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      I forgot how quiet my parents’ house is at night.

      Out in the country, there are few manmade sounds to crowd out the silence. There are crickets, sometimes cicadas, but no cars or sirens or helicopters buzzing overhead. A lot of time the only thing you hear is yourself breathing. The deafening sound of you thinking.

      Right now I’m listening to Skinny Drake snore like a son of a bitch.

      He’s out cold in the guest room. He’s still healing, but better. The covers are up to his chin, but I pull them up tighter. I keep checking on him like he’s a child, an infant. He is my younger brother, but he is nonetheless a grown-ass man and I’ve seen him do some fairly grown-up things. Some things no one his age, or any other, should ever have to do.

      I’m tired as hell, but sleep hasn’t taken a shine to me. It hasn’t as far back as I can remember, so I doubt sleep will start hanging out with me now.

      At the McCluskeys’ house, Skinny Drake pulled me out of the office and dumped me in a Cadillac he stole from their garage. He drove deep into the night and found a town with a late-night clinic that would look at us without asking a lot of questions. It was a 24-hour vet, to be exact, but they got us patched up good enough.

      Can’t believe he did it, considering how bad off he was with the gunshot and all. He’s a tough one. Might not look it, but he is.

      When I came out of my spell, that’s what Skinny Drake calls them, I was on the doc’s table with my arm bandaged up. It’s sad, but I’ve gotten so used to that state of being that I didn’t question any of it. We paid off the vet and his nice wife to keep quiet, then my brother and I took our asses on down the road. Skinny Drake drifted in and out most of the way, but we managed to torch the McCluskeys’ Caddy in an alley somewhere in Wyoming and bought a used car with cash.

      That was about a day ago. There are probably better choices than coming back to this house, but I don’t care. This is my home and this is where I’m staying.

      If trouble comes knocking, we’re ready to answer.

      I quietly close the door to Skinny Drake’s new room and move out into the dark living room. Only shards of moonlight cut through the room, lighting my way. Love the stillness. I think of firing up the laptop, but think better of it. Think I’d like to leave the silence alone.

      Let it breathe.

      Standing in the middle of the living room, I can’t help but think about how my life changed right here. Perhaps in this very spot. Not sure if it’s full circle or not, but if you start at the night Jonathan and Mama McCluskey came in here and then end with tonight, I’d say there’s a journey in there.

      A lot of changes.

      A lot of pain dished out.

      A lot of it on me, but I feel I dished out some of my own.

      The blue vase that I made as child sits on the counter. I don’t remember making it, but it’s clear I did. Can’t understand the psychology behind Jonathan and/or Mama McCluskey for taking it in the first place, but I have it now and it’s where it should be. Never should have left. Picking it up I let my fingers feel the rough edges, the imperfections, the beauty that can only come from a child.

      White blobs form.

      I fight it, but this feels different. Not like the other times. The times triggered by rage or fear or whatever-the-hell does it to me. Setting down the vase, I crumble to the floor. Balled up with my knees pulled to my chest. My mind is speeding, fumbling through something faint and grainy.

      Something distant.

      Holy shit.

      A memory.

      That was it. I had a memory from childhood.

      Only a flash, a sliver, but it robbed the air straight from my lungs.

      My busted mind just gave me a gift. I saw myself pulling that blue vase from my backpack and handing it to my mother. The smile on her face. The look in her eyes. It was only a fraction of a memory, but oh my God there was a memory. This is not something I compiled from evidence or constructed from imagination. No, this is different. The feeling is so much different.

      The tears pour down my face.

      My body shakes.

      I can’t help but smile.

      Not going to overthink it. For now, I’m just so damn happy to have it. As the smile grows I can taste the salt from my tears. Glancing back to the vase, I can’t help but think what else is out there that can unlock my head? Does this house hold the key for me?

      For my memory?

      I get up and pour myself a glass of wine—it’s this cheap red something they had at the store—then pick up a gun. I step outside as quietly as I can. Taking a seat on the swing, I sip my wine and watch the night. The stars. The clouds are rolling at a pretty good clip, covering and clearing the moon as if they were a background on a school stage play.

      Mama McCluskey and her boys are dead, but I’ll probably never completely relax. No idea where Gordo and the Nastys are. One of the reasons I brought a gun out here with me. The wine is helping me come down some. Feel my shoulders coming down too. A therapist told me once that when I feel anxious or uncertain about things, I should take inventory of the good things I have and not what I don’t. A true “glass half-full” exercise. Always marked that down as bullshit, but I’m open to new ideas at the moment. So, okay…

      I’m alive.

      I have a brother.

      Got a butt-load of money now.

      Got the house.

      I may not remember shit, but I know what happened to me and as of a few minutes ago. I have hope that my head can unlock more.

      All things considered, not bad, kid. Not bad at all. I sip my wine and rock back and forth in the swing. A cool night breeze blows gently across my face. My eyes are getting heavy. Surprisingly heavy. I feel a fade washing over me. This feels like sleep, but I haven’t slept in—I can’t remember when was the last time. I’ve blacked out, but not real, honest-to-God sleep.

      I don’t want to let my shock snap me out of this, so I try to forget that I haven’t slept since I was eighteen. Not easy, but I want to try. I close my eyes and let the warm wave wash over me. Is that “glass half-full” shit working? Is it the combo of the wine, the swing and the night air? Who cares? Can’t help but think the closure of my situation can’t hurt. Closing the door on your past can be relaxing in and of itself, I suppose.

      I set my wine glass down on the porch.

      I shut my eyes as I lie down on the swing.

      This little piggy came home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m jolted awake.

      It’s not morning, not quite, but I can make out the beginning of light along the horizon, with shades of purple and orange peeking through. No idea how long I was out, but I was asleep. No question. That was actual sleep. I laugh to myself. I just slept, for Christ’s sake.

      “Something funny, Teddy?”

      I fire straight up in the swing, fighting to get my eyes right.

      I know that voice.

      My eyes come into focus.

      Jonathan is sitting in a wheelchair in front of the porch, along with two big boys. One of them I remember: Gordo’s driver, Bear Boy. I grab my gun off the swing, whipping it around with dead aim on Jonathan. His boys pull guns on me. Even Bear Boy. Thought we were tight.

      “Teddy, we need to talk,” Jonathan says.

      “Not sure we do.”

      “Can you put that down?”

      “I cannot.”

      “Haven’t you had enough gunplay? I heard about the house.”

      “Always room for a little more.”

      Jonathan’s eyes bore through me. Hard to get a read on the emotion. Rather not know. He looks better than when I last saw him. Not great, but better than the near-death man I left in NYC. If he in any way refers to me as his daughter I’m going to put a bullet in his brain. His boys can wipe me off the face of the Earth. I don’t care, but I swear to God and all that is holy in this world I will kill this fucking asshole if the word daughter spills out of his mouth.

      “I’m sorry, Teddy. For all of this. There’s a lot to unpack.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sorry about your wife and, oh yeah, your sons.”

      “Sorry about your mom.”

      I cock my gun. His boys do the same.

      Silence.

      The wind blows.

      The leaves rustle in the trees.

      “What the hell?” Skinny Drake steps out from the house with his arm hanging in a sling made for a dog.

      One of Jonathan’s men puts a gun on my brother.

      “Stop,” Jonathan says. “We can take turns slapping each other around or we can talk like adults. There are some things you both need to know.”

      Skinny Drake joins me on the swing. Jonathan motions for his boys to lower their guns. He eyes me, wanting me to do the same. I lower mine, but keep it ready to rock.

      “Good. This is progress. Now. Let’s talk about Gordon. ‘Gordo,’ you call him.”

      “You mean Uncle Gordo? You failed to outline the family tree when we visited you in New York.”

      “His name isn’t Gordon, or Gordo for that matter.”

      I stop cold.

      “Not your uncle either. His name is Marcus. He’s my son, and also one of the final surviving trust beneficiaries. Just like you two.”

      I look to Skinny Drake. He closes his eyes, shaking his head.

      Jonathan lights up a cigar. “Like I said before… there’s a lot to unpack.”
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      Unpack.

      “There’s a lot to unpack.”

      This man, this asshole, just said that. To me.

      I can only stare back at him. He cocks his head and raises his eyebrows, waiting for me. Waiting for me to say something. Waiting for me to make a move of some sort, I suppose.

      Don’t have one. No move to make, and nothing to say. I sit still as hell, stuck in park off what he just said.

      Unpack.

      Yup, he said it to me. Actually, he said it to me and my brother, Skinny Drake. Unbelievable. The sack on this smug dickhole. I glance to his goons and the three guns they have on me and my brother as we sit on my front porch rocking ever so slightly back and forth. It’s like the goons are these stone walls of mute meat and muscle standing ready to obey their master.

      If Jonathan so much as snaps his fingers they will snap our necks.

      Probably just gun us down on the porch and dump the bodies, if I had to guess. I used to like Bear Boy, one of the goons, the one closest to Jonathan. He was cool to me for a time. He gave me a ride from the airport when I first met Jonathan in New York. He also kept me from being torn apart at a strip joint ATM. Yeah, he was cool. Now he won’t make eye contact. That time has long since passed it seems.

      The swing creaks.

      The wind blows.

      The silence is deafening.

      I wish I were still asleep. This really sucks on so many levels. I didn’t even get a chance to truly enjoy the first bit of sleep I’d had in a long, long damn time. The first true sleep I’d had since I was eighteen. Ain’t that a bitch. Imagine if you hadn’t had so much as a nap since high school. Damn unfair. I wish I didn’t value my life as much as I do.

      Didn’t use to value it at all, but I do now. I wish I had the guts to gun down these assholes, drop them to the dirt. I can fit a few more bodies in the field. Always room for a few more dead dickholes.

      Think the shovel’s still out there.

      Could stick Jonathan in the ground right next to his sons currently rotting in the dirt out there. I used to be that girl. A girl who buried bodies on her land. That girl didn’t have much reason to hang on tight to her life, or anything else for that matter.

      Things are different now.

      I’m different now.

      I have reasons to live.

      Good ones.

      I remember counting them down a few short hours ago. They are, in no particular order, as follows:

      I have a brother. Until a couple of days ago I didn’t know he existed, but now he’s sitting beside me on this swing. He’s a good man. He’s got my back and I’ve got his. A better brother I couldn’t ask for.

      Next reason to keep breathing? I may not remember crap, but at least I now know what happened to me. I know this unpacked piece of shit in my yard named Jonathan is my biological father, and also the man who murdered my parents—my mother and the man I considered my father.

      More than simply considered my father.

