it all,” he thought, “in spite of Ray missing, in 

spite of my ignorance about Mary, in spite of the enmity between my father and I.” 

   Flanagan rooled down his window.  “Good afternoon officers.  I”m Officer Flanagan and 

that’s Officer-” 

   “Cut the crap, all right, and show me your identification.” 

   “Well, my NYPD badge number is-” 
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   “I want a photo i.d., not a fucking badge.  I’m a little curious as to what you’re doing way 

out here with a black blizzard in tow, although he does look respectable enough for 

subhuman standards”(Ben tightly gripped his right arm with his left hand.  “Just hand 

your i.d. and we’ll let you get back on your way, wherever that might be taking you.”  He 

coughed, and smiled slyly across to his partner, who insisted on scowling.  “Goddamn these 

rookies,” he thought.  “Virgins who don’t know how to have fun.” 

   Flanagan glanced quickly at Rodriguez, who had desisted from returning the stare of the 

tall trooper, but still took note peripherally, with his head straight ahead.  “Okay, here you 

go,” he said in a sarcastic show of enthusiasm, handing the laminate over. 

   “Well look what we have here.  You’re as cool as a cucumber, my friend.  You’ve got the 

star suspect and the hefty confidence of your chief back in the rotten apple.  Get back on 

the road.  See ya.”  He handed the i.d. back, then spun on his heels like a commandant. 

   “What a fucking nutcase,” chuckled Flanagan.  “They must get guys like him straight 

from the military or something.  You know, I think my digestion is shot.”  He slammed on 

the accelerator to leave their brief detainees behind, his heartbeat lessening to a more 

normal pace, unspeaking, until he neared the street Ben had named Oakmont.  “I guess 

this is it,” he said, slowing just enough to avoid a skid, the tires whining. 

   “Quite an adroit maneuver,” said Ben, heartened by the familiar sights, certain fire 

hydrants he had aimed baseballs at as a youngster, and specific doors that recalled 

friendships bolstered by impromptu bubble gum swapping, along with innocent pubescent 

kisses.  “Still feels like home,” he said softly to himself. 

   “How long has it been?” asked Rodriguez, startled a bit by the idyllic setting, neatly 

trimmed lawns abutting freshly painted exteriors, rose and vegetable gardens nestled in 

toward the back.  The last time he was so awed by beauty was the reading of Christ’s 

Nativity as described in a novel. 

   “Too long.  Twenty years, I think.  I’ve got to collect myself a little for Ma, because she is 

going to be surprised by me surprising her.  I’ve got to be ready to grab her if she faints.” 

   “We’ll catch her,” chortled Flanagan.  “You just worry about yourself.  But are we 

getting close?” 

   “Yeah.  See that bend in the road up a bit?” 

   “Yes, I do, is it?” 
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   “It’s just past there.”  Ben expelled a nervous breath and clenched his fists.  “It’s a small 

yellow house on the left, but park on the right somewhere.” 

   “I see it now.”  He pulled in behind an old pickup truck with a Texas license.  “That’s 

strange.  What’s a Texan doing around here?  You see what I’m seeing, Rodriguez?” 

   “Yep, Flem.  But so what?  I don’t think there’s any need to get alarmed.  Not yet, at 

least.  So what are we waiting for?” 

   “I don’t know.  Ask Ben.”  He heard Ben open his door first.  Once he was clear of the 

car, he stretched his arms into the sky.  “It is a damn good day to visit your Ma,” he said.  

But Ben and Rodriguez were already across the street. 

   Earlier, she had watered and spoken to her azaleas, and fed her adoring cat Maude, who 

preferred to eat out of her hands instead of a tea saucer.  She kept her preoccupied if she 

became bored with reading or television or gardening, although sometimes she kept her up 

all night, with midnight dashes through the kitchen, resulting in broken glass, foremost.  

Her next door neighbor Annie had long failed in persuading her to replace them with 

plastic containers, but Eda would demur, explaining that she had to clean up after them, or 

else she might not feel useful anymore.  She had shown her the letters Ben had written, and 

was so excited as to buy Maude an especial assortment of Gourmet Cat dishes.  A fortnight 

ago, she had noted a suspicious shadow in her window, and when she went out in the 

morning to do her gardening, saw the culprit, an oversprouting hydrangea.  But because 

she was superstitious, she did not trim it down; afterall, its magical growth coincided with 

Ben’s imminent arrival; thus, she ignored her own pragmatic protestations.  Maude’s 

appetite was keen as of late, and was awoken from her catnaps by her feline meowing 

lustily.  She did not have the heart to censure her, so oftentimes she stayed awake reading 

by her night light.  This morning she had written to her eldest child, Yolanda, who had 

always been the closest to Ben, and had done a thorough dusting of the family heirlooms, 

focusing primarily on her father’s mounted adze, which his grandfather had handed down 

from his grandfather, that had been utilized in the construction of log cabins in smoky 

southern small towns during Reconstruction.  Allegedly, his private business had 

flourished, precipitating a migration from other counties.  For a moment, she considered 

passing it on immediately to her son, but could not insure a safe passage.  It would have to 

wait. 
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   Inside the kitchen, making herself a new batch of lemonade with just a hint of sugar, she 

heard the knock, two beats on the door.  She hesitated, looked down to make sure her 

blouse was buttoned properly, then walked as fast as she could.  En route, she upended an 

ivory figurine on the couch end table, but it fell harmlessly to the carpet.  She inhaled and 

exhaled, then took on the peephole. 

   Her son looked a little raggedy next to the primped-up policemen.  It was him!  She 

fidgeted with the two bolts, sighing with delight, hearing Maude meow plaintively behind 

her. 

   “Dear Ben, you’re here,” she said, and before she could respond, she had embraced, 

barely noticing the slightly embarrassed officers.  “My son, you finally came back, and now 

I won’t let go.  Don’t you realize how long I’ve been waiting?  You know, officers, I think 

you from the bottom of my heart, to tell the truth, this boy is stronger than his father, and 

beats the dickens out of me.  I love you, Ben.” 

   “I love you, too, Ma.” 

   “Can I place him under false arrest, officers?” she chuckled, pulling her left arm free in 

order to wipe some tears away.  “He left his Ma for too long, I say, so he’s just going to 

have to be grounded.  Why don’t you officers step in and take a seat.  I’ll get you some 

fresh lemonade in no time flat.” 

   “Thank you, Ma’am,” said Rodriguez.  “We’d really appreciate it.” 

   “Very kind of you,” added Flanagan awkwardly, tipping his cap, and followed his 

partner in.  There was a pounding inside, because he was reminded of his dead mother, 

who had lived in a quaint house like this, everything in immaculate order.  He bent and 

picked up the fallen figure, and wondered if his mother had gone to Heaven like she often 

prayed she would.  Rodriguez had already sat down, with  a somewhat sheepish look on his 

face. 

   “This is real nice.”  Flanagan turned it slowly over in his hands, but did not rub the 

surface despite his inclination to do so. 

    

   Back outside, Ben stood leaning with his back against the porch railing, his mother seated 

on the swing directly opposite him.  He could sense her fermenting thoughts taking root, 

blandishing the unforgiving soil.  “He’ll find Mary.  He’ll survive.  He must.  To put it 
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more plainly, he will.”  Saddened and yet discomfited by her searching yet penetrating 

look, he finally said, “Come now, Ma.  Don’t worry about me.  I know how mothers fret, 

but I’m a grown man.” 

   “All the more for me to fret.  You still need someone to look after you, and your father is 

no good at that, it’s certain.  You’ve got to promise me you’ll pray to God every night for 

things to go well.  And you get away from your father as soon as you can.  That worries 

me.” 

   “I promise.” 

   “And you promise to stay away from him.”  She smiled tersely.  “Now let me get you and 

your friends something to drink.  You’ve come a ways, and you’re not camels.” 

   “At least not the last time I checked, Ma.”  He followed her in, surprised by how well she 

still moved. 

   Every picture and painting fastened to the walls piqued his remembrance, but he could 

not differentiate between individual actions; all ran together sinuously, and he stared at the 

carpet while he tried to gather the thread, hearing a clinking of glass on glass.  What was 

the meaning of all the scuffles he had had with his sisters?  Were they prefigured by his 

lone malehood among them, chafing against their female instincts, or did his have more to 

do with an obsolescent father, who only sent him postcards from time to time?  He was 

prone to be vociferous in denial of having ever had a father, staring with indefatigable 

hatred at every photo of the family’s men.  At school, he ignored the taunts, that he was a 

whore’s son, but skillfully channeled his frustrations into study.  His marks outstripped his 

competition, including all of his sisters, excepting for Yolanda, who excelled in every 

subject, including mathematics, but never teased Ben about her overall superiority.  She 

would even share the prizes she received from school, which were often discounts for book 

stores and fast food restaurants.  She was the only sister who would hug him when he cried, 

and took him to the library with her every Tuesday afternoon.  He especially enjoyed a hug 

inside safe from the snow blowing outside.  But as for his father... 

   “Ben, what’s the matter?” asked Rodriguez, looking between his mother and him. 

   “Nothing.  Nothing really.  Just thinking about times past, how things are different now.” 

   “How’s that?  Your Ma still loves you.  That is plain, son.  Don’t feel empty now.  The 

Lord gives as much love as we need, and we’ve always got each other.” 
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   “I know.  But a man has to struggle on his own.  I flew from the nest early, so I guess 

that’s why I’m missing it more than I really should.” 

   “You’ll miss it.  That’s natural, and you’ll miss this moment some day.  Trust what I say.  

Am I right or not, Officer, but I’m sorry, the introductions have come so late.” 

   “No need to apologize, ma’am,” countered Flanagan, taking a quick sip of the chilled 

lemonade.  “I’m Flanagan, and he’s Rodriguez.” 

   “You’ll take care of my boy, right?  I hate to be abrupt, but I hope you understand where 

I’m coming from.  I know he’s strong and brave, but too stubborn, like his father.” 

   “Like you, too, Ma.” 

   She laughed.  “You be quiet, and drink your juice.  These officers of the law are the 

reason you’re here.  I thank you from the bottom of my heart.  I just wish he will be lucky 

in the coming days.” 

   “He’ll be fine,” offered Flanagan.  “He can survive anywhere, I think.  I have my opinion 

on the simple fact, that he has made it this far.  There’s no reason why he can’t make it all 

the way.  It’s not his time yet.” 

   “Thank you,” said Ben, suppressing a laugh. 

   “You’re welcome.”  He shot a glance at Rodriguez, who was wearing an absent, 

benificently absent expression, as if a spirit from home had burnished him. 

“Hey, Rod?” 

   “Yeah?” 

   “What’s the matter with you?  Sick or something?  Something eating you?” 

   “Nothing.  I just, I don’t know, I guess I feel a little strange about things.” 

   “What things do you mean?” 

   “Things to do with life in general.  I’m sitting here, and I don’t know why I’m here but 

my wife isn’t.  It makes me feel different, and apart from myself a little, I guess.  It’s like 

being in a room full of people you know, and yet not knowing you know them as unique 

individuals like yourself.” 

   “What have you been reading lately?” asked Miss Banks, without the least bit of sarcasm. 

   “Nothing.  But I’ve read books about out-of-body experiences, and my feelings remind 

me about the ideas put forth in some of them.” 
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   “You a budding philosopher now or something?” parried Flanagan, winking sideways at 

Ben. 

   “No, but why don’t you give me a break once in a while, Flem.  I can come up with new 

ideas of my own, despite what you say.  You know, Ben, at least I try once in a while to 

think on my own.”  He looked at Miss Banks, and quickly blushed, because there was a 

kindling of glee in her eyes.  “But we had better stop, before this gets silly.  What does Ben 

have to do?” 

 

Ben was unable to identify the source of the disdain on his mother’s face, insofar as he had 

lost touch with her inner leanings, the secrets of her being.  Faintly, he could hear the 

footsteps of Rodriguez and Flanagan receding, but did not turn around, lest he lose the 

sanctity of his mother divulging a secret.  Random thoughts came abreast of each other, 

none outstripping the others.  Finally, he had the sensation that she was perceiving him as 

her husband(his father) and he thought he should apologize for some indecency he had 

recently committed, on behalf of him.  Had he ever pointed a gun at her head, or raised a 

fist in malicious warning? 

   “Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.” 

   “You sure.  And-” 

   “Yeah, I’ll be good, too.” 

   “Sure you will.  You just make sure to call me when you get to where you’re going.  Be 

careful around your father.” 

   “I will.”  He returned her embrace and turned, watching a warbler alight on a tree. 

   “Who is this Motor City Cobra?” he thought to himself.  The question carried more 

impact than it ever had, because he was entering uncharted territory, and he did not have 

Ray at his side to cope with the uncertainties. 
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Nine 

 

   Flanagan kept complimenting his mother, but Ben was unresponsive, addled by his own 

concerns, ingesting anxieties that he had no one to regurgitate them to.  Chief among them 

was a likely reunion with Mary, which he anticipated as soon as his obligation to his father 

was fulfilled.  Would she respond favorably to his resurrection, or condemn his station in 

life?  Would they be able to discuss topics like philosophy as fervently as they had in the 

past?  Or had she recently wedded?  Were her current interests the same as they formerly 

were?  And would his father honor their agreement, and not retain his services longer than 

was necessary?  How could he find some normal kind of progression in the chain of events?  

Was it worth the risk, or should he tell Flanagan and Rodriguez to turn around and return 

to New York with haste?  Afterall, he might be plunging headlong into an abyss, with not 

implements to launch himself back out.  Did he have the temerity to appease his father, or 

would he scoff at any displays of brutality?  Because he was so anxious, he told Rodriguez 

to speed up, who looked meaningfully at the speedometer. 

   “We’re doing one hundred, Ben.” 

   “Yeah, hold onto your horses, bud,” added Flanagan, nursing a bitter brew. 

 

* * * 

 

      “Life is just a negation of death,” he thought.  “I’m just denying Ray’s death by 

furthering my own.  But if I were to die, who would carry on in my memory?”  As the 

police car he was sequestered in shot past ramshackle houses and forbidding barbwire 

fences spanning scorched property, he thought, “Ray could do no good.”  At school, or 

outside it, he was prone to violent fits, but was loyal to Ben like no one else had ever been.  

Now, he rued the day they had set foot in that restaurant, Stubbs extending generosity to 

Ray’s unproffered hand, never accepting the offer. 
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   “Hey, Rod, you ever been to Chicago?” 

   “No.  Have you?” 

   “Sure.  A long time ago.  I was practically a kid then.  My mother and I stayed in a motel 

room because she couldn’t stand her brother.  He was the president of some 

pharmaceutical company and always told her there was no room for women in business.  

Of course, she was making progress herself in the field, and didn’t think she should have to 

defend herself, especially against a brother.  So they were very civil to each other, but never 

spoke at the table.  It was just one of those ‘Nice to see you’ situations.’” 

   “Okay.  So what’s the point of the story?” 

   “I’m not finished yet.  I was just letting you digest the intro.” 

   “Well, I have, so go ahead.” 

   “So out of nowhere she gets an invitation from him to attend some executive’s seminar 

downtown, which, after much thought, she accepted.  So when she arrives, he starts telling 

everyone how he has decided that what his company needs is surfeit of loyalty, that it is the 

only thing that can keep a company such as his going.  She was completely incensed, and 

left abruptly, but without making a scene.  Obviously, she would have never seriously 

considered working under him.  And I’ll save you the trouble of asking.  The moral of the 

story is to be ever cautious when an offer comes from a completely unknown place.” 

   Rodriguez chuckled.  “So whose benefit is it for, Flem?  You know, sometimes you talk 

like you’re training recruits.  We’re all grown men here.” 

   “It’s for all of us, I guess.  Hell, I don’t know.  You can’t expect me to explain everything 

I say.  It is unfair.  Am I right, Ben?” 

   “Too right, Flanagan.  I’ve been thinking the same thing myself.  Hey, I’ve already 

mentioned it, but I’ll ask you again.  Could you step on it?” 

   “Okay.  I didn’t want to push it, but I’ve got clearance the rest of the way.  Hopefully, 

we’ll be able to get through here unscathed.  So here goes nothing.” 

 

* * * 

 

   He had sat up most of the previous evening, nipping off a bottle of gin.  His head was a bit 

foggy, and he had a painful twinge in his right shoulder from the previous night’s struggle.  
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But, as always, he was calm, collected, and ultimately, undefeated.  Afterall, he was still 

police chief, despite the doubts cast on his current moxie.  He figured he was at that stage in 

his life and career where everyone would challenge him because of his age.  And it seemed 

like their numbers steadily increased over time.  But he could still hold the hounds a bay 

with his fists as easily as his nightstick, easing the passage of the years.  What presently 

bothered him was the suspicion that below the layers of unconsoling justice he was aiding 

and abetting his felonious son.  How could a Banks man be motivated by purely honor and 

love?  “Hell, he’s of the same ilk,” he told the image in the mirror, “too strong to succumb 

to visions of happiness on earth.  Hell, if I had only knocked out Wilson clean, I would’ve 

been champ of the world.  When the decision was announced, he shouldn’t have been able 

to smile with a full set of teeth.  Well, I guess I made other people pay for that grave 

mistake on the referee’s part.  Sometimes somebody has to pay for the way I feel.” 

   “Hey, chief, your contact is about an hour away.  Requests guide.” 

   “No, Smithers, no chaperone and no welcoming party.  Just make sure they get here, all 

right?” 

   “Sure, chief.  And what about that, Childs?  Should I just take him out back and shoot 

him?” 

   “No. No.  I’ll take care of it myself.  I’ve had just about enough of him, also.” 

   “All right.  Catch you later.” 

   “Yeah.  Go shave some heads, all right?” 

   Still, he stood next to the coffee machine, a bit transfixed by the impending convergence.  

If he forced Ben to go with him to Detroit to track Cobra, could Smithers hold up his end 

here?  He seemed capable enough, but his penchant for violence was pushing the envelope 

of loyalty to extremes.  But his talents could not go unnoticed or unrewarded, so he had 

steadily promoted him through the years, protecting him from the calls for his dismissal.  

Fortunately, the mayor had give him free rein to run the force the way he saw fit, so he did 

not brook any opposition from any sphere. 

   He pulled the styrofoam cup from the receptacle and pulled a large container of sugar off 

the side table, pouring liberally.  Fastidiously, he set the cup back down, and pulled a 

stirrer out.  As he did so, he heard Childs yelling out in the accusing manner Banks 

loathed, a stab of some imagined injustice growing in his gut.  Again, he leaned back 
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against the wall, and waited for the screams to subside.  After an uncomfortable minute, he 

strode down the hall toward the cells, thinking,  “Your time is running out, Childs.” 

                                               

* * * 

 

   “Well, how do you like that?  We’ve got detailed instructions, but that’s all.  It seems like 

the NYPD is treated like the plague around here.” 

   “It’s okay, Flem.  We weren’t planning on becoming pals now, were we? We’re here to 

drop Ben off.  So don’t sweat it.” 

   “He’s an ornery one, my father,” thought Ben.  “He’s not at all into politicking.  All he’s 

good for is bashing in heads.” 

 

* * * 

 

   If Ben had to describe the difference between Chicago and New York, he would say that 

the former looked like a steamroller had smoothed it and that the latter had been lettered 

with bombs, rendering desiccated tenements.  Here, the housing projects appeared to have 

been leveled, evicting opportunistic snipers and thieves, inasmuch they existed.  Nearing 

downtown, there were massive steel skeletons in wide array, as if too stiff to topple.  

“Maybe the wrecking ball was not match for them,” he surmised.  Only the monstrous 

Sears Tower appeared to be unscathed, harking back to a more profitable and predictable 

time.  Strangely, the two officers standing at the front door saluted as if they were a 

presidential cortege, their faces gaunt and indifferent.  They also looked a bit puzzled, as if 

wondering what they were doing, yet conscious of recognizing the sole survivors of a 

distant war. 

   Although the breadth of his gratitude might have been wider than the second city, he did 

not express it, because he was too focused on the task at hand.  When the car came to a 

halt, he was staring out the window, and it took him a moment to respond.  “This is it,” he 

stated flatly.  The building, with Greek  Doric columns and, by all appearances, no 

windows, and two sharpshooters garbed in black on the roof, looked like a garrisoned 
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palace.  When he stepped out, he was startled by the lack of noise around him, and his own 

discomfort.  He felt like a sentry bringing bad tidings to a bereaved king. 

   “You guys coming in?” 

   Flanagan turned to Rodriguez, who just nodded, and said, “Let’s go.”  Like Ben, he had a 

sense of foreboding, but could not determine what it was. 

   The front door, a thick slab of steel, opened automatically, and there they stood, in a 

police station just like any other Flanagan had ever seen.  A sergeant sat at the front desk, 

scratching an armpit, looking a bit peeved about their sudden appearance, as if they had 

infected him with his itch. 

   Ben filled the void.  “We’re here to see-” 

   “Chief Banks is waiting for you.  Office 1A down the hall on the left.  Thanks.”  He went 

back to itching the armpit.  Like an afterthought, he said, “But first, you two.  Let me see 

your badges.  All right, go ahead, but be brief.  The chief doesn’t like impertinence.”  The 

volume of his voice increased with the last word, and he punctuated it with a raised finger. 

   Rodriguez smirked.  “Right.  We’ll remember the catchword.” 

   They walked down the long, gleaming hall, Ben in front, with a troubled and slightly 

bewildered expression on his face. 

   “He was poking fun at us,” resumed Rodriguez, “and I don’t like it.  I think I’ll give him 

a piece of my mind when we leave.” 

   “Don’t be righteous, Rod.  I’ve got a few things on my mind, too, but I want to get out of 

this city alive.” 

   Ben paused before the door, seeing the silhouette through the glazed glass, trying to 

frame it in a portrait.  He saw Mary’s face in it, also, a disturbing kind of confluence.  He 

reached down for the door handle and saw a drop of blood drying on the brass.  He 

remembered how his father had explained to him that smearing blood was like touching an 

open sore, that that person’s blood became your own.  “He always had a convincing way of 

explaining things to me,” he thought, turning the handle. 

   “Welcome to my office, Ben.”  The chief stood up, but did not come around to the front of 

the desk.  Clearly, it was his domain, so he did not have to approach his visitor. 
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   “And, officers, I hate to be abrupt, but time is short.  Now have a safe trip back to New 

York, all right?” 

   “Hey, now, that’s no way to treat-” Flanagan began. 

   “We’re going now, Flem,” said Rodriguez, his hand on his shoulder.  “We’re heading 

home.” 

    

   Ben leaned over the desk, sneering.  “Up to your old ways, huh Dad?  Making everything 

run quick and efficient, blunt as your wont is.  But now I’m here.  What do you want me to 

do?” 

   “You’re belligerent-” 

   “I’m not.  I’m not drunk but I’m as mad as Hell.  That makes me bellicose.  Shit, you 

haven’t even invited me to sit-” 

   “Well, as you can see, there isn’t a chair.  You know that I prefer to have discussions in 

cars.” 

   “Let’s go, then.  It seems we’re wasting time.” 

   “And where to you suggest we go?” 

   “Anywhere.  As long as you quit putting on sophisticated airs, like some Rhodes Scholar.  

It irritates the Hell out of me.  Let’s go to your car, then you decide.” 

   “We’ll do that.  Just remember, though, that you’re going to be working for me, and it 

will be no different-” 

   “You’ll demand respect, and you’ll get it.  Right?  I’ve heard it all before, Dad, so you 

can stop drumming into me.” 

   “I won’t say what I would normally to that, because I’m too damn tired.  You know what 

it’s like after pounding someone who’s defenseless, but deserves it.  Or don’t you?” 

   “Believe me, I don’t.  But aren’t we moving yet?  You suppose we could get this thing 

‘under way,’ as you like to say, because I’m growing cold.” 

   “All right, we’ll walk.  You just make sure you watch your step.  My subordinates are 

very loyal, and do not take kindly to insults directed at me.” 

   “I’ll preach gospel, if I’m in the mood for it.  And take it to heart.  I’m here for myself 

and Mary, not you.” 
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   “You’re here because you got a lucky draw, because I dealt you the hand you now owe 

me, so keep walking.  You’re here because I need you to tap into that fire so we can catch a 

certain criminal who is tearing up Detroit wholesale.  You’re here because I believe you 

have the kind of second sense like I have which is why you’re still alive.” 

   Ben felt the keen stare of the sergeant, but still stopped for a moment.  He strained to 

stifle the excitement when he uttered the words “Motor City Cobra.” 

 

* * * 

 

   Chief Banks gunned the accelerator, and activated the strobelight.  He glanced over 

quickly at Ben and said, “So where’s Ray?  You haven’t mentioned him yet.  Did someone 

bump him off, did he make a run for it, or both happen at about the same time?”  He 

cleared his throat, which Ben thought was a play to unnerve him. 

   “I have no idea.  He might have been mixed up in something I knew nothing about.  But 

what do you care?  You never showed any interest in my friends, especially my girlfriends.  

You’ve got a black heart and a head of stone.” 

   Earl chuckled.  “I guess you’re right, son.  I especially did not give a damn about Ray, a 

foolhardy making a quick run to his grave.  I’m surprised you’re still around, because I 

thought you would end up smarter than you are.” 

   “No one is smart anymore, Dad.  We’re all victims of the same plague, an exact replica of 

some disturbance in the distant past.” 

   “Now what are you talking about?  What the past has to say does not speak to the art of 

catching criminals, who are my personal plague., the thing that makes the power in me 

come alive.  Your mother could never understand it, and neither do you, too cooped up in 

your ideas of social justice and racial harmony.  That power gives me the strength to get up 

in the morning and do the bidding of the Lord.  But, in Hell, you don’t understand, despite 

all the examples you have seen to disprove it, you’re in the shallow atheist doctrine area, to 

quote Reverend Spears, ‘You wouldn’t recognize a sentinel if it came and perched on your 

shoulder.’” 

   “‘The shallow atheist doctrine,’ huh?  A shallow statement for shallow ears, that’s what I 

think about it.  You see, I believe in a certain power, but not in your misplaced mantra.  
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The way you drain ideas into people’s heads only destroys them, and in the process, of 

course, also them.” 

   “How many times did I tell you that ideas are a beauty to behold, but only bring ruin in 

life?  Ten?  Twenty?  One hundred? One thousand?  Why do you have to lead your life?  

You could’ve worked for me all along.  Instead, you opt to write for some imagined 

audience, lost in dreams.  You don’t have to dream anymore.  Forget about Mary.  She was 

just another woman trying to snare you for her own purposes.  Don’t you see that?  She 

wouldn’t wait for you, she just bolted on you.  And now, as a grown man, you’re wanting 

to get on your knees and beg for forgiveness?  What kind of weak man are we talking 

about now?  Could it be my own boy, a Banks himself?  That is hard for me to stomach.” 

   “You’ve created a fantasy, that I’m just like you.  But I’m not.  I do what I want, despite 

the consequences, which I learn to live with.  You just admitted that you let the world 

shape you.” 

   “No one shapes me but myself.” 

   “I don’t agree one bit.  You’re the one who should face the facts, as you like to say.  We 

have different approaches, we always will, and yours is the compromising way.” 

   “If so, it makes yours the defeatist one.  Afterall, who is in control now?”  He snickered, 

accelerating around a corner.  A loiterer jumped back from the edge of the curb, and threw 

an empty bottle, which struck the back bumper.  Earl briefly flinched. 

   “And where are we going?” 

   “Where do you think?  It’s just another ten story building of flats, which I’ve officially 

taken over.  You’ll be in a room on the top floor, and I’m directly down the hall.  On the 

way to the station tomorrow we’ll talk a little bit more about Cobra, because I know you’re 

too proud to ask.” 

   “Well, I’ll just let you do the talking, since you’re so good at it.  It’s obvious he’s got your 

goat.” 

   “I treat it as just another task to be undertaken, which just so happens to be my most 

ambitious one to date.” 

   “You’ve got to get rid of another cancer, right?  You have to do it, because no one else 

will.  But, frankly, you’re more than happy to do it.  You like the crunching of bones and 

the nervous looks of fear.” 
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   Earl’s eyes harbored a mischievous glint, but suddenly he was silent, as if the effort of 

driving and reflecting afforded a comfortable state of somnolence unmitigated by talk, or 

traffic lights. 

   “Watch it!”  The truck swerved behind them, horn blaring, but Earl was unfazed.  “They 

always see the flashing lights at the last possible second; think of it as one of those 

spaceship games you used to play as a kid.  I turn  the lights off just before the intersection, 

then turn them back on when I’m in the middle of it.  Makes for an exciting game, don’t 

you think?” 

   “It’s insane.  I figure you had to chance it with me along for the ride, but the next time, 

I’ll shoot you.” 

   “You’re talking foolish now.” 

   “Don’t doubt me, Dad, or it will be your undoing.” 

   “Listen to this, Ben.  Don’t daydream.  I know your every move in advance.” 

   Earl braked, and kind of crept up to the building’s exterior, glancing in every direction.  

Curiously, palm trees had been transplanted into the grounds, as if to certify ties to Miami 

Beach.  They grew out of the brownish crab grass that looked like the recent victime of an 

oil spill.  Across the way, a giant shell of a warehouse, its facade blown apart, had a mouth 

agape in wide wonder.  Ben read the copper-plated welcome sign- Dream Seasons-above 

the entrance, and espied the front desk clerk, a short man with slicked-back hair, reading a 

newspaper.  He inferred by the unconcerned posture that the glass surrounding him was 

bulletproof, and that he was only part of a large interlinked security complex.  Suddenly 

they were submerged underground, lowered by a lift.  Once they reached ground and 

rolled into the parking lot, Earl cracked a smile.  “That was one of my ideas.  I had this fat 

quack named Tubbs, who was always claiming to be an inventor, make it for me.  He said it 

would be a masterpiece of engineering, but not the kind of place he had always hoped for.  

I got him a place in Oak Hill for his trouble, but I’ve always hated parking lots since I was 

grazed by a bullet in one years ago.” 

   “Underground lots, to be specific?” 

   “Yes.  How perceptive of you, son.  But that is all?  For some strange reason you seem 

tongue-tied, which is not like the Banks.” 
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   “No.  I’m just letting you know what a fool you are.  Am I supposed to be impressed by 

all this, or what?  Because, honestly, your articulation does not faze me one bit.  You’re a 

plain cop, but you’re also trying to play some political role.  That I can plainly see.” 

   Earl turned off the ignition.  “You’re just like me, son, in that you always stick to your 

points, which does credit to you.  On the other hand, you are also misled, because I have no 

political aspirations whatsoever.” 

   “You sure you’re not thinking of running against Crudup?”  He slammed the passenger 

door, and stared malignantly where he stood, unburdening himself of more bile.  “Bringing 

in Cobra is to gain more notoriety, right?  You figure everyone will recognize and respect 

what you have accomplished, so you can belittle your opponents.” 

   “I don’t have enough constituents.  Besides, Chicago would be lost without me.  The 

infrastructure would fall apart.” 

   “What infrastructure?”  Ben heard the distant droning of a helicopter, the military 

gunships sometimes brought to restore order.  He likened the structure to a large cavern, 

dark and devoid of character, embodying the empty shell of his father. 

   “I’m not going to hear any more arguments from you tonight, Ben.  I think we’ve talked 

enough.  Let’s just take the elevator up to our rooms.”  He strode into the red-streaked 

flourescence, all doors shut. 

 

   Above the city, Ben felt like a capricious turn of fate, pre-embalmed, a being that had lost 

its proper bearings.  His quarters, sparse and severe(a low table with an arch chair and an 

unframed single bed and a paltry icebox and mini-microwave) harkened to Sparta as much 

as a highrise, a tribute to military ways.  “I’m in the service of the King,” he thought.  He 

wondered if, in the coming days, his probable pulling of the trigger would karmic-like, and 

forever, spring Mary loose from his tenuous trap.  “Otherwise,” he thought, “how could 

she refuse me?  I’m risking my life for her.”  He remembered how his kness got weak , and 

his stomach was querulous when he thought about their broken union upon her departure, 

riding away on a bus in a queue of flashing police cars. 

   When he awoke, the lower pane of his window was rattling from a strident wind, and he 

shivered as if he was cold; but he was affrighteed.  He had been dreaming about being 

trapped in a huge water tank whose relatively thin glass he was unable to crack with his 
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flailing fists.  In fact, the more he pounded on the glass, the more it conspired to close 

around him, as the bubbles coming out of his nostrils became smaller, and the air in his 

lungs dissipated.  With concerted effort, he threw is legs over the edge of the bed, stretched 

his heavy arms as much as he could, and rubbed the memory from his eyes, of being 

hemmed in. 

   It was still somewhat dark, a gleaming which did no dishonor to the gloaming that always 

put him to sleep at the close of day.  He put a frozen dinner in the microwave, and had his 

first shower in days.  As he dressed, his father was already knocking on the door, 

reminding him of days long ago.  “Hey, hang on a minute!” 

   “Hurry up, then!  We’ve got a big day ahead of us.” 

    

   Back at the station, in his element, Earl declaimed, chastised, pontificated, berated.  “You 

act like you know it all, but you don’t know shit!  How do you expect to catch a 

professional criminal?  You have no idea!  He’s drifted safely through Chicago even when I 

had strung a net!  He’s a chameleon, a shadow, something neither of us will ever be, he’s a 

clown and a bully, a drunk and a monk, some kind of historical freak.” 

   “He studies history-” 

   “Yes!  And there’s a rumor that he orchestrates deals and hits at historical landmarks.  

It’s my job, by purview of the Detroit Police Department, to detain him.” 

   “And leave him to their discretion?” 

   “What does that have to do with anything?  What does matter is that the reward is much 

greater for bringing him in alive, rather than dead.  So don’t think this is going to be an 

old-fashioned gunfight, barrels blazing.  We’ve got to set a couple of traps simultaneously.” 

   “And hopefully snare him?” 

   “Leave the snaring to me.  I want you to set the traps.” 

   “And how do you suppose I set these so-called traps?  Are you planning on using me as 

the bait?  Because if you are, forget it.  I have bigger plans for myself.  I’d rather put a gun 

to my head than have you do it for me.” 

   His father leaned back in his chair, massive arms melding to his sides, as a ball jumped in 

the side of his jaw.   “No gun is being put to your head, son.  You were the one who 

instigated this whole deal, which stems from your selfish purpose.” 
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   “Now look, Dad, I’m doing you a favor.  The onus is on me to help you apprehend the 

villain.  You, on the other hand, are compelled to phone your moles in Michigan, and tell 

them to locate a certain woman.” 

   “That’s beside the point.  All you have to do is listen to me, and make out all right.” 

   “You mean survive.  There is no need for you to mislead me.  I know you are not exactly 

loaded with good intentions.  Armed with a gun, you do not have to give explanations or 

excuses-” 

   “Hey, sit down.  I brought in that chair for you.” 

   “So I had better exploit the opportunity while I can, right?” 

   “Exactly.  Now you are starting to catch the drift, how I see things.  And it’s not the worst 

chair to sit in.” 

   Ben sat, but his stomach was churning.  “Am I bending to his will too much?” he thought.  

The chair was quite comfortable, afterall, and he smiled in spite of himself, shielding his 

mouth. 

   “You stole the chair, didn’t you?” 

   “Never stole a damn thing in my entire life.  And you know that I could take it back from 

you.” 

   “It must have taken a lot of effort for you to part with it, the spoils of one of your wars.” 

   “I’m not going to sit here and argue with you.  Our chopper should be here any time 

now.”  He stood up and nodded toward the door. 

   “I’ll wait for you on the roof.”  Ben walked to the door before he could hear an acidic 

response, slammed the door behind him, and exceeded the pace of the footfalls behind him.  

It was painstaking to monitor the quick, chopping steps without appearing to be in earnest 

flight, instead of an armistice. 

   Lapsing into reverie on the swollen steps, he exhaled deeply, and dismissed the military 

cadence plodding inexorably upward, his father becoming nothing more than the pitter-

pattering death rattle of a war-mongering machine.  He proceeded, but heard half-

forgotten phrases, “Don’t list like a sinking ship,” “Ben, we can work it out,” and “Don’t 

give up.”  Were these all missives of Mary, or was he imagining them as the longings he had 

long suppressed, irradiating, so much so that he barely noticed the descending blade 
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chopping the air?  Then he deciphered the plodding sound again, somewhere between a tap 

dance and a hammer, and he ascended the last flight with sweat-trickling sides. 

   “Hurry up!” the voice behind him prodded, but he was already viewing the rooftop 

tarmac, a classic delineation of concentric red, white, and blue circles-a bullseye.  As the 

helicopter descended, he kept his eyes fixed on the shadowy circumference until it was 

completely covered, then looked off to his right into the distance, where Lake Erie was 

lathered with fog, potent and yet invisible, a pallid visage unscathed by a razor wind.  Earl 

shouted and the pilot waved him off. 

 

   With Corinthian columns guiding him to the rococo stained glass and the smiling 

gargoyles capturing the essence in his eye, notwithstanding the unnaturally incompatible 

pews with differing figures of wood acorns on the corners to peruse, and indulgent wafts of 

incense coating his nostrils, he felt like a neophyte coming to beg leave of his master, 

creeping forward stealthily, lest his footsteps disturb the peace, and awake the hovering 

gargoyles angered at being nailed to the wall. 

   He massaged his gurgling stomach, then popped a pill, a bit nauseous, but adrenalized, 

practically hopping from one foot to another.  One gargoyle seemed to be sneering at him, 

but he ignored it, staring stubbornly at the stone floor.  A red line crossed his vision, and he 

blinked, but it remained resolute, infinitely small but infinitely bright, a bar across his 

sight.  He laughed, but did not like the strained static in it; hummed, but did not approve of 

the broken timber.  He thought that the muscles of the crucified one were sorely 

underdeveloped.  “Wimpy Christ,” he muttered, chuckling to himself.  “God redistributed 

your wealth.”  A smear of blood had dried on his head, and he laughed out loud.  “Okay, 

who is the joker?  That’s a regrettable waste of ketchup, which happens to go better with 

cooked meat!”  He perused for a rattan chair, but had to settle for the front pew.  “Whew.”  

He wiped sweat from his brow, feeling his heart in a jumpy, halting race, unsuited to the 

demands of its drug dependencies.  “Despondent dire straits,” he muttered to himself, 

suppressing  a high-pitched giggle that snuck into the bones of his fingers.  “Don’t fidget, 

not now, not ever,” he remarked to himself with as much stridency allowed to not frighten 

himself.  “But most of all,” he thought, hypnotized by the gargoyles’ insistent stares, “don’t 

nod off.”  A false sense of security mocked him, and he crossed his legs to notify it that he 
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was supremely aware.  Finally, he espied the character crouching in the corner, underneath 

a reprisal of Moses, dumbly holding an empty liquor bottle, his mouth agape, like one of 

those misused skeletons from Pompeii.  “Ah!  It is none other than nonpareil Benny.”  He 

stood up, and started cautiously moving forward.  “And what of your recent umbrage 

against Christ, good fellow?  You treat his head like a wiener that you endeavored to bite 

off!”  He paused momentarily, and breezily whistled.  “Come now, have you bad tidings, 

because I know that you did not come to fill the coffers of the church.” 

   The mouth clamped shut, and the eyes rolled dervishly, while the face became florid.  “I 

just received word that Chief Banks is coming after you.” 

   “If he is, we’ll indulge him in a fireworks display of some sort.  Now get up, crooning 

chimp, because you must be as hungry as I am.  Let’s get out of this God-forsaken place.” 

 

   Despite the gusts of heavy wind, the pilot opted for the direct route over Lake Michigan , 

banking in and out of trouble spots with as much aplomb as he could muster(the conditions 

were worse than he had anticipated).  The sky that he cut through was the color of cobalt 

mixed with a pigment of red, with wispy mustaches of clouds chased away by the swirling 

blizzard. 

   He piloted with his chin jutted forward, so his nose was almost pressed against the glass, 

like a curious chick hanging from its mothers beak(glass bubble the subcutanous 

membrane keeping the baby warm).  “Relax, gentlemen, this will be a short trip.  Should be 

no trouble along the way, so put your feet up, so to speak.”  He barely kept his hand on the 

stick, adjusting to the left or right ever so slightly with the fingers of his right hand, whose 

elbow was cradled in his lap nonchalantly.  It was a little unnerving to Ben, who had never 

so much as been in a plane, much less a helicopter.  Marveling at the pilot’s panache and 

precision, he did not notice how his father kept a vigilant watch on the navigational 

instruments, as if he was familiar with them, and could lend advice and assurance.  He 

maintained silence for quite some time, and did not turn to check on Ben’s condition, who 

was putting up a quite convincing front, forcing himself to not fidget or pray under his 

breath.  His hands were clasped together, and his eyes held a fiery gleam directed inwardly, 

as if angered by his own knowledge, and hardships.  Looking at his father, he wondered 

how a man could act so contrite at times, yet be so vicious in others, playing an adult game 
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of hide-and-seek, seek-and-kill, unmitigated in its unconscious venom.  Ben divined that his 

prisoners only survived if they comported themselves according to his dictum, which was 

an imperishably elusive divining rod, wielded like a baseball bat instead of a baton.  He 

recalled one time, when his father boxed his ears, the hands were so rough they scraped his 

skin, and mother recklessly responded by whizzing a wine bottle past his father’s head.  He 

could not remember where it occurred, in the highrise in the Bronx, or the walkup in 

Brooklyn, during a Sunday afternoon football game, or after an unappreciated meal, 

contemporaneous to a botched investigation or a nasty cover-up.  Some nights he would 

stand outside the bedroom and try to decipher the meaning of the rantings, but did not 

become cognizant until he was in his teens, when he was no longer interested in his father’s 

malfeasances, or the paucity of warm human emotion. 

   “We’ll be there shortly, chief.” 

   “Any time now, huh?  Well, that’s good, because the sooner we get there, the sooner the 

job can get done.  If my son would stop moping for a while, we could get it done even 

quicker.  Of course, that is an optimistic assessment to the extreme. First thing he has to do 

is clean the wax out of his ears.” 

   Ben ignored him, watching the clouds temporarily smother the aircraft before they broke 

into the open again; busily forecasting his past and future.  Love and hate were creeping 

back into his life again. 

 

End-Book I 
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                                                      Book II 
 

Chapter One 
 

 
   
    In a warehouse on the outskirts of Detroit, a man scratched his head and kicked the dirt 

and hummed a frozen melody, unaware of being in the crosshairs of a sniper’s rifle.  The 

agitated dust did not stir him, neither did the faraway sound of a propeller invading the calm 

space, nor the ratchet of a bullet slammed into its chamber.  Sweat glistened on his forehead, 

although it was 40 degrees.  Indistinctly, he heard rats foraging for food, and felt a slight 

popping in his ears that lacked the rats’ shrill insistence. 

   Striking a match, he stepped on the empty lighter that he had discarded from his deep 

pocket, and drew on the flame that circumscribed his face, and pinpointed his gray hair 

folicles, and the plentiful scars around his eyebrows.  He shouted.  “Where are you?  Hello!  

Show yourself, lackey!”  Hearing no response, he busied himself with smoothing the dirt 

again, finding consolation in the way it responded to his immediate will. 

   The figure remained hidden in the shadows, crouching behind a plaster of Peter, like an 

incorrigible child hiding from Jesus.  It massaged its knees, which were tiring, and favored its 

stiffened right shoulder that felt like a rusty gear turning slowly backward. 

   “Why are you hiding?  Hello?  Are you a monkey in a Hindu temple?  A messenger on his 

merry way to a messy death?  Show yourself, brother!”  He relished his presence in the 

abandoned warehouse, and the curious sense rectitude that always suffused him when he was 

inside it, a holiness that he could temporarily partake of.  Usually, he tended to visit his 

sanctuary late at night, when he was feeling antsy, and perhaps a bit spiritually bereft, 

hounded by the machinations of history-the way a cruel life was nurtured by whips and 
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chains, and extinguished in a fiery glow whose somtimes emblazoning on newsprint was the 

only hint of immortality forever struck from the living by the quaint obituary column(and 

transferred to the dead), reducing a footnote in history to an addition problem.  He reflected 

how cadavers in coffins looked like immense wax dolls, and pondered, “How can death be so 

kind?  When I die hopefully I’ll be torn to shreds so I can face death in as ugly an aspect as its 

wholesale one.  “Did you come here to die with me, lackey?” he implored softly, and moved 

cautiously forward, hearing an escape of air somewhere ahead, a dying gasp-gurgle.  “Now 

listen, wherever you are, I do not, and never do, hold you responsible for the bad tidings you 

bring.  So if one of my trucks was torched, and even if you were somehow involved, I will not 

castigate you.  On the other hand, if you do not come out pretty soon, I will have no choice but 

to come after you.”  He waved in front of his face as if wafting away smoke, and within a split 

second the cowering figure stood.  His face was a bit pasty, a haggard look that bore a striking 

resemblance to his; his body was also of a thin build, although it was much shorter.  He had 

on  green camouflage pants and a frumpy blue sport coat that he likened in the syle he wore it 

in to Fred Astaire.  “Leave the histrionics to me,” said Cobra as he approached, an unlighted 

cigarette hopping in the corner of his mouth, his right hand reaching across his chest to his 

inner pocket with quick concern, that made the subordinate flinch.  “Please do not move 

again, or your tenseness might implode, and finally blow apart your horrible jacket.”  Pulling 

a one thousand dollar bill out, he extended it temperately.  “Go ahead, take it.  It is a reward 

for your loyalty in advance, because I’ll tell you right now that that bastard Banks will pull 

anything out of his dirty black police book to harness me.  But now what news do you bring?” 

   “Well, I’m afraid-” 
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   “Don’t be afraid, and part with the preamble, fellow.  Your words make a farce of you, 

along with your crestfallen appearance.” 

   “Very well-” 

   “No.  Not very well.  Tell me what happened, on the straight and narrow.  I’m the only one 

among us who can get away with such  unnecessary words and phrases.” 

   “Childs stole some loot.” 

   “Okay.  So what?  I’ve got a crazy pig after me and you’re worried about petty cash.” 

   “140 Gs.  That’s not including the jewelry he and his hoods heisted from the stash.” 

   “Don’t get excited.  No one has ever escaped my clutches, and he won’t, either.  He’ll try to 

run, but I’ve got an idea.  We can make things slippery for him.” 

   “Literally?” 

   “Zipper your lip.  All right?  Think straight, and don’t turn your head in a circle like an 

owl.  But you asked ‘literally’?  Of course.  Damn straight, brother.” 

 

                                                             * * * 

 

   The copter set down so softly, it was if the rooftop had padded in anticipation, and 

substituted for the absent welcoming party.  Earl was always reluctant to be met, being 

particularly averse to starched suits with padded shoulders, and slicked coifs.  “Good,” he 

thought.  “They finally learned.  Apprised of my impending arrival, they still stayed away as 

regards me.”  But how long had it been since he had set foot in the Motor City?  He surmised 

that it must have been twenty years, when he had knocked out an unworthy Golden Gloves 

champ named McAllen, and got into some trouble with the law over some prostitute.  They 
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had recognized him from afar(television) and gave him only a cursory warning, offering him a 

shot from a concealed flask, while the woman massaged her stung cheek, and lofted obscenity-

laced saliva their way.  He and the officers had turned their backs, so the small nightable 

bounced off their wooden backs.  Once outside they chuckled.  “Well?  Was she worth it?  

Officers, she was willing to give me more that what I was worthy of, if that is what you were 

wondering about.” 

   “Get the Hell out of here, pilot.  I have a feeling there are a lot of people waiting for the 

turkey shoot.”  Ben was ahead, clambering out, feeling a bit disoriented. 

   “All I see is a bunch of nondescript office buildings that look deserted.  But I kind of agree.  

I’m getting out of here as soon as possible.” 

   “You mean now?”  Earl sensed no edginess on the pilot’s part, nor deception, and his eyes 

did not contain a faraway gleam; besides, his mouth had no foreign line.  Through time hints 

of malice were divined within a defined space of time, and were normally evinced during 

parting moments. 

   “You bet, chief.  Goodbye.”  His mouth turned down slightly with displeasure, but his 

square shoulders were turning back to his control panel.  When Earl climbed out the motor 

blade was already beginning to turn again.  Ben was standing, arms akimbo, near the 

doghouse, looking at his father with more than askance, waving back to the pilot, who was 

already careering into a turn.  From behind, it looked like a bug fantailing away, in a steady 

propulsive buzz that drowned out the nearby popping of guns.  Only when Ben opened the 

door could he sense the harsh import of the guns’ report, and, despite himself, became excited, 

practically running down the stairs.  He heard his father behind him, intoning his name, but 

he did not pause until a black placard on a door caught his eye.  Authorized Personnel Only.   
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Circumspectly, he knocked against it lightly with a fist, and a red vertical light appeared at 

the edge of the doorframe, a line about six inches in length and 1/4 in width. 

   “I see curiosity has gotten the better of you again,” remarked his father, producing a 

magnetic card from his wallet.  “This is one of the perks of power, son.”  Inserting it, he stared 

at Ben, and the door opened inwardly. 

   “And more tricks up your sleeve, Pops?”  He went inside, and saw rifles, shotguns, pistols, 

and hand grenade launchers mounted on racks alongside battle fatigues, backpacks, and vests 

hanging from hooks, and emergency medical kits on top of long counters stretching back to 

the cache of boots stored in the corner next to the boxes of food bars and canteens and knives, 

that if not for the hastiness with which they had been set out, would have been inside the 

cases, too.  Ben did not ask his father for permission to begin sifting through all the 

armaments that manifested the sinister quality of stolen artifacts.  His father was busy 

checking the action of triggers, the cleanliness of barrels, and the exactitude of scopes, making 

the happily whimsical sounds that happy dogs make.  He spent more time with the handguns, 

checking their manual reflexes at least twice; and the sightlines above the barrels once or 

twice, and measured the comfort of their respective grips.  Lastly, he practiced pulling them 

out of side and shoulder holsters to complete the effect.  He looked over at Ben, who was 

studying and twirling unsheathed knives like a juggler in a circus.  “Hey,” he called out, 

“don’t spend too much time on those.  Sidearms are much more expedient and useful.” 

   “Yeah,” Ben sneered, “but what if I preferred to cut someone’s throat?  What if I wanted to 

see more of their blood?” 

   “You don’t fool me, Ben.  You’re acting like an animal, and animals get killed.” 
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   “I’m disappointed.  I don’t strike you as being an animal?  Afterall, you treat me as if I’m 

your chimp, you know, and monkeys have been known to attack.” 

   “Just don’t get too excited yet.  There will be plenty of time for that.  Keep a level head.” 

   “Haven’t you dissected enough guns yet?  Why don’t you make a decision so we can get out 

of here.” 

   “You’ve got your pieces already.  I’ve got mine, too, but I’m always looking for additions 

and improvements.”  Watching him, Ben compared his zest to an interior decorator’s zeal, 

searching for the ideal complement to the perfect arrangement.  “Hey, throw me one of those 

packs, and I don’t care about the color.” 

 

                                                           * * * 

 

   Cobra was uncomfortable, because the hill seemed endless, a gentle upgrade whose apex 

could not be espied.  He felt suspended on muddy-colored asphalt between thorny trees and 

beat-up cars like roadkill carcasses spread on the side. 

   The driver was unconcerned by the gasps, accustomed to his boss’ strange proclivities.  He 

did not slow, or press the pedal harder.  Instead, he turned the wheel gently from left to right, 

right to left, as if lullabying him to sleep. 

   “Enough of that, pigeon.  I’m not humored.  If you want to ask a question, be direct.  

Otherwise don’t.  I have too much on my mind to figure out what you mean.  I’m planning my 

next campaign, in case you’re wondering, and I know you’ll be surprised.  It will have more 

impact than the spot where Pontiac was held off at the Detroit fort, which I finally destroyed; 
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and thus recaptured, in as many days as he had laid siege to it.  ‘A pres moi, le deluge.’  After 

me, the deluge, my friend.  Just take a left at the light, and keep on driving.” 

   The driver cooperated, but was unconsoled, taking a sip from his whiskey flask.  He was 

bored with the lethargic routines as of late, the mysterious passing of notes to and fro, and the 

constant eating out in deserted parking lots under a stagnant sky of stars.  He wished to 

recapture the bony essence of late nights hinged to drugs and sport; the discharge of guns in 

tight spaces, the taste of blood on his tongue that he bit into during rushes of excitement, and 

the sudden appearance of young sybiline females on Cobra’s cue.  Longing for the lush gowns, 

he was relegated to salvaging charm from fractured forms, and refitting their tattered dresses.  

A tailor by temperament, he had studiously folowed his father’s and grandfather’s trade, but 

had gotten bogged down in the mire of business politics, and was consequently pilloried by the 

guiding lights. 

   He had trouble enduring Cobra’s nervous episodes, and had to prevent himself from 

suggesting some sort of sedative.  “Afterall,” he thought, “he’s like an encyclopedia of drugs.  

He might be insulted by my naivete, and become a personification of evil, going into another 

evil episode.  Like the time I tried to bum a cigarette off him, when he was just as engaged in a 

conversation with himself.  He just stared  at a wine stain of the tablecloth, and muttered, 

“Fuck off, unless you want to explain an ugly shaving accident.”  At the time, he had seen one 

of the bodyguards approach, an ear out of place on one side, because the other lacked one, 

and he had nudged Cobra’s shoulder, who slightly shuddered.  Recollecting himself, he asked 

the intruder, “So, did you get your man?”  Despite his misgivings, he invited him to sit down 

on one of the finely wrought chairs. 
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   Strangely enough, he grabbed his earlobe before replying, which almost unseated Cobra, 

“Sure, we got him.”  He took a sip from a water glass without asking. 

   Cobra noted the extra strain on his face, and a certain animism.  “At what cost?’ he bluntly 

prodded.  “I can tell you were not prudent enough.” 

   “No.  It wasn’t that.  Molinari and Graziano had already arranged to take over, so they did 

most of the dirty work, knocking off Paul themselves.” 

   “Things got a little messy, huh?  But don’t tell me now.” 

   “They’re coming after you, Cobra.” 

   “I told you.  No more.  I could’ve guessed that myself.  Now I’ve got two camps coming at 

me at the same time.  One is a crooked cop, the other is a traitorous mobster.  Any more bad 

news?  May I ask you if the water is to your liking?  Should I have the waiter add a few ice 

cubes to it?  No, don’t answer.  I’m putting you on the spot, and I shoudn’t be.  The stars 

might not be in my favor, but to Hell with them.  I’ve got another plan in the works, and I 

don’t want to be interrupted while I’m perfecting it.  Are you listening?” 

   “Yes, I-” 

   “Angus, I want you in charge of this one.  Mr. Jesup has gone off to another galaxy, looking 

for the vestiges of himself, and Jed has gone into a comfort zone, which he cannot extricate 

himself from-” 

   “No problem.  It will be done, whatever you-” 

   “Don’t interrupt me, Angus.  As I was saying, you are the designated man for this job, for I 

need some controlled chaos this time, and you suit it to the hilt.”  He chuckled.  “You’re the 

crazy white boy I need.” 
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   Miles checked his condition in the rearview mirror, and sped up a bit, prompting Cobra.  

“What are you in a hurry for?  We have all day, and here you are, being hearty and all.  What 

bug has got you?” 

   “Frankly, I think you’re being a bit too casual for the plan.” 

   “Look, I’ve put it in someone else’s hands, and quibbling with the details will only make him 

more unconfident.  I’ve got to put faith in him, and accept the results, whatever they may be.  

Because he’s the only one I’ve got, the number of casualties is in his hands.” 

   “You mean how many are killed?” 

   “So to speak, but slow down, so I can get a better look at these trees.   Angus has strong 

roots like these children of God, so he becomes immovable.” 

   “But everyone can be moved.” 

   “Indisputable, but Angus prefers to bury people above and beyond everything else.  He’s 

not an erratic squirrel, a bundle of separate nerves that is looking directly at me now.  Angus 

will take it personally, and leave the cop to Jed, who will probably fail.  His new life will be 

shorter than the squirrel’s, and then you will have the chance you’ve always clamored for.” 

   “I can do whatever my set my mind to, you know?  It’s a clear case of setting aside self-

doubts(hangups, if you will) or whatever you want to call them.  I have always backed up 

ably, but now I think it’s time for both of us.” 

   “What do you mean?  Have you forgotten where you are?  What is this talk about changing 

because I have no idea what you’re saying.  Please stop your abstract jibberish.  Are you 

remarking that we have brought each other along equally?  You’re the one driving my car 

right now, no more.  Thus, I’m very curious about what you’re thinking.” 
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   Almost imperceptibly, the driver slowed, making the shadows longer, therin able to 

influence a little more dread, or(perhaps) meditation.  He tried to recall the last time Cobra 

had questioned his intellect, but failed in that quest, lost in dreams of the night before.  “I was 

talking about moving on, to somewhere else, another country perhaps.” 

   “Stop daydreaming, and keep your eyes on the road, all right?  We’ve got a place to go to, 

and I don’t want you crashing in the meantime.  This is who and what we are, there is no 

reason to run.  Just keep going, so I can start my investigating.  You know, it is strange that in 

1943, right in this neighborhood, the number of riot fatalities was 34, which is forty-three 

backwards, and in the riot of 1967, , right here on Woodward Ave., 43 were killed, which 

correlate to the year 1943, like cause and effect, almost some kind of historical determinism.  I 

think it is fascinating that if you add the two numbers, you get the lucky number seven, and it 

is always a great irony when separate parts do not add up to the supreme whole.  Also, 

43+34=77, which is a little more difficult to attach significance to, although you could say it is 

double 7s.  By the way, chimp, this is an exercise in the cult of numerology.  Now, if we go 

back to the year 1967, that was the last year a baseball player-Carl Yastrzemski won the 

Triple Crown, leading in home runs, RBIs, and batting average.  Quite an historic year, eh?  

You were probably born around that time, right?” 

   “Yes, around that time, although I can hardly remember the-” 

   “You see, the problem is that in general most people don’t remember, and that is what I’m 

seeking to rectify, with my cryptic messages.  Too many people die needlessly, especially 

during riots.  Explanations by police and National Guardsmen were sorely lacking.  And by 

all accounts it was, and here I am quoting, the first integrated race riot.  Average citizens were 
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not attacking one another with racial hatred in their hearts.  Blacks and whites offered goods 

to each other-” 

   “The loot?” 

   “Don’t interrupt.  Are you telling me you would have participated, or at least accepted an 

offer?  That with an empty stomach you would’ve turned down packs of noodles and meat?  

Don’t act innocent around me, because I know you all too well.”  He pulled the beer out of the 

small icebox mounted against the back of the front seat, crudely installed by an old neighbor 

of his.  He could have since installed a more up-to-date model, but remained convinced that it 

was sufficient enough for the task.   It had developed a leak, though, which was seeping 

mildew into the carpet floor, a minute detail unbeknownst to his business associates, who were 

more concerned about the cosmetics of things like laundered money.  He knew he could not 

care less about the status of an automobile unsuited to a certain man’s prestige, or the ruinous 

rum slowly leaking out with his perspiration on a lonely stretch of road, or the neglected state 

of his dress shoes.  “I never feel the need to have my shoes shined, because the feet should 

never draw attention away from the face,” he once remarked to Miles while scanning the news 

channels for belated news of his latest subterfuge.  “It’s as if by drawing their eyes down, you 

are trying to demean them before your august presence, reshaping the esteem they held you 

in.  And there is a difference between being urbane in your presence and manner, and being 

arch, and, thus, overbearing.  One does not have to offend solely with profanity, there are 

much easier, and yet devilish ways.  But now I’m getting sidetracked.  Pull over here and let 

me think.” 

   Crabgrass sprouted from the sidewalk, cutting a swath up to the concrete step that was 

fissured in the middle, as if speared with a steel stake.  A safety gate had been wrenched open, 
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enough for someone to slide in with an erect posture.  Avoiding the immoderance of plywood 

heaped onto the facade, Cobra scanned upward, and saw a rusting sign tilted slightly 

backward, as if in the middle of being toppled.  All he could read was “GROC,” and had to 

guess the proprietor’s name stencilled on years before.  Dissatisfied with the responding time, 

he barked, “Get over here!  This is what I came to see.  One of those innocent victims must 

have stood outside telling his buddy to hurry, because the police were here, and was shot 

before he could begin to run, as empty-handed in death as in life.  Have you ever heard about 

the teenager who did not get the ground fast enough for a National Guardsman?  The rifle 

stock was smashed into his face, and he was shot on the ground.  It was as if Governor 

Romney hired a bunch of gunslingers instead of a branch of the U.S. military.  Perhaps they 

were overzealous due to the powers granted to them in quelling the Vietnam War protests, or 

titillated by news coverage of machine guns popping at pesky Vietnamese running around 

half-naked like monkeys, cheeky chimps all to the huge, muscle-bulging examples of hard-

charging, fast-fornicating smelters from Ohio, or baneful Presbyterians and Christians fat 

from the farm, chewing on the cud, or preppy booze hounds from the East framing hand 

granades in the words and phrases of “parabola” and “Pandora’s Box, or God-fearing, Bible-

toting “Yes, sir, No, sir” blacks turning into the vengeance of black Jesus, yelling, “Give me 

that flamethrower, white boy!  It’s not your dick flapping in the breeze, as you stand in front 

of some dirty nasty Catholic white bitch!”  Screaming as he burned the monkey’s hideout into 

a charnel house.  “Ladies and gentlemen, fresh out of the oven, Oatmeal Gookies!”  All that 

insanity connected somehow, Miles, but I don’t know why or how.  What I do know is that 

some black stores that were not not supposed to burn down did, fed by the flames of the white 

ones next door.”  He paced back and forth with a curious hopping rhythm, gaining the 
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stridency of the goose-step at odds with his priestly habit.  “God must have been asleep, Oh 

Lord!  Don’t take my words in vain, because I have been dipped like Achilles, except feet first, 

so my head is not pure!  Forgive me, but I have been invested with the power of the Lord.  But 

which one are you, God or the Lord, because you can’t be both, it is confusing to us Bible-

toting simple souls.  But Miles, do you see a charnel house?  Or what is it, do you think?  

Other than a store?  An Anasazi painted cave?  But don’t let me rush you.  Take your time.  

But us proceeding inside depends upon an answer.” 

   “Well, it kind of reminds me of one of those death ovens in Poland during World War II, 

where gold caps were extracted from the dead to fill the coffers of the Third Reich.  I’ve 

always wanted to-” 

   “But you’re here now.  Why don’t you go right ahead and go in, because you should be the 

first.  You have captured the essence of what I have been saying, and much better than me.  

Maybe you have eclipsed me, but I am still determining by how much, which is a daunting 

task, considering how the new synthetic drug has me fixed in high-pitch, but there, watch the 

nails on the doorframe, and no, I’m not pushing you, I’m guiding myself.  Hey, at least there 

are now cobwebs.” 
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Two 

 

   Before he could pull the shade down, the sun pierced his eyes, and he put his right hand up 

while his left still fumbled with the shade.   

   The Hummmer roared out of the underground parking lot, heaving over speed bumps 

poised in the alley, and breaknecking onto a main street, where there was not a single soul 

visible.  Only a few grottos empty of goods manifested humanity, old apples and other 

assorted pieces of fruit squashed on the ground, innards like pork rinds.  To Ben, it felt 

ridiculous to be ensconced in a desert terrain vehicle in a serene city.  There were scanty few 

urchins, one of whom solicited them as they passed.  Earl shook his head.  “Damn, these 

streets are cleaner than Chicago’s.  Cobra couldn’t be that invasive, could he?” 

   “I don’t know,” replied Ben, “he must be real fastidious about cleaning up his messes, or 

else people are too afraid to come out.  It is certainly eerie, though.  But what about this tank?  

It couldn’t be too quick-” 

   “The glass stops bullets up to .45 caliber, and can climb over anything up to two feet high, 

and has a special displacement which allows it to go over 90mph.  So no, it isn’t too fast, but it 

has the special tools that I requested of the Mayor.  I told him there was no chance unless I 

had them.  I also forbade any contact by his force, unless cleared through me first, reserving 

all the coordination for me.  And remember, he is the only target.  I want this to be as efficient 

as possible.” 

   “Ben looked around, and thought they must have been going in a circle, backwards in time.  

His father’s brow was knitted, as if in deep communion with the past, and his shoulders were 

slightly hunched.  His breathing came in short spurts, a quiet exhalation that startled Ben, 
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who was accustomed to hearing a slightly hollow rumble, and a jagged jaw allowed him poetic 

license. 

   “You got your bearings, right?  There are such things as street maps, you know.  And if 

snipers have not adjusted their sights-” 

   “We are not tracing our route, all right?  You have been recognizing sites from a distance.  

Just keep your eyes peeled.  I’ll maintain the speed, if you could just hold yourself together.”  

He was keeping it steady, at about 50mph on straightaways, and not slowing much around 

corners.  “That used to be Charlie’s, a place where you could get a burger, fries, and a coke 

for three dollars,” he remarked, pointing to a gun shop that had a smoking gun sign, and a 

pile of trash in front of it.  “This is what happens when people feel they have a God-given 

right to do whatever they want, even if it means killing each other.  This is what happens 

when the law is treated like a joke, when people feel they deserve certain things, because they 

are bums, when no one respects each other.” 

   “You bet.  It’s why the Hummer is your vehicle of choice, and why this Cobra character has 

come to have such power.  It’s why you are who you are when you fight it.  But when did the 

law ever tell someone they could not call someone “whitey crackpot” or “finger-licking jig/”  

Language cannot be controlled, and it is always the most honest outlet of anger, even if it can’t 

necessarily be artistic expression.” 