      That man will always be my father in my mind. Will always be Daddy in my heart. Not Jonathan. Never, ever Jonathan. Jonathan and his wife, Mama McCluskey I used to call her, broke into my childhood home, the one behind me, and beat me when I was eighteen. Beat me without mercy or an ounce of humanity. This is why I can’t remember shit. Why I couldn’t sleep until last night.

      She’s dead now.

      Mama McCluskey, that is.

      I’ll dig into that later.

      Last few items of good to cover. I have a butt-load of money and I’ve got this house. I truly believe this house holds the only key for me remembering. It’s the only link I have to my past, to my family, and it’s worth fighting for.

      I was running through this little happy list before I fell asleep a few hours ago. Asleep. Jesus, almost forgot that one. I can add sleeping to the list now. Sleeping might rocket up the charts to number one with a hot-ass bullet.

      Ah yes, bullets.

      Let’s come back to the here-and-now of my situation. Sitting on a porch swing, gun in my lap, brother with a shot-up arm in a sling designed for a Great Dane seated next to me and, of course, my biological father (Jonathan) in a wheelchair in the yard of the house where he killed my mother and the man I have always thought of as my father.

      Damn, one more thing.

      Back to his wife.

      Jonathan’s. Mama McCluskey.

      I bashed in her head with my baseball bat a few days ago. Wish I had the bat right now. It soothes me, my bat. This is where I am in life. A wealthy woman, armed to the teeth, with a new family I didn’t know existed. And now Jonathan has just informed me that the man I thought was my uncle, the guy I knew as “Gordo,” is not my uncle. He’s not even Gordo. His name is Marcus and he is in fact my brother.

      Confused? Try being me.

      It’s the shit soup I’m being served. It’s cold and cannot be sent back.

      There’s also the matter of this trust. Not trust in the warm and fuzzy way. Not in the personal kind of way like when you trust your faithful dog.

      No, I’m talking about trust in the legal way.

      The type of trust pulled together by lawyers with words on paper, and the words in this particular trust have made me a wealthy woman. Not to mention my brother. A survivor’s trust, correctly titled, whose only living beneficiaries are now me, my brother Skinny Drake, and Marcus/Gordo. Guess Gordo’s a brother as well. He’ll always be Gordo to me, but that’s still some fresh shit for me to take in. I don’t understand all the ins and outs, the legal blah-blah of the trust, but I know enough to know it involves me being alive and wealthy.

      I need some time to process. Would love to go back to sleep, but the goons and guns surrounding us are probably not gonna let that happen. I guess, now that I think about it, I can agree with Jonathan about one thing at least.

      There is a lot to unpack here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need you to find Marcus for me,” Jonathan says.

      “What?” I say back with the coldest tone I can muster.

      He sucks on his cigar, blows a ring of smoke into the morning air, clucks his tongue. “Marcus—”

      “Gordo,” I say, cutting him off.

      Jonathan stops. Squints his eyes at me.

      “Gordo,” I say again. “We’re going to call him Gordo. Not Marcus. I know him as Gordo and I’m already a little loose in the head so I really don’t want more shit packed in there. So I…” I look to Skinny Drake for support. He gives it, supplying me with a firm nod. I turn back to Jonathan. “Sorry. We. We’re going to keep calling him Gordo. That work for you, asshole?”

      Jonathan looks to his people. Bear Boy shrugs.

      “Sorry.” I put a hand up. “I meant that work for you, assholes? As in plural. As in you are all assholes. Hate to leave anybody out.” I look directly at Bear Boy. “Assholes.”

      Bear Boy looks away from me again.

      Pussy.

      “Fine,” Jonathan says. “We’ll call him Gordo if that helps you.”

      I give him a thumbs-up. I feel as if I’ve worked through some sort of victory here. I know I haven’t won a damn thing, but it feels like a win. Like I’ve made a power move. Feels good. I mean, shit, I’ve renamed the man’s son. Of course, I renamed his other son.

      The one sitting next to me.

      The one he left and has had nothing to do with. The one whose mom is God knows where doing God knows what. I renamed him Skinny Drake, but Jonathan could give two shits about that.

      Jonathan clears his throat. “I need you to find Gordo for me then.”

      “No,” I say.

      This really gets Jonathan’s attention. I grip my gun a little tighter. Still keep it down, but I’m ready to go. I can set this thing off in the blink of an eye, man. God I wish I had my bat. I can see it in my mind. It’s like a phantom limb. I can see me bringing it down on Jonathan’s head over and over again. Just like I did to his sorry-ass wife. Does this make me a bad person?

      “And why not?” he asks, puffing more cigar filth into the air.

      “Better question? Why the hell should I?”

      “One, he lied to you. Frequently. Two, he has all your money.”

      This stops me cold.

      My moves are feeling far less powerful now. Victory fading fast. What the hell did he just say about my—sorry, our—money?

      “You can check if you like. Gordo recalled the wires. The money that was in your accounts? No longer there.”

      I look to my brother, trying hard not to let the panic show. I’m shaking, I can feel it, but I hope it isn’t something everyone can see. Surely this asshole is lying about the other asshole taking our money. The money was kind of the point of this shitshow. The only point.

      “I have more. Should I continue talking or do you want to keep going with your cute little renaming exercise? I’ll stick with calling him Gordo, by the way,” he says with a sneer. A sneer I’d like to smack the hell off his face. I nod, letting him know I’d like him to continue.

      Come to think of it, I don’t think wanting to kill him makes me a bad person at all.

      “Good,” Jonathan continues. “Then the third item? I understand you took your vase from my house.”

      I feel the muscles in my face almost slide off my skull. My shoulders drop. A sinking sensation I can feel from the top of my head to the tips of my toes rolls down my body. I can’t believe he knows about the vase.

      I still can’t believe he took it in the first place.

      The man and his whacko wife came into my home, killed my family, almost killed me, and then stole a vase I made for my parents when I was a kid. It’ll break a girl in half if you let it, if you think about it too much. But how can I not? How can I simply compartmentalize that little nugget of reality? That slice of truth.

      This man is a monster. I must never forget that.

      The mental image of my bat hitting his head over and over again is becoming a Zen-like place for me.

      I must also never let this monster see me weak, or give him the slightest hint I’m not capable of doing damage. He needs to know at all times what I’m capable of. I straighten up, get myself right and simply nod once.

      Only once, as I re-grip my gun for all to see.

      “Did it help you?” Jonathan asks. “The vase? Did it help?”

      “What do you fucking care?”

      “Did the vase help you remember something? Did seeing that simple, single childhood item, touching it, feeling it in your fingers, did that help unlock your memory?”

      It did.

      I know it did.

      It was only for a flash of a second, but holding that vase in my living room last night did pull up a memory I didn’t even know was there. It was amazing. Like a reboot of the operating system in my broken brain recovered a lost file. It was only one bit of memory, a flicker, but it was more than I’ve ever had. The rush of warmth. The feeling of home. Of family. A connection to my past. A replay into a life I never knew I’d had. A passing brush-up against a happiness I once had that I don’t remember having.

      Of course I can never let this man know this. Can’t let him think there’s something that he knows. Something he has to hold over me. Can’t allow him an ounce of insight. I don’t know what his game is or where this conversation is heading, but I’m positive whatever-the-hell he’s doing isn’t for my benefit.

      I offer him nothing.

      Not a word or a nod or a grin or an anything.

      I sit there stone-faced. Bitch-faced. Shove-it-up-your-ass-faced.

      He sees through me. Jonathan smiles big, shaking his head side to side. He lets the big silence of the situation fill my yard. Fill the big Texas sky. I can hear the morning sun breathe. The breeze gently whispers. I can feel my heart pound. A hint of a white glob forms in the corner of my eye.

      Panic shutters me.

      Not now! I scream inside my head.

      Can’t check out now. I can’t let the white globs grow and shut me down. Not the damn time for this shit. I thought I’d gotten control of this. Maybe I have. Focus. Stay in the here. Find a spot in the here and now and dig in.

      Another glob.

      Focus, girl. I push the fear back. I shove the growing burn that’s rising up from my gut down. Push it, shove it down. All of it, all the way down. Away. Aside. Anywhere but into my present disaster of a world. I will not check out now. Not in front of this man.

      This father of mine.

      This son of a bitch.

      Skinny Drake senses something is off. He places his hand on mine. No idea how he knew I was going down, but he did, and he did what a goddamn wonderful brother does. He’s here. He’s helping me and he’s not going anywhere.

      “Gordo tried to kill me, you know?” Jonathan finally says.

      A pat from Skinny Drake’s hand lets me know I’m good.

      I know he’s right. I cock my head. Dial in.

      White globs retreat.

      “That’s a damn shame, Jonathan,” I fire back. Feel myself pulling it back together. “Hate to lose you. Was hoping you’d walk me down the aisle when the time comes.”

      “Not looking for pity or concern, Teddy. Wrong crowd for that, I know.” He pushes himself up from the wheelchair. Bear Boy rushes to his side. Jonathan waves him off, letting his weak, wobbly legs level off and support his frail-ass body. It’s not pretty, but he is upright. “I couldn’t do that a few days ago. Could not simply stand up. Gordo, my own son, drugged me.”

      “I’m your own son too. I would have just shot you,” Skinny Drake says, speaking for the first time in this conversation. “If that makes you feel any better.”

      Jonathan’s eyes slip toward Skinny Drake. “Gordo drugged me.” His eyes slide back over to me. “He filled me with medication that robbed me of my strength and broke my body down to nothing but a shell. He whispered lies to me while my mind was weak. He manipulated me. Made me believe things. Things like I needed to sign a trust he created.” He pauses, collects himself. “He is a lawyer, that much is true. Somehow he got my wife and children to sign that document. Then he had me sign, convincing me I was dying of a rare, incurable disease.”

      He takes slow, tiny steps toward the porch. I think about raising my gun, but I realize he’s no threat. He’s barely alive. I will say, he looks a helluvalot better than he did when I saw him in New York. When he was on his supposed deathbed.

      Jonathan goes on to explain that he never would have signed if he were of sound mind. Tells us about how Gordo created an ironclad trust. One that only Gordo can alter or amend, and Gordo holds the original documents.

      Meaning Gordo holds the key to reversing anything the trust has done.

      Meaning Gordo can return a lot of money to Jonathan and/or take it away from me and Skinny Drake any time he wants.

      Matter of fact, Jonathan tells us again, Gordo has already drained the money from our accounts. I’ll have to verify that, but I have no reason to believe Jonathan is lying. He knows I can find out, knows it’s a statement that’s pretty easy to check up on.