   Earl laughed.  “A smoking gun isn’t artistic expression?  Or, for that matter, a burning 

building?  Try to convince me of the difference.  Art is nothing but fantasy, meaning exactly 

nothing.  It gets nothing done.” 

   “It’s an expression of the soul, which is far more important.  And guns don’t have anything 

to do with the soul, only the black heart.”  He slightly hopped from his seat as Earl opted for a 
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shortcut over a median strip, destroying some iceplant in the process.  They were greeted by 

two rows of sycamores, at odds with the succulence on the tires.  Out of city limits, the locale 

resembled Lansing in many respects, with a surfeit of manicured lawns and small awnings 

over windows, along with an occasional mutt yapping disruptively in the yard.  “So are we 

going camping, or to a safe house?” 

                                                                  * * * 

 

   Angus had told Jed in no uncertain terms over beef brochette and potatoes au gratin, but he 

was still moping, complaining about how he had cut himself while shaving, and still stung by 

the aftershave he had had to put on afterward.  Before dessert he was already claiming 

indigestion, and wondered aloud whether cutting his beard was such a good idea, afterall.  

But he was drinking heavily, not steadily, and his eyes were not glittery, which told Angus 

that it was partially an act.  He responded by talking and chewing at the same time, which 

clearly frustrated Jed, who would still not relent. 

   “You know, I’m fortunate I did not sustain a scar.  It could have ruined my good looks.” 

   “What good looks?  Now you’re uglier than before, because nothing is covered.  But listen.  

What does it matter?  A target is a target, no more.  So I’m going to kill a cop, which is 

nothing you haven’t done already.  Don’t quibble with the details, because it is already set.  

Cobra would not be pleased about us bickering.  You know he talks about all that 

brotherhood loyalty crap.” 

   “I want to go to Dana’s-” 

   “Yeah?  Maybe she’ll get you up, because you’re bringing me down, too.  I don’t have 

enough time to worry about your operation, because I’m too involved in mine.” 
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   “Have you stocked the warehouse?” 

   “It’s already full, and the freezer storage is so packed you’d be hard pressed to stuff even 

one more box of beef in it.  Cobra is lowering the price of the wholesale stuff, I just don’t 

know where it is all headed.  I walked in the other day, asked one question, and got dozens of 

answers, what he called “raw data.”  It got to the point where he was in some kind of trance, 

while that weasel Miles stood in the background smiling, and making all sorts or weird 

sounds.  I had to hold back from smacking him full in the mouth.  But stop fidgeting.  You 

know it drives me up the wall.  Don’t worry, you’ll get laid, but first we’ve got to finish our 

business talk.  Distribution is going to continue as usual, no matter who is breathing down our 

necks.  But I’d like you to check on all the trucks and make sure they’re all running smoothly.  

You seem to take to them-” 

   “Yeah.  I like the nuts and bolts, and the rest.  But when did I become a mechanic?” 

   “Well, I figured that if you could make your own two-headed coins, you could do just about 

anything.  Your talents seem to have no limits.” 

   “Right.  That’s why I’m always being told what to do.  Mr. Jesup, then Cobra, now you.”  

He waved at the waiter standing officiously in the corner underneath a rococo dragon 

spouting flames, engulfing his head.  A minute later, he appeared with another bottle of beer, 

and a sunny disposition.  “I hope everything is going well with you, gents.”  Jed just nodded 

his head and cleared his throat, displeased with the exhibition, watching the bubbles rise in 

his glass.  “And I know you hate to take orders.”  He created a few more by slightly shaking 

his glass, clanking the bottom of the salt and pepper shakers. 

   “You shouldn’t do that, you know.  You might chip the glass.  You shouldn’t be worried.  

We’ll get the job done right.  Just don’t panic.  Cobra backs us up every step of the way.” 
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   “Yeah.  I just don’t want him on my back.  It’s annoying the way he speaks sometimes, 

looking down on me.  It’s amazing Mr. Jesup did not split with him sooner.” 

   “All right.  Just finish it so we can get out of here.” 

 

                                                       * * * 

 

   Even with his hands working furiously, his eyes were prescient, searching for another 

suitable wire.  He pulled out a ground and left it slightly loose.  Miles brushed slightly against 

it with his shoulder and pulled back.  “What are you going to all the trouble for?  Surely there 

must be an easier way to light up the place-” 

   “Don’t speak in riddles.  You know what I’m doing.  I’m pulling out the volatile innards for 

future use.  Just keep that pin light steady.  This will suit my purpose fine.  It will be a kind of 

warning to everyone to watch for a comet.”  Mile turned his back again, looking like a bracket 

on a page, but responded with hauteur.  “We will strive for the utmost.  No one will prevent us 

from bringing our spirit to light.  Destroy enemies al and anon, and push toward the zenith.  

We are too grandiose.” 

   “Enough!  Save your histrionics for the girls.  This is a delicate operation, and I do not care 

for interference.  In other words, shut your goose trap!”  Miles wondered about the 

cancatenation of wires, and if Cobra could be so certain.  He had never been too interested in 

that area himself, always paring his focus down to the amount of actual voltage contained in a 

coiled wire.  Cobra complained that he was stuck on the potentiality of certain things, instead 

of their proper applications.  He denounced his philosophical tack, and his late night soirees 

filled with “flowery flak”(debate), or what he often referred to as “imbroglios.”  “Well, all the 



185 

underpinnings are loose,” Miles was apt to reply, looking past him to the security screens, 

whose common denominator was spindly tree branches, restricting the fixed view.  He knew it 

was futile to suggest pruning them, because Cobra would not permit it under any 

circumstances, designating them as “blood brothers,” never to be harmed.  Often, he was 

inclined to note how the crabgrass was floating toward the stone driveway, or the manner in 

which migratory birds alighted on trees, the “avatars of souls,” and such.  Miles came to 

loathe these certain phrases, usually hiding a response behind a mouthful of cheeseburger, 

whose juices Cobra said kept the body equalized.  He usedhis own hands to wipe the grease 

off the side of his mouth, meanwhile insisting that Miles vacate the premises if under even the 

slightest impression of an impending burp. 

   “That should do it.”  Cobra wound some black electrician’s tape around the ball of wires, 

his jaw a bit set to the unconscious left.  “This is where it will begin.  It is to be a huge torch, 

with all these newspapers, and the plastic and cardboard of cigarette packages.  I just hope 

the rogue cops will be here to witness it.” 

   “And when do you propose executing it?” 

   “Independence Day.” 

   “But-” 

   “Detroit’s independence, not the nation’s.”  He stood up and raised his arms, describing a V.  

“Exactly one week later than the common Holiday, commemorating July 11, 1796, the day I 

have designated.” 

   “7-11 is an auspicious number.  Now I see what you mean about numbers, the way in which 

they’re connected-” 
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   “Listen, Miles.  On this day, February 22, 1896, the Memorial Tablet was unveiled, 

recounting the fate of the British Fort Shelby.  In part, it states: 

 

The evacuation of this fort by the British at 12 o’clock noon, July 11, 1796, was the closing of 

the war of independence. 

 

And, although that bicentennial celebration has come and gone, I seek a belated confirmation 

of this city which I now call my own.  And later in the month I will have another surprise in 

store.”  Turning, his right arm swung around, as if he was donning a cape, and Miles furtively 

followed. 

   The russet leaves swirled hyperbolically, fanned by the air pockets between the ground and 

the car’s chassis; few caught beneath the tires, and less were noticed by the stout man behind 

the wheel, who kept a vigilant eye fastened to the treeline.  Out of the corner of his eye he 

espied his won in a reflective mood, rubbing his chin whiskers.  He kept the yellow divider line 

just inside his left tire, hinting at crossing over.  It was a flat stretch of road, with an isolated 

shack here and there, dark peeling paint only a prelude to the decrepitude inside.  Earl 

wondered if there were decayed bodies inside, victims of the recent upswing in ramdom 

violence.  Cautiously, he responded to the chaos with curt replies, and had no compunction 

about resorting to vigilante tactics.  To aid him, there was no longer enough in the government 

to finance a high commision, so he could easily maneuver down empty roads without worrying 

about flat tires, and oncoming traffic. 

   He saw a bit of the mother in Ben’s face, a compassion that deemed much in life unfit for its 

rare pedigree.  It was she who always tried to speak eloquently, except if was he who refined it 



187 

in order to malign her ways.  She had risen from a small town schoolteacher to the dean of 

superintendents, which sorely tested their relations.  She has always argued that it was the 

schools, foremost, which needed the government’s capital, while he fought against what she 

called the “effects of causality.”  Especially irritating to him were her salvoes against the male 

establishment, who had “dropped the ball.”  She prided herself on these “caustic 

recriminations” of hers.  He powered up and down the train steps for the short ride to 

Manhattan, and cursed violently under his breath, railing against her college philosophy 

courses, and her “Women Forum” socials.  She would hop in the silver Ford station wagon, 

not to be seen for the duration of a Sunday afternoon.  Invariably, these meetings fell during a 

down perios in his training regimen, when he had a great deal of time to sit and watch up-

and-coming prospects battle each other on television.  On her way back out, she would suggest 

teaching Ben to cook, even though he was only five or six at the time.  “He can read, can’t he?  

Then he can read the directions on the box.  I’ll just pull it down for him, because he can’t 

reach the shelf yet.  But I suppose I have to get him farm fresh eggs for his french toast and 

pancakes, right?  So how am I supposed to get upstate in time without wheels?”  She 

remained stubbornly silent on the way out, affixing a stamp to a letter as she walked. 

   The tires skidded into the dirt, jolting Ben from a brief communion with Mary-the gleam in 

her eye, and the soft feel of her face, along with a silver necklace strung with a locket heart 

festooned around her neck.  Her grandmother had sent it to her in anticipation of her leaving 

New York, and Ben had stood awestruck, realizing what had occurred.  It happened 

suddenly, and he felt a bit numb as she explained the prospects of her going to a private 

school, and getting a job in her grandmother’s pharmacy.  He thought, “Uh, huh.  So you’re 

going to sort pills and the like, but said, “We’ll be seeing each other some day, you know?” 
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but was thinking, “She’s leaving me behind.”  Already she seemed to be backing away, but his 

mind was stuck now, in retrospect, he rued the irony of the trade-off, how the gap in years 

could never be bridged, much less compensated for.  He had been stuck on an island of guns 

and drugs, while she furnished her soul with leather-bound books and other keepsakes.  

“What an innocuous meeting,” he surmised sarcastically, leaning into a hairpin turn.  “Hey, 

what are we in a hurry for?”  But his father was quiet and grim: 

   “Almost there.”  Big branches crumpled under the tires like thistle,  heads popping like a 

large bruise spreading in ripples.  Their progress was stunted a bit by large rocks in the road, 

grinding beneath the tires.  Ben was reminded of a long ago trip to Boulder, Colorado, where 

his father led a seminar on new police tactics, which he recollected was a study on how to use 

vigilantism and get away with it.  He recalled phrases like “erase the victimizers before they 

prey on the weak,” and “moral purity.”  Earl never spoke in the language of “kill or be 

killed,” but rather in the elastic vernacular of “preemptive improvisation.”  At the time, Ben 

would have asked him to elaborate had he been interested.  Instead, he had to induce “Pow 

wows” at restaurants where other policemen like his father nodded and made icecubes clink 

appreciatively in glasses of whiskey and gin.  With each handshake, he felt his grip had to be 

especially strong, and his eyes intensely direct, or else he would be ostracized from the select 

group.  He did not wish to be treated like a child, berated unnecessarily, or made fun of.  Still, 

he was a bit surprised when his father asked him to play poker with them.  Before he could 

reply, there was a stack of chips in front of him, and a cold beer.  Their waitress sashayed 

over and asked how old he was.  “Don’t worry,” said his father, chuckling.  “He’s my son.  

Don’t you see the resemblance?” 
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   “They’re not concerned about his heritage, Banks,” said the chief from Reno, whose face 

was spotted and sallow but, still, with its sun-wrinkles, youthful looking.  He was wearing a 

jade bolo tie, and jeans, and was practically reed-thin, cheekbone-high, his elbows noticably 

bony through the dress shirt. 

   “Why don’t you go back to your sandbox, Sheriff.”  Each patron chuckled while the 

waitress went to retrieve more beer, ignoring the stares.  “We’ll shovel you out later.” 

   Ben guess that his mother was the only person who had confided in him.  He dispelled the 

brusque irony and blunt honesty that was the fulcrum of his and Ray’s friendship.  Because 

he had ceased learning to know Mary well, she was merely an avatar of compassion and 

forthrightness, a polished madonna that remained elusive because she witheld her secrets 

beyond his touch. He did know that she was fond of pasta primavera and preferred her 

popcorn lavishly buttered, opposed to his dry, salty brand.  Still, it afforded him a chance to 

lick her fingers clean, and study the expression in her deep brown eyes that often chastised 

him.  When he was not attentive to it, he had been easily drawn into Ray’s bouts of drinking, 

where he could relive the past and drown, resuscitating in the morning.  Compared to Ray, 

though, his powers of recovery were sorely lacking.  He never took the “hair of the dog” beer 

when he awoke, because the smell could make him vomit.  His  common cure was steady doses 

of 7-Up over the course of the long day, during which his eyes gradually became less 

bloodshot, and his stomach tightened.  Now, he wondered whether Ray had gone on a strange 

binge, or rested in a forlorn grave. 

   It was a rustic stone cabin, but with a severly sloped roof, and four panes of bulletproof 

glass.  “Whose money did he steal to construct this?” thought Ben, walking around the 

exterior.  He heard a low drone, and the glass moved down about one foot, then closed again.  
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The shout-”How about that”-was muffled.  Ben saw how many trees had been cut back to 

make room for the structure, and shook his head.  “How many times has it been used for a 

fort?” he thought.  It was placed strategically on a gentle slope, and the front window 

afforded a clear view of the one and only serpentine road.  He stood staring at the line of trees, 

listening to the twittering of birds, wondering where the line ended. 
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Three 

 

   Beneath a Salvador Dali copy that he had purchased at a black market price which still 

galled him, that had “melted his wallet,” Cobra sat meditating.  Miles stood watching him, 

watiting for a suitable time, if any, to interrupt.  His eyes went up to the painting that 

contained a huge grayish amoeba that looked like a squashed octupus, with an upturned clock 

trailing behind like a snail.  In a relaxed mode, Cobra’s chin was sinking, and the contractions 

of his chest were as flat as his forehead.  His own interpretation of the work was that time was 

slower than most people thought, because it was a tool of the plodding unconscious, which was 

insctrutable, despite what people were prone to claim. 

   Miles coughed, thinking it both effective and devious, but Cobra did not stir, so he pulled 

out a writing pad and took a seat in front of the desk, coughing once more.  He caught a 

glimpse of the palm trees flanking Cobra’s face, and thought of pineapples, which were his 

favorite fruit.  As a child, he had always insisted that the cook make pineapple cake for him 

on his birthday, and instruct him at the same time.  He became proficient enough to assume 

the duties following her untimely death by food poisoning.  “Afterall,” he thought, “she had 

yet to teach me about custards and pies.”  It had always been difficult for him to accept the 

circumstances of her demise, although over time he had become detached from it.  Indelibly 

etched in his memory, however, was the feel of her flour-coated wrists, showing him how to 

manipulate crusts.  They had huge pockets of fat on the palms, and stubby fingers, that 

kneaded his own through the sifting process.  Even her complexion was doughy.  When he 

matured, he had to put a stop to the sessions, because he kept fantasizing about her breasts 

and ample buttocks.  He wanted to grab her from behind and hear her squeal.  When he met 
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Cobra, he had spent time in jail for running a prostitute ring, and had flirted with different 

religions.  He had gravitated toward Cobra’s paens to paganism, and his thirst for blood.  

Once, he told him that he was like a gigantic jigsaw puzzle needing constant additions.  True 

to form, Cobra had poked fun at him imagery. 

   “What do you want, Miles?” 

   “Sorry to disturb you, but I’ve got some late-breaking news.  Banks was spotted with a 

bodyguard heading toward Oxford-” 

   “Okay.  Go tell that maniac Angus.  And if their position is known, let him sniff it out 

instead.  I want him to think it out beforehand.  For now, unfortunately, my fireworks display 

is on hold.  Whatever Angus does should draw them out, whether he burns himself or not in 

the process.” 

   “How many men?” 

   “Quite a few, I’d guess.  He could be accused of overkill at times, you know.  He can’t be 

swayed from his ideas of overwhelming force.  Still, he could surprise us.”  His voice became 

softer, and Miles had to tune his ears to catch it.  “As for Jed, I want him to get the shipment 

around the horn to Chicago as quickly as possible, before anyone can meddle with it.  But I 

want you to personally inspect it before they ship out.  Do you copy?” 

   “Certainly.  And I suppose you want to know the exact time it changes hands?” 

   “Without question.  Just make sure I am quickly apprised of any new developments, Miles.  

You know I need constant communication and reminders, of I am tempted to dive off.  I 

should be a man of sterner stuff.  Unfortunately, I’m not.  My weaknesses glare.” 

   “When you see a gun you want to fire it?” 
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   “Joking aside, would you be so kind, fellow, as to retrieve me a drink at your own 

discretion?  My throat is parched, but moreover, I need to get fired up.” 

   Miles was skeptical.  Despite the careful planning that had gone into it, they had never 

transported goods by water, where even more unpredictable factors would be involved.  

Afterall, who could discount the possibility of a Coast Guard flotilla, or an obstacle of ambush 

barges?  Cobra obtained an old salt who had skippered out of Seattle but had never navigated 

a comparable passage to this one.  Cobra had insisted, saying that the rough open waters of 

Alaska prepared man for every eventuality.  Miles was unmoved.  Was the heat so intense that 

their various land scouts were no longer feasible?  Coundn’t the novelty itself be a greater 

risk?  “You saying you’re not a risk-taker any more, Miles?”  And that had been the end of it, 

although he had attempted to solicit another discussion with a tide table book, and an 

instruction on how to spin the compass, and be a good engine room oiler.  “Those are the kind 

of books that collect a lot of dust, Miles.  Besides, you don’t seem like the machinist type.  

Your background points to wanting to control the whole picture.  But if you have something 

specific against water, please state it now.”  In truth, Miles was an avid swimmer, but felt it 

unwise to mention the skill.  In the end, he realized that if Cobra told him his fears were 

unfounded, he would have to accept it.  But before he poured for his boss, he took a few quick 

shots himself, thinking about disaster. 

                                                                * * * 

 

   Ben emerged from the trap door with a bevy of dry goods.  His father was busy inspecting 

weapons, and hardly blinked.  There was an immovability about his body that sat in stark 

contrast to his quick hands, moving easily through each mechanism.  Ben let the door slam, 
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and unloaded onto the kitchen table.  “So this is the big plan, huh?  Just sit here and wait.  

After all your General Patton talk about search and destroy, you want to sit in a cabin in the 

middle of nowhere, and wait for a bomb to drop on you.  I’m sorry, but I venture to say that 

we could just be wasting time.  And what in Hell are we supposed to do about our shit?  We 

cant’ go outside, because we could get shot.  I suppose we’re supposed to just let it out in some 

bowl or bucket, and throw it out a window.” 

   “That’s right.  No frills here.  Plumbing was never in the cards, because time was too short.  

This place was funded by the mayor and his staff.  That’s why you hardly see any furniture, 

and all the floor is what you see, the concrete foundation.  I suggest you sleep with your 

clothes one, because there are hardly any blankets-” 

   “No beds to speak of?” 

   “That’s the purpose.  Even though we’ll take turns sleeping, we have to be alert at a 

moment’s notice.  That’s why there’s only some cots in the corner.  We can’t get too 

comfortable here.  But don’t worry.  I’ve planted some surprises for them here and there.” 

   “A bunch?” 

   “Yeah, but if by some miracle they get through, we’ll have to be the ones to respond.” 

   “You think you’ve got it all figured out, huh?  Listen, we can sit here and eat oatmeal, but 

we’re stuck like glue.  We can’t get away from whatever firepower they bring.”  He pounded 

his fist into his hand.  “They can hit us real hard here.  We’ll be like Ali against the ropes, 

sustaining damage.” 

   “We’ve got real armor here.  And this has nothing to do with boxing.  This is war.  You do 

me a favor, and let me tell you what this is about.” 
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   “Yeah, right.  Go ahead and lecture me again.  Convince me how this place is supposed to 

protect us from bombs dropped on us-” 

   “They mayor still has control of the airspace-” 

   “What about mortars and grenades, then?” 

   “The frame of this place is reinforced with steel beams, and it has two-layered walls to deal 

with concussive blows.  Also, you should notice that we are protected quite a bit from a 

potential fire.  You’ve got to stop believing otherwise.” 

   “What I’m worried about is that we’re going to get blown to bits here, without a proper 

burial.  Remember, I’m sacrificing for Mary, not you.  I could care less who we bring in-” 

   “You’re just talking now.  It doesn’t impress me.  You’ll do fine, because you don’t want to 

die, just as well as I don’t.  You’re getting too ancy, which makes me wonder just how much 

dirty work you’ve actually done.” 

   “Enough, as far as you are concerned.”  He opened a plastic bag of sunflower seeds and 

poured them back.  “I’m your hired gun, nothing more.  I’ve had ballistics and shooting tests 

since I was young, thanks to you.  And yes, I’ve had to shoot people when I had to.  And you 

know as well as I do that if shooting you would get me out of this predicament, I would.”  His 

mouth crunched another mouthful.  “You have a cockiness that will never be erased.  I just 

fear it could erase us both.” 

   “Hey, unless they happen to be specially trained Army Rangers and know how strong our 

position is, we’ll take care of them.  I don’t know about yours, but my bullets always find their 

marks.  As for shooting me, you’d have to hit me directly between the eyes, a lucky shot at 

that.”  Suddenly he blurted, “Sit down, damnit.  Your impatience is really beginning to grate 

on me.  This will all be over before you know it, so stop whining.” 
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   “You sure?” 

   “You mean about-” 

   “You know what I’m talking about!  Not about me.  Rather, about when you figure the 

goons will be out here.” 

   “A day or two, I suppose,” Earl responded noncommitedly. 

   “A day or two?  Well, in that case, I’m going to take a nap.  I don’t see any point in telling 

each other stories till the end of the day, and throughout the night.”  Nervous, and yet bored, 

he wondered if average soldiers experienced the same transgression of excitment on the eve of 

battle, especially the trench rat vagaries of WWI, squatting the wet muck to keep their upper 

extremities dry, or propping their feet up on makeshift boards, their backs sinking in the 

shallows with abeyance to sleep.  “But what would prove to be more cumbersome, keeping an 

arm or leg stump dry?”  He could picture a legless torso being buried forever in the mud, a 

perfect rendition of Nature’s economy: “You chop down, I’ll bury you, you chop down, I’ll....”  

He felt that Ray had been a victim of some unending war, randomly cruel, whose bones would 

be forever disinterred.  Feeling a bit helpless, nevertheless he refused to console himself.  “If I 

kill because of Mary, how deep is my humanity?”  He laid down on his side, feeling the wall.  

“Come to think of it, maybe humanity means doing what one has to do at a particular passing 

moment.”  He heard his father boiling some water on the electric stove, the tearing of 

packaging grating on his nerves, along with the absent humming his father had always been 

susceptible to.  It seemed that he had been living some kind of strange dream for a while, 

under a different level of consciousness than he previously had, and was  sustained, and yet 

unnerved by it.  Before he nodded off, he wondered what if felt like to be inside a woman, 

because he had forgotten over the long intervening months, even forestalled by the pained 
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prostitute’s face, who long resisted his attempts at attempts to her behind.  He feared 

imagining Mary underneath him in any other position, and becalmed himself with deviations. 

Ray emoted about his adventures, especially when he was drinking and the spirits moved him 

to speak.  Ben, in an attitude of badinage, would say, “I guess that is your penultimate drink, 

not just your last.”  Through each of the sessions, Ben sensed more bitterness in Ray, a bile 

that escaped with alcohol, taking a form which he silently feared.  He recollected the two 

occasions they had gone out on double-duties, and the impatience of Ray for something 

extraordinary to happen.  He would tease the girls with remarks like, “I’ll take you to the 

moon,” taking every opportunity to upstage Ben, attempting to lessen the impact of anything 

he deemed too intellectual for the gamesmanship of bedding down women.  There was also an 

anger in him that he always withheld from Ben’s consideration.  “What was the culmination 

of his fulmination?” he wondered.  He opened his eyes momentarily and questioned, “What 

happened?”  Before he nodded off again, he heard the water boiling. 
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Four 

 

 

   Sometimes he imagined his ear was still there.  It usually struck him when he awoke, an 

exception to his wholeness that could make him nauseous over breakfast or the faintly 

perceptible image in the bathroom, blaring through the steam, making him stare again at the 

space on the wall where he had smashed a tile.  Very easily, he could note where some of his 

blood had permanently stained the grout, and forever expunged his illusion of normality.  

Initially, after buckshot had blown it into little pieces, he had not been keenly bothered.  In 

fact, he enjoyed the solace of nurses, hands reaching under the sheet, and the bandage that 

covered the mark.  Somehow, it made it feel like the ear was still there, that it was only 

scrunched up by the cloth.  Beyond the hospital, it grew ever more irritating, until one day, 

when he almost cut the other off for a sense of balance.  A bare-bones Brooklyner, 

nevertheless he began to delve into psychology books, searching for a solution to his 

conundrum.  But then he became confused.  What was better, afterall, to feel the ear or not?  

Tangled up in knots, he endeavored to unwind by concentrating on the business at hand.  It 

had been fifteen months since its erasure, but its indentation on its body’s system persisted.  

On the spur of the moment, he decided he was “Two Face” and required a vehicle to express 

his discontent.  So, naturally, he began a crusade for two-sided coins.  Admittedly, Cobra did 

not have keys to the mint, so he solicited information from as many sources as he could 

command, until he got word about a crude old smith who could make some imperfect, but 

decent, replicas of the design he demanded.  This certain Mr. Perkins was crotchety in a civil 

way.  “I  made these for you for nothing, asshole,” he remarked on a recent visit, when water 



199 

was running off the eaves.  “I go out into that shit for you, and only you, Angus, to get metal 

for your dream coin.  Frankly, the government would shoot me if they found out.  But 

something about you is likable.  You are more honest and realistic than some of the crazies 

who want things like Excalibur swords.  They think it’s real simple, and get pissed when I tell 

them I don’t have the tools or resources for shit like that.  They say, “Okay, then how about a 

fence?  You know, the jousting thing, except for a sharp tip.”  Believe me when I tell you I 

have had a gourp of reaks named Robin Hood’s Disciples.  Real smarmy types, who say they 

only commit crimes to feed their own mouths.  Nothing more.  Yet they parade around in 

these sparkling gold-lame costumes, like rich gypsies travelling with a circus.  They act that 

they have been in great sword fights, but here you stand, with an ear shaved off.” 

   “Well, you know, Perkins, I am kind of proud-” 

   “No.  But you’re right.  It’s what they call a ‘badge of courage.’  My grandfather was in 

World War II, and he never came back with a wound like that, although he was someone’s 

head blown to pieces inside Germany.  Only mentioned it once his whole life.  Claimed he 

never drank even once before his epic journey.  Must have helped him sleep through 

otherwise restless nights.  We always got him a big bottle of liquor for Christmas.  It was like 

a standing order.  But he was always able to control himself.  But where were we?  I seem to 

have gotten off the track, so let’s reconnoiter back to the previous position.” 

   “All right.  We were talking about coins-” 

   “Right!  Your pet project.  I’ve finally got a mold that should do the trick.  It took me three 

days to adjust the relief, the face, you know, and I’ve still got to transfer it to both sides, but 

come take a look, anyway.”  He had already come out from behind his counter, and Angus 

had stepped aside, but the old man shook his head and went out the other side anyway, 
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brushing some metal shavings off with his thick palm, and almost tripping over a piece of 

wood molding. 

   Angus followed him a bit furtively, watching the floor for further obstructions, his shoulders 

hunching.  “Damn,” he thought, “sometimes this guy unnerves me.”  He suspected he would 

not be too surprised if he had to duck a swinging hatchet, or some other lethal weapon.  He 

ducked under a doorway, and found himself leaning slightly forward to allow for some 

headroom.  Perkins was shorter, and seemed more practiced at stooping, and wave his way 

through some work benches to the smithing cauldron in the corner.  He had crudely fashioned 

the penny press on the end of a steel beam.  It had been fabricated, so he had to make do with 

its large size, which made it almost impossible for him to adjust effectively.  He leaned over a 

sawhorse into the smelter, that only had a shield with a small box for the bar to go through, 

releasing enormous amounts of heat, while the upper lip of the shield held it in place. 

   “Been cooling for a long while,” said Perkins, tapping the bar.  “I don’t have a vat, 

unfortunately, so I have to let the heat run its course.  By feeling this part, however, it gives 

me a good idea about how it is proceeding.”  Without further explanation, he propped the bar 

up, and began to slide it out.  At first, Angus looked over his shoulder apprehensively, then 

helped relieve the strain on the old man’s back.  The coin gradually appeared, without much 

luster.  By way of explanation, Perkins said, “Not buffed yet, so don’t worry.  It’s the design I 

wanted to show you.”  It came out, and Lincoln appeared to be sporting a headdress-garland, 

and had a long, delicate nose.  Perkins noted the quizzical look on Angus’ face, and said, “Let 

me explain.  I thought it would be grand to make more than just a Lincoln coin.  So I paid 

homage to Caesar with a garland, Alexander the Great with the more noble profile, and to 

Geronimo with the high cheekbones.  Well, I couldn’t figure out how to make the skin darker, 
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but, still, they are touchstones of different ages.  I hope you don’t mind.  I thought it would be 

a nice surprise.” 

   Angus sighed.  “No, of course not.  The more I think about it, there being two faces is the 

most important thing to me.  And come to think of it, it looks more like me than ever.  That 

profile is fit for a king, much less a geyser like me.” 

   Perkins scratched his head.  “I don’t know myself, but it kind of looks like some noble 

savage.  All kinds of men have the warrior inside them.” 

   A few hours later, Angus stood in the general warehouse, wearing camouflage fatigues, 

rooting through incendiary bombs.  His plan was to flush the two men out, and hit them in the 

open.  Although he was uncertain about his men’s capabilites, there were many of them to 

dispose of.  As far as he knew, they were not being well compensated for their work, and had 

no distinctive warning about what they were facing.  If they were unprepared, let it be so, 

because they were scum, who preyed on weaker warrior-enemies, making their dirty money 

instilling fear, and exacting a terrible force.  Maybe they welcomed a premature death to 

avoid future debts.  He let his hands rummage liberally, pleased with the almost uniform 

weight.  Wondering how Jed was doing with his project, he waited for his men to arrive. 

 

                                                                * * * 

 

   When his hand reached out, it was as if his arm moved involuntarily, and afterward he had 

to ratchet it back to his side.  His eyes returned the steady gaze while a blue square slowly 

blotted the connection out, his eyes straining to read the white type on the cover: Nautical Sea 
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Tables and Tides.  He breathed in deeply, and let the words out laboriously:  “So what’s 

this?” 

   Cobra tilted his head to one side.  “You know what it is.  I want you to hand it to that 

washed out skipper of yours.” 

   “He’s asleep right now-” 

   “You know what I mean.  You give it to him yourself, before I go in and twist out the old 

hospital mop myself.” 

   “Okay.  I’ll do it while you’re here-” 

   “Yeah.  You tell the s.o.b. he had better keep his promise.  We’re ready to move, which 

means tomorrow.  By then, that cop and his little pig should be taken care of.” 

   Jed started, because he had not heard Cobra talk in such a crudely hostile manner.  There 

was always a trace of civility, even his demeanor was clearly outraged.  And his eyes had some 

indescribable shimmer of white, as if something milky had leaked into them.  He had to tear 

his own gaze off a gob of spittle in the corner of the wide mouth, and, discomfitted, looked out 

the office trailer window, where some urchin was busy burning trash, his hands appearing to 

be licked by the flames.  When the fire was provoked, his movements became more spastic, as 

if he was fighting an impulse to jump into it headfirst. 

   Realizing his mistake, he turned away from Cobra without uttering a word, still espying the 

burner.  He only had to take two steps forward to reach the skipper’s door, its dark staining 

setting it off from the lemon yellow walls.  Noticing an empty can of Colt 45, he nudged it 

further back, toward the wall, while the fire reflected off the window to his left, still a buffer 

between his boss and the skipper, as the can teetered and fell.  He heard the cough behind 

him, sounding especially harsh, and he quickly tapped on the door and entered. 
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   The Skipper, or “Cody,” as he liked to call himself, looked at him through the glass of 

bourbon held up to the light, the fifth snug between his hip and the tattered side of the lounge 

chair, an empty ashtray glittering with cleanliness on the carpet next to his right foot.  “This 

old man quit,” he said softly, and drank down the glass with one gulp.  “You see that empty 

ashtray, Jed.  I’ve got the cigarettes where I want them.  If booze kills me, so be it.”  His face 

looked young for his advanced age, yet sickly, like a dead fetus’.  Even the wispy blond 

whiskers could not emote the kind of aged voice he was anxious to acquire, though cancer of 

the esophagus had to be ruled out.  Words became gravel when he awoke from a drinking 

binge with phlegm in his throat, especially after a night piloting alongside a dense first mate.  