      I can tell he’s holding onto something else. It’s not just money. There’s another card Jonathan wants to play. I can see it tucked away behind his horrible eyes. A pocket ace he’s dying to drop on the felt. I, on the other hand, have nothing left to lay down. So I repeat the only question that matters right now.

      “Why the hell would I help you?”

      Jonathan leans on a wood pillar on the porch. He seems exhausted from simply getting up from a chair and taking a step or two toward us. I feel sorry for him for a fraction of a second.

      That sympathy ends very quickly as he tells me…
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      “I’m taking your house until you return Gordo to me.”

      Jonathan tells us this as he motions for a couple of his goons to enter my house. One after another they storm into the place as if there were a free meat buffet inside. Bear Boy stays next to Jonathan’s chair with his gun resting by his side. Such a good boy.

      I stand.

      I raise my gun.

      Bear Boy raises his.

      “You can relax,” Jonathan says. “They will not harm your home. Everything will stay in its rightful place. I know what the place means to you. Obviously, or I wouldn’t be taking it, right?”

      I keep my gun on him. I feel Bear Boy’s gun on me. I feel Skinny Drake’s eyes on me. Can’t tell if he wants me to pull the trigger or lower my weapon. I’m pretty sure he wants me to pull the trigger and keep pulling until I reach a dry click, but ya never know. He wants, as I do, to unload a gun into this man’s skull and watch the body fall.

      For what he’s done to us in the past.

      For what he can do to us now.

      For what he will do to us in the future.

      I feel Skinny Drake’s hand on my shoulder. Evidence of a cooler head prevailing. I give him a slight nod of acknowledgement but keep my gun on Jonathan because, ya know, fuck this guy.

      Jonathan’s expression doesn’t bother to change. No alteration in his gaze. Not a single blink. As if having a gun on him is a normal way of life. Something that just happens. Another day in the life of Jonathan McCluskey.

      He turns, moving back to his chair as slow as an elderly turtle. He waves his hand to Bear Boy as he passes him. Bear Boy locks his eyes with mine and raises his hand to me, as if asking for me to hold on. He lowers his gun then moves toward one of the Yukons.

      As Jonathan takes his seat in the wheelchair I keep my gun trained on him, but also keep an eye on Bear Boy. I want them both to know I’m still considering blasting Jonathan into oblivion. I know he doesn’t care, but it comforts me.

      “What makes you think I’ll get all blubbery over this house? What makes you think that little threat will make me do what you want?”

      Jonathan relights, taking a massive puff on his cigar. He considers my questions for a moment then says, “Teddy. So strong. So tough.”

      “Patronizing me isn’t a solid way to start, Johnny Boy.”

      Bear Boy returns holding a large box in his arms. It’s sealed with tape. I turn my attention back to Jonathan, who simply smiles back at me with a finger pointed toward the box. Bear Boy moves past me and Skinny Drake as he disappears into the house.

      I know Jonathan wants me to ask.

      I’m not going to ask.

      Skinny Drake asks, “What’s in the box?”

      “Sorry,” Jonathan says, “there’s nothing in there for you. That box is all about your new best friend. Sorry, your new sister.”

      “Awww, not even my birthday,” I say, my gun still on him.

      “That box contains items from your childhood, Teddy. Much like the vase. Ten or so items, I think. The exact number escapes me.”

      I lower my gun.

      My stomach sinks, then twists, before it hits the ground.

      Jonathan smiles that smile again.

      “You son of a bitch,” I say. “You’re holding my childhood hostage?”

      “Something like that.”

      My mouth goes dry. I fight to think of what’s in the box. The sensation from the vase is still fresh in my head, like wet paint on a masterpiece I’m dying to touch.

      There was that crack of a memory I experienced.

      A taste of the past that one item, that vase, led me to. The reality of opening up my closed mind is something I never let myself consider before a few hours ago. I’ve accepted that my melon is busted as hell, never to be corrected. It is simply understood. A fact of my life. I’ve worked around that fact and carved out a life the best I could.

      Then the vase.

      That damn vase changed everything in the blink of an eye. It showed me with lightning speed that my past is still inside my head. My mushed all to hell melon does hold some value and that vase revealed that to me. What really sucks about all this? What’s burning me down from the inside out? The fact McCluskey has had it all along. All these years.

      What else does he have?

      Is there enough crap in that box to bring it all back?

      Can I get all the memories of my parents back?

      I can feel the water pooling large in my eyes. I don’t want this monster to see me cry, but at the same time I don’t care. I feel raw. Exposed. A stripped nerve unprotected out in world. I’m sure that’s exactly what this piece of shit planned on when he got up this morning. He wants to break me wide open so I’ll do what he wants. This is what he does. This is who he is.

      This father of mine.

      “That’s a good girl,” he says, studying my face.

      Skinny Drake stops me from blowing his face off.
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      Skinny Drake drives.

      Despite him having his arm in a dog sling, I’m too pissed off to drive.

      Jonathan gave us one of his cars. Not a Porsche. That would have been too much to ask I suppose. I feel like I’ve downgraded. Jesus, is that where I’m at now? Pissed off about cars? Upset I don’t have a red Porsche to risk my life in?

      I need help.

      He gave us a Yukon. It’s a nice ride, loaded, and Skinny Drake found some Steely Dan on satellite radio, but none of it helps me with the fit of anger shakes I’ve got rumbling through me at the moment.

      Can’t help but think how I should have killed that son of a bitch.

      I could’ve taken him out right then and there. Of course we would have had to shoot it out with his goons. That couldn’t have gone all kinds of different ways. It’s a very red light, green light type of deal I’ve learned. Extremely binary. They die or we die. I’ve played that game before. Done it recently. Lived through it. Skinny Drake and I both have. Together.

      I’ve also started thinking about this situation. The one I’m in right now. What do I care if Gordo took Jonathan’s money? Took our money? I never had any money to begin with, so why do I need it now so damn much? I have no idea what Gordo’s master plan is and it doesn’t really matter to me.

      That’s not true.

      Gordo gave us a view of a different life for us. A life we wanted badly, and that money unlocked that view.

      Money matters. As much as I hate to admit it, it does.

      Jonathan gave us a bit more info about Gordo before we left.

      Aside from Gordo having a different name, him being my brother and not my uncle, he has managed to screw me and Skinny Drake over pretty good. Gordo reversed the wires and sucked the money out from our accounts, and there is a really strong chance the rest of the money we were promised is not coming our way. We were scheduled to receive all the investments and real estate from the McCluskey trust. Didn’t matter if Jonathan was alive or not. He was incapacitated and couldn’t make sound decisions in his present state of mind.

      Now it seems Gordo has taken all of the loot from the estate for himself.

      Oh that Gordo, he’s a smoothy.

      Skinny Drake and I have a fair amount of cash on us, actual physical cash, but that’s all we’ve got and it will run out eventually. We could get by for a year or two, maybe more if we play things right, but it’s hardly the kind of money you retire on.

      Ain’t enough to pay off the house.

      Ain’t fuck you money.

      Ain’t what was sitting in my bank account not long ago. I called the bank a few minutes ago. That douche Gordo did indeed reverse the wires, and he did it days ago knowing I’d be way too busy to check the balance on a regular basis—he was the one keeping me busy.

      I’m getting more and more pissed at Gordo by the second. I want to be happy he’s giving it to Jonathan and all that, but the fact he lied like a son of a bitch to me and Skinny Drake and left us out in the cold has me wanting to hurt the man. I knew I couldn’t trust him.

      Now he’s my brother to boot.

      Dammit.

      That money. That was the main point of this whole damn thing, and now I don’t have it to pay off the house. Not to mention, the house is being held hostage by my asshole father and his goons, along with a box that could possibly give me back the memories that very same asshole robbed from me in the first place.

      “Everything sucks,” I say.

      Skinny Drake nods.

      I look at him. My brother. Jonathan was right. He is my new best friend. A relationship I didn’t know I had until I took an elevator ride in a condo a few days ago. Then later we escaped a shootout and have been inseparable and on the run ever since. We’ve been through a lot in a short amount of time.

      Came together as family really fast.

      A bond forged by violence, fear and survival. Also laughter, caring and having each other’s backs. I’d tell him I love him, but it wouldn’t land well. He’s not the sort for mush and I’m cool with that. Just hope he knows. Family is complicated and we haven’t had a lot of time digest it all.

      It just occurred to me that I didn’t stop to ask what Skinny Drake wanted to do. It’s not like his memories are at stake at that house. True, his money has been taken away, but Skinny Drake doesn’t strike me as the money-driven, materialistic sort.

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Do what?” he says, stealing a quick glance away from the road my way.

      “You don’t have to go on this hunt for Gordo. For Marcus. Our uncle or brother or whatever the hell he really is.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t believe you’re even asking me that.”

      I think about saying something, but stop myself. I let Steely Dan fill the empty space between us. I think I just hurt his feelings. I can feel his tension from over here in the passenger seat. Watching the country whiz by the window, I let my brain try to crack open the situation. Take it out. Play with it. Make nice with it. Then it hits me.

      “You don’t have anything else to do, do you?”

      He tries to fake mad then he rolls into a snicker. “Nope.”

      I start to crack up too. It’s one of those simmering giggles that erupts into silent laughter then an uncontrollable wave of snorts and deep breaths. We share a long, hard, much needed laugh between us. Rather laugh than cry, I always say.

      “That and I’m broke as hell now,” he gets out through his giggles.

      I bust up even harder and rub my bat, which I’m holding in my lap. As crazy as this all is, I feel oddly okay at this moment. I feel together. A sense of completion, even though I know I’m as broken as a thousand cantaloupes dropped from the Empire State Building. Don’t have much of a reason to feel great about anything, but I do.

      The laughter between us dies down.

      I sniff and clear my throat. Skinny Drake focuses on the road.

      “But seriously. What are we going to do?” he asks me.

      “We don’t have a lot of strong leads,” I say, letting my mind slap back to the problems at hand. I try to think this through as I watch the countryside continue to blow past my window. A blur of trees and grass scream past as we carve up the winding snake of a farm road.

      Brother and sister on the road with no clue as to what in the hell they are doing. At least this time we aren’t being chased. At least people aren’t trying to kill us at the moment. This is what passes for good news these days.

      I try to boost my ego by telling myself we are the hunters and not the hunted this time. We have some vague form of control. At least I think we’re not being hunted. Anything is possible, and the level of the unknown is pretty damn high.

      Focus, Teddy.

      Think.

      The only way out of this is to come up with a plan from nothing. What do I know? What pieces are there to work with? I run through the people I know who know Gordo. It’s a small list, to be sure.

      Then it hits me like a sledgehammer.

      “We gotta go find Rondo,” I say.

      I hear a crunch of metal behind me. A skid.