Over the years, he had a few almost run the ship aground, and, recently, he had begun to 

depend of valium as steadying influences, although on a few occasions he had been careless 

with his alcohol intake and had been unconscious for an unusual amount of time.  On one 

occasion he had woken up alone in the wheelhouse, without any idea about how long he had 

neglected his watch.  That time his mate had quit on the passage up to Alaska, but still had 

somehow found work elsewhere.  In Seattle, Curly heard so many harrowing stories about 

unqualified people that at first he loathed them all before they could even set foot on board.  

Eventually, however, he made light of their stupidity and consoled himself with the knowledge 

that he had never encountered a disaster through poor seamanship.  He figured that all the 

men eventually succumbed to drinking episodes when dealing with the terrible uncertainties 

of the sea.  Moreover, he was embittered by men like Cobra who thought that the waters of a 

large lake were as treacherous as the stormy Alaskan swells.  Accustomed as he was to dry, 

nervous men, he still lathered himself wiht loose, wet drink beforehand, in case he felt 

umbrage creeping up inside himself.  “So what is this, you barging in on me like this?  Did the 
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big boss finally decide it’s high time?”  Blinking involuntarily, but more quickly than usual 

time, he rubbed his eyes, that he knew had to be red-rimmed, and felt his stomach spasm up a 

bit. 

   “Yep.  It’s time-” 

   “What does ‘yep’ mean?” 

   “Tomorrow afternoon, I’d guess.  You said you had your engineer check the engines, and 

that you had charted the route, so I’ve just got to tie up some loose ends.”  He stood in place, 

suddenly cognizant that he had left the door open. 

   “Yeah.  But we’ve still got to fuel up and give her a test run.  Also, I’m sure Jasper will need 

time to bang his lady a few more times before we anchor up.” 

   “You’re not saying-” 

   “I’m saying we’ll do it when he wants, tomorrow, but it could be later in the day.  And I 

don’t need anybody pushing us.  He’s just got to have a little patience.” 

   Even while Jed thought about it, Cobra appeared at the doorway and ducked inside, with a 

pronounced stiffness in his gait, and a scowl on his face.  “Mr. Curly, a quick word for you.  

‘Haste.’  And I’ll repeat it just now, but more than a few times for your benefit.  ‘Haste.’  

Haste.  Haste.”  He approached Curly and patted him gently on the knee.  “It would be a real 

shame if you couldn’t make it out by dusk, don’t you think?  A sailor would dread it, right?  

And, excuse my concern, but you look like you have one foot in the grave-” 

   Curly chuckled, but pushed the hand away.  “I like your frankness.  I really do.  But don’t 

worry.  You’ll get your money’s worth.  I stake my life on it.” 
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   Cobra’s eyebrows arched.  “You certainly will, my fellow.  I hate to repeat myself, but you 

certainly will.  This shipment should keep me in business for a while.  But would you be so 

kind as to pour me a glass?” 

   Jed was staring out the window.  The trash burner had left, but the embers continued to rise 

to the sky, radiant tremors casting for a safety net.  He made obligatory replies from time to 

time, but could not be pulled away.  Years before, his mother had died in an arsonist’s fire, 

and he had searched in the rubble for her.  When he finally found her, her entire body was 

charred, except for her face, which was coated with a red plastic tray, which she had 

apparently been using as a shield.  He had stood frozen for quite some time, staring at the 

strange body he knew to be his mother, already mummified.  If she had been dead for one 

hundred minutes then it was one hundred years.  He wanted to touch her, feel her hair one 

last time, but it had turned to a consistency not much unlike glue.  He could not recount how 

many times he had told the story at a bar, and how he had to laugh with the others in spite of 

himself.  Invaribly, he would end up drinking himself into a stupor to allay his fears.  That 

was how he met his wife, who left him a scant two months later.  The paradox, all along, was 

that he treated her like his mother, and told her constantly about his worries.  Chief among 

them, although he never related it, was her safety whenever she went out of town for the 

night.  He could not refrain from worrying about her potentially becoming another wax doll, 

and called from the seedy nightspots, culling for a sign of trouble, whether she had 

remembered to keep the driveway light on, and the garden house’s shimmering flourescence, 

and the pistol cocked on the nightstand.  Sometimes he would wander, and ask which 

nightshirt she was wearing.  Two months of sweating over the phone, and searching for 

reflections in frothy vats of beer. 
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Five 

 

   “They’ll come under cover of darkness,” concluded Earl, nodding his head, but did not 

mutter, as was often his want.  He was busy trimming the nail of his trigger finger with a 

razor-sharp K-bar knife, flipping the shavings into a rusty metal wastebasket.  His stomach 

was stirring with a hunger that heightened his uneasiness, but also his awareness.  Ben was 

anxious, but did not want his gestures to sound flippant or obtrusive in the small, suffocating 

space.  The damp coolness permeated every corner and made his bones  heavy, especially the 

head.  Under stress, Ben’s short-term memory was floating, unable to retrieve even one or two 

hour old information.  He remembered having a lengthy conversationg with his father, 

recalled the gist of it, but had somehow been separated from the details.  “We’re going to 

counterpunch, Ben.  Hit them back with a strong response.  They won’t be able to cover up in 

time.” 

   “Or fall down, right?  They might just decide to crawl forward under the cover of fire.  

Have you thought of that?” 

   “I’ve thought of everything.  We’ll raise up too much dust for them to take their time.  Their 

viewing will be mighty grainy, I tell you that.”  He was cutting his whiskers now, making sure 

to not attempt a close shave, and was wearing black Levis, a black t-shirt, and black tennis 

shoes.  He had insisted that Ben put on a light black sweatsuit, and made a few tourniquets 

just in case.  “We’re soldiers now, son.  Not gunfighers or cops.  Men who have to take 

precaution if they want to survive for long.  You know, you should have a knife-” 

   “Ray kidded me about it.” 
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   “What?  You sound half-asleep, Ben.  Ray isn’t here right now, so screw him.” 

   “The day he disappeared I started imagining the worst.  I got drunk and threw it out the 

window, and I could’ve sworn that when it hit the ground it snapped in two.  Or maybe this is 

just a form of selective memory,” he trailed off. 

   “So you listened to the word of a dead man?  It is unwise to do so.  How wise can someone be 

who is dead?  Hey, they never had the answers.” 

   Ben nodded his head, feeling something contort inside himself, shunting off the unpleasant, 

contemplative mode of thought, and embraced a more aggressive mien of the subconscious.  In 

his mind’s eye he could still recapture the people he had recently killed in dreams, especially 

the open, bespectacled, and ingnorant face of a supermarket box boy.  An understanding had 

passed between them that the carton of eggs had been placed mistakenly at the bottom of the 

bag, and that the eggplants had crushed them before he could safely exit.  Mary was behind 

him, and he felt compelled to threaten everyone around him, as if it would clear the way for 

the winking woman, who looked vaguely familiar.  He wanted to say something to her, but felt 

amiss, his paper money sweating in his hands, and the sunlight feathering to red through the 

window, but only bathing him, as if opting for a different currency in payment to them, 

because their postures had changed for the worst, and their hands were held out in 

supplication to him, wet lips leaking liquids of unpardonable sin. 

   “Get it together, Ben.  Make some coffee if you have to, but straighten yourself out.”  He 

threw an empty paper cup at him, which was crushed like a piece of pie. 

   “Huh?” 

   “I need you to listen to me now.  We’ve got things to do, in case you haven’t noticed, so put 

that vest back on, and set your sights on some trees out there.” 
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   “Trees don’t hit back.” 

   “Don’t get smart.  Target practice might do you some good, give you some focus, which I 

think you need.” 

   “You’re so sure-” 

   “Yes, I am.  They’re coming after us despite themselves.   They have to know we’re laying in 

wait for them.  Probably been itching for action as of late, like a cat so interested in play that 

it claws its own tail.” 

   “You think they fancy themselves as hunters, and us the prey?  What kind of garbage is 

that?  I came here to do a job, and it seems we’re wasting time.  You treat this like a game of 

chess, but to me it’s a chase.  And I’ve seen too many similar plans go awry, due to inclement 

weather, for one, but more often in overestimating the threat you pose to the other party.  But, 

Hell, if they’re so confident, why would they go out of their way to deal with us?  They’ve got 

to know we hold the advantage here.  You’re simplifying matters-” 

   “That’s the idea.  Cut to the chase, to paraphrase you.  What do you know about combat 

tactics to begin with?  I’m a WWII buff, but what are you?  A common street thug who thinks 

he’s an authority on human nature.” 

   “You like that ‘I’ll tell you what’ statement, don’t you?”  Ben stood abruptly, and strode 

over to the window.  “This is the same size as a cell opening, you know.  It’s funny.  If you 

aren’t looking up someone, you’re imprisoning yourself.”  For a moment, he wore a lopsided 

grin, and let his hands dangle at his sides.  “When they’re in the trees out there, they’ll be able 

to see us, but we won’t be able to see them.  They could keep us pinned down.” 
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   “But they won’t do that.  We’ll start picking them off despite their cover, and that will be 

shredded by their bullets.  And if they try to circle around they’re in store for an unpleasant 

surprise.  Their terrain will become hot, if you know what I mean.” 

   “I see you’ve got it all figured out.  Even when you admit different possibilities, you’re 

certain of them.  So, in that case, what are the different times they could be arriving?” 

   “You still doubt me,” sighed Earl.  “And you shouldn’t.  I have a yen for this business that 

you can’t comprehend.  If you ever awake from your dream you’ll understand that.” 

   Ben’s shoulders eased slightly.  “Hey, the dream is coming true so far.  I’m one step closer to 

Mary.  I’m still walking on this earth.  What more could I ask?” 

   “A little more focus for starters.  Get busy.  Load some of those hollow points into that rifle 

standing up in the corner.  I’ve got to go outside and make sure the Hummer is hid well 

enough by the bushes.”   

   Ben blinked when the sun shone inside, and turned his head away, opening a granola bar.  

By the time he had finished, his father was already back, brushing needles off his arms. 

 

* * * 

 

   Angus drove the lead truck.  He was pleased to be at the front of the short train, inasmuch 

he was in an Army personnel carrier, still full of ammunition for the mercenaries.  As a 

matter-of-fact, he was alone in the cab, and intermittently felt the empty space of ear, as if in 

consolation for his privacy.  But, to the contrary, he enjoyed the solitude, and was gratified to 

not be one of the men in the trucks behind him, who had the task of risking their lives.  He 

had tried to broach a conversation about Banks, but they had shrugged it off, content to boast 
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about past success.  It had been almost a carnival like atmosphere, with some barely able to 

communicate in English.  Some just pulled on their tangled beards.  Cobra was niggardly with 

payments, so it was again an unseemly lot, a  marginalized talent offset by a creative feel for 

wreaking havoc.  They were always well-equipped, and were provided with as many balogna 

sandwhiches as they could eat.  “It must be a little more comfortable to die on a full stomach, 

watch all the meat drain out of your abdomen,” Cobra once opined.  “And maybe the guts 

don’t fall out so freely when it is full.” 

   They had known about the hideout for quite some time, close to one year, but had never felt 

the need to utilize or destroy it.  Cobra assumed it was nearly impregnable, but could afford a 

few rash decisions such as this.  Moreover, he was more prone to attack without precaution 

than rest.  He wanted to make a strike before Jed left with the shipment, so his temper could 

be appeased.  Of course, it was left to Angus to coordinate the action, who 

usually(unbeknownst to Cobra) solicited opinions from his underlings.  With the present 

crew, he had found it strange how they responded negatively to any suggestions.  He supposed 

they had their own ideas about the mission.  In the warehouse he had stood in front and said, 

“Well, then, it’s up to you.  But I have to remind you that they’re worth more alive.  So be 

careful about overkill.” 

   From the back someone shouted, “It’s like you lost one ball!” but no one responded, least of 

all him.  He wondered about the subdued attitude, and had to reason that they were tired 

from their extended travels.  He thought that there would be at least some half-hearted 

chuckles, but there was not even an isolated snigger or two.  “There’s some food,” he started 

to say, but was stilled by the silence.  “I’ll let you know when it’s time to go,” he concluded, 

feeling the empty space.  Normally, at such an uncomfortable time, he would consult Cobra, 
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who was always insisting upon information about the psychology of small groups.  But, since 

he was in a different part of town, he could only guess at the questions he would have been 

asked. 

   He could not recall the last time he had been out in the open country.  Faintly, he was aware 

of a hunting trip with his ailing father years before.  They anticipated deer, but had to settle 

for fowl.  Slowly ravaged by cancer, he had drank steadily with his son, and talked about how 

he had to sell his hardware store, that had been in his family for two generations, in order to 

pay for his medical costs.  Nausea swept over him at unpropitious times, once as he sat in a 

tree-stand and had his sights on a rabbitt.  Fluid came out of his mouth as he fell, but he still 

cried out loud enough to make Angus hear.  They had to rest for a day, until his stomach 

could hold whiskey and broth.  Angus had roasted a duck over the fire while his father laid in 

the hammock in a slight delirium, his sputtering mouth imitating the sound of the fire as it 

drizzled.  Angus seethed, his soul railing against human foibles, like his father’s fanatical 

pursuit of business after his wife(Angus’ mother) deserted him.  Soon after, everyone in town 

started to call him Old Charley, the sort of brutal small town endearment that Angus was 

always afraid of.  He did not want to become another.  God-fearing, self-delusional acting 

friendly with everyone, even those he hated, in the outwardly outlandishly modest mood of the 

Spartan toiling slowly to dust in order to uphold some harebrained idea of a World Order.  

He hated his father’s limitless talent for tinkering, even interested in patenting some new sort 

of door hinges. 

   Behind him the small array of trucks and vans bent around the curves.  Once, he pressed on 

the brakes(tires slightly slipping), because the next truck was following too closely behind.  He 

threw his index finger out the window just in case he was not completely understood.   When 
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he studied the terrain, he became bored, suppressing a yawn, and cracking his neck.  When he 

figured they were only a mile or more away, he pressed his brakes, hoping his men could be 

lucky, despite his reservations.  He watched his side mirror and saw the unbroken line of men 

clamber down with casual indifference, as it they had not nerves to speak of.  A glint of level 

morning sun blinked off into his eyes, as rifles and shotguns were already cocked. 

 

* * * 

 

   Jed turned from the wheelhouse and waved at the squat man on the dock, who unwound the 

stern line from the cleat like a rancher unroping a calf.  When it was free, he yelled 

encouragement, but the words were unintelligible beneath the roaring engines, which strained 

to push the freighter forward.  As if inched ahead, Jed rummaged underneath the 

wheelhouse, and implored of Curly, “We gonna make it?” who did not deign to reply.  

Instead, he pulled down another lever, which ignited Engine #4.  Jed, noticing the difference, 

patted him on the back, who did not physically respond, but nevertheless said, “We’re 

shoving off.”  Jed made his way onto the deck and walked between cranes, winches, and 

cables to the bow, where he ran into the freckled one, James.  He was sitting in his overalls 

with a bland expression on his face, scratching an armpit.  “Go below and help straighten 

things up.”  Jed grabbed his arm and pulled him up.  “I’m taking over this spot for a while.”  

He breathed in deeply, summoning caution.  “I’m giving you a break.  Don’t let me catch you 

malingering again.”  James skipped over to the hatchcover and disappeared below, and Jed 

stared at the small waves lapping at the bow, heading out of St. Clair. 
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   It had never dawned on him before, that his boss’ penchant for chaos overwhelmed 

mitigating factors.  There he sat in the deserted church stencilling the signs that Cobra had 

ordered him to stamp on the buildings in advance of their exploding:  The British Are 

Coming!  The Redcoats Are Coming!   “What is the purpose?” he wondered.  They will be 

destroyed.  Anyhow, who cares about the British anymore?  Their empire crumbled long ago.  

At one time or another, Russia, Germany, France, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Turkey, 

Macedonia, and what is now Italy ruled the continent, as did, of course, Great Britain,” and, 

to his chagrin, Islam a long time ago.  He could not resist Cobra’s bravado for “historical 

events,” as his erudition opened realms that Miles had never become acquainted with.  “I 

stalk legends.” was one of Cobra’s pet phrases to petrify him into begrudging acceptance.  

“You’re busy making yourself into one,” he would nervously reply, recognizing a jagged 

spark in the dark eyes.  “But legends grow over time.”  The plywood was of such vintage that 

he felt like some Revolutionary War archivist doing makeshift post office signs.  When Cobra 

had passed by a few hours earlier to check on his progress, he had commented, “You’re a 

pretty good painter,” and kept walking.  Miles was inclined to ask for spraypaint, because the 

enamel was slightly running, but remembered that Cobra had specified a “more authentic 

look.”  Each sign was 2’x3’, not particularly large, but there were twenty four that he had to 

fashion laboriously, “without a damn stencil,” he thought bitterly to himself.   From time to 

time he sipped from the wine flask Curly had given him, while he had hurriedly slid under his 

haunches when Cobra came around.  It was not that he would forbid him, but, rather, that he 

would hound it for his own private consumption at his leisure, possible permitting Miles a nip 

or two.  From long drinking sessions, he had gleaned the inescapable truth that Cobra was a 

drunk.  It was not so much the quantity of which he partook as the nervous glances he 



214 

directed at emptying glasses, and, at such times, the distorted expressions his face took.  In his 

hands the glask felt dirty, as if a fine coat of dust had settled on it, but it was the old nature of 

it that had cracked, thereby staining his hands. 

   On the other side of the building, Cobra was studying a city grid of Detroit as it stood in 

1708, a small slew of French names on the darkening page.  He was determining where a 

“Boston Massacre” would be appropriate, in the days following the Independence Day 

fireworks display.  Anxious as he was to move up the date, he started considering whether he 

could cheat on history, and remain unchallenged.  A firm believer in karma, he associated it 

directly to the cosmic forces of history, which he felt he was prophet to.  As he leafed further 

through the book, he ruminated deeply on the subject.  If God was dead, he theorized, who 

would he answer to?  Some avatar on earth?  He laughed to himself, and turned his lighthouse 

desk lamp on in the deepening dusk.  Pausing to listen, he could hear no sign of Miles’ work, 

and was disconcerted.  His own father gauged his progress on projects such as the building of 

a new back porch by the number of power saw cuts, and the ring of the nails pulverized into 

wood.  Oddly enough, he could read a book or write a sermon, and chart his son’s progress 

extemporaneously, as if it cost him no effort whatsoever.  Occasionally, he would divert 

himself by whittling away at a small piece of wood, or saunter back to berate his son for his 

geometric blunders.  Uncannily, he could spot even the slightest variation in a right angle, or a 

spot on the wood which had not been sanded to an acceptable smoothness.  When his son 

began to protest, he would easily censure him.  “I’m not industrious, but I can’t write and run 

a blade at the same time.  So until you can create on the page as well or better than I can, 

you’re stuck with simple, honorable work.”  Lectures such as this propelled young Cobra into 

a reading frenzy, buttressed by the bitterness he felt about being his father’s unpaid laborer.  
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His father wanted him to become pliable, but, instead, he furthered hardened, like a piece of 

treated wood.  Meanwhile his mother was too embedded in the structure of church socials to 

be of service to him, and it was only a matter of time before he left home, never to return 

again.  So he sat and 

rued the days he acted like his father.  It was as if the pall was re-emerging, clouding the 

streets of a city he had put a stake in.  He noted the spot where, in 1995, the drab Hotel 

Detroit was demolished, part of a species that some people wanted to permanently display, 

like an outdoor museum.  He had it copied on vellum, and superimposed over the simple grid 

of 1708 which he had pilfered from a book one century old.  It had astounded him how easy it 

was to break into the city’s catacombs, which were secured within an alarmless building.  

Once inside, however, he had to use a blowtorch for some exceedingly sticky locks, that even 

his well-practiced hands could not produce clicks from.  He had literally inhaled the aroma 

from the shelves, distinguishing the slick sweetness of magazines from the almost hearty salty 

digestions of novels.  What astounded him were the platitudes that issued from his own 

mouth:  “Oh, sanctuary; Heaven has found a home; I wish I could forever stay.”  For, despite 

the numerous break-ins, spreading over a larcenous career, he had never experienced 

complete solitude in a library.  Every time he thought he had found a suitable corner to 

hibernate in, some confused person who obviously had no claim to erudition tromped 

through, ruining his meditation, looking for A Tale of Two Cities by Dumas instead of the 

dusty Dickens, of Ulysses by Homer instead of jaundiced Joyce.  Over time, it became 

necessary to restrain himself, and not throw out an elbow or foot.  Then a few years later all 

the libraries closed due to insufficient public funds, and the rest of his experiences were 

bittersweet, licking the sugary rim of an empty cup.  At the outset, his hunger resided in the 
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rectitude of military regime, but branched off into anarchistic theater.  It bemused him that 

such a structured regime could promulgate literature predicting its imminent ruin, or, at least, 

unmitigated decay.  When he visited the place, even his mode of dress was a harbinger of 

decay, a compost of sheared sheep and slaughtered cows, with splotches of mustard and 

ketchup indicating bird droppings and cockroach blood.  Despite being uncertain, he hoped 

his breath reeked of halitosis, and that his unkempt hair was greasy enough to leave smears 

on comfortable cloth, making the unchallenged point, that books might rub off.  If an officer 

of the law happened to harass him in his travels, calling him a “lousy vagrant,” he would 

chuckle and correct, “Excuse me, officer.  You mean ‘a vacant’”  They might end up having a 

short conversation, during which Cobra would cite the “disreputable practice” of throwing 

out perfectly decent volumes, in the same respect that sobriety banished bums such as himself.  

Sometimes, on the spur of whimsy, he would explain that he was only an actor in transit, and 

that his crude outfit had to be fashioned at home, and that it also enabled him to easily 

negotiate pedestrian traffic. 

   He had quickly risen through the ranks of illegal business ventures, because he had a 

natural talent for leading, which built while he served in the role of adviser and mediator in 

drug disputes.  At a young age he had already served as a special judge-adjudicator type, and 

none of his decisions were ever derided.  From his in-depth studies of Hitler, he knew about 

the subconscious zeal with which people sought to be led, and how his forcefulness brooked no 

argument.  He drummed into opposing camps a mutual hatred of the common enemy-law 

enforcement, and, once he had infiltrated the ranks of the blue, dealt one confidante at a time, 

bunched around massively publicized police operations.  And, as color-blind as he considered 

himself, he did not hesitate to turn his so-called “brothers” into the “white establishment.”  
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Even during turf wars, he had hammered home the theme of loyalty to one’s own race, that, 

despite their differences, they should pledge to never turn one of their own kind over to the 

police.  Once inside the confines of the badge, he orchestrated executions of young officers too 

brash for their superiors, who were paid handsomely to protect Cobra’s special interests.  In 

fact, he deeply respected the integrity of the men whose deaths he was responsible for, and 

loathed the slick cynicism of the wealthy and older higher-ups he commissioned.  A few times 

he even went to the services, and had to fight back tears, even though he had taught himself to 

be a brutal realist like his father.  He had lowered his head before the brass, as if he was 

accenting his reverance for not only the entire proceedings, but specifically, them.  Bursts of 

drinking would follow, in which he would blast his own false sympathy, and dispel the notion 

that they had died righteously.  “No,” he would mutter intoxicated, “they died in the old-

fashioned American Way, the gutter way, guns unholstered, thinking about their sex-crazed 

wives on last time, even while she dressed herself in an overly modest outfit for his procession.  

Whatmore, the animal human being what it is, she’ll seek consolation with one as big as his.  

That one shining moment is the most accused one of all.  His body has the final say, and so 

does her’s.”  When the christener had spoken at the lectern, Cobra had had to turn and walk 

away, without covering his ears, though.  “It’s hard to imagine that he entered the world so 

peacefully, the world which also took his life, but I know that God holds a special place for 

him.”  Once out of earshot he kept repeating a coined phrase for the occasion, “Priest’s drivel, 

priest’s drivel, priest’s...” to drown out the unwelcome words.  It reminded him of the honor 

he had once been able to bestow to a widow, because he truthfully had nothing to do with her 

husband’s death.  He could look down the front of her dress without feeling guilty, because he 

had always felt that a sobbing woman pulled tight to your chest was the perfect blending of 
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body and soul.When he had intercourse with a virgin prostitute, whose hearts sometimes 

broke, his erotic impulse was exceedingly aroused, and he sometimes forced another stab on 

her at a discount rate.  Afterward, he liked to rub her blood into his hands, and let it wear off 

naturally over time, lathering his conscience with bottles of bourbon, to shave off with smoky 

card games. 

   Miles was the Confidence Man when he needed him, and oddity of his circus sideshow.  As 

his demeanor was unsuited to menacing banter, he could not be permitted to overreact by 

blowing someone’s brains all over the card table.  He kept him occupied with accumulating 

statistics and false business records, sometimes posing as his personal barkeep when Cobra 

demanded his opinion about certain associates, whose ilk Miles found a lot less impressive in 

person than on the television.  He admitted that he might not be able to restrain himself from 

insulting someone at an inopportune time, precipitating a gunfight that could not be won.  

Cobra showed him the proper respectful motions and modulations of voice that would 

“depersonify” him.  Miles thought that he was watching a bizarre corner of theater when 

Cobra would don a formal suit, and properly prepare a drink, with even a tiny festive 

umbrella thrown in for good measure.  “Go ahead, Herr Dracula, and don a cape,” he would 

say, and daintily take a bite of a breakfast crepe, preening with his fork. 

 

   The water looked leaden, manipulated by the thick clouds blotting out the sky, but Curly 

was not worried about rain.  He was nervous about a vessel ten kilometers ahead, slowly 

bearing down on them.  What particularly threatened him was the mere size of it, because his 

radar was only supposed to pick up land masses, or possibly large tankers such as his.  “Well, 

technically, I do not own it,” he had always thought, “but screw it.”  Jed had alerted the men 
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below, to be ready, to take a weapon in hand it if should happen to come to that, and, like 

Curly, assumed the worst.  When he approached the skipper, he was muttering, “What the 

Hell?  Someone tell me what it could be,” and it had not taken him long to nurse a whole 

bottle.  “Log barges sure don’t come down this far, neither do oil tankers in most cases.” 

   “You think it could be another tanker, Curly?” Jed rested his arm next to the compass. 

   “Well, I don’t really see it myself, unless it’s a a wolf-in-sheeps clothing type of vessel.  You 

just usually don’t encounter this kind of thing very often.  Chicago has the stranglehold on 

whatever manufacturing is left to go around.  It could be full of basic jumk, like obsolete 

engine parts and scrap metal, but this is very unlikely.  I’ll let you know if it changes heading, 

because if it doesn’t, we might run into it before we get out of this narrow passage, and into 

Lake Huron.” 

   “You do it right away, because this cruise can’t stop.”  Jed made his way out on deck again, 

and saw how narrow the deep water ford was.  Negotiating another tanker would be 

perilous(if it was ever feasible), because the shoals crept out from the banks, leaving scant 

maneuvering room, even for an experienced mariner like Curly. 

 

* * * 

 

   Ben shoved a cartridge into his rifle, and depressed the button on the wall, engaging the 

window.  It had to be pressed each time for an inch of space.  He wanted to say something to 

his father, about the absence of fine-tuning in the mechanism, but opened the duffle bag of 

ammunition instead.  When the window was positioned as a ledge on which he could rest is 

rifle, with only his eyes visible from outside, he began to adjust his scope. 
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   “Hey! What are you doing?” his father shouted from behind.  “Getting your crosshairs 

straight?” 

   “Yeah.  What else would I be doing?  You thought I was taking another nap or something?”  

He did not care to raise his voice.  He saw a lizard skate across the drive, and wriggle the tall 

grass on the side like a razor wire, with the stand of trees just on the side. 

   “Maybe something of the sort.  But you don’t want to listen to me, so I’ll just drop it.  You 

go ahead and dig in.  As for me, I’m taking a few shots.” 

   Ben turned his head curiously, but his father was already raising a rifle, and he turned back 

to the green scenery.  His stomach was gurgling, although he felt perfectly calm.  He felt he 

might be the reason for the tossing in his gut.  He burped, and acid came up into his throat.  

He wished Ray was beside him with an easy bottle, and a ready smile to ease his pain, and 

supply hope.  Yearning for the ease and camraderie of a buzz, he received a stolid show of 

Mary instead, as she stood before him on that day long past with folded arms, demanding an 

immediate answer, one which he could not utter on his own, because he was under Ray’s 

sway, who always prompted love’s inhibitions instead of its fealty.  “She is asking you to 

marry her instead of you asking her?” he said incredulously, standing over him in balmy 

Central Park, with flashing prostitutes fleeting past, some jostling Ray’s crooked elbow.  “It’s 

supposed to be the other way around.  She’s one of the vampires.” 

   “One of the few left, period.” 

   “A bloodsucker still the same.  You can’t let her dictate to you like that, so you had better 

hold back.  I see how you like her and everything, she’s even got nice, light skin, but she’s too 

strong-willed.” 
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   “Now what’s that supposed to mean?  That she is going to tell me what to do every waking 

hour?” 

   “It means she has got you by the balls, and that is no good.  You don’t see it as a problem 

now, but, believe me, you will.  Someone better for you will come along.” 

   “No one ever did,” he thought.  “Then things started to fall apart, and my heart had to grow 

colder, in order for the rest of me to survive.  Then my temper became hot like Ray’s until I 

worked keeping it trapped in the kitchen, massaging my ego with the strength inherited from 

my father.  Our viciousness became as natural as any other bodily function, trapping 

ourselves in a lobster cage as we sank further down.” 

   It seemed like a trick he was playing on himself, as if the pressure of his trigger finger 

exerted on its own.  “How could he have been hoping to regain the past?  What recommended 

Mary to him?  And if he should chance to see her again, as his father had well nigh previously 

promised, how much more of his soul would be ambushed?  Ray had always told him he was 

looking for love in all the wrong places, but where else was there to turn?” 

   Busying himself with more lizard sightings, he saw a stirring in the bushes further to the 

right.  Anxiously, and positively against his better judgment, he fired before he could identify 

it.  It ceased moving.  He assumed it was a small critter skating in the bushes, and went back 

to his private studies. 

   “You got the first,” his father commented.  I finished him off when he struggled up to his 

knees.  Good aim.” 

 

* * * 
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   Angus kept pace with his men, but remained ten paces behind.  He had a few branch all the 

way out to the road on the right, seeing if he could draw some fire there.  It had been fruitless 

to argue against a frontal assault, because the men were bent on puffing out their chests.  

Imagining himself General Longstreet proposing a flanking maneuver to Robert E. Lee on the 

eve of Gettysburg, he had to pardon himself for his misstep.  Although he had never 

considered himself a military historian, his curiosity had been piqued by the Civil War, in 

part due to his present circumstances, which harkened back to that almost forgotten era;so he 

had to disabuse himself of the illusion, that he could dissuade stubborn men from their folly, 

the birthright of every American-animal male.  Through the branches, he could see the 

camouflaged backs of the men, like large footprints in the air, some darker than the others, 

depending upon the amount of shade filtering through.  It was fairly humid, but Angus felt 

wholesomely dry, his baggy shirt hanging free.  The gentle slope did not tax his energy in the 

least, but neither did he proceed with alacrity, because his troops were in some state of 

sleepwalking, looking for signs of boobytraps and the like, but essentially unaware of their 

surroundings.  He discerned a complete lack of cohesion, and a type of boorish concentration, 

the kind that meant destruction on all sides.  From time to time, he reached into his vest 

pocket for a pack of cashews, and rubbed his missing ear for luck.  He could almost follow the 

sound of snapping twigs, and the sometimes braying laughter of those lagging behind.  None, 

however, had to be prodded forward. 

   When the first shot rang out, he did not hear any return fire; instead, the cries of confusion 

that stipled the air, contributing to the spreading of the forces.  After the second shot, there 

was more silence that was unnatural, reduced by the quick wisps of wind to the slightly soggy 

ground, waiting for an answer. 
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   Then a loud explosion rocked the earth, and someone started screaming shrilly, until the 

voice was hoarse.  He jogged toward the sound, drawn out of his caution.  His sensations were 

the same as when he had once fled the police, except now he was quickly arriving at the 

source.  Suddenly he feared missing any of the actiond, and he ran faster, until he started 

overtaking people, who did not yell at him to stop, startled as they were. 