      My head launches forward, slamming into the dashboard. My face swells on impact as I bounce back, then slams forward again.

      Something rammed into our back bumper. I see the steering wheel spin between Skinny Drakes’ fingers. We swerve left, then right as he gets us back under control. I push myself off the dash, pull my gun, spin in my seat. There’s a big-ass truck coming at us hard. The engine revs with a roar.

      They slam us again.

      I’m thrown to the side, rocking me face-first into the passenger window this time. They must have hit us at a different angle, trying to push us off the road, or at least into the ditch. Peeling myself off the window, I yell to Skinny Drake, “Take your foot off the gas then jam the brakes when I say.”

      He nods as he takes his foot off the gas. We’re slowing down.

      I grab the wheel as I look to the rearview mirror. I wait.

      The engine revs up again. The roar is closing in on us.

      “Jam the brakes!”

      He obeys and I yank the wheel hard toward me.

      We cut sideways, turn-spinning, back end of the Yukon fishtailing as we come to a stop in the road with a skid and burn of tires in the air. The truck screams past us then locks up their brakes, skidding to stop about fifty yards ahead of us.

      Skinny Drake pulls his gun as we both pour out from the Yukon in perfect harmony. I position myself behind the door then blast two shots into the back window of the truck.

      The glass pops and spits into millions of pieces.

      Skinny Drake lands a shot, exploding the driver’s side mirror.

      We’re surrounded by miles of farmland and trees, but civilians and/or cops could roll up here any second. Never a perfect place for a gunfight, but this will have to do for now.

      Two men jump clear of the truck with shotguns in their hands. They stumble as their feet hit the road. In less than perfect harmony their ankles twist, forcing their bodies to roll into the ditch. Amazing to watch, actually. If you’d told me, I wouldn’t have believed the complete lack of grace or skill. One of their shotguns goes off into the air.

      “Take the driver,” I tell Skinny Drake.

      He bolts toward the left side of the road. His good arm holds his gun with his other flopping in its sling like a busted wing. I take the right side with my bat and gun ready to rock. The driver and passenger both seem dazed. Not polished pros. Not the A-team of whoever is on us. They’re clumsy.

      Stupid, if I may.

      I hear Skinny Drake’s kicks and punches from the other side of the road as I reach the passenger. He turns over onto his back with a thump, his gun raised at me. I kick his arm away as he fires. The blast echoes off harmlessly into the big Texas sky. Slamming my bat down into his ribs, he folds into a fetal ball of dumbass.

      “What the hell, man?” I bark. “Talk or we’ll kill you both and leave you in the ditch for the buzzards.”

      “Eat shit.”

      I slam his ribs on the other side. He screams like a teething baby.

      “Who are you? Who you with?”

      “Should I kill him?” Skinny Drake calls out from the other side.

      “Not yet,” I yell back, then stick my bat on the end of this one’s nose. “Last time I’m asking nice. Talk.”

      His face is red. His pain is real. His level of stupid is amazing. It’s all in his eyes. The dude is not smart, but I can also see he’s not ready to die for this shit.

      “She sent us a few days ago. We’ve tried to find you two for a while now. We just found the house. We got lost,” he says, defeated as hell.

      “She?”

      “You know, the boss’s wife. Jonathan’s wife.”

      “She’s dead, dumbass.”

      “What?”

      “Mama McCluskey? She’s dead as a doornail. Killed her myself.” I see his eyes search for clarity. “Oh my God. You should really check in more often.”

      “Dead?” He spits out a tooth. “Soooo, what? We’re cool now?”

      I shake my head. I think about telling Skinny Drake to kill him on principle. I almost feel sorry for Mama McCluskey, wasting money on these clowns.

      “This one thinks he’s working for Mama McCluskey,” Skinny Drake says from across the road.

      “I know,” I call out. “They’re dumber than hell.” I turn back to the passenger. “You’re like a soldier who doesn’t know the war is over.”

      I turn, shooting out the massive truck tires.

      “Give me your phone,” I tell him, then call out to Skinny Drake. “Take his phone.”

      “How about their wallets? We could use the cash.”

      “Good idea. Only cash. No plastic or other shit.” Back to my guy. “Give me your cash too.” I think for a second. “And for being stupid and working for that horrible woman, give me your clothes too.”

      “Should I get his clothes?” Skinny Drakes yells across the road. “I hear that right?”

      “Yes.”

      We gather their clothes and cash and leave them naked in the ditch, penniless, no phones and with a truck that’s undrivable. I think about shooting them the finger as we drive off, but that’s too much. I feel oddly grateful they were stupid and all we lost was some time, a back bumper and some tire tread.

      “What the hell were we talking about?” Skinny Drake asks as we get back to driving. He lost his arm sling somewhere in all this, but as long as he’s cool with it, I’m cool with it.

      “Rondo,” I say. “We gotta go find Rondo.”
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      Don’t know much about Rondo, but what I do know is Rondo is a complete disaster of a human being.

      That much is clear.

      Last time I saw him, he was bound up on a hill just outside the McCluskey place in Montana. Never stopped to think about what happened to him while me, Skinny Drake, Gordo and the Nasty Brothers attacked the McCluskey house like we were Special Forces.

      Pretty sure he’s not still on that hill anymore.

      Almost positive.

      He seemed fairly resourceful. He could be anywhere, but we know where he lives in California. His little beachside riot house. It seemed like his happy place, and I’d bet dollars to dugouts he went limping back to that den of sin. I would. It looked like a fun joint.

      Forgot all about the Nasty Brothers for a second.

      Gordo’s buddies.

      Maybe they’re his muscle now. Gordo’s got the money to bring them on full time, if they weren’t already from the beginning. Hard to tell when Gordo pulled his plan together, let alone figured out what the hell his plan is. He could have easily had those animals on the payroll from the second I met him. Had them lying in wait until the right time.

      That’s the scary part about all this now.

      How long did Gordo have this plan set in motion? How long has he been pulling our strings, and how long have we let him? Sucks when you realize you’ve been played like a harmonica at the annual sap convention.

      Those Nasty Brothers are a dangerous couple of dudes, to be sure, and if we’re lucky they were just guns for hire and haven’t stuck around to watch over Gordo. I have a feeling I’m being a little too optimistic and the Nasty Brothers are with Gordo right now. The three of them are probably knee-deep in cocaine and hookers with my—sorry, our—money.

      I’m getting pissed off again.

      I think about my house, Jonathan and his goons.

      I really hope those sons of bitches don’t tear up my house.

      It kills me to know Jonathan and his people are inside my parents’ house right now. Raiding my fridge. Feet on the table. Violating my bathroom. I shiver at the thought of it. I think about that box Bear Boy was carrying and what it might hold. I feel my shoulders tense up around my ears. I’m getting all worked up over some shit I can’t do shit about at the moment. Not a good strategy. Never works. Always hurts. Focus, Teddy.

      I wonder if I’ll ever sleep again.

      Was last night a fluke?

      I close my eyes.

      “Don’t you go to sleep, Teddy,” Skinny Drake says.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I’m not driving to California in silence.”

      “Want me to sing to you?”

      “Nope. Just a little light chitchat for, oh, the next day or so.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “I know it does. Just do it.”

      The tires roll. The sound is hypnotic, lulling me into a deep trance. I know that I won’t fall asleep, but I don’t want Skinny Drake dictating what I do. Is this what having a brother is all about? Having a pain in the ass you share DNA with? I’ve grown attached to the kid in a short amount of time, but right now the guy is bugging the shit out of me.

      “I want to try and close my eyes for a bit,” I say. “See if I can go back to sleep. A test.”

      Skinny Drake sighs. He looks over to me. “You got a little shuteye last night and now you want it all the time. You’re a sleep-slut now?”

      I give him some poor sissy eyes.

      He shakes his head. “Fine. Goodnight.”

      I smile and close my eyes.

      This is kind of a first for me. Closing my eyes to try and sleep, knowing I’ve got a real shot at it. I haven’t even bothered trying in a long time, and it feels more than a little strange. Shutting my lids feels good though. Feels hopeful. Comforting even. I want to dream. I want to let my brain cut loose and see all the things it searches out and finds in sleep mode. Travel to places unreal. See people real and imagined. Show me all the weird and the wonderful my brain can spit out. Please.

      When I close my eyes, all I can see is me bashing Mama McCluskey’s head.

      My bat coming down again and again.

      I close my eyes tighter. Grip my bat tighter. I can even hear it.

      The thumps, the crunches and the cracks. The moans, yelps and screams. That woman deserved everything I gave her, but yet it still tears away at me. She killed my parents, and tried like hell to kill me on several occasions. If she were still alive today she’d be trying like hell to execute me and my brother right now. Shit, she had two dumbasses give it a shot just a few minutes ago and she’s deader than hell.

      I was justified in doing what I did. I know I was.

      Then why do I feel like shit?

      I open my eyes.

      “You’re such a dick,” I tell my brother.

      “What the hell did I do?”

      “All your bitchin’. I can’t sleep now. So, let’s chitchat dammit.”
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      It’s been a long haul to California.

      We traded off, taking turns at the driving, riding straight through day and night. Me staying wide-awake and Skinny Drake crapping out into a deep slumber here and there. We stopped in Arizona and got a cheap room just long enough to get cleaned up, grab a bite to eat, rest for a second, watch some Full House, but not a whole lot more than that.

      I don’t have much of a plan as to what we’re going to do once we get to Rondo. We’ve got some guns and some money—those items seem to be effective in most situations—but I really don’t know what to expect out of Rondo.

      He’s an unknown.

      A wildcard of sorts.

      Gordo told us he’s one of Mama McCluskey’s sons, but not one she had with Jonathan. There’s a different father somewhere in the mix. Rondo’s an off-the-books offspring she kept funded and away from Jonathan. Can’t imagine what Jonathan would do to someone who did his wife, let alone knocked her up. Of course trusting anything Gordo has told us about anything would be more than foolish. Guy lies like the rest of us breathe.

      However, it seems Rondo is kept well-funded from what I can tell. Based on what I’ve seen, it looks to me like he’s living the ultimate playboy, trust fund, bastard-baby lifestyle. He lives by the ocean surrounded by sex, sun and sin. Considering I used to make a few dollars in Austin setting people up with a lot of that shit, sans the ocean, it would be highly hypocritical of me to judge Rondo. Doesn’t stop me, however.

      Thinking of his life is upsetting me.

      I only hope the bastard is home.

      We hit eastern California like a runaway train. It’s hot as hell, barren and filled with dirt and wind. Not what you think when you think California. No blue water. No exceptionally beautiful bodies. No expensive cars. Is this even California? A lot of everyday folks scrapping through life is what I see. No gloss. No fanfare. No bullshit.

      Miles and miles of nothing. I’m drifting in and out of my thoughts as the windmills of the wide-open land and the casinos of Palm Springs blaze by. Why people would vacation in the desert is beyond me. Guy at the gas station said people from LA come here all the time. Why in the hell would you leave seventy-two degrees and head out to the dirt and oppressive heat?

      Makes no sense.

      We hit the outskirts of LA a couple of hours later. The density of things is growing. The population is becoming thicker. I grip the wheel as we roll down the highway, cutting through the traffic best I can.

      In and out.

      Left to right, right to left, carving through the lanes heading west along I-10. The Ten as it’s known around here. Skinny Drake tells me this. No idea why or how he knows this, but it’s probably all the crap TV, I’m guessing. Out beyond the haze, the never-ending rows of cars are stretched along the horizon. Something vast. Limitless. Makes me smile.

      “There’s the ocean,” Skinny Drake says.

      No shit, I think. I don’t say it however. It’d be well within my rights and would feel great, but we’ve been getting along for the last few hours so I’d rather not poke the bear right now.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      We still have a ways to go. We need to cut down the four-o-five, I’m trying to get this highway garbage right, a few miles toward San Diego. Rondo’s place is in a small beach town somewhere between LA and there. Skinny Drake remembers the name so I’ll let him navigate while I fight the traffic.

      He gets jumpy when there are too many cars around him. Austin doesn’t have the traffic that this place does, but at least I’ve experienced this shit on some level. I think Skinny Drake has been in small towns for too long. He’s not a complete bumpkin, he’s seen the city and so on, but it takes time to get comfortable with it all. It took me time to adjust to something larger than a gas station and yarn store. In a way, I hope Skinny Drake doesn’t get there. I like him the way he is. Full of wonder. Slight bit of fear. Unscathed. Pure.

      You learn a ton traveling with someone.

      The good, the bad and the annoying. I’ve learned Skinny Drake talks only when he wants to. Guess I knew that already. He rarely talks about himself, his past and certainly not about his feelings. Guess I knew that too. He snores like he’s an old man. He’s got a long fuse, but when he gets pissed, stand the hell back. Trust me. He also closes his eyes when he laughs—I love his laugh—and he knows a lot of useless things about Los Angeles even though I think he’s been here a total of an hour in his life.

      There’s more to Skinny Drake I know, too much to list, but I’ve gotten to know him more and more. This is my brother, and I couldn’t be happier to have him. Warts and all.

      He hasn’t said much about his childhood.

      About his mother.

      Hasn’t said anything about her and Jonathan. He probably doesn’t know much. This is all so new to him too, but there has to be something he wants to talk about. I’ve spilled my guts all over the damn place, all about my situation and Jonathan. But Skinny Drake hasn’t said a whole hell of a lot about it. I’ve learned not to press him, but I am curious. Damn curious. It’s starting to eat at me. As we exit heading south I glance toward him. He’s excited like a puppy looking out the window. I know he’s dying to point out all the insanely priced cars, and probably a few hot girls, but I want to ask him some serious questions.

      I want to know if it all bothers him.

      I want to know if he’s hurting like I am.

      I want to know that I’m not alone in this empty feeling I’m dragging around, wondering who I am.

      I start to ask, then stop. I begin again and hit pause again. Forget it. There’s no upside. It will either start a fight or cause him to retreat back to the corners of himself. He’ll tell me when he’s ready, and not a moment before. That’s my brother. I either accept it or fight it, and I’m thinking fighting it can lead to some things I really don’t want.

      “What?” Skinny Drake asks me.

      I must have been staring at him a little too long.

      “Nothing.” I smile. “You see that Bentley over there with the old dude and the big-tittied hottie?”

      “Yeah.” He snickers like he’s ten.
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      “That’s it,” Skinny Drake says with a bounce. “That’s Rondo’s place.”

      Down the street is the little ocean bungalow I remember. Seems like we were here not all that long ago. Maybe a few days. Maybe a week. Could be a decade, given the weight that’s been laid down on us lately. A lot has happened since Gordo brought us here. Since he took us into that twenty-four seven beachside party hut of Rondo’s.

      Rondo was stoned, drunk and whatever else when we got hold of him and dragged him out. He wasn’t even awake when we grabbed him. Didn’t snap out of it until much later, with him only screaming out curse words at random while he was out cold. Funny looking back, but there were no giggles at the time. We needed him to draw out Mama McCluskey.

      We were betting big on a narrative.

      That he’s her first son, but not one of Jonathan’s. He’s the bastard boy from a little fling she had prior to Jonathan. Part of me enjoys that little slice of tawdry information. I want to drive all the way back to Texas and rub it in Jonathan’s face.

      Say something like, “Hey, your dead twat of a wife has another son spawned from someone else’s demon seed.”

      Sure, it needs work, but the pieces are there.

      Now, we need Rondo to tell us how to find Gordo. He might not know, but he’s the closest thing we have to a lead. He has to know something. A place Gordo likes to go. A city he hides out in. A girl somewhere. Something, dammit.

      “Okay then,” I say, gripping my bat, “let’s get his ass.”

      Skinny Drake slips a gun into the waistband of his jeans, looks to the beach house then nods. I can see it in his glazed eyes. It’s starting to show. This is all starting to take a toll on him. Hell, on me too. The heaviness of it all. The stress that comes from death. I can’t explain. I’m thinking the stress gives way to numbness, and that I don’t want. I don’t want him or me to get to the point where we don’t feel anymore. The mind can do some strange shit to defend itself. I know this all too well, I get it, but I don’t know what to do.

      “Hey, we don’t have to do this,” I say with my eyes locked on the house. “We can take what we’ve got and take off. Find somewhere to be. I don’t need that house. I don’t need that box. I don’t need—”

      “To remember who you are?” he says, interrupting, then turns to me. “You’d like to keep not knowing shit about shit?”

      The look on his face is one I haven’t seen yet. It’s compassion wrapped in determination. In his mind, we’ve already done all this and I’m back in the house opening that box from Jonathan. Like I’m opening my memories for Christmas. I think about telling him that doesn’t mean anything to me, but the look in his eyes has me thinking he’d know that’s utter horseshit.

      He cracks a grin.

      So do I.

      He opens the door.

      So do I.
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      I have no idea what to expect.

      Last time we came around, Rondo was a puddle of goo in the back room, the rest of the place littered with tanned, post-sex, pre-overdose bodies on the floor. I expect more of the same, but you never know.

      Skinny Drake places his ear to the door. Pulling back, he shakes his head. No noise. No nothin’. I hide my bat behind my back and knock on the door. Skinny Drake checks to make sure his shirt is covering up his gun.

      Seconds crawl by.

      Still no sound coming from the house. Only the ocean breeze blowing around us with the occasional seagull yapping. I steal a peek at the clear blue sky. The sun kisses my cheeks. The smell of the salty air. I remember the last time I was here. I remember thinking California would be a nice place to relocate to. I was right then, and I’m still thinking this place is a little slice of all right.

      Skinny Drake moves closer to the door, readying his shoulder for a knockdown. I shake my head no, calling him off. He steps back, bouncing on his heels as if getting ready to kick it in.

      This kid.

      I love him.

      A few days ago he was a terrified little boy. A skinny, creepy kid in an elevator I thought was strange and perhaps a little rapey. Now he’s a badass, ready to kick in doors and abduct a beach boy to save my broken brain.

      Life moves fast, boys and girls.

      Plan accordingly.

      The door opens.

      A tall, naked man stands in front of us with an erection that you could swing from. It’s like his baby arm is saluting Hitler. I’m not turned on necessarily, but I am mesmerized. It’s actually pulsating, as if it had its own heartbeat.

      “What?” he asks me. “What do you want?”

      He must get people staring at his junk all the time.

      He’s got a bit of bite to his tone, but what really has me off guard is the fact his hard-on bobs even more when he speaks. I have the perverted desire to keep him talking so I can enjoy the flesh-puppet show.

      Skinny Drake elbows me. He can’t possibly know what I’m thinking, but I guess he gets the gist.

      “Rondo around?” I say, fighting to establish eye contact.

      “Yeah,” he says, scratching his head. “Who wants to know?”

      “His brother and sister.”

      He blinks, looking over the two of us. We might have broken his brain with that one. I sneak a peek downward then look up immediately.

      “Didn’t know he had any family,” he says, scratching his nuts perhaps a little too long. Now I’m a little disgusted. We were doing so well.

      “Well, he does. He does and we are it,” I say. “So, if you and your big dick could take a couple of steps back we’d appreciate it.”

      He only stares back. Blinks.

      Might have really broken his brain this time.

      Mr. Big One opens the door wider and takes a step back. It’s very tempting to cop a feel on the way by, but I show restraint. Sexual assault isn’t my thing. Of course, if a guy answers the door naked with a hard-on the size of a sapling I’d think all bets are off, but I guess that’s all up for debate.

      Skinny Drake comes in behind me, but keeps his eyes on Big One at all times. Despite the feature I’ve focused on, he’s also about six-five, tan, carved out of steel and covered in tats. Considering he has no problem answering the door buck naked, there’s no telling what the guy is capable of.

      Good thinking, Skinny. Keep an eye on him.

      First thing I notice is that the place is devoid of other naked bodies. There’s no orgy, post- or pre-, in progress.

      No sign of anyone.

      The place actually looks clean and well kept. I scan the living room and kitchen. It’s as if a maid or someone’s mother was recently here and took care of shit. I know it wasn’t Rondo’s. She’s dead. A flash of that violent scene rips past my mind’s eye. I shake it off.

      “Who’s that for?” I say to Big One.

      He cocks his head at me. “What?” he asks. His penis bobs.

      “That,” I say, pointing to his crotch. “That raging tiger you got there. I don’t see anybody around. You getting in some private time or what?”

      “Oh that. They left.”

      I look to Skinny Drake.

      He scrunches his nose back at me. We don’t get it.

      “I’m confused,” I say. “There were girls here, or at least one, and they or she left you”—a nod down—“with that?”

      Big One claps his hands and starts to laugh as if he just got what I was saying to him.

      He’s pretty, but dumb as shit.

      “No, no.” He points toward the back. “Rondo and them saw you coming down the street and they hauled ass down the beach.”

      Skinny Drake and I share a look, then fly to the back of the living room toward an open sliding glass door. I noticed the curtains blowing off the back patio but didn’t think anything of it. I just thought they were letting in some ocean air, for Christ’s sake. Damn. Blinded by a bobbing penis.