   Squirming in the grass next to half of a leg, from the knee down, with a thin film of blood on 

the side of his face, was a young man, his large frame trying to meld into the soil.  Angus 

wiped the side of his face with his hand, and told him, “You’re all right,” but he had become 

catatonic, and spit dribbled out of the side of his mouth, which had an unnerving looseness to 

it.  Angus was reminded of visiting his father in the hospital after he had sustained a 

compound fracture of his right leg after slipping on an icy sidewalk.  It happened at night, 

and it took a while for him to get assistance, which resulted in the wound becoming so infected 

that it had to be amputated.  Angus had done his best to hide his shock, would not even look 

at it, approaching his father from behind to hug and kiss him on the cheek, fighting back tears 

for his sake, who was clearly attempting to ignore the absence in his natural vein, clenching 

the hem of his hospital gown. 

   Angus left the man’s side slightly disoriented, filled with leaden rage, and took the point.  

After a few moments, however, he realized he was rushing recklessly, and had to check 

himself, before he ran into a bullet.  He traversed the last one hundred yards on his knees, 

winding through the trees.  He could not see the supine body fifty yards northeast, because the 

grass was nearly two feet high, hiding the evidence like a shaggy carpet.  Suddenly, gun 

reports split the air, and some bullets hummed uncomfortably past his ear.  But he just 

remained on his belly for a while, listening to his own breathing, hearing the reports get 



224 

louder.  “Can they see what they’re aiming for?” he wondered, rolling over on his back and 

pulling the Mac-10 out of his backpack. 

 

* * * 

 

   Curly’s calculations, based as they were more on his seaman’s intuition than the tanker’s 

antiquated radar, were not implicitly trusted.  So when Jed caught him with a beer in tow, he 

was harassed.  “Get a grip now, old man.  You know this is not time for boozing. 

   He replied to the effect that one beer settled him fine; becalmed his nerves, and that he 

should be gratified that he was working under such sketchy circumstances in the first place, 

with only a small pittance to compensate him for his efforts.  Did Jed realize how much money 

he could make elsewhere? His eyes were fastened on the horizon.  Was it wise to choose to 

haggle an old man over a measly drink while a huge vessel bore down on them?  “Or are you 

worried about my eyesight being effected?” he queried, pointing to the sky, and proceeding to 

describe the reddish-brown hue of a hawk’s feathers.  “I’ll take that with me to the grave,” 

Curly promised, that Jed could not see, punctuating his statement with a gargantuan gulp.  

When he sneezed he excused himself, and rubbed the discharge on his pants’ leg, decling Jed’s 

proffered hand.  “Give me the rest of that beer, old timer.  My throat is parched.”  Was he 

trying to play a game on him?  Anyhow, I guess I’ll just hand it over... 

   “How soon, Curly?” Jed asked in as gentle a voice as he could muster.  “The men are 

demanding some sort of answer.  I told them to wait, but they’ve already got their hands on 

munitions.” 
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   “I don’t know.  Ten, fifteen minutes, I guess.  There’s still a slight chance we can fire right 

through, but I doubt it.  If we weren’t loaded to the gills I could be a bit more optimistic.”  A 

loud kind of pinging rang out, but Curly waved it off.  “Just floatsam.  A log or something.  

The way you’ve been talking, I’d count more on floating mines.  They’d only be a nuisance, 

though.  This old garbage scow was built way back for WWII, so it can take quite a 

shellacking, something like two-and-a-quarter ton steel, back when it was made right.”  Curly 

continued, staring ahead at the run of blue between the green swaths of trees, nervous under 

his smoothed surface.  “You don’t think you could get me a couple more of these?” he asked 

piteously, tapping the two empty cans in succession with his pinky finger.  “I swear they’ll be 

the last,” he added penitently, still refusing to take his eyes off the undulating water.  “And if 

you’re thinking about my reaction time,” he snickered. 

   “Keep quiet, Curly.  You’re making me sick to my stomach.  Here you are, begging for more 

drink.  If Cobra was here he’d kill us both.”  He let out a deep breath, because he had been 

holding back, and scratched his beard.  “I want you to keep the engines running no matter 

what happens.” 

   “And waste valuable fuel?” 

   “Just do it.  You say this thing couldn’t stall, but I don’t believe it.  I’ve been on boats 

enough to realize that.” 

   “We won’t be dead in the water.  I promise.  But if you insist, I’ll keep them running.  But if 

they end up floating, we’ll be pretty much stuck, too.  We’re already drawing too much water 

as it it, because it’s a shallow shelf out there, even worse than before.  We might be only a few 

feet from the bottom, or even less, based upon the displacement tests I took earlier.”  

Somewhere on deck a cable screeched, and Jed started.  “You made sure you didn’t cinch 
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them too tight?” Curly commented, feeling that there would be time later in the day for a 

beer. 

   Jed made his way past the oil drums, winches, and cranes to the doghouse.  Before he 

descended, he took another quick peek.  He only saw the minutest shadow, hardly the 

harbinger of anything menacing or problematic.  More worrisome to him were the excited 

voices below, alarming enough that he almost instinctively reached for his pistol.  He surmised 

that they were arguing over whether they should rush up onto the deck despite his objections.  

On the other hand, it steadied his nerves that there were a strong twenty of them, culled from 

the surest faction of chaos that Cobra could find. 

 

* * * 

 

   They came in stealthily, headlong, loud and loosely ordered, as if bored by their own steady 

actions.  When they crept forward, it was as if the swaying grass swept them forward.  Earl 

Banks, moved by the choreography, shot them naturally, without much rancor.  His only 

grudge against them consisted in the fact that they could take his life.  There was plenty of 

time to take deadly aim, making slight adjustments for furtive movements, and bold rushes.  

Mentally, he counted off the numbers as he cut them and the surrounding grass down, a little 

peeved by the paltry numbers Ben was accumulating.  “Bring them all down!” he would spur 

from time to time, without taking his eyes off his scope.  “Hurry, but aim!” he admonished as 

he shot a man’s liver out, splattering the face of the one behind him.  “Gut them,” he told 

himself in a whisper, deflower them all, bust their assholes out, to leave them in their nother’s 

laps.”  The feeling of being on a shooting range aiming for a prize filled the moment with a 
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great sense of control.  He recalled rainy nights in the city with swirling lights and exploding 

glass, holding the “rifraff” at bay; notching up more stars for his solid police buckle, 

presumptive drops of sweat dropping off his forehead for each criminal he slugged, slogging 

throuh another humid day in the summer of Chicago.  On many occasions he kicked bums out 

of the stationhouse, who were complaining about the intense heat, claiming that their ranks 

were thinning through an epidemic of strokes.  “Get out of here, and take your soily clothes 

with you.  This isn’t a public park.”  He boss at the time, a certain reserved Chief Hendrick, 

applauded his “panache.” 

   Their numbers were steadily thinning, although Ben seemed perplexed whenever he missed, 

because Earl could count the number of bullets he had fired.  “Don’t let the scum get too 

close!”  Spraying the entire area from time to time, he was able to keep abreast of their 

positions, noting some isolated retreats.  Sweat was pouring off his brow, but he did not stop 

to mop it up, because his confidence was growing.  Ben started pulling more frequently.  

“That’s it!” Earl finally shouted with genuine pride.  “They’re running from you now.” 

   Dusk was settling with a purplish haze, and it had become quiet.  Earl looked over to Ben, 

who was still locked in, and said, “Fall in.  They’re all gone.  We’re leaving as soon as it gets 

dark.  Son?  You should eat before we leave.  You’ve killed before and you’ll kill again.   

Anyhow, there are many ways to earn a living.” He stretched his arms above his head, and 

leaned the rifle against the wall.  “Well, whatever suits you.” 

 

* * * 
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   Angus kept crawling forward, never raising his head, despite his curiosity.  One man fell no  

more than one foot behind him, the corpse’s hand resting on his foot before he could kick it 

away.  Another’s blood splattered the grass that he eventually had to crawl through, a red gell 

that had dried thickly on his head, and tried to glue his fingers.  They kept popping up around 

him, obviously not too sure about what they were firing at.  One kept screaming.  “They got 

my arm!  Bastards!  They got my arm!” in a voice already souding muffled by the sod falling 

on his grave.  A part of Angus was eager to tell him in no uncertain terms about their 

stupidity, but the other felt trapped by the futility of the whole situation.  It was as if their 

arrival had been broadcast on every radio airwave still existing, and he was not about to raise 

his pistol like a batallion commander and yell, “Charge!  Charge, you no good leathernecks!  

Go take that cabin!”  He was disquieted like he had never quite been in a firefight, because his 

men were the most inept soldiers he had ever seen.  Unaimed shots, flailing arms, and 

confused voices were not what he had expected.  So he decided that when he finally spoke to 

Cobra about the operation, he would blame the men themselves, how they ignored all his 

careful planning.  Ordinarily, Cobra would accept an excuse, but under these circumstances, 

with himself personally threatened, Angus felt he would quicker condemn his choice of men, 

not just his supposed haphazard strategy. 

   Soon he began crawling back in the direction from which he had come, realizing it was 

futile.  He could continue to approach, but with each foot he traversed there was a greater 

chance of triggering a mine, or the grass giving away his position.  Initially, he had battled 

against storming in as his men had done, but had increased on the defensive until there was 

nothing left to do but retreat.  He pounded on the ground a few times, but continued moving a 

little faster.  It was then that he noticed how much his face was itching, especially the place 
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where his ear had once been.  He heard some wounded men moaning, but did not risk staying 

to put some humane bullets in their heads, or console them about another world he did not 

believe in anyhow.  When he reached the trees, he finally regained his feet and walked back to 

the trucks with haste, but without hurrying.  He wanted to leave himself some slack to 

perpetrate a lasting surprise. 

 

* * * 

 

   At the bottom step, he had to lean backward, because two bodies crashed directly into the 

railing; and a blade clicked off the floor, easily within his reach.  It was a common razor knife, 

with a thin gauze of blood on the edge.  He picked it up in the shadows and backed further 

away from the grapplers, who rammed eachother’s heads off the steps.  The onlookers were 

quiet, bored expressions on their gaunt faces, scratching their armpits, picking their noses, 

and massaging hairy, sunken stomachs, as if completely disinterested in the proceedings, 

especially Jed’s sudden appearance. 

   “Well, is someone going to pipe or or what?”  He stepped over the bodies, grazing the top of 

a head with his boot, and pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.  Many were already 

assuming casual positions, clambering on top of the stores-boxes made from the cheapest, and 

most jagged wood available.  “Damn,” a raily youngster said is some disappointment, trying 

to extract a long sliver from underneath his fingernail.  He squeezed and knawed at it while 

Jed spoke, who was bemused by the way some moved on all fours.  “I come down to talk and 

suddenly everyone is silent.  Last time you were much more excited.  So what happened, 

besides these two thinking it a good time to have a wrestling match?”  Each man continued to 
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stand in his own liquid silence, watching his feet swinging lazily off the large crates.  “Listen, 

I’m here to tell you it’s all right to go up on deck.  There’s no use staying down here anymore.  

It’s clear we’re on a collision course.”  His words trailed off. 

   “So what?  That’s what we’re thinking now.  We aren’t getting anything more for it, are 

we?”  Devil’s Advocate was a graying Chinese man wearing camouflaged fatigues, who Jed 

had not taken much notice of at the first meeting on shore.  To Jed, he had the sort of 

youthful-looking, yet whiskered face which he had come to expect of Asians.  Once, he had 

heard that the eastern mind embraced mortality, and he wondered if one could attribute their 

sometimes slow aging process to it.  “This man is burning slow,” he thought.  Taking up arms 

was never mentioned.  Not as a requirement of the job.  Not a bonus.  Nothing.  So explain to 

me our motivation for doing what you want.” 

   Jed crossed his arms, but did not otherwise move.  He realized he had to find a fault in the 

logic and cleave it into a great divide, or else his life could be quickly extinguished.  Somehow, 

the immeasurable piquancy of the movement steadied him as he stood on the floor that just 

perceptively moved from side to side.  Meanwhile, the wrestlers brushed his shoulders and 

took their place alongside the others.  “You think you can strike a deal with them, huh?  And 

what makes you think they’re not after it all, over your dead bodies or not?  You think you 

can reason with them?  And what gives you that idea?  These men are as hungry as you, plus 

they wouldn’t ever think of paying.  You’re all pirates to them, so why should they care what 

happens to you?  All the liquor, cigarettes, and food?  How many pallettes were loaded onto 

here?  You want to give me the inventory?”  He could have continued, but he held himself, as 

he did not want to appear desperate. 



231 

   “But how do you know what you’re facing?  Maybe you’ve made us more nervous than we 

need be.  You don’t seem to trust us, that’s for sure.  You say something one moment, 

something different the next.  Speaking for all of us, we just want to get it started, and over 

with.” 

   Jed turned abruptly.  “I’m leaving.  I’ve got to take care of things, and I’m leaving the 

decision to you.”  He hesitated for a moment, thinking the punctuation too abrupt.  But the 

heavy air was making him sweat, and his surroundings reminded him of a crematory oven.  

At any rate, it was much too late to retract any statements, so he assaulted the steps. 

 

   Earl cleared the last branch off the hood, and watched Ben stared at the bountiful field that 

had become a place of carnage, a meadow strewn with the bodies of slain men, and saw how 

the chest kept its extension only by the force of his will.  He brushed some needles off his 

shoulders, and followed his son’s persistent gaze, which penetrated each sign of demise, every 

change in the height of the grass; each faint depression.  “Hey, Ben, they all look the same 

after a while.  Let’s go!” 

   Ben disengaged slowly, but his pace steadily quickened as he approached Earl.  “Why does 

he say the same things?” he thought, suprised by how heavy his legs felt.  “It’s like he has 

been directing me through his own movie, without any breaks between scenes.”  He took some 

furtive looks back over his shoulder a few times reflexively, as if there was still a sniper 

thereabouts, homing in on his back.  When he reached the Hummer, Earl had already 

clambered in, and was starting the engine, waving him in.  Ben felt cheated, for some 

unknown reason.  “Step on it,” he said once inside, “and keep your mouth shut for a change.”  

His hands were shaking, joints tight, and his trigger finger swollen, and one of his feet had 
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fallen asleep against the rumbling floorboard.  He felt that a part of himself had been 

sacrificed in the process, and dismissed any reservations that he had harbored about killing.  

It was an easing into a frame of mind which was not so foreign afterall, a gradual acceptance 

of an abiding karma that had exorcised him.  “And how does God’s vengeance act except 

through the vehicle of man?” he thought.  “At last we have a shared, common destiny.” 

   The Hummer skidded to a halt, and that was when he realized that a barrier of sorts had 

been set up, a slowly stretching train of trucks winding down the straight, pitted road, a 

minor feat of synchronization that had Earl exclaiming as much in admiration as anger.  

“They have us stuck for now, and I don’t think there is anyone around.  It’s clear they 

released the brankes one at a time, and that the first was used as the blocking device.  The 

only thing we have to worry about now is a bomb.”  Earl pushed into gear again and 

maneuvered as far outside as he could, tearing branches off trees, which spitted off the 

windshield like an overly nettlesome spate of hale.  Ben hurried to secure his safety belt, but 

overall felt calm, thinking that he had probably survived the worst.  At first, they grazed off 

bumpers, but quickly were pile-driving rear ends and back and front fenders, concussive 

blows rattling through his entire body, and then a freezing wall.  When he regained his senses, 

Earl was already in reverse, backing all the way through the gauntlet, with the sounds of the 

crunching headlamps and fenders.  Ben thought that they had probably scared off every 

living thing within a one mile radius, or at least made them duck for cover, so that when Earl 

sped up again to break through, he wondered if the sound would make some insects deaf. 

 

* * * 
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   In the city, Miles could see the look of neglect crossing the contorted face.  Angus had 

already called and described the disaster in detail, and as he observed Cobra holding the 

earpiece, he could imagine his overriding sentiment, that he had been unjustly punished by 

the pervading spirits.  Anticipating a request, he walked to the bar and retrieved a Cavossier 

on ice, waiting for some of the ice to melt on the top before he handed it over.  Cobra was still 

on the phone, with a dawning look of stupefecation, the kind that made him smile in a queer 

manner.  It was when he started to note a tone of bitterness in his voice that he proffered the 

glass, which Cobra halved in one gulp, mumbling, “Everyone? How did you escape? 

Worthless.  The whole lot of them.”  He hung up, and finished the drink.  “They all got 

peppered, Miles,” he said.  “Every last one of them.  Tonight animals will finish off the 

wounded.  And those were the best men we could find, which is far from encouraging, to say 

the least.  And now, my friend Miles, I am open to suggestions, if you have any.” 

   “Not off the top of my head, so to speak.” 

   “‘Not so to speak,’ huh?  That says a lot.  You look disconsolate, which does not bode well 

for us, especially me.  I can read you perfectly, you know?  Sometimes you act contrite for 

your own good.  When it is over, don’t dwell on it.  All right?” 

   “Very well-” 

   “Don’t talk like I do!  It is an ugly habit, and I wear the only crown around here.  I would 

like to know how you would have planned it different.” 

   “I wouldn’t have.  It’s obvious the cop knows what he is doing.  But he has to come after us 

next, instead of wait it out indefinitely.  Besides, he should be right on time for your fireworks 

show.” 
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   “You’re right.  He will be.  If Angus had not been so keen on that hunt, I would have nixed 

it from the start.  I’m always a fool for enthusiasm.  I only question and quantify my own 

excesses.”  He paced in a large circle, his body so stiff as to appear stiff.  “This next stunt, 

however, should be a huge achievement.  It will erase all the vestiges of a place where a 

common and innocent black man died.  It might remind people of the direction in which the 

country could have gone, if anyone still cares to remember.  I have a suspicion that from now 

on, history will have to changed through small explosions like this.”  It perturbed him that he 

still had to concentrate on other matters, like his boat full of wares that he was now so anxious 

for, so he barely nodded when Miles brought back a fresh glass.  This time he drank it down 

pre-emptively, before it could all properly cool. 

* * * 

 

   He heard Curly’s voice, but the words were unintelligible, a diaspora of invective directed at 

the approaching vessel.  He could clearly see how their movements were being shadowed, 

presaging the bow intended as a huge battering ram to halt their course.  “On top of it,” was a 

phrase of a larger statement that he untangled from Curly’s flinty words, and raised his head 

to signal he understood.  Their opposition looked appreciably smaller, but he doubted Curly 

could sink it, even though he subscribed to the idea of shoving a bit on top, then reversing 

hard, which, optimally, would not give the stricken vessel enough time to right itself.  Staring 

out, he watched the sun glinting off the rusted remains of red paint, but could not form 

images of men or artillery.  His left shoulder even nudged, and he turned his head to picture 

his Devil’s Advocate, the aspect dirtier than he had remembered, his trousers sprayed with oil 

and water from having installed a new water pump with Curly the previous morning.  There 
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was a nasty gouge in the fat flesh between his thumb and the first finger of his right hand, that 

looked fairly fresh, a thin layer of mucous on the outside not yet hardening into a scab.  There 

was a rifle in each hand, one of which extended to Jed.  “I’ll help,” he said plainly, kneeling 

down beside him.  “The rest, they say if they hear too many shots they will help, too.  

Otherwise they stay.”  Jed nodded his head, and checked the chamber for rounds, not 

disappointed in the result.  He checked the scope, but had to settle for a view of the water that 

looked oily under the temporary cloud cover, for the vessel was still out of his range, and a 

sudden silence behooved him to look back toward Curly, who just stared back implacably, 

fumbling for his stashed bottle.  Devil’s Advocate was saying something brusquely in Chinese, 

and tapping his kneecaps inadvertently, as if he was patting an ancient tree stump.  Curly had 

quickly become sodden, on the oft-chance that he was filtering off his last, and cursed Cobra 

when he sucked in breath.  He already knew it was hopeless to try to maneuver, but wondered 

if he should back up a little on the engines, in order to make the mariner flinch.  It was 

disconcerting to realize that he could not draw on prior experience in the matter, and that the 

trap could not be avoided.  His fingers were sore from clinging tenaciously to the wheel, which 

had become useless under his grip, and his paranoic mind almost convinced itself that Cobra 

had planned the diversion from the start. 

   Shots rang out, and the two ducked down, almost rubbing shoulders.  Jed realized that the 

uncomfortable experience of live rounds whizzing by mound-of-flesh bodies could never be 

assimilated, that the tortures of reality could not be laid to rest.  He did not want his person 

entombed as fish food in alien waters.  When he fired his first shot, he heard feet on the stairs, 

concerned about the proximity of the bullets, many ricocheting right off the top of the rail, 

others just barely clearing it, and Jed was grateful that the vessel did not possess gunwales, 
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which would have ruined any available protection.  For a few moments he concentrated on a 

huge rust spot on the deck just beyond his feet, a seeping kind of color that made him think of 

a large infection.  A couple of men had already fallen, although neither was dead.  They 

fought to their feet and fireda few more rounds before they crumbled to the ground.  Devil’s 

Advocate was firing grimly, but intermittently, as if he could temporarily comfort himself, 

while the earsplitting gunfire silenced the yells. 

   Jed gathered himself, and half-stooping, ran back toward the wheelhouse, trying to gain the 

mast.  He caught the edge of one of the covers for an equipment hold, coming up about four 

inches, and put a hand down to correct his balance.  His left shoulder caught an angling 

boom, and he felt something pop, but righted himself again, cognizant that he was past the 

wheelhouse and the sounds of impacting glass.  But, because he was remobed a bit from the 

crew, he could hear Curly’s anxious voice, billowing up to him as he started climbing, forcing 

himself to look up or down instead of ahead.  Noticing how much he was drawing fire, it 

behooved him to frantically climb the last half.  His shoulder was grinding, but he could not 

feel pain.  When he reached the apex, he saw few men standing on his side.  Curly emerged 

holding a white flag, but was promply gunned down, and the white rag was torn out of his 

hand by the wind.  He raised his rifle and focused on a target, aiming for the middle of the 

chest.  Firing, he did not wait, and focused on another target, who ducked too quickly.  His 

thoughts focused on death, and he felt unrealized.  When the first bullet tore through his 

chest, his body reacted by throwing his body upward, and he felt something sharp go into his 

throat.  He had a vision of looking at himself in the mirror and gurgling poisonous blue 

mouthwash, when suddenly the medicine cabinet door smashed into his face, and knocked 

him out. 
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   Molinari lowered the rifle and whistled through his teeth.  “He didn’t want to fall, did he, 

Graz?” 

   “No, Molly, but you made sure.  So we can mop up and dump all the bodies overboard.  

Come to think of it, I might hose off the deck afterward, because you know how I like cleaning 

up messes after parties.” 

   “It was too easy, Graz.  They were a bunch of sewer rats running into a meat grinder.  

Makes me almost think they were a decoy.” 

   “No decoy, Mol.  Let’s go take a look to prove it.”  He timed his leap to the moment of 

impact, and made it easily, despite the fact that the other deck was one foot higher.  “Aw, Mol, 

do you really think that is necessary?”  he intoned, watching his partner scramble for a 

ladder.  “Hurry up.  We’ve got to get these things back to Chicago before we can load the New 

York trucks.  You’ve led a life of sloth, my good friend.”  He laughed expansively, taking in 

the sun and chafing wind, although he had to kick limbs out of his path.  Later, he would line 

them all up on the deck, facing up, and take a photo for his album.  Molinari told him it was 

sacrilege, but he countered by saying, “I’m capturing their youthful looks before they are 

eaten.” 

 

* * * 

 

   Ben’s stomach churned, and a queer pressure imploded inside his head.  He could have 

screamed, but, excepting the code of conduct, did not succumb; instead, he suffered his 

migraine, and did not respond to his father, who was railing against something Ben would 
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have failed to describe.  Memories kept hitting his axis, which he could share with no one; 

making love to Mary on rainy nights, accompanying her to music clubs, and returning manic 

“good morning” kisses before dressing to shovel snow.  “Could he become that man again, the 

one who worked for honest pay?  Would it matter to her?  Was their connection based on first 

love alone?”  He felt that needle stabbing at his axis, then traveling down to his center, 

tightening his chest.  “Had he ever really held out hope, or had he just become another 

machine like his father?” 

   Unconsciously, he became fixated on his father’s hands.  For a long time, he stared at them 

circumspectly, wondering about their signs of betrayal and violence.  “Sometimes their job is 

to kill,” he thought, following the cleavage of a knuckle scar. 

   Finally Earl piped up, “Wake up, Ben.  I’m not finished with you yet.” 

 

End Book II 
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                                                                    Book III 
 
 
                                                                        One  
 
   Cobra could not be found.  Every hallway of every floor, every doorway of every 

room was scrutinized by Miles, a deadened and somewhat detached figure numbed 

by the large amounts of liquor and grass that its boss had made it ingest after the 

messenger had brought the unsettling news, and abruptly left, because there was no 

forthcoming response.  Cobra slumped, as if the weight of his fat and muscles was 

too much for his bones to bear, and flailed at the air immoderately, as he watched 

the man on the video screen recede across the palatial grounds.  “I’m visiting the 

can,” he finally murmured, jogging past Miles, who was already imbibing his fourth 

Budweiser, not too keen on arguing against intoxication anymore.  Was this after he 

had fruitlessly searched for his boss, or had it all just blurred together?  He kept the 

transplanted trees in sight, thinking that the winter frost would soon make them 

brittle, to eventually collapse under Cobra’s gaze.  When Angus trudged in with a 

smear of dirt on his right cheek, demanding to know about Jed and Curly, he only 

made a slicing motion across his own throat, and pointed at an unopened bottle. 

   “You expect me to drink that?  Fuck you, Miles.  Go get me some whiskey,” he 

carped, settling onto the floor.  “And if Cobra has already finished it, pull a new one 

out of the cellar.  I just hope old Curly didn’t get to it before he bought it.” 

   Miles shrugged.  “Things have not transpired the way we thought they would.  It’s 

kind of like an empire crumbling.” 
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   “Spare me, Miles.  I watched  a lot of men die this morning, so I don’t need you or 

Cobra lecturing me about history or anything else.” 

   “Maybe it’s time he lets me back into the field like a snake in the grass.” 

   “You think you’re Cobra now?  I think you had better figure out who you are 

before you die.  That would be something.  Think about it while you find me a 

bottle.  I don’t want to know what I will in all probability be dreaming tonight.” 

   “Well, to tell the unmitigated truth, you look a bit mangled-” 

   “Cut it, and get me that drink before”(Miles was already retreating, his back 

hiding the small smile).  “I told you already, I’ve got to drink myself to sleep.  So get 

to it right away.”  On a whim, he got up and made his way over to Cobra’s chair, 

plopping down to a  humming in his veins, soon transmuted to a buzzing in his feet, 

which he stomped out in uneven cadences.  Would Cobra in his highly agitated state 

shoot him for his rudeness?  And did he care? 

   Miles returned, drinking straight from the bottle as he walked, beet red suffusing 

his face, throat muscles turned to tight cords.  “We’ll finish this together, and be in 

the same frame of mind as Cobra.  I looked around, but I think he has gone to the 

warehouse to gather some explosives.  Must have spent twenty minutes looking 

through all the rooms, though, climbing through piles of books.  I must have 

acquired dust mites through all my searches.  But tell me, do you think you have 

taken over the throne?” 

   “What does it look like to you?” 

   “To me, it’s temporary lip service.  He’ll return shortly, you see.” 
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   “I agree.  But give me that bottle.  You can’t drink more than I can.  You’ve been 

mixing, and quickly at that.  Give it here.” 

   Miles twisted the cap back on, and made as if to throw it.  Instead, he balanced it 

on his palm and offered it civilly, even scrunching up a smile.  “You know, this is 

exactly what Cobra did before he shot Mr. Jesup.” 

   “And what about Maggie?”(clearing his throat). 

   “That dirty hole!  Why, he sent her away.  At this moment she’s probably 

somewhere crying in the rain, or turning a few tricks.  He could not find the 

justification to kill her, which disappointed us a bit.  She carries some dirt on his 

mystique, and always carried a torch for him.  So she could back to haunt-” 

   “You mean kill him?  Interesting story there, kind of like that old pirate-drinking 

rum story.  Kind of like offering it over the soon to be dead man’s chest, huh?  

Should I add “Ho, ho, ho,” because it is supposed to be funny?” 

   “You should cringe through the bitter alcohol on your palate.” 

   “Good one.  Now I propose to see if I can launch a stream into your face.”  He 

shifted forward in his seat. 

   “Can we stop this palaver?  We’re criminals, not philosophers.  Besides, you’re 

hoarding that bottle.  I need another sip.” 

   “Sure.  You’re the one who started it, throwing dirt over her grave.  You know, I 

think you’re jealous of those, like me, who got between her legs.  She was usually so 

comatose her mouth didn’t work anyway.  I think Mr. Jesup had already used her 

up, made her dry hump, because the drugs had her body so screwed up.  When this 
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is all over I’m going to find myself a nice moisty, and become a stranger to 

everyone-” 

   “Including yourself?  You plan on fishing, or consulting business conglomerates.  I 

don’t understand.  You always said that you and Jed were in for life.  And Cobra 

doesn’t so quickly let people go.  He likes to think people will visit his grave when 

he’s through.” 

   “Which you don’t lend much credence to?  And what if his ashes are scattered in a 

lake or river somewhere?  Then it will be unavoidable to cross them.”  Miles stood, 

but quickly sat back downl.  “Damn.  Things have gotten a little fuzzy.  You sure 

that wasn’t a label of higher potency?”  He smiled, but his look was crestfallen.  

“You’ve heard Cobra say that he’s the biggest hypocrite when it comes to drugs and 

drinking, but he can get away with it because he’s the boss?” 

   “Sure.  Jed told me that a long time ago, before I joined up.  It was at Molinari’s 

joint, when we were on good terms.  All of us, because there was enough to go 

around, before the rest of the foreign investors dropped.  The country was bound to 

sink after all the years of floating.  That was what people had long avoided thinking 

in order to keep going.  Some peace of mind.  Hey, I was more concerned about how 

much garlic was in my ravioli, and if my beer glass was chilled frosty.  If the beer 

itself was not cool enough, I would insist the waiter bring one at the right 

temperature, and he wouldn’t even bat an eye, smiling in his starched suit.  Molinari 

made sure his employees knew their place, or else they might be reported missing.” 

   “So you’re saying it was comfortably dangerous down in Little Italy?” 
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   “Absolutely.  Now it’s a battlefield.  You’re lucky to even find a joint with 

tablecloths and decent beer.  There are kamikazee psychos running into places with 

lighted matches, their clothes soaked in gasoline.  Back in those days there was 

enough community that those guys didn’t even show their faces.  And they could 

actually fear for their lives, because they might still land on the front page of a 

paper.” 

   “As you recall, in those days Cobra didn’t look much better than the street scum 

trying to pass as hoods.  Back in the days, when, to quote him directly, ‘panned for 

gold in the streams of despair’(never thought much of his poetry).  He said he used 

to kill with his hands, that he perfected their strength by punching brick walls, but 

that, initially, he only squeezed his prey into unconsciousness.  According to him, his 

hands eventually adjusted, and his first kill was by accident, as if they had a mind of 

their own.  Can you imagine Cobra describing the gradual growth of cells in his 

palms, fibers of tendons and muscles?” 

 

* * * 

 

   Earl had opened a pack of cashews, and was smacking his lips in anticipation 

while Ben focused on a branch sticking out of the crevice toward the front of the 

hood.  By the time he could detect the scratching sound it made on the metal, and 

felt like mentioning the need to get rid of it.  But the words were choked up inside 

him, ratcheted up against his guilt and pain.  A coldness had invaded his limbs, and 

the severity of it did not allow him any respite.  He had to struggle to squelch an 
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invading panic that made him unsure about his thoughts and actions.  Strangely 

enough, he had an inkling that his actions had betrayed Earl as much as himself.  

Had his comportment during the shootout gone beyond what had been expected of 

him?  If so, why could he not recall much  hesitation on his own part? Or was it 

simply a matter of reacquainting himself with a skill which he had not practiced for 

quite some time?  What would Ray, but especially Mary have to say?  Shouldn’t his 

compromise be respected, in light of an overall deteriorating situation?  Hence, how 

deep and lasting was his evil?  And hadn’t he medicated himself with an 

appropriate amount of cool caution and emotional reserve?  Afterall, his father had 

destroyed twice as many men as he had, with a cruel deliberation of a gunfighter 

carving notches in his belt.  Surely this distinction should ameliorate my guilt, he 

thought.  A tightness had settled in his chest, so he kneaded at the sore muscles 

between his ribs with his thick fingers, whose tips contained jagged nerves.  In a 

type of nervous tic, however, he drummed on the dashboard indolently, ignoring his 

father’s glances no matter how much ire they held.  It occurred to him that he could 

probably deliver enough crushing blows before his father had a chance to properly 

react; keep him pinned between the steering wheel and the seat, and hit him until he 

no longer moved.  On a parallel course, he wished for a bottle of something stiff that 

would subdue his hesitance, but not substantial enough to soften the return blows, 

because, above everything else, he was petitioning pain; absolute pain for his 

mistakes of the past, his disavowal of a pact with Mary; confused pain confined to 

wandering over fields of Ray’s possible disappearance; present, and therefore 

changeable pain wired to the substantial limbs of a callous killer happening to be his 
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father.  At the moment, he wanted to simply drive out, tumble, and disappear into 

the unconcerned trees.  He pined after a simple humanity that could reduce him to 

the purest state of harmony he had ever known, a separation that would enable him 

to specifically measure the breadth of his courage and the depth of his soul.  