      Throwing back the curtains, we fumble out onto the deck. The beach is peppered with people enjoying their day. Towels out. Baskets with snacks. Drinks with straws. Smiles and fun. Normal, except for one detail. A major one. About fifty yards out from us, five bare-assed folks are running like hell down the beach. Four women and our boy, Rondo. They look like they’ve been enjoying a substance of some sort, given the lack of skill with their moves and the fact they haven’t covered much ground since we got here.

      “We going after them?” Skinny Drake asks without breaking his stare of the ladies’ bouncing backsides.

      I put my lips together and blow out, releasing a frustrated fart-like noise for no real reason. It earns a brief glance from my brother. I continue with the noise. Perhaps it’s the ridiculousness of this situation we’re in, or the fact I don’t know what to do. Regardless, I know I can’t just stand here on the beach making fart noises. I need to make a call. A ruling on this situation.

      “Yeah,” I finally say, “I guess we do.”

      “I’ll get him some clothes.”

      “Yeah, pack dear Rondo a bag of some kind, if you could.”

      Skinny Drake nods while keeping watch of the naked, stumbling mess of humanity that is working its way through the sand. People stop and take note of them, but aren’t nearly as freaked out as you’d think. No one seems fazed at all.

      California, man.

      Yeah, I could live here.

      Big One sidles up, taking a stand next to me. He puts a hand on my shoulder. Not aggressive, more like resting it there or suggesting something. I turn to him, meeting his eyes. He raises his eyebrows and glances down to his still standing monument to blood flow. As if to ask if I could help him out.

      “Thanks, Big One,” I say, shaking my head. “Flattered to be sure, but I gotta run. Another time?”

      He frowns, then nods as he walks away, defeated.

      Can’t help but sigh. Despite all that’s happened, I’m still a human being with needs and wants, and a good-looking slab with a rager at the ready checks the boxes of want and need. It’s been a while for me and he sure is pretty, but alas, I’ve got shit to do.

      Dammit.
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      Running in sand sucks.

      It’s hard.

      Really hard.

      My thighs are on fire. My labored lungs want to collapse, tap out and call this whole thing off. I tried, I really did, but the hell with it. Skinny Drake is up a few feet from me, so damn competitive that kid, but we’re still a decent distance from our target. Rondo and his groupies are still rumbling down the beach like a drunken pack of Labradors looking for a meat treat.

      I think I hear a couple of the girls giggle.

      Unbelievable.

      They’re naked as the day they were born, have a woman with a baseball bat and a guy with a gun chasing them across the hot-as-hell sand, and they’re cutting up like school kids.

      Yes, I know they’re probably whacked out of their skulls on a chemical compound that’ll take days to unwind, and they probably weren’t that smart to begin with, but damn man, know your surroundings.

      Skinny Drake has a workout bag slung over his shoulder filled with some stuff he grabbed for Rondo’s little trip he’s about to take with us. That is if we can catch the slimy bastard. I can only imagine my brother agonizing over what to pack for him. He may not seem like it, but Skinny Drake is the kind of guy who would worry that he didn’t pack what Rondo would want to take.

      I’m more concerned that I might have to land my bat upside one of these chicks’ heads. Hope it doesn’t come to that, but you never know how a sex-crazed doper girl is going to react when faced with a woman with a baseball bat taking her man down on a sunny day.

      Shit.

      Just realized something.

      We’re moving farther and farther away from the car. Quick math tells me it’s a long-ass walk back to our ride from where we are. I’m not enjoying this little jog we’re on right now, so I’m pretty sure the stroll back with a kicking and screaming Rondo is going to suck even harder.

      We’re within spitting distance of them. Not far at all. Still too far to dive tackle, but close enough to make a move. I can’t tell if they’ve noticed us yet or if they consider us a hallucination, hard to tell from here, so the surprise element may still in our back pockets.

      I can’t feel my legs.

      I look to the perfect ass on the blonde on the left. It’s sick. Ridiculous.

      Enough of this.

      I stop.

      I spread my feet wide and fling my bat end over end with all I have, like a lumberjack tossing an axe. The bat flips and sails, almost in slow motion. Skinny Drake watches with his mouth wide in shock. I lean to the left ever so slightly as if trying to guide the bat’s path with body. The bat lands with a thunk. Nails the back of Rondo’s head. His legs say fuck it as he drops to the sand in a fast, almost immediate, slump of a move.

      My arms shoot up as if I just kicked a fifty yarder to win the Rose Bowl.

      The girls stop cold, like their feet got stuck in the sand.

      They look to one another with eyes wide, but say nothing.

      Skinny Drake reaches them first. He, of course, has nothing to say because he’s been rendered useless by the bare chests, perfect skin and pretty eyes. I move up fast to grab my bat, just in case the girls get any wild ideas. Rondo is facedown in the sand, but he seems to be breathing.

      I snap my fingers an inch from Skinny Drake’s nose to snatch his attention away from his wide-eyed, boob-induced trance. I grab a robe from the bag Skinny Drake packed and shove it in his chest.

      “Get that on him,” I tell him, then turn, waving my bat at the girls to get my point across. “You ladies need to fuck the fuck off back to the house. There’s a pretty man back there who needs you.”

      They look at me.

      They blink.

      Then blink some more.

      “Go,” I bark. “Before he takes matters into his own hand.”

      Looking to one another, they start running back toward the house with a bounce and a giggle. I can’t help but be a little jealous of them. Must be somewhat nice to be gorgeous, dumb, stoned, have people take care of you all the time and be constantly sexually fulfilled.

      Bitches.

      I think about flinging my bat again.

      Gotta hand it to Skinny Drake. He put aside lust and pussy-staring long enough to do a good job getting Rondo in a lime-green bathrobe and standing upright. That takes discipline for a kid like him. I’ll have to point that out to him later. He’s holding up Rondo with an arm around his waist and his other arm locked over his shoulder. Doesn’t look comfortable at all.

      Skinny Drake looks to me like he wants me to do something.

      “Really?” he says with a tone. “He’s not a tiny dude.”

      “Fine.”

      I throw Rondo’s other arm around my shoulder. We start walking him back down the beach. Now it looks like we’re helping out a drunk friend rather than kidnapping a naked dude.

      Much better.

      It’s not lost on me, the absolute strangeness of this situation. I’m walking along the Pacific Ocean with my brother and my naked stepbrother. I think he’s a step. I’m not good at family trees. Never had to be before now. Not long ago I was just an only-child bartender who arranged good times for people and, oh yeah, I blacked out occasionally.

      “This is kinda weird,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Skinny Drake agrees.

      We shuffle our feet in the sand, huffing and puffing as we go.

      “That all you’ve got?”

      “Yeah.”

      We move along in silence, while struggling to move Rondo along the beach. Neither one wants to be the first to complain, but we both know how much this sucks. We have no idea what our next move is or what we’re going to do, but we have the beginnings of a plan. Which is more than I can say for when I woke up on the porch with Jonathan staring at me. Was pretty sure I was going to get into a morning firefight that day. One with bodies, bullets and blood littering my yard. One I wouldn’t walk away from. Don’t get me wrong, this is better, but still...

      “This sucks,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Skinny Drake agrees.

      I let my head unwind, relax for a second, allowing my shoulders to sink back down for the first time in what seems like hours.

      “I hope Big One is having fun,” I say.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”
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        “Life is hard. After all, it kills you.”

        - Katharine Hepburn
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      We throw Rondo into the back of the Yukon.

      Hard.

      He bounces like a sack of sod in the backseat. We have to stop him from landing in the floorboard by rolling him back into the seat with face planted into the leather.

      I check his pulse and his breathing, just to be sure.

      No telling what he’s got running through his system, so I’m worried the trauma of a bat to the head might set him off into some kind of shock or cardiac arrest.

      So far, so good.

      Jonathan and his merry band of assholes were kind enough to give us a small bag of goodies that included some zip ties among other things, like a small pocket knife, a needle and thread, some gum and other shit. Nice gesture, I suppose, but who the hell puts that bag together anyway? Well, they’ll need zip ties, some ibuprofen, bullets and beef jerky.

      We secured Rondo’s hands before we dumped him face-first into the back of the Yukon. He’s still out cold, but he’ll be okay. Well, I hope he’ll be okay. Last time he was like this he simply screamed out random curse words, but that was drug and booze induced. Considering he was brained by a flying baseball bat, this might be different. Hope like hell I didn’t give the kid brain damage.

      Great.

      Now the only person who might have a clue how to find Gordo will only be able to speak in clicks and buzzes, then piss himself when a microwave turns on because I hit him with a flying baseball bat.

      “Balls!” Rondo screams.

      Dammit.

      What the hell is wrong with this kid? Is he screwing with us?

      At least there’s brain function.

      Taking the “glass half-full” view.

      I decide to test the kid. I nudge Rondo hard in the nuts with my bat. Nothing. Doesn’t even flinch. I give him another, with a little more humpf behind it. Still nothing. Not a move. Skinny Drake watches, then shrugs as he pops the Yukon into drive.

      “Where we going?” he asks in a whisper.

      “I don’t know,” I say, whispering back. “He’s kinda supposed to tell us.”

      “That was until you knocked him out.”

      “You not happy with my process?”

      “Just saying you might have thought it through better.”

      “It was a fluid situation in the heat of battle and I did what I had to do.”

      “Snatch!” Rondo screams, breaking up the conversation.

      There’s a hard silence, a long pause, then Skinny Drake whispers, “You got tired, that’s all that happened. That’s the fluid situation you’re bullshiting about.”

      “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      More silent pause.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” I say. “And why the hell are we whispering?”

      Skinny Drake shrugs.

      “I’m hungry,” I say, deciding to defuse this conversation.  “You hungry?”

      My brother lights up as he sighs. He hates himself for being this easy, but nods all the same. Yes, yes he is indeed hungry and easy.

      Sometimes easy.

      Always hungry.

      “Pig fucker!” my stepbrother yells from the back seat.
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      We hit LA, pulling off the 405 onto Santa Monica Blvd.

      This place is crazy.

      So much happening, and happening all at once.

      Can’t see it all. Too much to take in.

      I’m a small-town girl, and I’ve never really left my relatively small circle in Texas. Never gone anywhere to speak of. But ever since I met Gordo, I’ve been whisked away to New York City and all that entails, been flown to Cali, staged an attack on a mansion in Montana, and now I’m back on the West Coast about to enter the mouth of the monster they call the City of Angels.

      Enough to make a girl’s head spin.

      A guy at the gas station told Skinny Drake there’s a pretty good burrito joint down the street. Street is a strange way of putting it. Santa Monica Blvd would pass as a highway where I’m from. There’s more traffic here right now than my hometown would see in a year.

      Skinny Drake and I sit on a beaten-to-hell plastic bench in front of Edwardo’s burrito place. I’m staring at the steaming mass of a bulging tortilla on my tray. The burrito reminds me of the nature shows I’ve seen where a giant snake in Africa eats a villager and the body has the snake all fat in the middle. This thing is as big as my face. Not as big as Big One, however.

      I have to stop.

      It’s over between us.

      Dammit.

      We left Rondo in the car with the windows cracked down about an inch, as if he were a dog. We picked a bench that’s directly in front of the parked Yukon so we can keep an eye on shit. Rondo is a sneaky little bastard. Don’t trust him at all. Can’t trust him at all.

      I tear into my fake snake of a burrito. This thing is so damn good. I could eat three of them. I’ve found that when life and death is your daily activity you eat less often, but when you do you eat, you chow down like a hog.

      I’m in hog mode, for the record.

      Squirrel mode may be more accurate—storing nuts for the winter because I don’t know when I’ll eat again.

      Could be at a standard dinnertime. Could be days from now because we’re on the run or kidnapped or perhaps even killed. Maybe that’s it. The fear of death makes you eat like each meal is your last. Love to think this is all that romantic, but I’m just damn hungry and do not give a single damn.

      My phone buzzes.

      It’s a New York number I don’t know, but I’ve got a good idea who it is.

      “Yes,” I say, pissed but willing to give the caller a chance.

      “Teddy,” Jonathan says, “tell me you’ve made some progress.”

      “Lots,” I say, taking another big-ass bite. “Lots of progress.”

      “Good to hear.”

      “Yeah, we found the guy your dead wife was banging and we’re figuring shit out,” I say as matter of fact as I can. “He’s hot as hell too. Gotta run.”

      I hang up, set my phone down and tear off another massive bite. I feel Skinny Drake’s eyes on me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      The tortilla rips between my teeth with a chunk of guac-covered beef dropping to the dirty pavement. Damn. Hate to waste good meat. It’s a sin where I’m from. Think for a second about picking it up, but there’s a mom and her kid looking at me as they walk into the place. Maybe I’ll wait until they get inside before I snag it off the ground.

      From the corner of my eye I see something.

      Something moved inside the Yukon.

      I stop, my neck going ridged. Bet I look like a deer. I feel like a deer.

      Skinny Drake is taking down his burrito as if there’s a couple of hundred-dollar bills wrapped up in there.

      I watch the front window of the Yukon like it’s a pot about to boil. Eyes fixed. My shoulders are inching up to my ears. Breathing slowed. Waiting for something to confirm what I think I saw. There is it again. A flash of a shoe. The flail of some bound hands. We have signs of Rondo life. I think about alerting my brother, but he seems deep into burrito bliss and I think I’ll just let him finish.

      Another kick of a foot.

      That might have been a shoulder.

      His head pops up then drops back down, then pops up again. I snicker to myself. Rondo is prairie dogging. He spins facing the back of the Yukon then flips and spins to the front. So awesome. Not sure why I’m enjoying this so much. Do I hate Rondo? Maybe. Am I becoming mean and cruel? Perhaps I always was. An unpleasant thought rockets through me. A spike of cold in my heart.

      My father is Jonathan.

      Jonathan is mean and cruel.

      Am I the same?

      Will I become what my DNA has already predetermined for me?

      “Fuck that.”

      “What?” Skinny Drake says with his mouth full as hell. With cheeks stuffed, he turns to the Yukon. “Hey, look. Rondo’s up.”
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      “This is un-damn-necessary, people,” Rondo says from the backseat.

      We’re driving down Santa Monica heading toward Beverly Hills. I don’t know why. Not like we know where we’re going. Skinny Drake thought Beverly Hills sounded cool.

      “Rolling to the Hills,” he said.

      Dork.

      Didn’t have the heart to tell him I thought The Hills meant the Hollywood Hills and not Beverly. I’ll let him have this. He’s switched the radio to hip-hop, Kendrick Lamar I believe, and he’s thrown on some cheap as hell shades he picked up at the burrito place. No idea why they sell sunglasses at a burrito joint, but what the hell do I know.

      “I was more than certain I wouldn’t see you people again,” Rondo says, staring blankly out the front windshield.

      From here it seems he’s letting our past encounter wash over him. His eyes are hard, then soften. He looks defeated, but pissed about it.

      “What we doing now? What’s up this time?” Rondo asks. “Storming a mansion in Beverly Hills? Got another kill squad together with Marcus?”

      Who?

      I have to hit reset in my head and work through who he’s even talking about. Marcus? Oh yeah. He means Gordo. Well, he means Marcus, but he’s Gordo to us. The fact he called him by his correct name is interesting.

      He knows him only as Marcus. As Mama McCluskey’s son. Just like Rondo is Mama McCluskey’s son. Need to tuck that nugget away.

      “How do you know Marcus?” I ask.

      “Long story.”

      “We’ve got some time.”

      “What do you want with me, man? This is some serious bullshit.”

      I punch him. Don’t know why. Seemed like the thing to do.

      His head pops back then forward. There’s a pause. A trickle of blood runs from his nose, then he yelps out, “Dammit, lady.” He closes his eyes tight and shakes his head hard left to right. I feel bad actually. Not sure he deserved that, but I didn’t know what to do. My arm jolted his direction before I knew what I was doing. The punch earns me some side-eyes from Skinny Drake. I think about blaming the aggressive music, but decide not to.

      “One more time. How do you know Marcus? Actually, don’t call him Marcus. He’s Gordo from now on. Got it?”

      “Yeah, Gordo, whatever. Stop fucking hitting me.”

      “Talk,” Skinny Drake chimes in.

      “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing.” Rondo leans forward toward the front seat. “Ya know what? Go ahead and hit me. Have at it, slugger. Let’s go.”

      “Look,” I say, about to climb in the back and wail on this dude. “I killed your mother and I’ll do the same to your sorry ass.”

      There’s a sudden shift in Rondo.

      A sudden drop in energy.

      He flops back into the leather.

      All expression drops from his face. His shoulders slump. It’s like he’s melting from the inside out. I’m watching him come undone right in front of me. His face turns red and he starts to shake, then tears start to roll.

      “My mom?” he asks, his chin quivering. “She’s dead?”

      I don’t know what to do.

      It slipped out of my mouth without me even thinking about it. I realize what Mama McCluskey did to me and my reasons for hating her, but I forgot that she was a person and a mother to Rondo. What has happened to me? The coldness. The hate. The carelessness with someone else’s feelings. I killed his mother and I act like I won a football game.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I should have—”

      “How? Why? She never did anything to anyone.”

      “Well, to be fair, she’s done some things,” I sputter out. “In my defense, she was trying to kill me.”

      “What?” Rondo says. “She’s in an old folks’ home in Sacramento. She can’t get out of her chair. She couldn’t hurt a bug.”

      I lean back.

      What the hell?

      Then I think for a second. Rondo was with us at the mansion we took down in Montana. Mama McCluskey’s home. He didn’t say anything about the house, or that being his mom’s house.

      Come to think of it, he didn’t say a damn thing about her. We were so caught up in the thing I never even thought about it until now. We are basing everything we know about Rondo on what Gordo told us.

      Big mistake.

      “What’s your last name? It’s not McCluskey?” I ask.

      “No,” he says through the tears. “It’s Ricker.”

      “Do you know your father?”

      “Of course I do. What the hell kind of question is that?” He stops. Sits straight up. “Did you kill him too? You monsters. What are you?”

      “No. No, we didn’t do anything to your father.”

      “Oh, you just killed my mom,” he barks, spit flying. “You’re such a fine fucking person.”

      I look to Skinny Drake. He gives me a shrug. So damn helpful.

      “What happened to my mom?” Rondo screams.

      I try to calm him. I actually attempt to shush him and pat his head. It doesn’t work, by the way, not even a little bit. He pulls away and tries to swing his bound hands at me, then, with no better option, he spits at me.

      I’ll give him that.

      “Let’s start again. Okay?” I say, wiping his spit from my face, trying to hit reset on this conversation that’s gone horribly wrong. “How do you know Gordo?”

      Rondo calms a bit. Looks out the window, taking in a long look at a convertible of honeys stopped next to us. At least he’s not so upset he’s dropped the lusting. Good. That’s encouraging. He looks to me then the carload of blondes and boobs. He swallows hard.

      “This is about her, isn’t it?” Rondo finally says.
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      We let Rondo call his mother at the home in Sacramento.

      Skinny Drake and I agreed that would be the cool thing to do, considering. It’s the least we could do. After he calmed down and returned to being the borderline rational asshole I’ve come to know, we took him to a Jewish deli he knew. I wanted him to find a place he felt comfortable with. Got him some coffee and a bagel.

      Rondo sits on one side of the booth with me and Skinny Drake on the other. No idea if he’s Jewish, not that I care one way or another, but I’m willing to give him some creature comforts if he will cut the shit and talk to us.

      Not to mention, I did give him the impression for a while there that I killed his mother, and possibly his father. So manners suggest I should pick up the tab on a cup of warm bean juice and a snack.

      “I was nailing Gordo’s mom,” Rondo says while tearing away at his bagel. “I mean really nailing her. Like good. Like she liked it.”

      I hold up a hand letting him know I got it and didn’t need any more details on the subject.

      “There,” he says, as if he was dropping some weight he’s been carrying awhile. “I said it. Questions?”

      Skinny Drake and I lean back on that one. I don’t want to be a bitch about this, but none of that is really helpful information, not at all, and I don’t care about either one of their sex lives.

      “I know, I know. I’m not proud of it, but she’s quite a handful,” Rondo continues. “Does an ass-load of yoga. Runs. Ya know, hot mom stuff. She’s a wild one in the sack too. Crazy shit, ya know? Dirty talk. Biting. Light punching. Hard scratching.”

      I put up my hand again, letting him know that’s still enough.

      “Okay. To be clear, that one I did kill,” I say.

      He blinks. Chews. Sips his coffee. Blinks some more. The waiter tops off his cup while Rondo holds my stare. I don’t want to break from him. Want him to know I’m in the not dicking around business. I let the silence wash over the table and fill in the gaps. I want his brain to pick this apart. Better yet, I want to watch his eyes as his limited mind does the picking.

      “That is a shame,” he says after the waiter leaves. There’s a hint of something in his voice. Not sure what it is. Sadness. Regret. Sinus drainage. I decide to press him.

      “That’s how you know Gordo?” I ask.

      He nods.

      “How does that introduction happen?” Skinny Drake asks.

      That’s a good one from my brother. He has his moments.