Alluring to him, despite his present human condition, was a theoretical position in 

the universe, an unbiased decision on his state.  Trees were rushing past, his father’s 

mouth was moving, the sun had glints of its own, but he only wanted to be held in a 

warm embrace of some kind.  But he could already perceive the open spaces closing, 

fields giving way to parking lots, and he knew that the city was just ahead; that he 

had to prepare himself for calamity.  “Step it up,” he said aloud.  “Let’s get this shit 

over with.”  He could already smell the unguent odor of trash and diesel fuel 

mingling with the slight hint of a distant grain mill. 

 

* * * 

 

   He was pacing so angrily back and forth that Miles wondered why more sweat did 

not fly off his brow.  Yet his quick movements seemed like torture, as if there was a 

needle in every joint.  From the patches of red on his face, Miles divined that when 

he shaved he had been a bit too fastidious.  Perhaps he had regressed back to the 

favor of simple bar soap instead of shaving cream, and the usual scent of his 

aftershave was absent.  It was as if he had scrubbed his body too hard, afterward 

suffocating it in a slim, starched blue suit.  Miles had prepared himself with aspirin, 

but the pounding in his head worsened from merely watching him, and sustaining 
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the heavy footfalls.  “I want it happen tonight, Miles.  I want to shake the earth.  I 

have been overshadowed, but I will not be eclipsed.  I’m going to pare everyone 

down to their common, small stature, the way they truly and normally are, and 

always will be.  I’ve just got to figure out how to draw them all in.  And it’s been 

hard thinking through these long days.” 

   Miles raised his water glass, a tub of refined crystal, and took a dainty sip(it irked 

him how Cobra could conduct these ‘war room’ meetings like they were coronations 

of kings).  He was seated twenty feet away from Cobra at the end of a splintery 

conference table.  An electronics wizard had already positioned a video monitor 

nearby, which he would peek at from time to time after Cobra’s lead.  

Intermittently, Cobra would pause and groan, as if tired of the scenery.  “I want to 

have that gate checked again,” he said in an afterthought, forgetful about when the 

electrical current had first flowed.  An hour earlier, he had sent Angus out with 

explicit instructions about where to find Peter, his demolitions expert, a man whose 

main hobby was raising pet lizards.  An estrangement had developed over Cobra’s 

disrespectful treatment of the extended reptile family.  Once, while moving a chair 

up to a card table at Peter’s, he had accidentally nicked the tail of an iguana, who 

hissed out a foul odor.  Peter felt the respondent had made its point, because he only 

scratched his ample belly, and remarked, “That’s Charley.”  Every space of the 

floor was covered with a creature, or one of its choice droppings, and their 

discussions were always secondary.  Miles told him that they had a business 

relationship because the opposite was the only tolerant person around.  But Cobra 

was denied a personal audience forever, because he had refused to send an apology 
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note to Charley.  “Not even a terse one,” he had explained to Miles a few years back.  

“Instead, I forwarded a copy of Darwin’s Origin of Species,  and I’m still not sure 

about the reaction I provoked.” 

   “You meant to flatter him by exampling how humans descended from reptiles?”  

Miles himself had chuckled.  “And you really think he cares about evolution?” 

   One of the bodyguards set down a platter of chicken and greens for each of them, 

and accidentally allowed the Uzi to swing off its sling into the side of the antique 

table.  He scrutinized the mishap closely, his eyes squinting, and drew back satisfied.  

“No damage done, boss.” 

   “I know.  Don’t worry.  Just move along.”  Ripping off a large part of a breast, he 

subtly smiled while he chewed.  “This tastes like a recent slaughter, Miles.  Don’t let 

it go cold.  And, by the way, and correct me if I’m wrong, but you like the dark 

meat.” 

   “I like whatever is juicy-” 

   “Don’t dissemble.  You know as well as I that the white meat is dryer than the 

dark.  In my view, there is nothing more salacious than a dark turkey sandwich.” 

   “White chicken meat is juicier than the turkey variety.” 

   “Point well taken, but I still insist on playing within the parameters of our game, 

not any other.  You can’t deny that I taught you long ago.”  His lips smacked off 

another morsel.  “You remember that first discussion we had, before I expanded 

your horizons, where your overriding philosophy was a type of limited destroy 

within thy boundaries concept?” 
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   “Yes, I recall something of the sort, except I think I held forth rather impressively.  

I was even able to frame some of your views in my own words.”  He sliced his breast 

into two neat halves, leaving one in the space of the widening juices.  “I hit the head 

on the nail about Mr. Jesup long before anyone else posited it.  I detected his 

legerdemain, and now I’m afraid-” 

   “You want to say what I already know?  That he sold us out to the last mob?  That 

is not relevant here.  What if clearly germane is that I have to make a quick 

impression, and hopefully a lasting one, of my power, to trap them in the burning 

circle.  Sounds grandiose enough to me, Miles.  What do you think?” 

   “I agree, as long as we make them wither quickly.  It is important that we, as you 

say, dictate the action, so that we are not caught flat-footed again.” 

   Cobra did not respond further.  He continued dispatching the food before him, not 

reaching for a napkin until he was finished; ruminating about the progress of Peter 

with the detonation devices.  Briefly, he wondered if the resentment he had 

harbored about his injured lizard was still prolific, and if it would hamper the 

preparations.  But he shrugged it off, because he had never feared for his life, or 

exercised the “due caution” that was his father’s touchstone, a sedative that he tried 

to levy against his son’s increasing crimes(slice of the jugular).  As a teenager 

returning from forays into extortion and prostitution, he would act the unconcerned 

dandy-”Father, treat it like a barnstorming Negro Leaguer letting off steam, like 

you were.  And, by the way, could I trouble you for a fresh handkerchief?  I must 

wipe my troubled brow”  Meanwhile, his thinking was of the ‘I’ll hate this 

doddering old fool’ variety, smiling to himself as his father struggled to dislodge 
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cubes from an ice tray, his arthritic hands fumbling for control, setting the glass on 

the ancient faded Mobil Gas coaster that he had inherited from an older brother.  

He envisaged his father sticking it into his pocket between shoveling manure as a 

young man, smell drifting upward, exclaiming, “Thank you Lord for the bounty.” 

   “One thing I definitely respected about my father, though.  He was a an of few 

words, unlike myself, and was averse to uttering more than one sentence at a time.  

Unfortunately, in a political world, one is expected to be a preeminent speaker, and 

therefore, a sage.  If one does not proclaim what he is about to do, no one is quite as 

impressed with the result.  Now wipe your mealy mouth,, Miles, whether you’re 

finished or not.  It’s time we join our minions, and put the doubts to rest.” 
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Two 

 

   Angus was tired and testy.  Peter had him running wire and, in certain cases, 

drilling through walls, reiterating every minute that each inch had to uncrimped, or 

else the entire intricate system would short.  At certain times, he could feel the 

penetrating gaze, while he changed a drill bit or fed through a bored-out 2’X4’, and 

had to refrain from smacking the old hairpiece off the bald dome, or smashing the 

red pickle nose.  He wondered why more common tnt would not suffice, and if 

Cobra had finally gone insane.  Why did he expect the cop and the bosses to arrive 

at the same time?  And what had been done to “draw them in?”  Besides showing, 

over the last day, how inept and thus, how weak they had become.  Was Cobra 

hiding an ace?  Or was he just willing it to happen?  So Angus winced as he worked, 
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making his hands manipulate quickly, and theorizing in order that he would not 

have to listen to the grating voice anymore.  “Make sure the red is on the right wire, 

get rid of those splinters, tape it flat now.  Stop.  It looks like you’re stretching it.  

And don’t use the needlenose pliers.”  They were about ready to head to the next 

location, and Peter was cramming a lifetime of study into one master switch.  

“Remember, Angus, you’re not running speaker wire!” 

 

* * * 

 

   Cobra had made him vow silence in strict confidence, inferring that a 

transgression would result in him immediate death.  It had taken him less than one 

week to break the circle of Chief Banks’ coterie, by small turns ingratiating himself 

with Officer Smithers who, of all the possible moles, actually knew Banks the least.  

But Cobra had encouraged the approach, extending the theory that this man might 

have the most salient information about the daily operations that could shed light on 

Banks’ general strategy.  No, he could not obtain any information about who he was 

bedding, or what hours he kept, not even his favorite cuisine, much less the spirits 

he might take to.  Forthrightly, he had told Cobra he would operate in the guise of a 

barfly once he established that Smithers had preferred haunts.  Basking in the glow 

of his exalted position, nonetheless, he was told that he would have to take on the 

dirty work-trailing Smithers and strong-arming some of his confidantes.  One 

interview had turned into a major scrape, with him breaking a couple of knuckles 

against a wall, in the process of knocking in a bridge.  He had also taken a couple of 
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extra blows from an extra nemesis, who attacked his kidneys with one fist from 

behind, so that he urinated blood for two days afterward.  He still felt he had been 

lucky to escape alive, limping out, smearing blood with his heavy feet, the smell of 

urine strong on the bathroom tile.  Once back in his small, dingy flat, he had rubbed 

the alligator-skin cowboy boots to a tight shine, hurrying before the blood dried.  It 

was important to him that there should be no evidence of the fracas.  Ever since the 

time that he was implicated in a murder because of a leather jacket eerily 

resembling his own, he had taken care to be cautious, even overly so.  The next time 

he saw Smithers, as the small, dingy bar that was sparse at all hours, he heard about 

Chief Banks’ son, and the woman that had brought him from NYC. 

   Smithers talked in a roundabout fashion, and padded on the bar for added 

emphasis.  It was a strange, but effective mix, thought his questioner, comfortably 

settling in with a screwdriver.  “And I thought the guy was crazy.  I was sitting at 

my desk turning it over, while I thought about how to import some women from 

overseas.  It’s been too long in that area, for sure.  And I was wondering how a guy 

could put his neck on the line for something that he might only imagine exists for 

him.  I always thought the elder Banks had tunnel vision.  It always showed in the 

way he treated prisoners that, what’s the word? I guess disregard for others, but 

this was different.  When I was young I had many girlfriends, so many that not a 

single one stood out.  So I figured that it was going to continue, but things changed 

seemingly overnight, and I found myself scrambling to find just one to keep me 

company.  So I wonder why the guy can’t accept that his luck has run out.”  When 

Smithers finished a beer, he slammed the glass down, signaling the barkeep, who 
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made sure to provide him with a frosty new glass each time.  One could not 

rightfully call him a bartender, because the small number of patrons precluded 

much attention on his part.  His expression always contained hints of evil 

amusement and indifference, a lopsided look with gloom on the lower end, as if in a 

mode of finding its balance. 

      It had been easy to extract information, because the guards had already been 

loosened.  The facility of it alarmed him at first, wondering what would happen if he 

posed a specific question too soon.  A prompt was rarely ever needed(usually a beer 

sufficed), ever since the first time he had taken a stool next to Smithers.  Turning 

from the fiddling of change on the scarred wood, he had said, “You look o.k. to me,” 

and continued comfortably counting his wares, veins popping out of his ropy arm 

muscles.  His apparent calm was slightly discouraging to Stubbs, who was more 

experienced dealing with excitable types, and had a yen for steadying influence.  

How many times had he counseled Paul against the hopelessness of holding out 

against  more ruthless rackets?  And had he not exerted himself for the betterment 

of Ray, who, regardless of even his friend Ben’s advice, kept advancing headstrong?  

Eventually, of course, everything exploded, and Cobra had been there to pick up the 

wreckage, leaving Stubbs the option to escape, or float in it ever more abysmally.  

Cobra’s tentacles had enwrapt him, and to try to pry himself away would be equal 

to bleeding to death, because the mob, steeped as they were in tradition, would have 

nothing to do with him and his ilk.  So he took the only option he had left, stuffing a 

single bag, and pilfering a sturdy vehicle. 
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   Smithers seemed reluctant at first to talk to Stubbs.  When he emoted he was 

friendly, but when he tuned in his ears he could turn curt, as if he had been set in 

front of a police switchboard without a microphone.  And the more he listened, the 

more he dunked his hand into the peanut bowl, seemingly stupefied by the 

trembling words, as if he had lost the suspect’s file prior to the interrogation.  But 

when passersby patted him on the shoulder, he shrugged them off, keeping his eyes 

riveted on his peanuts, thereby disassociating himself, and maintaining his calm. 

   “You can’t find people anymore,” he began, quickly trailing off.  “There seems to 

be nothing left.  I’ve been telling you what I have been thinking about that guy, who 

wants to see his girl again, who wants to go to Dearborn anyway?  All there are is 

superstitious nuns and reformed alcoholics.  I want to get out of here, though.  See 

another corner of the globe before I die.  I’ve always wondered about China and 

Japan, and how they outlasted us.  But what kind of system does Banks’ kid have in 

his head/” 

   “I guess he’s a bit unrealistic?” interjected Stubbs, still a bit cautious. 

   “He’s off somewhere in his head, is all I know.  I barely talked to him at the 

station, but I got a strong feeling about his personality.  A big pighead like his 

father.  Looking for a woman named Mary, or the messed-up biblical stuff.  She 

lives in some Paradise patch, I guess.  I don’t know if the chief will ever let him see 

her, though, whether he does the job or not, but the kid has his blinders on.  Even 

the one time I saw him he was glassy-eyed.”  He paused to order a cheeseburger and 

fries.  “I want fresh meat, barkeep,” he said without turning away from Stubbs, 

whose lower back was bothering him from such a prolonged sit.  “You know,” 
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resumed Smithers, “I’m curious about what you’ve done for a living, but, on one 

hand, I’m not.  You seem like someone who has had a good time making rough time.  

You know what I mean?” 

   Stubbs did not reply, and coughed uncomfortably.  He knew he already had 

enough information for his task, and difficulty thought of a smooth transitiou out 

the door.  Awkwardly, he stood up, and was about to extend his hand, but Smithers 

was already smoothing the way, barking, “Not necessary.  You’re tired of my talk.  

Until next time, friend.”  Stubbs remained standing, as if to coax something for 

more definitive out of Smithers, who sifted through an ashtray with a toothpick, and 

smoothed his foot over a shallow beer pool. 

   Once on the road, the tension released through his foot into the pedal, and the 

tires screeched on even the slightest curve, almost brand new instead of almost bald.  

His map of Lansing was spread out on the seat beside him, flapping testily.  His 

hand crackled it responsively, brutally massaging over the cracks that had become 

his own.  His attachment to maps had been formed at an early age, from the 

narrative flow of historical battles that his father had sought to inculcate in him, a 

detailed account, foremost, of various ‘Jap’ body part trophies, sprinkled with a 

lava flow of schrapnel, not unlike his present roads of curvaceous provocation and 

bitter betrayal.  “How could I have killed Ray?  We had a bone of contention, but 

nothing that a simple fistfight would not have solved.  My voice, the supposed older-

wiser version, should have shed him of his snakeskin venom, whatever it was that 

turned him downright crazy.  Maybe he was chock-full of a devil’s absinthe-mescal, 

Satan’s swill.  I detested him cocky.  Wonder how far his body floated down the 
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Hudson.  Whatever, because if we were at all friends to each other, we were fiends.”  

He thought about his long-lost Lisa, the philandering waitress of his dreams who 

stole more wallets of men who deserved it, and kept him engorged and lathered, 

happily ensconced in her bed, but how her heart was coated with the pure, fine 

white dust, her heart was fine to him, but she died of an overdose(once she had told 

him that she dreamed of being strangled by her umbilical cord).  And now, it was as 

if in retrieving this woman Mary, he was regaining Lisa, a salving mind digression 

along a rutted road. 

   A strong hankering for a vanilla shake almost overtook him as his car pushed 

through another grungy town reduced to a hamlet-like state, bungalows once quaint 

cottages, fields overgrown an ochre color that would have given Stubbs a headache 

if he had looked at them too long.  He just pressed the pedal a bit harder, wondering 

what Mary’s response would enjoin him to do once he got there. 

   Earl said, “You should have had more fun out there.  Taking life away should give 

you pleasure at times.  Now you sit there reticent, like you won’t allow to let any 

words pass between us.  Now you’re caught between Cobra and me, whether you 

like it or not.  You think this woman is going to talk to some catatonic?  You’d 

better wake up for her sake as much as anyone’s.” 

   “I’ll talk when I’m ready, not before.  Nothing in my contract related that I have 

to talk to you, so I’ll do as I wish.”  He popped a cartridge into his handgun, and 

sighted at an approaching sign.  DEARBORN. 5 MI.  “Or maybe I’ll just start 

talking at you like you talk at me.”  He sensed slight acceleration, and glowered at 

Ben.  “You’re always in a hurry to shoot people, aren’t you?”  And he snickered.  
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“Huh, chief?  You think you can handle it?”  His aim, to unsettle him, was clear, but 

he wanted to make it as perfectly evident as the scowl on his face.  “And you know 

where you’re going?” 

   “I’ll find out when I get there.  In the meantime, since I know you’re back with the 

living again, you can keep your mouth shut.”  His right hand slightly shook.  “You 

had better start reserving your last bit of concentration.” 

   “What does that mean?”  His right thumb steadily described circles with each of 

its smaller digits, and he watched the unfolding brown, green, and yellow through 

the small opening it afforded. 

   Nauseous waves recurred, but were not as constant as they had been earlier, when 

he had squelched a compulsion to shoot his father outright, and take his chances 

searching for Mary on his own, dodging the bullets of every unknown, every misfit 

and malcontent privy to his spacious design, to regain someone who had never even 

been his, at least according to the marriage doctrine that he had barely perused.  

The dictum “till death do you part” always struck him as somewhat queer at 

weddings.  “And what?” he thought, “about the ever-after?  Did it mean that the 

comact could be broken off in Heaven, where they might more easily pursue their 

fantasies?”  He once told Mary about his misgivings, how it was a devilish pact 

afterall, but she had roughly kissed him in denial of his charlatism.  “Ben, I know 

that you would like to see me in some wicked wedding gown.”  Now the recollection 

was difficult to bear, but he could only plead with his inner voice to desist, from 

continually depositing him in an excruciating flood, really a boiling cauldron that 

scalded his scarred heart.  “You’re a callow man, but just keep driving.”  His fear 



 258

for his father had become scant, because his barely contained evil was not of the 

devious sort to keep a man, even a son, constantly guessing as to its effect.  

Historically speaking, in spatiation he glimpsed him with the gilded gold of a Roman 

foot soldier, carrying on his shoulders his best pay, a loot of gold, and in his heart 

the whimpers of the ravaged virgin, who would soon have his child, that would, 

hopefully, follow him, and never have to pay a womanly fealty to some ransacking 

king.  Or, perhaps, he had been a tyrranical slave owner stuffing a galleon to the 

gills with so much human garbage.  What other sordid paths could he have taken 

before his present incarnation?  Ben let his mind graciously wander, and was not 

aware that he had begun to tap the dashboard, or that they were entering Detroit’s 

city limits, an endless array of slow-slung shacks, some with doors missing, others 

just the windows, but most not both, here and there a few draped with sinuous 

strings of power lines draped like spider webs from an extraterrestrial arachnid.  He 

wondered if the country had ever bothered to condemn the structures, whose 

bureaucracy was still firmly in place, or if bodies had ever been removed from the 

musty interiors mindful of rotted cheese and settled grease.  “Hey,” he thought, 

“Ray’s and my place was a palace compared to this.”  He tried to wash them away 

with other memories as best as he could, beset by the truth he did not know, and the 

bad fortunes he did. 

   Earl whistled nonchalantly, and slowed the Hummer considerably, causing an 

abrupt changing of gears that briefly stunted the progress, enough so that Ben was 

surprised when the transmission still responded to the engine; the effect shoving 

him back up against the seat.  He did not express his curiosity, letting Earl slow even 
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further, actually slowing before going through intersections.  “They’ll find us or 

we’ll find them,” he stated, bluntly finding time to pat the steering wheel, and reach 

underneath the seat for a freshly loaded Beretta.  “I stick to these,” he mused.  “Not 

one has jammed on me.  Have always proffered these dependable lightweights.  

They’re just like the smaller weight divisions in boxing.  You always know you will 

get your money’s worth, you know?  You need a wakeup call again, Ben , or what?  

We’re going to draw them in for a sucker punch, and I don’t care what you think of 

me.  They’ll look foolish again, the same as the ones we picked off at the cabin.  We 

could’ve made a pretty good pile of bodies, you know.” 

   Ben thought the strategy absurd, yet held a confidence in his father’s ability, yet 

which drew bile to the base of his throat, due to the detestation he felt, which he was 

loathe to air, as he fortified himself for another firefight, squinting in the late-

morning sharpened sun chiaroscuro dappling down.  He wondered if his father, 

once again, could dictate the action, and whether coping with the revulsion in his 

stomach would weaken his resolve. 

   Earl covered the acres of asphalt like a beachcomber, inviting a wave of trouble to 

wash his treasures away.  When Ben made a contentious remark, he just shrugged, 

and looked for more open road.  He opened a package of beef jerkey and passed 

some to his son, who was too hungry to refuse; but especially the bottled water that 

he produced between his feet.  He did not know, however, that his brow was 

somewhat fretted, and how grim his entire visage presented itself to Ben, who had 

never recognized a genuine smile covering it, not even some outdated mode of 

concern.  But he never had to be anything less than domineering in his dealings.  He 
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called his mother the “week, homespun type,” and that the only reason he remained 

with her over the years was because she cooked well and often.  One night, when 

Ben peeked a look into the basement, where a night of card games was progressing, 

he heard a bunch of chuckling, and his father saying,  “She won’t admit it, but she 

likes it that way.  Anyhow, she’s getting a bit too heavy for the normal routine.”  He 

had to quickly pull away, because the cigar smoke had bothered his lungs, and he 

coughed in a safe recess, a narrow corridor leading to the pantry.  At that time he 

wondered if he was capable of killing his father, and if he possessed the gumption to 

do it in cold blood.  Around that period, just previous to junior high school, he made 

his first foray into crime, which was limited to petty theft and dealing marijuana, 

occasionally meeting with Ray, who, already a burnout case at age fourteen, steered 

him into loadsharking.  Among his chief strengths was an ability to break arms with 

apparent minimum effort, and an effervescent red leather jacket with custom black 

elbow pathces.  But then, that was before he mastered every other fifteen-year-old 

bully, and suffered his first slug, a numbing shoulder flesh wound.  At such a 

youngage, he bragged about it, but was skeptical.  “Boy, you think you’re cured of 

smallpox now?” 

   “No, cured of lead is more like it.”  As Ben recalled it, they were both abidingly 

high, slumped on the stoop of Ray’s mothers place in Park Slope, Brooklyn.  The 

dope imbued them with a panache that dictated an impromptu sojourn to to 

Prospect Park, which happened to be rival territory, a den of “smack,” and, of 

course, the ever-present “crack heads.”  “This is not what our founding fathers had 

in mind when they spoke of laissez-faire, Ray,” he proclaimed, poking through 
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overgrown shrubbery with his fist.  “Now we’re caught in a wilderness of our own 

making.” 

   Ben shrugged.  “To me it’s just another fucking witch hunt.  You with me, 

brother?”  He was surveying the arrangement of pinprick lights, small caliber shots 

through a black canvass.  The once distinctive look of the trees had turned wispy, as 

if their age had been promulgated by the absent sun; beginning to droop back down 

to their roots.  “I wish I could take a picture of this shit,” he exclaimed softly.  “Such 

a dark night with these dope bitches.” 

   Ben did not respond, unable as he was to relate to the words.  “What, exactly, is 

supposed to be a bitch?” he thought, his eyes encountering dark smudges on a 

slightly lighter shade of charcoal.  “Why can’t they blend in completely/” he 

confided in himself, because he felt a terrible aloneness which threatened to rebound 

him back to the stoop steps, where he rationalized that he would find something to 

validate his presence long enough to refuse the questioning introspection that, when 

summing up his aggregate parts, abused him, and choked his last vestige of 

confidence.  While he brooded, the holes congregated like a virus, or a host of cancer 

cells, discharging a chorus that made him duck for cover.  “You having a bad trip?” 

queried Ray, but Ben was already crawling away.  “You’ll be all right, man.  The 

stuff must be just a bit too strong for you.  As for myself, I might just see how many 

of these things and bitches I can blot out.  Fee, fie, foe, fum, watch this giant get 

some.” 
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“Come on, white knucklers...”  Ben awoke in the last place he had crawled to, with 

dirt in his teeth, a cramped back and a slight headache, which accompanied him the 

rest of the day to the Slope. 

 

                                                                     

 

 

 

 

Three 

 

      Mary was sitting on the porch.  Later, she thought how ironic and absurd it was 

to be caught in such a level of undress, a hackneyed cinematic scene of her reclining 

in a soft wicker chair, sipping a chilled glass of orange juice of all things, a 

cookbook spread out before her, a picture mixed from a soft palette of oranges and 

yellows somewhat innocuous and somewhat unquaint.  She had not failed to wear 

her sandles that kept the yard ants from crawling over her feet.  An habitual early 

riser, the sun had only crested the horizon five or so minutes before the man 

arrived(she always neglected to pull the shades down).  The first wave of panic made 

her call out to her mother, but the old woman was a notoriously hard sleeper.  A 

second influenced a hint of frantic movements in her limbs, but flight felt helpless, 

only a kind of delaying action that could have worse consequences.  Forgoing 

pretense, he parked directly in front of the house to gain express entry, throwing his 
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legs onto the pavement, and placing a pistol in his belt just in case as he stood, more 

nervous than he had ever been, enduring flashbacks to that night at the bar.  It 

occurred to him that he should command her with his sidearm, but the realization of 

his intrusion into a placid place forbade him an even larger transgression.  Besides, 

he could not as yet rule out her acquiescing peacefully, so her made sure he did not 

trample her crysantheums and iceplant with his boots as he took the most direct 

approach.  Instead, he unlatched the picket gate, and called out a greeting, “Miss 

Ellison?  I was sent here by Ben Banks.  Don’t be alarmed.”  She stood a bit shakily, 

but did not move.  “He wants to see you, that’s all.” 

   He stopped in his tracks when she replied, “What do you mean ‘that’s all’?  You 

had better explain yourself, because I’m not the trusting type.  How long exactly 

does he want to see me?  And where?”  She adjusted her sweater, bunching it up 

around her shoulders.  “And why would he send a man like you?” 

   Stubbs stood like a chastised child.  “A man like me?” he thought.  Clearly this 

woman was different from the ones in NYC, whom he sometimes approached for 

brief employ.  “And wasn’t I supposed to conduct the questioning?”   

   “All right, Miss Ellison.  The man is still in love with you-” 

   “So he says.  Once he had no resolve to marry me, and now he wants to round me 

up.  Excuse my language, but the presumption is appalling.  I have not seen the man 

for years, and he sends someone with just as much nerve, almost a spitting image of 

himself.  And you expect me to go with you?” 

   Since he was pressed, it was a bit easier to pull the gun, and point it at her.  “I’m 

sorry, but you will.”  His eyes flitted in both directions, but the early hour was 
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prohibitive, dimming the young woman’s escape glance.  His impatience to get her 

in the car frustrated him and he slightly scowled.  ‘Let’s go.  You don’t need a 

change of clothes.  It won’t take long.”  Almost  expecting someone to casually open 

the front door from within, he instinctively waved the gun toward it briefly. 

   “No.  I guess you’ll have to shoot me, because I’m happy where I’m sitting-” 

   “If you don’t I’ll hogtie you and throw you in the back seat, which would be very 

uncomfortable for you, I promise.  As it stands, I think I’d better cuff you just to be 

safe.” 

   “I’ll scream-” 

   “It won’t matter.  By the time they’ve woken to their senses, we’ll be on our way.” 

   “May I ask how much money you’re asking for the trouble?  Because the whole 

plan sounds crazy.” 

   “Enough.  That is all you need to know.  The man is desperate to see you again.  

He has been suffering for years thinking about you.” 

   “Has he?  I guess he’s doing his best to make me feel his suffering, isn’t he?” 

   “We’ll talk more on the way.  But, for now, turn around, so I can put these cuffs 

on.  I don’t want to have to twist your arms.  You know, I might break an arm on 

accident.  Unless he was mistaken, it was  a look of dismay more than fear that had 

overcome her stiff composure. 

 

* * * 
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   Each breath required an intake of the lungs that he could barely support; every 

step necessitated a balance he felt keenly lacking in his stride; and all of his time 

segued into the patient counting of dust particles on the leather patent at the end of 

his crossed leg.  He was humming a tune, “I’m high, I’m dry, I think I could cry if I 

could be high, but I’m so dry, tried to jump the midnight train, came up short, but if 

I’d been too high it would’ve cut me down, just want a piece of a meatpie, I’m high, 

no, I just want to be dry.”  Queerly, it becalmed him to suppose that there was some 

sort of device built to deal with just the sort of mundane-crushing that was pestering 

him.  At first, he tried counting forward, but found the process of subtracting 

backward a more apt tool of diminution, in part because he could literally feel his 

shoulders slumping.  “Hey, Miles, pass me some of the jungle juice!”  The flask was 

proffered in the space of a verbal response, affording his palm a heaviness that 

overcame the dreadful sense of emptiness he felt in his entire being, a fundamental 

instability that begged for the solace of even uneasiness.  “Shouldn’t they be here 

now, Miles?  No, further, shouldn’t we even now be hearing the explosions?” 

   Miles stirred in his chair.  “I thought you were going to wait for Stubbs and the 

catch?” he averred, wincing at the plaintive remark unfit for Cobra’s royal 

occasion.  He even prepared himself to be struck. 

   “That is the whole point, fellow.  We cannot wait for a couple of hired underlings.  

That has been the proverbial monkey in the wrench the whole time.  We must 

persist in dictating the action, not be mired deep in mud of our own making.  So as 

soon as Angus and the explosives man arrive, we will set it off.” 

   “Without?” 
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   “Yes, ‘further ado’ as you were about to say.  But when was the last time we 

replaced these idols?  Honestly, I have been considering putting some gargoyles in 

their place for quite some time.  It behooves me to add a bust of Lucifer, also.”  It 

unnerved him to view the cracked, browning plaster of the walls, and smell the mold 

seeping into the walls, a spreading rancidness that made his throat sore.  “Why 

didn’t I never have the presence of mind to work on this space?”he thought.  Even 

the stuffing of the chairs was starting to pop out ahead of the springs, and these 

were refurbished antiques that years ago he had traded for laundered cash.  “That 

new radar system had better activate the juice, Miles,” he spat, quickly changing the 

subject. 

   “Well, he said other signals wouldn’t interfere-” 

   “Yeah, I know, but it’s got to be pretty strong, don’t you think?  And it would 

only take one mistake by that buffoon Angus to defuse the whole thing.  He works so 

hard he almost bloodies his hands, but that could prove to be a detriment, don’t you 

think?” 

   Miles shrugged.  “I wouldn’t want to guess about such a technical aspect.  Simply 

put, I don’t know.” 

   “I know you don’t.  Sometimes you would be better served to keep your mouth 

shut.  By the way, have someone sweep and dust this place out tomorrow.  The mites 

are making me mad, even more than the rambling discourse.”  Kneading his 

temples momentarily, he stood up, then abruptly sat back down.  “You have to 

understand that this is going nowhere, this talk.  We are just expending time, is all.” 
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   Miles smirked.  “Then what do you propose we do while we wait?  Dig moss out of 

the walls?  Or theorize how our ship was taken?  Or plan the next scene?  Should we 

just sit here and meditate, wiling the rest of the night away, discussing the relative 

merits of swiss cheese and Civil War memorabilia?” 

   “Very clever.  Otherwise we could acquire a knife to fillet our tongues.  Besides, 

there was nothing of particular value on the market, just enough commodities to 

run our operation for another year or so.  Hah!  We’ll act upstanding even though 

we’re like two enslaved darkies, fumbling for a noose to hang ourselves in the cell of 

our choosing.  Oh!  Dark day, Shakespeare.  What travails might thee spring on us 

more wrothful than before?  What befallen serpent have you sent to slide out of a 

barrel of rotten skim milk cocooning its spotted skin?  Spitting out thick curdles?  

I’m a natural, Miles!  Your countenance is awestruck, as if you have just examined 

the Gutenberg Bible and Lenin’s mummified wax corpse in one sitting.  And, see, 

I’ve had it with my dusty loafers.  Even now I wipe the malignancy away with a 

moist palm, besting the swirling Furies!  I’m starting to feel like the Moor again, 

who can’t keep away from white woman’s scent.  There you go!  Yes, drinking with 

the abandon of one who  has no need for the past or future!  This is a dead festival 

of dunces and kings, maestros and muggers.  But now let’s not forget pacts at large!  

The caveat is too obvious, even for our African ancestors who skinned the big cats, 

and even some of the Crown’s smaller ones, too steeped in the glorious tradition of 

hearty breakfast tea to allow that pinkie finger properly yet ever rakishly extended 

with the consonant raised eyebrow to so much as flutter at the mention of some 

approaching sausages in the garb of their spiritual antecedents.  Miles, I might 



 268

forget, but it’s too late to write it all down, plus there are no theaters.  Methinks 

myself a latter day Frederick Douglass, but no one would even know.  I’ve built my 

own kind of empire out of the rubble of the latest Polyannish one steeped in the 

hirsute and scalding water inside the pot of English Breakfast Tea.  But, ugh!  

Untermenschen!  Man can’t keep his paws clean any more than than the lion that 

has just shredded another unlucky fellow’s face off-too worried about getting laid.  I 

wish I could string some beads together to sing some Psalms.  Inarticulate Jesuits 

and perorating monks.  That is the problem!  The intelligent should have remained 

callow and silent, never societized, just met in secret and shared their wares.  Yes!  

Yes!  Drink like you are headed for the gallows, the head lopper offer.  Heh! Heh!  

Every mystic is fit  for execration while every nun is tutored in elocution-whatever 

that means.  But pray, my dear Miles, what is better, an empty galaxy or a tortured 

one?  ‘Ay, there’s the rub.’  Desdemona will moan and you will groan, until Peter’s 

plaster has replaced your own, so the question is will you unprintable it to make it 

your own?  Hear me, brother.  Correct me if you would rather have a China doll, 

the fit is the same, you know.  Combine the races at the end to last, and just see what 

happens.  Damn straight.  Careening down the twisted bloody track, I’m winding 

down.  Hand me the bottle.”  His hand shook, but he did not notice, because in 

contrast his head was pounding out in Beethoven-like symphonies.  A long ago scene 

blipped across his screen, some kind of tussle, and he wondered if one of those 

involved was Ben Banks.  Later, when he was sufficiently sober on his “gel tabs,” he 

was bemused by the invasion of the concrete past through the miasma of his 



 269

sputtering brain.  “How does it tie in?” he wondered.  “Whatever it meant felt 

innate.” 

   Miles had stationed himself where the last pew had been, sprinkling the ashes of 

his cigarette on the ground while he waited for the others to arrive, parting his less 

than ample head of hair with the free hand, which slightly fluttered.  When he 

spoke, his voice sounded disembodied, from far off inside a remote part of himself.  

   “You should’ve seen the looks on their faces.” 

   “What?  Whose faces?  What could you be talking about, Miles?” 

   “The people I threatened to shoot.  There was some hint of some warning in the 

look, yet which even I felt in my bones, the very nature of crossing over.” 

   “Don’t speak of him to me.  I have too easy of a connection to him already, a 

common arm that does not begin in the armpit, but the red gelatin of my guts, a 

disclosure best kept to myself.” 

   “So you know with what ease it enters the entire body?  It stretches all the muscles 

and tendons to their limits, and then beyond, almost a complete metamorphosis, but 

the mind is extremely clear, and gives very few messages besides the integral one 

that is needed to feed the machine.” 

   “Well put, Miles.  Unarguably, you have the great sense, the drive of great men, 

but, most of all, the dazzling compulsion to center it all at once, an overriding focus 

to make your theories reality.   But sometimes I feel that guilt creeping up on you, 

which compels you to step back.  You should not let that happen, and yet you do.” 

   “I don’t let anything happen.  Maybe that is the real problem.  I talk to you, but 

don’t form my own plans.” 
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   “Anyhow, I wouldn’t let you use them.   They are too harebrained to actually 

work.  Take, for instance, the idea you once had, of sending cocaine care packages to 

the cops for Holiday gifts, neglecting to account for the bizarre, and/or disloyal 

actions they might have taken.  It could have been utilized as fuel to destroy us.”  

Along the wall he could see a banding light, crawling forward, but could not 

recollect hearing a noise, so he pulled out his pistol and laid it on his lap while Miles 

leaned  to the side for a better advantage, Peter appearing first, with Angus trailing, 

holding the flashlight. 

   “Turn that off !  There is enough light in here.  You ever hear that phrase, 

‘Shrouded in mystery?’  This is it.  Our fireworks will light up the sky anyhow, so 

get rid of the artificial one.  That’s it.  Set it down next to the tabernacle.” 

   Angus did as he was instructed, but with a peeved look.  He was fairly exhausted, 

and his unkempt hair did nothing to detract from his overall disposition, which 

owed much of its negativism to his arthritic fingers that had grappled with 

unending wire.  He had sprayed some WD-40 on the joints, and Angus had willfully 

kneaded the knuckles, but the pain persisted.  He even wondered if he could control 

his trigger finger should a situation arise. 

   Cobra was quick to blandish him.  “You’re in some sort of pain, aren’t you?” but 

did not wait for a response, already clapping Peter on the shoulder with a taut 

admonition, “Don’t mess this up now, all right?” maintaining a skeptical eye on 

Angus.  
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   Miles immobilized:  “Good to see you both.  We’ve been waiting for you to show,” 

swallowing hard, because his nerves were frayed.  “Stubbs should be here shortly 

with-” 

   “Part with it.  We’re not waiting under any circumstances.  I want this explosion, 

while I can still taste it.  If they hit it on the way I can live with that.  Anyway, that 

hostage scenario runs counter to what I believe in.  I had to mull it over for a while, 

which was a bad sign to begin with.  Plus, I struggled against you on one side, which 

finally prevailed over me.  You’ll have to answer if it goes awry.” 

   “Is she a good-looking bitch?”  Angus rubbed vigorously at the space below his 

right temple.  “Because Maggie-” 

   “Enough already.  Keep it down, or make yourself scarce.  We’ll call her a woman 

until proven otherwise.  I always thought you enjoyed being her escort just a little 

too much.  It have me pause for concern.  Yes, stand back a bit, or I’ll have to shoot 

you.”  He had aimed at Angus’ chest, even beginning to squeeze the trigger, so that 

the red circumscribed his heart.  “I hope we are not playing a game, because you 

will lose.  It would serve you better to accept your inferior position, and defer to me 

when the situation calls for it.  But go sit in one of the pews and pray for penance.  

No, I think salvation is what you will need.” 

   “And what about this cop?  What are you going to do to him while all the other 

people around enjoy your bonfire?  Don’t you think it would be wiser to deal with 

him first?  I mean, the man needs to be taken care of at the earliest opportunity.  He 

wiped out just about everyone, including myself, which I see does not bother you, 

but I think you should keep your eyes on the larger picture.” 
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   “And tell me, no, not just you, but why does everyone start to mimic me when I’m 

trying to make an important point?  When I started as an autodidact, I never 

intended to copy anyone’s mien, but here I am, surrounded on all sides by men who 

have not even the faintest idea of what a real mindpath is.  Right, Miles?” 

   “Cat’s got my tongue, so to speak.”  He smiled directly at Cobra, who promtly 

returned it.  “But I think we can still succeed.  We still have the upper hand.” 

   “The bastard cop wants to cut us all down,” interjected Peter.  “And I hear he’s 

got one hell-of-a-bastard son on board, also.” 

   “Only makes matters worse,” resumed Angus.  “But we can still overcome them.  I 

led a bunch of animals, so the outcome was already sealed.  And that bout is past us 

now.  That fool Curly blew it up, is all.  Should have cut his hand off before he 

reached for his first bottle of gin.” 

   “Really?”  Cobra’s arm hung at his side, gun still attached.  He glanced at Peter, 

who looked sedated.  “You pardon yourself and condemn others like, like a-” 

   “Politician?” offered Miles, immediately sustaining Angus’ fixed, hard stare. 

   “Exactly.  On your own you have ruined half of the operation.  Somehow, in one 

morning you let a small sacrifice itself, and on behalf of what?” 

   “No one could have stopped them.  Those s.ob.s wanted blood at any cost, and all 

that hardware and ammunition hyped them up.  It was like they were kids watching 

a Christmas tree get lit up for the first time.  How do you make a kid listen?” 

   Cobra waved the gun back and forth.  “You make a threat in as gentle a way as 

possible,” he posited, recollecting how he had banished Angus to Peter with 

righteous rage, an admixture of rage and frustration seeping from the corners of his 
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mouth.  “You ensure that you are in charge by eliminating them is so called for.  

You should have known that you needed to instill some fear.  You call them animals, 

but animals can be scared, just as much as the next man, if not more.  You should 

have emulated my methods.  Instead, you create conditions wherein three handfuls 

of men are massacred.” 

   “I didn’t tell them to throw themselves forward, to be slaughtered.  And as soon as 

the first was shot, they crushed forward.  You make it seem that I did not care one 

way or the other, which is simply not the case.  I saw blood, too, but I was not about 

to leave myself open.  The shooters were too good for that kind of strategy.”  He 

continued glaring at Miles, who had begun to patter his feet on the floor with a 

spasmodic yet controlled rhythm.  In the meantime, Peter had tired of looking for a 

comfortable pew, and stationed himself with legs crossed on the dusty floor, noticing 

that their respective positions described a loose circle, as if they were elders making 

an agreement in the comfort of a sweat lodge.  It behooved him to check inside his 

jacket t make sure the transistor was still set properly, which took more effort than 

normal, due to the enormous amount of energy he had already expended.  His 

mouth was dry and his hands shook. 

   “You had a lack of strategic aims, didn’t you?  It was because you had never 

formed a solid base of understanding for conflict.  I bet you barely know one iota 

about the two great wars of the last century, much less the pitched battles that 

would ultimately determine history.  What about Stalingrad, where hundreds of 

thousands of people were starved to death while at the same time the German war 

machine was slowed to a halt?  You need a broader base of understanding upon 
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which to lead men.  Eisenhower’s humanity revolting while giving the orders that 

would lead to the slaughter of thousands of eighteen-year-olds on the beaches of 

Normandy, many who had lied about their age to be a part of history, fantastic but 

commonplace.  Those are the measure of heart and soul.  Meanwhile, you continue 

on your uninspired ways, and expect me to gloss over your failures.  And that is why 

I have no choice but to throttle you.  I would do the same with Jed, but, 

unfortunately, he seems no longer to be with us, having put trust in an old drunk 

like Curly to pull him through.” 

   “Cobra, could I interject?” began Peter, who was struggling through the hazy 

pressure of a keening migraine. 

   “No, I’m not quite done yet.  All of you need to listen, because time is running 

short, and our fates are intertwined more than ever.  This time we will seek no 

outside help, because, to start with, what could we use for payment?  Our stores are 

practically dry, and I’ve been considering where we might sally forth to next.  Peru?  

Argentina?  The Azores Islands?  What former colony still blessed with the 

accouterments of foreign wealth?  They’re all drying up, and somtimes I feel like 

dying.  The European Continent would shoot us on sight, they still claim we’re 

carrying contagious diseases.  They claim we have grown so retarded that we cannot 

so much as tie our own shoelaces.  It has gone beyond being abhorred, as if our 

presence is completely unvital and irrelevant.  At least they could still look us up in 

the books!  We could not have fallen further than we have.  But you’re wondering 

about the exceptional now, today, and I do not have an easy answer, and if you insist 

on one, you’ll have to provide yourselves with one.” 
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   “I’ve got mine, Cobra.”  Angus appeared unshaken, standing exceedingly still.  

“After you activate the explosives I want to mop up Banks for good, along with his 

son.” 

   “You patience has run out, has it not?  But don’t answer.  Scram, and finish him 

off.  Peter, give me that device.”  The older man was still fumbling with it when he 

reached him, but effectively handed it to him.  “Miles, don’t cover your ears.”  He 

punched it with his index finger, remembering that he still had the hostage card to 

play. 

 

* * * 

 

   They were not at the epicenter, but the shock blasted out what remaining glass 

was still left on the storefronts.  Ben reacted by turning his head toward the sound, 

and saw the shards flying through the air.  He looked up, and was surprised to see 

no dancing flames.  Earl reacted by slamming on the brakes, so when Ben still had 

his head turned, the force sent it bumping off the dashboard.  Shaking it off, he 

looked skyward, then back to the street, where the glass was still shivering. 

   Earl put them back in drive.  “That must have been Cobra.  But I don’t think it 

would be wise to check it out now.  Probably a little too much action happening 

now.  Some people probably blocking traffic.” 

   “You sure?” Ben stated.  “You think there are many people around here to begin 

with?  Cobra has probably rousted all the ones he has no use for.  Don’t you think 

we should see who we can save?” 
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   “Stop talking nonsense, son.  We can make better use of this piledriver.  We don’t 

want to be forced to abandon it.  We’ll keep driving until they find us, or we find 

them.  Then the decision will be met.” 

   Ben resisted the countless urge to strike him, channeling the energy toward a 

conclusion to the violence, when he could have Mary’s undivided attention, and tell 

her about the lengths he had gone to see her, a promise that he had carried from one 

wasteland to another, one which someone might have argued had caused Ray’s 

death.  But he was too involved in his own survival to allow it to meddle with the 

concentration that was needed to react to his father. who typified a savaged 

existence.  If Mary let him, where would he take her?  Maybe they could live off 

wildlife for a while, and erect a pup tent, and fish for food.  He had always wanted 

to try out a bow and arrow.  “Besides,” he thought, “I might actually finish my 

book.  If I could only snuggle up to Mary and read to her by flickering candlelight 

and listen to her breathing, I could justify my existence.”  Watching his father’s 

profile, it distressed him how inflexible the portrait was, as if a hovering artist had 

fixed the muscles of the face, and broadened the eyebrows with broad brushstrokes; 

or else a scribe hurrying forward with news of rigid uncompromise from the 

opposite king.  If only he could detect even the slightest twitching in the facial 

muscles, then a connection to humanity would be unquestioned.” 

   “Is this the way you planned it?  I mean, driving around aimlessly, waiting for a 

bomb to drop on us?  I could’ve thought of something better, I’m sure of it.”  Even 

though he was tired of meandering, hekept looking from side to side, as if expecting 

a tank or some personnel carrier to appear.  For, despite there being no ruts in the 
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road or hovering smoke, it felt like the aftermath of a tank battle, expecting charred 

corpses hanging over gun turrets, and sooty survivors waving white surrender flags, 

blinking from the brightness of the sun.  “You have left us out to be attacked, but I 

guess that is not enough.  A type of suicidal pact is needed, I guess, where only you 

survive.” 

   “No.  I would’ve sacrificed you already, long before I would have to continue with 

you, like I am now.  I just hope you can provide more help than you have so far.  

I’ve done most of the work while you’ve rested on your laurels.  You advertised 

yourself as a professional, but you have been far from that.  You aim is true only 

when you want it to be, Ben.  You have mixed with the wrong people.” 

   “People with consciences?  People with morals?  People who do not hide behind a 

shield?  People who are not afraid to show themselves?  People who think of how 

they might help, instead of destroy?  Do I need to continue to make my point?  What 

did life ever give you to make you so bitter?  Was it because you boxing career had 

to end early?  Or because Mom was always stronger than you?  It shocks me that 

she still talks to you.” 

   “Women can’t help themselves sometimes.  But you don’t know women as well as 

I do.  And I don’t think you should, or ever could.  You’re too caught up in yourself, 

and actually think you can do something to enact change.  But those days are past, 

son.  Now men have to destroy just to exist.  But I’m on the strong side of that, side 

of the law, and if you’ll stop hammering at the past I could provide you with the 

tools to flourish in it.  You would do best by forgetting about the woman, and start 

seeing with my eyes.  They all bring ruin, and with my influence you could get what 
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you need from them.  Stop brushing it off with your dreams.  It has taken some 

work, but I don’t even think about prizefights anymore.” 

   “Yeah, but you still get a rush from having your fists crunch bone.  Right?  And I 

feel that rush from knowing someone is helpless as you pound him or her into 

submission.  You could teach me that well, couldn’t you?  About confiscations that 

made you rich?  About partners that you eventually had to bury?”  He noticed that 

their speed had increased appreciably, as the bumps in the road rattled their cage 

more frequently.  There was no reply, not even a sidelong glance to rebut him as 

trees floated past liquidly behind a canopy of garbage. 

 

* * * 

 

   She watched him for changes in countenance, searching for a sign that he meant to 

do more harm to her than he claimed.  But to her, his mask was smooth, allowing 

for no creases or crevices to pry into.  There was almost an amount of permanent 

kindness framing the mix, a mouth that smiled even when it was not, and a cough 

that assimilated a guffaw.  She kept investing more energy in projecting more 

menace onto the man, but, despite his overwhelming size, his nostrils were buried 

beneath his serene exterior.  Even his hands manipulated the wheel smoothly, 

exerting scant pressure on the hard plastic.  The speedometer was stuck on 80, even 

when he crested hills in a masterly adjustment of the gas pedal, with still not subtle 

changes on his face.  She was determined to note even the smallest fluctuation in the 

facial muscles, but found herself constantly stupefied.  An alarm began to spread 
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through her as soon as they escaped familiar surroundings, the route she used every 

day to reach the rest home.  It panicked her that those people, especially Mrs. 

Downs still playing commendable Chopin at eighty-eight had become distant, as if 

she had already guaranteed their passing; and, loathe as she was to do, she 

recollected the last time she had seen Ben, across the blur of ten years.  She had felt 

devastated that he had not seemed as disappointed about their parting as herself, 

that he was rushing to a decision, but also a furtive judgment that denied the union 

she felt they both justly deserved.  It was as if he was destroying the chance forever, 

making it as final as possible.  But how could he have known about the impending 

law, which forced him to remain on the current Alcatraz indefinitely?  Would he 

have overturned his decision earlier?  Or did it create a comfortable bluff?  And 

how did he expect her to love him again as she once did, unabashedly?  Could he 

endure the barbs that he had to know would surely injure him?  Had the man 

finally, and unreservedly, decided what he wanted, or was he cooly playing a game 

once more?  It was as if his decisions were really just part of his inability to honestly 

make them.  So how could he call himself an upright man?  Everything about their 

relationship, including the sex, had satisfied them both.  And wasn’t that what was 

what they had always half-joked was the most important to the man?  Was he 

evasive about that issue just like all the others?  But both of their responses seemed 

natural, unpolluted by any hangups.  So why didn’t he accede to both their wishes? 

   “So, you helped Ben get out?” she asked loudly, not caring to address him by 

name. 
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   “You could say that, Mary.  We used to work together at a restaurant, along with 

a friend of his named Ray, who has since passed away.” 

   “Ray?  I remember him.  Can’t say we ever got along.  He was always trying to 

bend Ben’s ear away from mine.  At the time, being so young, it seemed innocent, so 

I ignored it as much as I could.  It is sad to hear that he died.” 

   If she had continued watching, she would have seen how Stubbs’ fingers rapidly 

tapped the wheel, waiting for her to ask about the circumstances of Ray’s death.  

Maybe it would subtract from his corroding guilt.  “The three of us protected a man 

who was ambushed on a day we were around.  We survived, but Ray did not.  Guess 

you could say we did not acquit ourselves well that day.  Next thing he is telling me 

about this woman he once loved, who he needs to see.  So I agreed to bring him here, 

on the resources we made from Paul.” 

   “So why didn’t he come himself?  You’re telling me how anxious he is to see me, 

yet you drive all the way out here yourself?” 

   “He was afraid the two of us would scare you too much, and you’d have tried to 

run away.” 

   “You mean he didn’t want to be another kidnapper, also.  Right?  He didn’t want 

to appear the way he is.  I guess he feels he has such a strong claim to me that he can 

send a man in his place.  Correct me if you can.  I bet you can’t, unless you lie.” 

   “No.  Ben is still in love with you.  And man would tell you that, not just the ones 

who know him like I do.  He used to talk to Ray and I about you.” 

   “And what did he say?  That I was the best woman he ever knew, or some other 

garbage?  I probably seemed special, because he had not yet been with another girl.  
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Right, unless we include select ladies of the night.  And how, by chance,   did I 

compare them?”  She watched the procession of trees, as if they were a mock 

wedding train, rarely gaps in the line. 

   “I always had the most experience in that area, and was more apt to mention it.  

Guess I’m getting older.” 

   Mary tried to detect humor behind the bland frankness, but could not, nonetheless 

believing in his blunt honesty and elemental loyalty.  His animation, if it could be 

called that, was of a peculiar sort, and reminded her of the unvitiated kind that 

visited many at the home during the Holidays, a purity of joy that sometimes 

ignored casual congratualations, and thank you’s.  “Maybe it is because their time is 

already short, and they do not want to waste any,” she thought.  “Or maybe the 

remarks are too expected, and they hate to have to act in a certain way in old age.  

They’re as much into watching football and drinking beer as they were fifty years 

ago, whether their direction will allow it or not.” 

   “So you’ve had a lot of conquests of females, and probably killed at least a few 

men.  That is very commendable, mister, but we were talking about Ben.  I don’t 

know how he possesses the nerve to come out from New York.  Although it must be 

beyond miserable out there.” 

   Stubbs was impressed that she was not allowing for so much as a hint of 

compassion in her voice.  “If Ben survives,” he thought, “he is going to have trouble 

with this one.  She might break his heart.”   
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“Yes, it is as bad as it seems.  Many die every day there, but everyday living might 

be worse, men shooting each other without second thoughts.  But, like anything, it 

gets boring after a while, even commonplace, to witness destruction.” 

   “It intrigues me, but I haven’t given it much thought because  there is nothing that 

can be done about it.  It would frustrate me, and prevent me from doing my work.  

by the way , I hope Ben is planning on having me back by Monday, or else there 

isn’t a chance.” 

   “There isn’t?” 

   “You know what I mean.  About us getting together.” 

   “Sounds a little like blackmail to me.  Like you would handcuff him if yo had the 

chance.” 

   “That’s out of the question.  I should’ve done that in the first place, before I 

hopped into the bus.  But how much longer is it?” 

   “About twenty minutes.”  He increased their speed to 85, because the conversation 

was making him uneasy, and conniving to an even greater degree. 
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Four 

 

   At Miles’ behest, Peter went to make a damage report, muttering under his breath 

as he left.  It had been fruitless to try to convince Cobra that nothing would be left 

standing.  He was tersely instructed to take pictures of the entire area, along with 

any humans strewn on the ground.  “Just no mangled bodies, Peter.  I don’t want to 

have body parts staring at me.  Okay?”  So now he had to stop by the warehouse to 

pick up a camera, and hope there was film laying around, or else it might take him 

hours to find some in Cobra’s storage, fussing around all the liquor and cigarettes, 

because the monthly shipment had not been made yet, a detail which usually 

flustered Cobra.  An unexpected raid could always be in the offing, despite the fact 

that the house had remained inconspicuous over the years, not once invaded.  But 

then his confidence had been upset by the boat disaster, not the mention the failed 

trap of the cop.  Peter happened to despise the man, and felt his services were sullied 

by the request of such “field work,” a great retreat from the technical expertise he 

had rendered.  He had been unfairly clumped together, in his estimation, with the 

drunk captain Curly.  It particularly peeved him that he had Miles talk, as if his 

efforts were already forgotten, and he could not spare even a couple of minutes on 

his behalf.  Not once had he expressed regrets about losing a loyal man like Jed, 

which went beyond his notorious narcissism.  But there was nothing to do, at least 
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for the time being, other than do what was bid him.  Later he might have to say 

something to Cobra in lieu of a resignation, which would be treated as absurd, and, 

ultimately, ignored.  Now he regretted having even answered the call.  When he first 

got in the car he thought about driving off and never returning to collect on his 

work; instead, selling some of Cobra’s information to the highest bidder, and by 

doing so giving himself the advantage.  He did not acknowledge when Miles waved 

him off and decided that once outside he would call on his cell phone. 

   “Do you think he is o.k.?” asked Cobra.  “I don’t have good vibes about him 

anymore, because he appears off-kilter, as if he ingested a bad dose like I do 

sometimes.”  He chuckled.  “I could use an aperitif.  And what about you, Angus?  

You look pretty parched, as if your fire smoldered out.  I’m glad Peter volunteered 

to leave, because he was taking our morale down, and I was starting to feel like I 

would have to get rid of him myself.”  Although he did not express it, he had been 

disappointed in the timbre of the explosion, which to his ear approximated 

underwater shockwaves, not copying the miniature explosion he had anticipated.  

Wincing, he regretted not having interrogated Peter about doctoring the 

combustibles to the fever pitch he wanted.  He had not invested the proper amount 

of time in order to be able to challenge Peter’s scientific assertions, which overruled 

most of Cobra’s theories.  Peter had an affinity for dredging up examples from the 

distant past, like some of Benjamin Franklin’s more esoteric experiments, to refute 

his claims.  Miles brought the bottle and glasses out just as he was finishing his 

thought. 
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   “The bait should be here pretty soon.”  Angus unscrewed the cap and took the 

first drink, perhaps a bit too hastily, because a bit trickled onto his shirtfront.  

“That will pull those Banks bastards in.  I’m sure of it.  We’ll torture if we have to.  

I want that cop Banks, and I don’t care what happens to his son.” 

   “I like what I hear, but you’re obviously taking it too personal, and with initiative!  

Congratulations.  I have just appointed you as my chief officer of destruction.  Miles 

might be disappointed, bt he will serve as your faithful deputy, filling whatever 

functions you deem fit.  And, speaking of you here, Miles, take a swig to his king-

like anger.  You could fell a tiger with his lion’s growl, or feed an army with the 

surging blood.  But, hey, Miles, be a good fellow and retrieve the cold cuts from the 

fridge.  I am feeling a little light-headed.  If only I could ignore the qualms that my 

stomach creates, the night could go on indefinitely, into day.  Now let us go sit at the 

card table so we can do a little master planning, and feed the lion’s jaws.  How 

about it, Angus?” 

   “Why not.  I am hungry.  No doubt about that.  I want to chew Banks up.  My men 

made him look invincible, but I won’t let that happen again, because we are going to 

meet on my terms.” 

   “And how, exactly, do you propose to let him know?  Let’s start by simplifying 

matters, so we won’t have to worry about details when the action starts.”  He 

nodded when Miles reached over his shoulder with the plate of ham, cheese, and 

slices of bread, along with a corkscrew and bottle of wine.  Cobra’s eyebrows lifted.  

“Nice touch, Miles.  Wine and cheese, huh?  I applaud your attention to culture.  

You are a real bon vivant.  But sit down and join us.” 
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   Miles had to resist a shrug.  “Very well.”  He was a bit discomfited about being 

placed in a lesser role, but could not afford to express it, especially when Cobra was 

intoxicated.  “That is your sauvignon blanc, by the way.  I saved it for a special 

occasion.” 

   “Well, I appreciate it, Miles, but now, please take a seat.  You are making me 

nervous just standing there.  We have to collaborate now, and enlist more help if we 

feel it would help in even the smallest measure.” 

   “I’m against it,” Angus stated bluntly.  “We’ve already got a loose cannon in 

Stubbs, and I don’t want a replay of the mess the other day.  I might not have the 

warmest heart but, on the other hand, I hate to waste lives.  I don’t want it to be 

treated as a great opportunity to try out new toys.  Those guys went in like they had 

their lives to spare.” 

   “And you don’t put much faith in this Stubbs character?  Are his abilities much 

better than the others?” 

   “Without a doubt,” interjected Miles, rolling a slice of ham around a chunk of 

cheese.  “He has switched allegiances smoothly, without ever being caught.  Miles 

tells me he is one of those rare, natural schemers who does not have to make a great 

effort to betray those he knows.” 

   “So he could just as easily turn on us?” 

   “If there is money in it for him.  It is all linked to the bottom line.  He does not 

operate for revenge or prestige, and works alone.” 

   “That worries me, because I still might be under contract with Graziano.  Then we 

could be the logical targets.” 
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   “He does good work,” countered Angus.  “And Miles and I will watch him closely, 

should he want to test out an idea.”  He held out his hand and took the bottle back 

from Cobra.  “He won’t have a chance to do anythinng unseemly.  You can count on 

that.” 

   “And Graziano didn’t waste any time getting out,” offered Miles.  “He was last 

seen in Ohio, with Molinari cruising through Illinois.  It appears they are both 

headed back to the East Coast, so we don’t expect them making another foray out 

here for a while.” 

   Cobra grimaced.  “They treated us like a mouse, ripping us up before moving to 

the mouth.  Thankfully, I got through the worst of the rage already.  They have the 

advantage of being a partnership, but we’ll have their number in time.” 

   It is easier to go into someone else’s backyard, and create a mess, than to keep 

your garden manicured.  Remember that, I’m not sure where I heard it but I think 

it is relevant to the present situation.  But so much for philosophy.  Things are 

happening too fast right now to pause for reflection.  Angus, gather up a good 

selection of handguns and rifles, but make sure you find me a clean .357.  And 

please clean it yourself it that is what it takes.” 

   “Well, they haven’t had time to gather dust.” 

   “Don’t argue.  Miles, I want you to watch the woman.  Make sure you keep the 

hellion out of her.  She’s bound to be stubborn, but I won’t be patient enough to 

take her stabs.” 

   “What stabs?” interrupted Angus, holding the bottle at a cockeyed angle, yet 

sonehow not spilling as much as one drip, as if he was a sailor well-accustomed to 
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the ebb and flow of the deck.  However, his eyes maintained a murky, even squallish 

caste, as if he had seen one too many shipwrecks in the hubris of his prime.  Even 

his head was slightly tilted to the side in seeming effort to make his missing ear 

emerge.  But his ferocity returned quickly, as if he had momentarily been a lion 

caught with its jaw unhinged in a hunting camp’s firelight.  “What does she know 

about you that she could possibly use to stab you?  What does she have that is so 

sharp?” 

   “Language is a formality, but it can dig deep.  I don’t want my past creeping up 

on me, because back then, for years actually, I existed like an untamed animal, 

lashing out when things did not go my way, which is, in fact, what normally 

happened.  Now I have toned down quite a bit, as you can imagine.  I don’t want 

another Maggie around, and I got rid of Mr. Jesup for her!  Some crazed drug 

burnout with a forked tongue, when she could speak.  The horror!  The horror!” 

   “Stop being facetious,” thought Miles.  “Right now we can do without more 

theatrics.”  If he had thought it would be effectual, he would have stressed that 

Maggie was not a viable entity anymore, because they had not maintained contact 

with her since she was banished, loaded with needles, and peppered with sores.  

Besides, Cobra had complained that her sexual response had dried up beneath her 

thrusts. 

   Angus had left in the middle of the exchange, walking a bit unsteadily to the 

basement, astounded by the number of arms that Cobra had at his disposal, 

regardless of the lost boat surplus.  He shook his head, thinking, “If only we could 

find loyal, dependable men, there wouldn’t be a need for factions, this type of 
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vigilantism.”  Most of the handguns were stacked neatly beside each other inside 

cases, but most were not marked for contents, so he opened one after the other, 

finding too many Lugers and Berettas for his particular taste, yet which behooved 

him to group them together on the floor, presupposing that Cobra would not soon 

find the time to inspect the ruins.  But he was gratified when he noticed that all 

Smith and Wesson’s had ingrained cases, clearly marked.  Still, he had to open each 

to discover the type of caliber, although sometimes he quickly deliberated by simply 

lifting one, or admiring a model that he was ignorant of.  Eventually, he began to 

admonish himself to move quickly, because he was feeling too comfortable in his 

surroundings, like he was apt to remain there for the duration of the evening, 

checking each loading and firing mechanism.  Guilt still pervaded him; he felt like a 

rogue officer brought before a military council to be shamed before returning to his 

post, reputation forever sullied.  “But why?” he wondered.  “Can’t say I had any 

affection for them.  Now, it seems that when bullets started flying, I became an uncle 

to them all.  But I guess I had never led such a large group of men.”  He found a 

.357 just as a worry crept up on him, that he would have to return to Cobra with a 

poor imitation.  Rummaging for some type of cleaner, he happened upon some 

rubbing alcohol, so he only had to obtain some kind of applying rag.  This proved 

more problematic than he had anticipated, and he found himself becoming more 

complacent once more, wanting to lose himself between the boxes of goods, and coax 

himself to sleep with a fresh bottle of liquor.  It seemed odd to him that Jed was not 

there to help him, and his absence gnawed at him, breaking his reverie, so he was 

suddenly ascending the wood steps. 
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   Stunned, he watched the woman pace back and forth in front of Stubbs and 

Cobra, who were speaking to each other with insistence, Cobra’s jaw outlined by 

the flickering candlelight, and Stubbs’ massive shoulders pivoting to the front and 

back. 

   The woman’s back was turned to him, and she did not notice his presence,  even 

though he could not have been more than ten feet behind her.  “How come I did not 

notice?” he thought.  There must have been some yelling going on.”  There was not 

much in her body language other than an obvious tenseness in her posture, which 

also certified her greater height.  Sensing some confusion among all, he walked past 

her, ignoring her jittery reaction.  But before he could speak her voice accused them 

all, “Ben’s not with you,” and he turned around to face her.  She continued, “I’m 

not as dumb and naive as you think.  You could have at least given me the benefit of 

the doubt there.  You might be after him, but, rest assured, you are not fooling me.”  

Angus admired her presence, especially her body, but could not sneak a look, 

because she returned an icy stare, and he took another step back, buffered by 

Cobra. 

   “Very well.  We are caught.  But rest assured, we do not care what you think.  

That, by the way, is what Stubbs and I were discussing, whether to play it off or not.  

But you have settled the matter perfectly for us.  And, you know, there is no need 

for you to be uptight, because you will be taken to him as soon as this is all over.  

Then you can get out of those unseemly sweats you are wearing.”  He snickered, and 

turned his back, footfalls rapid and soft.  “Let’s go, Miles.  You’re the bait, in case 

you haven’t noticed.” 



 291

   Stubbs remained seated.  “There is not need for you to worry, Mary.  Cobra wants 

to keep you planted here, out of Ben’s reach.  So you might as well just relax like 

me, because this might take a little time.” 

   “That’s what I’m worried about.  I’ve got people who depend on me, who don’t 

care where I’ve been.  They just want to see me arrive when I’m supposed to.  So no, 

I won’t relax.  I can’t.”  She begrudged a chair for a couple of minutes, pacing back 

and forth, remembering that she had promised Mrs. Sanders a puppy, Charley a 

historical novel, and her mother a stuffed eggplant for Monday night dinner, not to 

mention the persimmons for neighbor Eurydice’s garden.  She had to brew coffee 

for the supply man, Hector, who would have a charming story about his young 

daughter, and ask for two heaping teaspoons of sugar.  “Ben doesn’t know me, 

because I am not who I used to be back then.”(Finally, she sat)  “But then there is no 

reason to be wistful about the past, because I’m not too sure who that person was.”  

She barely noticed Stubbs leave bashfully, and return a scant minute later with 

some chicken and a glass of milk, which was expertly balanced on the side of the 

plate.  He took pains to set it carefully on the table, without that glass clinking off 

the china, a skill he mad mastered through studied practice, which was lost on 

Mary. 

   “You kidding me?”  Regretting that he had spoken, he slunk back into his chair, 

not too sure about what he had said, even reluctant to remember, and let her pick 

and choose when to talk.  But after she ate the food she closed her eyes and dozed on 

and off, as if conserving energy. 
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* * * 

 

   Peter would have compared the result to a volcanic explosion, a type of 

earthquake that put huge cracks in the ground, and shattered glass from the 

outside-in instead of inside-out; a concussive force.  It thrilled him that survivors 

had shell-shocked expressions, partly incredulous with doubt that they still lived.  

One particular woman must have been in her twenties, but her slackened face made 

her appear to be in her fifties, smoothing her torn yellow dress constantly in a 

nervous tic, and crying out shrilly from time to time to release the pressure in her 

skull.  Peter felt legitimized by the power of the force.  He kept driving in concentric 

circles radiating out from the core, and witnessed a gradual lessening, approaching 

the stridency of a giant broom.  In spite of himself he found himself taking many 

pictures, skipping the random bodies, instead concentrating on felled telephone 

poles and rubbled  row tenements.  The confluence made him feel a bit like an 

avenging angel, although because he took notes he had to accept being a loyal scribe.  

“You did an upstanding job, Angus,” he said aloud, marveling as he went along that 

there were no overall  glitches in the connection.  His only surprise was that no one 

had tried to flag him for a ride.  Mostly, they had cleared out for him long before he 

gained this space, an anticipatory exit that prevented him from using the horn. 

   There was a lone man who blocked his advance to ensure that his friend made a 

safe crossing with a shopping cart full of hubcaps and assorted engine parts listing 

to the right, who had the aplomb to point a finger at Peter before darting to safety, 

because he had pulled a pistol from his lap and aimed at his offender,  who was 
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shadowed by the sham traffic cop.  Peter laughed in spite of himself, and pressed the 

gas.  He was in the mood to see a destroyed silo, but was frustrated in the wish, 

remembering that there were no such structures in the area, only junkyards 

guarded by concertina wire, and ancient brick hardware stores that assimilated 

barracks.  These set pieces were so devoid of life that he could imagine the ruins 

uninhabited even of insects, not even a subterranean ant.  As a young man he had 

seen some neighborhoods in such condition, but had never witnessed an entire city 

of incorporated areas as such, and wondered exactly how New York differed.  

“Maybe all the large cities are just like it,” he thought.  “Misinformation spread by 

the national press in the government’s back pocket.  But I guess I’m just an agent of 

destruction, to finish what has already begun.  Maybe I’ll be one of the last when the 

embers are dying out.”  He could not comprehend why Cobra always kept history in 

mind.  “Who cares how many blacks were killed in a riot way back then?  All that 

history has been purged from the books.  But people rose up against the government 

far more than books.”  What struck him was the suddenness with which it toppled 

all the existing regimes, and left perverted euphoria and deep depression as the 

permanent eclipse. 

   By his watch, not more than an hour could have elapsed since he left the 

warehouse when he almost collided with Cobra’s car, which had veered a bit out of 

a left turn, and he had had barely enough time to apply the breaks, nonetheless 

producing a screeching halt instead of a skid.  Miles was already out of the car 

before recognitions were made, and just shook his head and adjusted his overcoat 

before returning to his seat, with Cobra waving him on.  After a short briefing, he 
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stepped back out and approached Peter’s door, who rolled down the window and 

spoke first. 

   “What’s going on?”  He glanced quickly at Cobra, who stared through him. 

   “Cobra wants you to go back.  He says it’s better to draw them in with one instead 

of two vehicles.” 

   “Sounds more like a calculus problem to me.  Excuse me, but I don’t understand 

the logic.” 

   “Come on, Peter.  He is already fidgety.  He’s not sure he can trust Angus staying 

back, and seeing you out here brings it back to him.” 

   “Hey, I haven’t finished the film yet.  Wouldn’t he be disappointed in me for not 

utilizing all the material? 

  You know how and-” 

   “Just go.  All right?  You don’t want him jumping out of the car, do you?” 

   “I don’t know.  Maybe we could straighten some things out, like how much my bill 

for serving him has run up to.” 

   “Peter, just go.” 

   “All right, I’m going.”  He hit the gas hard before Miles could pull his hand away 

from the window.  Thus, he could not hear the shouts behind him, nor espy Cobra 

laughing like a hyena in his wake. 

 

                                                                            * * * 
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   Ben cast his eyes to the left and right beyond Earl’s glare, but still felt 

encapsulated, caught with an anomaly, and a cruel one at that.  His father must 

have drawn on vast reserves of patience, because they had already been meandering 

for a couple of hours in a chilly cab, following unenforced traffic laws, and snacking 

on cans of nuts.  He was filled with nervous boredom, the kind that he had felt 

working at Paul’s certain times, especially when they were busy preparing table 

settings for dinner.  Only rats in the road, which rattled the cage, shook him out of 

his doldrums.  He did not feel threatened in the least, but partly dead inside, 

diverted from the goal he had long held, as if caught on a ship for months while a 

future wife bought off suitors on shore, a maddening feeling of being suspended 

without a chance of gaining solid ground, almost a thick and foggy, yet insubstantial 

dream, one which persists for too long to be easily relegated to memory.  But he 

could console himself with the fact that he had few specific memories of his father, 

even though he had his indelible stamp of facial features. 

   Earl rolled down his window casually and tossed out an empty can and reached 

for another.  He had already finished off two, along with a half gallon of drinking 

water which he was busy replacing, although as much as he drank he still felt 

thirsty.  At times he pulled over, and just watched for signs, because Ben was not 

speaking,and he decided against shaking him up.  Eventually it was more than he 

could bear.  “You’ve been real quiet, boy,” he finally remarked to break the silence, 

watching a dog skid around the corner fifty yards ahead, followed by a group of 

youngsters mounted on bicycles with machetes.  Watching the dog outstrip them all, 

the pursuers line slightly curving to the left and the right, he thought of spinning 
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wheels, and put the Hummer in drive again, maintaining approximately the same 

speed as the bicyclists.  After a couple of minutes he actually decided to follow them, 

even after the dog had long since disappeared, an escape artist admitting no defeat 

in flight. 

   “You going to run them over?” snickered Ben.  “You know, they don’t deserve 

that kind of treatment whether they’re trying to slaughter a dog or not.  Don’t be 

the wolf.” 

   “Whatever you say, Ben.  By the way, you haven’t been popping pills, have you?  

Because you haven’t been talking normally.” 

   “Do I ever?  Not if what you say is normal.  No.  I don’t just speak in commands, 

because I actually like to hear other people’s opinions.  If you were smart you would 

ask me more often.  You have a strange way of rushing after things, that’s for sure.  

I mean, why don’t we start a fire or something?  That might attract them sooner 

than what we’re doing now.” 

   “The explosion more than filled that purpose, don’t you think?  Why don’t you 

just cut out the crap.  I think I should give you the benefit of the doubt, and the next 

minute you’re talking like a fool again.  Reminds me of your mother.” 

   “Hey, you leave her out of it.  She still talks to you, which is more than you should 

rightfully hope for.” 

   “It was just for you, buddy.  She always knew I could be a help to you in the long 

run.” 

   “That is pure bullshit.” 
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   “Is it?  Then why did she help you come here, to assist me?  You can be helpful 

and practical afterall, as long as you are provided with a Q-Tip to clean the wax out 

of your ears.  And if you deny that, you’re lying.  Because as soon as your cobwebs 

were cleared out, you shot pretty well.  You stopped thinking for once, and settled 

into a groove.”  He was nipping at the bicyclists heels now, but they did not scatter.  

Instead, they fanned out around his sides, and tried to equal his speed, one 

producing a rebel yell from his sunken chest.  Ben realized that it could be in 

response to the vehicle approaching in the opposite direction, a red van with a tinted 

windshield. 
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Five 

 

   Cobra did not brake, but slowed gradually, and crossed the .357 over his 

left(steering)arm.  “It’s probably them, Miles,” he said, curious about the oddity of 

the bicyclists.  They kept pace with the monster vehicle, which appeared to be 

slowing, also, edging them both toward stasis.  “You sure about this?” prodded 

Miles, fearing large weaponry, perhaps even mortars.  Cobra did not respond, 

easing further into the collision with a quizzical expression on his face, one which he 
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would have felt privileged to admire.  Within twenty yards the bicyclists scattered, 

spooked by the queer happenstance while the two edged closer, like two ships 

caught on opposite sides of a squall.  “It’s them, all right,” stated Miles.  “My vision 

never fails me.”  He studied the man behind the wheel, his squinched-up face and 

disappearing hands, then slid over to the younger face that betrayed no emotion, “a 

poker face,” he thought.  “So what now?”  Cobra bowed his head momentarily, but 

to receive a crown, not in deference, and duly made a command when he raised it.  

“Get out there, Miles, and tell Banks to follow us back.” 

   “No.  That is crazy.  I’ll be shot on the spot.” 

   “Then how are we supposed to have them follow us?”  Cobra was frowning now, 

brimming with disgust at his own confusion.  “Is there a pen and some paper in the 

glovebox?”(Miles shrugged,  and began to rummage.  “I know, this is the pinnacle of 

amateurishness, but unfortunately there is no helping it.  It’s too late for 

adjustments.  But damn if I don’t fancy putting a bullet in his brain!” 

   “Here, give it to me.”  He wrote a terse note: “We have Mary.  Follow us to her or 

find her body here tomorrow.  Cobra.”   

   “Hey, Miles, position the bottle on the middle of it so it won’t blow away.” 

   “You mean?” 

   “Yes.  The full one.  I hate to provide a cop with a fuel like Seagram’s, but I can’t 

expect them to chase the message down.”  Still, upon opening his door and planting 

it, he felt somewhat better.  “You know I have a gift for chance encounters now.  

Don’t you, Miles?”  Executing a U-turn, he waved, and slowly drove away.  “At any 

rate, it was bound to happen at some point today,” he reassured himself, watching 
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the messenger kneel on the concrete, as if stooping to effectively translate the words 

in his head.  He shuffled like an old man back to his door, and glanced ahead 

quickly before climbing in.  “He has it now, Miles.” 

   “I know.  I saw.  It’s obvious he wants the girl.” He watched the Hummer gain 

ground in the mirror, becoming more of a behemoth with each passing second.  

“Careful he doesn’t try to run us down, you know.  That’s a tank he’s driving.” 

   “You want to fill me in on anything else, now that you have judged the plan?  How 

would you have done it any different?  Because I expect you to jump in when I have 

misjudged the circumstances, so I can change my sights accordingly.  I had to 

dictate the action, because it had been thrown at me.  They had stolen the initiative 

from me, which I could, and will not accept.  They have to be served notice that I am 

still the chosen one, or else I might have to revert back to my old habits, in which 

case no one would survive my wrath, myself the least, and you know how I hate 

looking in the mirror.  It was my contrariness that I fought against, that haunted 

both myself and my prey.  Just imagine a wealthy young man who throws it away to 

smoke crack and ravage housing projects, and you’re imagining me.  But I’d rather 

not resurrect the past.” 

   “Then don’t.  You’ve not lost anything, as far as I’m concerned.  I sense indecision 

on your part, and it alarms me.  As soon as today’s business is taken care of you can 

concentrate on more important matters, like Molinari and Graziano.  They’ll be 

liquidated next.  It is imperative that we channel our energies toward them.”  

Because he did not have a mirror, he shifted, and turned in his seat, keeping his 

handgun in his grip, as if the pursuers were beside, instead of behind him.  Cobra 
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was using the horn liberally, and he thought it  a bit queer, because there were 

fewer people around.  “Keeping the way clear, huh?” he said more to himself than 

Cobra, watching the few intended jolt as if from electricity, the loudest horn 

imaginable.  “You going to let Angus do the job?” 

   “I guess I might have no choice, Miles, since he has been so frothy adamant about 

it.  Hell, it’s like he wants to eat the body after he’s finished with him, although I’m 

not completely averse to the idea myself, even if his brain is a stringy tasting Swiss 

cheese glob.  We’ll undrain him.  But there is no plan to begin with, as you well 

know.”  He picked up a little speed, because the Hummer was uncomfortably close, 

affording him glimpses of branches from the grille like roadkill, and the position of 

Earl’s hand on the steering wheel, not to mention the squarish head jutting over like 

a jack-of-lantern with a hawkish smile.  “There is something enduring about it,” he 

thought, watching for the slightest turns of the head before increasing speed once 

more.  “Might have to save the head for a giant plum Christmas, then sell it for New 

Year’s champagne on the open market, my spoils of war.”  He saw how the 

Hummer shifted from side to side, as if struggling to get untracked, and was 

unsettled by it. 

   “You want me to put a few bullets in him myself, just in case?” Miles broke in 

eagerly.  “And finish off his feeling of superiority once and for all?” 

   “Do what you feel is necessary.  But your nervousness is what troubles me more 

than anything.  It discredits you.  A moment ago you were in complete control, but 

now you are jittery.  So calm yourself.  You are almost there, and I need you to 

shoot straight.  You haven’t lost that now.  Have you, good fellow?  Don’t worry.  
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After this is over I’ll get you a fresh little tart for your personal enjoyment, maybe 

present you with one of my favorites if you act your part today, like I know you can.  

Let’s just try to keep the other one out of the way.” 

   “You mean the son?  Maybe he can be persuaded to not interfere.” 

   Cobra shrugged.  “Maybe, huh?  But I don’t think ‘interfere’ is a strong enough 

word to describe the situation.  You’re talking about whether a certain man pulls 

the trigger or not.  You can’t compound a mistake more by not planning correctly.  

He makes a false move, and he, too, is dead.”  Internally, he debated whether he 

should accost Banks outside the building before entering, or just hunker down and 

wait.  When he turned off the main road, he started, because a bottle popped under 

the tires.  “Just follow my lead, Miles, and everything will be fine.”  He caught 

Angus peering out of a window, and waved him off, even though he knew he would 

reappear shortly, probably with a rifle in tow.  Awkwardness had settled in him, 

depriving him of the spontaneity he always coveted, a deadness he battled by 

throwing his door open.  “Damnit, Miles, don’t point it yet.”  He felt in a complete 

state of meltdown, and did not know how to properly counteract it.  Only by virtue 

of his steely resolve did he motion for Miles to precede him inside.  He stood in the 

vast space of the double doors and waited, the barrel of his gun resting snugly 

against his thigh, as if making a show of  concealing it.  Truthfully, at the moment 

he would have been more comfortable in the distant sumptuousness of his 

suffocating days, casting for prey from tenement shadows, lord of every action.  He 

wished he could regain the immediacy of crackling moments speared by his 

formidable hands, sticky with avarice, to snatch gold necklaces before the violent 
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attack.  It was the simplicity, above all, which attracted him to the pursuit, living off 

whatever he lifted off bodies; dropping almost as many people as pills. 

* * * 

   Ben jumped out of the Hummer, and stood briefly and a bit unsteadily, his father 

still inside with his arms folded across his chest, leaving Ben to provide any signs of 

alarm.  By now, he had removed his gun from its holster, scanning for shadows that 

never materialized, and tuning his ears for any ticking devices, thinking that his 

father should be in this position, anticipating exploding rats on wheels and such.  It 

did not prevail on him that Mary should be appearing any minute now.  She was 

still an unsubstantiated rumor floating in the eddies of his subconscious, here and 

there piquing memories of who they had been, a bond that somehow exonerated and 

indicted them both.   

   She turned the corner, and he waited, but no one followed.  He studied her, and 

did not  glean any special anxiety on her part, because she did not look once over 

her shoulder.  Gradually, her features came into view more prominently as she 

approached, until a smirk crossed her face.  “You didn’t have me abducted, did 

you?” 

   “What?  I don’t even know where you live.” 

   “Well, your friend certainly did.  And he didn’t waste any time letting me know 

that Ben Banks sent him.  So what’s your answer to that?” 

   “I know him, and he’s a liar.  I used to work with him.  Now it looks like he’s 

working against me.” 
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   “So I have no choice to believe you, right?  We have not talked to each other for 

how many years?” 

   “About twelve, I’d guess.” 

   “Maybe more, Ben.  They’ve gone fast.  So what do you plan to do now?  Run 

away with me or what?  This whole situation is crazy, and I don’t want to be a part 

of it.  So tell me what you’re going to do to get us out.” 

   “Let me think.”  The words came out involuntarily, in the space of a thought-out 

reply, and he wanted to recant it.  “Would you slow down a little first?  On first 

thought, I would say we should make a run for it, but that seems a bit too easy.  

They wouldn’t let us get away with that.”  A slight rumble and whine made him 

turn around, to see the Hummer backing away with as much speed as it would 

allow.  A handful of men slid out from underneath a couple of dumpsters near the 

end of the block and raked it with machine guns, piercing the light armor, as it 

skidded around to escape.  They fired on it for one hundred yards or so, their 

cartridges finally empty.  “What in Hell!”  Ben started to walk toward the group, 

but Mary grabbed his arm, with a surprising force he could not easily reckon with.      

“Let’s go.  He left us here.  Just like that.  Now what happens?” 

   “Let’s go back inside.  I don’t think it’s worth making a run for it.  If we get past 

the four out there I’m sure there will be others to take their place.”  Four men were 

approaching slightly apart, although their slumped shoulders were all the same, and 

a few 

 expectorated with disgust, fixing them with stares, not noticing the return 

identification of their worn, rumpled clothing, tears of unintended design, and 



 305

unsavory food stains stitched into the seams.  She moved unhurriedly, but in 

conscious advance of the others, who were reaching for their weapons, because Ben 

had not moved as of yet.  “Let’s go now, Ben.  They aren’t interested in talking to 

you.  Of that I’m sure.” 

   Turning, he caught a glance of her sternest profile, her arms taut at her sides, and 

felt something stir within himself, a feeling remote, and yet sincere, partaking of a 

past spirit.  “All right, Mary, but just this once,” he stated, coming abreast of her, 

his left hand sliding across the damp, dark wall.  “Next time it’s my show.” 
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Six 

 

   Miles wanted to banish Stubbs, because he blamed him for Banks’ escape.  

Bringing the woman into the picture had proved to be an unnecessary distraction, 

one that detracted from the cop’s capture.  But whose idea had it been in the first 

place?  He had forgotten about that final, minute detail.  Cobra had finished pacing 

after listening to Ben recount the last couple of days, demanding to know where 

Chief Banks might be.  Ben shrugged and said, “I barely know my father.” 

   Cobra sneered.  “Is that so?  Very well, then simply guess.  That would be better 

than nothing at all.  You know what I mean?   You had better say something.  I am 

in no mood for silence.” 

   “Okay, if you insist.  He’ll be back within twenty-four hours, and we both know 

what he’ll try to do.  I just don’t know whether he cares if I live or die.” 

   Cobra took a hit of his reefer, which Miles had prepared for him.  “We’ll put you 

in the way, and then leave it up to the both of you to decide what to do.  And don’t 

have any second thoughts.  We will shoot you if you don’t comply with our wishes.”  

He coughed, and took a deeper hit.  “He’s a dog that can’t forget a scent.  But 

Stubbs will help us take care of him.  Won’t you, Stubbs?”  He exhaled a smoke 

cloud. 

   “You can count on that.” 

   Miles was amused. “You hear that?  This man doesn’t ever make a false move, 

does he?” 
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   “Calm down, Miles.  Leave the man alone.  I don’t want him focusing on you.  It’s 

time to figure out our own plan.” 

 

*** 

   Mary and Ben sat a bit apart from the others, but not far enough to have a private 

conversation.  Ben felt like a caged animal in a zoo, without hope for an escape.  

Whenever his eyes darted in a direction, one of Cobra’s men responded with a hard, 

questioning look, as if to ask, “We can shoot you, can’t we?  Because you look 

enough like your father.” 

   “What did you expect of me, Ben?  That I would immediately embrace you, even if 

I wanted to?  We were together a long time ago, not recently, you know?” 

   “I don’t know, Mary, it just seemed like the thing to do.  Ray was gone suddenly, 

and I felt a void.  But we had already planned on doing this some time ago.”  

Suffering an abusive stare, he reached forward, and realized that he was disarmed.  

A trickle of perspiration tickled the back of an ear.  Distant voices became more 

near, and he became alarmed, but when many hands reached down with alcohol 

soaked-clothes to muffle them, it was already too late to resist. 

 

* * * 

   Ben and Mary awoke in the back of a car speeding down a highway.  “We are 

turning around just a bit before Toledo,” Cobra announced. “We’ll see if he chases 

us then.” 

   “Right.   If he sees or finds us,” mused Miles.  “That’s what we have to hope for.” 
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   “Quit making everything sound negative, Miles.  That’s my specialty, not yours.  

Or I might have to make you walk.  You’d have plenty of blisters then, and I have 

never known you to prefer using your legs much.”  The headlights caught the green 

sign TOLEDO 3 MI, but the prospect of the return leg was already taking root.  

Meanwhile, Ben and Mary leaned on each other in the back, waiting for the silence 

to be broken, and the darkness only served to enhance the mystery of where Chief 

Banks had gone. 

   Cobra slowed just before the Toledo city limits sign, and pulled a U-turn, the 

weeds in the slightly sunken median hissing off the doors, wheels just holding 

traction.  A devious smile creased his lips as he watched the others follow suit, the 

last two almost getting tangled in the transition.  “Had to wake them up,” he said 

under his breath, accelerating, so that it took them a quarter of a mile to catch up.  

Just then it occurred to him that he did not know Angus’ whereabouts, and cursed 

himself.  “What happens if a loose cannon enters the mix?” he wondered.  “He, 

more than any of the others, should have been accounted for.” 

   Ben briefly struggled with the cuffs, but his hands were already partially numb.  

He let Mary lean into him.  She had the experience of watching them from a huge 

distance, and remembered tearing up a picture of him taken at Jones Beach years 

ago, when he first showed a trouble with commitment.  “If only both of us had been 

a few years older,” she thought. 

 

* * * 
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   They entered Detroit, and there was no sign of Earl.  Cobra’s mouth had tightened 

into a hard grip and Miles shrugged enough for both of them, balefully noting the 

plentiful road signs, and an absence of open fields; overtaken by the glitter of 

broken glass and pencil-thin people, along with skeletal dogs and dark, gaping 

buildings. 

   “He’s got to be around here somewhere,” thought Cobra, turning off the brights, 

so that the lights became two beams bouncing off structures.  They approached 

downtown, with its stretches of fallen fortresses, mostly steel, rivets still tight but 

rusting.  “S.o.b. won’t show himself,” he muttered.  Then there was a loud noise, 

and he was thrown against the steering wheel.  Instinctively, he pressed the 

accelerator, watching a vehicle explode in the rearview mirror.  “Peter?” he 

thought.  “But then where is Angus?”  When the smoke started to clear, he braked, 

and looked at Miles.  “What now?  If you have any ideas, you had better express 

them now.  Who is the cause of this demolition?”  He kept watching, as if the 

darkness fanned the flames. 

   Miles shrugged.  “I’m thinking like you.  I wish I knew.  But for now, why don’t 

we keep moving?  This is not a safe position.” 

   “Okay.  You win.  But I’m dissatisfied with you.  And Ben Banks, sitting behind 

me, don’t dare say anything.  This isn’t your father’s doing, you know.”  After 

covering two more blocks, he stopped, turning off the motor next to a large parking 

structure, cringing at the report of gunfire.  “It sounds like he’s slaughtering more 

of my men.  If Peter is part of it, I’ll tie him up and cut his heart out.  Now he’ll see 
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what a good stalker can accomplish.  As for you two in the back, I’d advise you both 

to remain here until I return, unless you feel you can do some damage handcuffed.” 

   Miles initially hesitated, then followed Cobra without uttering a word.  The last 

thing he removed from the van was an AK-47 rifle which, for now, he slung over his 

shoulder that was already burdened by a pack of clips.  For a spell he kept Cobra at 

a distance, letting him simmer alone, hearing glass crackle under his boots as he 

proceeded under an overhand, unaware that Ben and Mary were already moving, 

Ben’s mouth reaching to clamp onto the door handle. 

 

* * * 

   Angus was astounded by his good fortune.  He caught Chief Banks’ profile in the 

shine of his headlights within one mile of the warehouse, and turned a corner to 

follow him, at a good remove but not far enough to be discreet.  He wanted to let the 

cop know that he was being followed without forcing him into a particular action.  

He was fascinated by the way the lights splashed off the concrete, and glared at the 

red taillights on highbeam along the quiet streets.  Instead of brushing the space of 

his missing ear he patted it affectionately, and closed the gap a bit, noticing the 

patter of  a few drops of rain on his windshield.  It coursed down in isolated waves, 

requiring him to do quick work with the wipers.  He felt comfortable, excepting the 

false presence of Jed beside him, a persistently hissing voice imploring him to give 

the pig his rightful slop, and entomb him in a muddy ditch.  Blame rested on Banks, 

because he had set the giant machinery of Cobra’s crew grinding against itself, 

detracting from the large threat of Graziano and Molinari; stalling the momentum.  
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At the first turn, he almost lost control, because Banks had sped up.  “I’m not just 

another thug, copper,” he said aloud, reciting the hits he made over the years with 

classic sniper tactics: Cornelius at the Grand Hotel in St. Louis, McSherry outside 

the Hancock Tower in Boston, Robeson in the alley in the back of the Cat’s Lounge 

in Cincinnati, Mathis groaning as the bullet exited his back into the red velour of his 

back seat at Silky Fingers on the Strip, Mr. Jesup bawling with his intestines falling 

into his hands as Maggie patted his head, immobile with mirth, already undoing 

Angus’ zipper.  At the next turn, he saw a diminutive man in the passenger seat of 

Banks’ Hummer, and was almost sure it was Peter. 

 

* * * 

   “You know, Peter, my department can always use men like you, with your talent.  

And you offered your services to me without hesitation,” Banks said. 

   Cobra’s histrionics had increasingly worn on Peter, and, loathe as he was to 

suffer, he had lost the last vestiges of confidence in a crime syndicate that was 

beginning to wither under constant fire.  Besides, the mob was moving in from the 

east, cutting a swath to the west with a well-trained army.  When Ben appeared, he 

just stepped away from his truck and waved, as if hailing a cab.  The smoke created 

a type of parachute around him.  That was when he remembered that Cobra had 

planted grenades in his truck’s floorboards.  He figured that if he could safely pry 

them out and design a crude type of launcher from his tools in the back, he might 

create more fireworks.  Banks studied him with a wary eye, yet slowly rolled to a 

stop, waving a flashlight.  Peter strolled over to state his case. 
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Eight 

   Cobra moved slowly, but not tentatively, much like his namesake slithering 

through a field of grass.  He was silent, not bothering to let Miles know what he was 

thinking as he ditched in and out of parking lots, sometimes completely walking up 

ramps to get a perch perspective.  But he could still not see any bodies amidst the 

debris, regardless of the obvious signs: loose axels, tires, and glass.  So he just kept 

moving, gliding up and down while Miles struggled to keep pace, eyes itching from 

the acrid smoke still billowing up in giant black plumes.  For the time being, he kept 

his .45 Magnum snug in the small of his back, and gestured at unreal scenes. 

   He and Cobra kept one block north of the street where the explosion occurred, 

slowly, paralleling the carnage, even avoiding potential warning signals for Banks to 

consider, such as cans, bottles, and glass.  Cobra pulled out his gun, and motioned 

for Miles to follow him more closely.  It was not too difficult to see, as there was a 

good amount of moonlight filtering through the dispersing smoke.  Cobra hoped to 

intercept Banks before he made his way back to his vehicle, possibly as he exited the 

building.   

   Mary and Ben followed at a safe distance, hoping that one of the two still had a 

key to their handcuffs.  Ben recalled seeing Miles holding them when they were at 

the warehouse, but was unsure.  They found it difficult walking without the use of 

their arms for balance.  Mary hoped that they would not have to pull the key off a 

dead and bloody body.  Ben noticed how Cobra was pausing more frequently, as if 

uncertain of his progress, then saw him enter a building.  He proceeded to the next 
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doorway, which had an Abe’s Machine Shop sticker on the cracked door.  He pulled 

Mary in after him.  “We’ll wait here,” he said. 

 

* * * 

   Cobra’s cheek rested against the splintered doorjamb, the sign that had drawn his 

attention.  He thought it likely that this was where Banks had burst his way in.  The 

wood door was still partially attached to the top hinge, in such a fashion that the 

smallest wind made it swing back against the wall, and from his present position 

gave him a view of the stairwell, which crested the five stories.  There appeared to 

not be even a commercial elevator, and, because of the amount of dirt and general 

grime on the floor, it looked like the ground floor of a grain mill.  Quickly, he 

debated whether to ascend, or simply wait.  But he felt that Banks might take 

advantage of his hesitance and possibly use the back fire escape.  And would he ever 

find him then?  When he approached the steps he made sure Miles was following 

him, then took them two at a time, only slowing at each landing to glance up 

cautiously with Miles on his back.  But halfway up he heard something faint.  

Voices, at first faint, began to trickle down, and Cobra motioned for Miles to be 

silent, and they heard Banks’ voice: 

   “Consider yourself part of my department, Peter.  You talents have been wasted 

on people unworthy of your skill.” 

   Cobra knelt a few flights of stairs down from the voice, aiming just above the 

banister, which was at belt level, while Miles assumed the same position below him, 

aiming his AK-47.  Peter was the first down, and Cobra fired twice, then leapt 
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down.  “I’ve got you now, Banks!  Now it’s just you!”  Peter groaned weakly a few 

times, then was silent.   

   A grenade was suddenly upon them, Miles froze temporarily, but Cobra ascended 

quickly, just in time to see Banks leaning against the wall on the next landing to 

escape the blast.  Cobra fired once before the blast blew him toward the wall.  He 

fell into a temporary black void, only slowly returning to the light with a throbbing 

in his head.  He was suddenly scrambling to secure his weapon, because Banks was 

staring at him flatly, with his gun still pointed at him.  But  he did not fire, because 

there was a neat hole between his eyes.  Cobra kicked him, then picked him up and 

threw him down the flight of stairs.  Miles’ right arm had been blown off, and a 

shell fragment had hit him in the throat, killing him instantly.  Cobra dragged 

Banks’ body over the severed arm.  “You got one of mine but I got you and your 

sucker,” he said.   

   Cobra dragged Banks out of the front door.  “Now we’ll see what work the 

vultures make of you,” he said, squinting into the sun.  He saw Ben and Mary, and 

started to exclaim in surprise when a shot from the opposite rooftop slammed into 

his chest, and knocked the life out of him, almost falling directly onto Banks.  Angus 

appeared from the opposite storefront, followed by Graziano.  Ben did not have to 

be told that Molinari was perched somewhere across the street, and that Angus had 

been the spotter.   

   Angus approached, rubbing his missing ear.  “Ben, you and the lady are free to go 

since your old man is dead.  And you know he had it coming.  But Graziano has a 

question for you.” 
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   The mobster paused in the smoke softening in the rain and spread his hands.  

“Where are you two going?  We’ll pull those cuffs off you and shove you off 

somewhere.  I’m a ruthless man, but I don’t want to be responsible for your 

deaths.” 

 

END 

 

 

 

 

 