      “What do you mean?” Rondo chirps.

      “He means how do you meet the grown son of the woman you’re giving it to?” I say. “Sounds like an odd way to make friends.”

      “Oh, that.” Rondo goes back to his coffee with a slurp. “Didn’t start that way. He ran into me at a bar. This little beach joint. We partied for a few days in LA and Reno. I didn’t find out about his relationship to this thing until later.”

      “Relationship to this thing?” I ask. “You mean you having sex with his mother? The one you’re biting, punching and talking your filthy shit with?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      It’s at that moment I realize something. It hits me like a freight train. I almost fall straight from the booth to floor. Skinny Drake looks to me, asks me if I’m okay.

      I nod.

      I’m thinking of something Jonathan said a few days ago on my porch. Didn’t give it much thought at the time, but now it’s landing. Landing hard as hell. Jonathan said he didn’t know how Gordo got Mama McCluskey to sign the trust papers. Had no idea what Gordo did to get that woman to sign on the dotted line.

      “Do you know who she was married to?” I ask.

      “What good would come from that?” Rondo says, checking the menu. “You mind if I order up some more eats? Love this place.”

      I turn to Skinny Drake. He has no idea where I’m going with this.

      “Who pays for that place you’re in? That beach orgy house of yours? Your living expenses, where is that all coming from? You must have a really tight job, Rondo.”

      Rondo laughs and leans in close to us. “Yeah, my job is banging Gordo’s mom the way she likes it.”

      I smirk. Skinny Drake does do. He gets now where I was going.

      “Well, Rondo, I hate to tell you this.” Actually, I love telling him this. “Don’t know if you’ve pulled it all together yet, but I’m going to help you with the heavy thinking here.” I lean close too, a few inches from his face. “Rondo, bubby, she’s dead. I bashed her head in with a baseball bat. The same one I got sitting out in the car.” I snap my fingers as I remember. “It’s the same damn one I knocked you out with on the beach, as a matter of fact. Sorry. Back to the point. Your money, your orgies, your beach life have left this earth right along with Mama McCluskey’s dirty, filthy, yoga-MILF, bitch ass.”

      Rondo starts to choke.

      I watch.

      Skinny Drake giggles. Love him.
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      “Where should we be heading to, Rondo?” I say toward the back of the Yukon.

      Rondo hasn’t said a word in about a half hour.

      I can tell Skinny Drake is getting annoyed.

      The fun of driving around LA has quickly disappeared and shifted toward the edges of hostility. I need him to keep driving, however. I need Rondo to have time to think. Need to give Rondo plenty of time to process what his new life will look like.

      No money.

      No beach house.

      No drugs.

      No pussy.

      Surprised he hasn’t jumped out of the car and dived face-first into traffic. I don’t know Rondo that well, but it seems the list I just gave was pretty damn important to him. Can’t blame him either. Looked pretty okay to me. I need him to think real hard about all that before I lay down my offer to him.

      It’s a simple one.

      I hope like hell he takes it. Because what he doesn’t know, what he isn’t thinking about right now, is that he’s the only link we have to Gordo.

      Me and Skinny Drake? We need him.

      We need Rondo bad.

      If he doesn’t help us find Gordo we are screwed. Big time.

      I’ll give it another minute or two before I lay it on Rondo. My eyes turn toward the outside world as we drive down Santa Monica Blvd toward Hollywood. We’ve hit the gayest area I’ve ever seen. I’ve known quite a few gay men in my life. Worked with many. Hung out with more. Used to have a few on my list of night workers I’d call on at the bar when the time was right and I thought we could all earn a few dollars.

      But these gay folks I’m looking at right now? They redefine everything I thought I knew about the gay male. Nothing wrong with it, but damn, boys, tighten it up. You know what? Scratch that, come to think of it. Let it fly, I guess. The hell with it. If you know who you are, then put the damn pedal down with both middle fingers in the air.

      I might not remember everything, but I do know who I am.

      I decide to the put the pedal down myself.

      “Rondo,” I say, “there’s a chance we can help you.”

      Nothing from the back seat.

      “You hear me, man?”

      Only sound comes from rolling tires and horns blaring outside from the streets of LA. I decide to put my metaphoric middle finger in the air.

      “You want all your shit back?” I say, putting some bite into my tone. “Do you? Want that beach life back? The women? The wine and whatever-the-hell else you’re into?”

      Rondo looks to me. A sign of interest. A spark of something. A crack, just a crack, in the wall, but that’s all I need.

      “You listen to me good. Okay?” I rest my chin on the seat, giving him some cute eyes with a touch of angry. “You need to think hard about how to find Gordo. He has our money.” His eyes drift back to looking out the window. I snap my fingers in his face. His full attention is required here. “He has your money too. You want your life back? Finding Gordo is the way. The only way. We’re in this together now.”

      His eyes lock with mine. I cock my head and give him some eyes back. I think of Sandy back home. Sandy, the greatest pro I never knew. The greatest at drawing in male eyes for a price. Now, I know I’m no Sandy, but I can be cute as hell when I’m on.

      I can see it all over his face.

      I’ve got him.

      “Just think now,” I say. “Don’t have to cough up all the answers right this second, but I want you to churn that brain of yours and come up with some ideas. Some good ones. My brother here wants to see the Hollywood sign for some damn reason, so you have until then to give us something to work with.”

      I raise my eyebrows, looking for recognition from Rondo.

      He looks at me for what seems like an hour, then nods. Goes back to looking out the window. I turn around and turn up the radio, letting the bass-drenched beats fill the air. Off in the distance I see the Hollywood sign.

      More like a corner of it.

      That damn thing has been a symbol of hopes and dreams for a lot of hopeless dreamers who have come here over the years. Many a boy and girl have rolled into LA with a childhood passion to work in the biz, and that damn sign is a logo for all of that. I get it. I’ve never had such a dream.

      That’s not true.

      Mine is more simple, I suppose.

      I want to remember. I want to sleep. I want to be a normal human being, whatever that means, and that’s all I want. Period. I don’t need limos, fancy shit, coke, creepy sex or people fawning all over me. I simply want to be a functioning human who remembers her parents and doesn’t pass out all the time. That piece of shit Jonathan holds some things that could make a lot of that a reality. It at least gives me some hopes and dreams that it might be possible, even for a broken girl like me.

      That too much to ask?

      I don’t think so.

      “There’s a woman in Vegas,” Rondo says. “She used to set us up with a good time. Gordo called her a couple of times. That’s our best bet.”

      I look to Skinny Drake. He shrugs.

      I nod to Rondo. “Thank you.”

      The Hollywood sign comes into view, and it is glorious.
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      Vegas.

      Never been here before.

      I’ve heard all the stories and seen the movies, of course. This place, in theory, sounds a lot like what I used to do in Austin, only on a city-sized level. I was used to booze and good times from a hotel bar, and did it with as much style and heart as I could muster.

      This place?

      Can’t speak to the heart and style of it, but it seems like a pulsing, sweating, twenty-four hour version of my old business model, with a lot more moving parts and, oh yeah, money. Lots and lots of money. A part of me is jealous. Another part thanks God that I never found this place before now. Easy to see how a person can get lost in all this, can get dead in all this.

      It’s dark by the time we hit the city. Wasn’t a great drive over, but not too bad in the grand scheme of things. Some long stretches of uncomfortable silence, to be sure. Skinny Drake and I didn’t talk near as much as we did on the way over from Texas.

      The Rondo factor obviously slowed us down. Kept us from speaking too freely. Understandable, but I missed cutting up with my brother. I’m talking about Skinny Drake, not the weird-ass brother connection I have with Rondo. Oh wait, he’s not that anymore. We’ve established that I didn’t kill his mother. He was just giving it to who I thought was his mother, but he’s not Gordo’s brother at all.

      Jesus.

      This family dynamic makes my head hurt.

      Makes my skin crawl a bit too.

      Need to compartmentalize the shit out of this stuff if I’m going to survive mentally. It’s wearing me out. Rondo did give us a little color about Gordo and this woman we’ve come to Vegas to see. Rondo says she’s a madam of sorts. She runs girls and sets up bigger parties for big cash—drugs, girls, hotel suites or whatever.

      Sounds familiar.

      Wish I’d thought of the term madam. I could have been a madam.

      Sounds kinda cool.

      Again, I ran something kinda like that in Austin. Smaller scale, but I did set up the good times for folks who came into town looking for such things. Wonder if this madam is hiring. I might need a gig if this finding Gordo and getting my damn money and house back thing doesn’t work out.

      Rather not go back to that life.

      Nope, I’m good with the plan I had a couple of days ago. The one about having some cash, my house and my memory back. That’s the big picture plan. The plan to just be, man. To hang out in the country and live.

      Period.

      The idea of going back to setting up folks to get their rocks off doesn’t have the same shine to it as it once did. No, I’ve been ruined with a view to a better life. I’ve seen a better way to be. All that said, I should keep an open mind and be nice to this madam.

      Might need a backup plan.

      Never know.

      Shit can go south in a hurry in this life.

      Rondo says she lives in a suite on the upper floors at a casino. She has a deal with the place—I like her already—that keeps her living there as long as she keeps things moving. Meaning she keeps money moving into the right pockets. I used to call my bar “the eye of the storm.” It sounds like this casino’s hotel is hers. I get her, without even meeting her.

      I start to mentally break her down. To read her without an introduction. To come up with a mental composite of sorts. She’s going to be tough. Friendly, but guarded. Sexy and charming, but with a mean-trigger that won’t take much to pull. This is a woman not to be messed with. Any fuss and she will go ballistic with a snap of her manicured fingers. At least that’s my assessment at the moment, from afar.

      She could be four hundred pounds with a peg leg and dumber than shit.

      Could be bone-skinny with an opiate addiction the size of Dallas.

      People are strange.

      What the hell do I know?

      The lights of this place are jaw-dropping. The city is so much different in real life. The scope, the size of it all. It’s massive. Looks like it could swallow you whole. Movies and stuff do not do it justice. Unlike the other towns I’ve been to recently, this one isn’t somewhere I’d like to live.

      There’s glitz and lights, but there’s a layer underneath that’s dark and dirty. I haven’t even gotten out of the car and I can feel it. Like it’s seeping through the air vents and covering my skin. Looking out the window it’s like watching cattle wandering from one predator to another. They might dodge one or two and think they’re winning, only to turn a corner and get ripped all to hell by a friendly monster with a toothy grin.

      Rondo said Gordo brought him here for a hotel party about six months ago. Said it was wild. Crazy. The best of times. Gordo was friendly, smooth and toothy I bet.

      Oh, I know that Gordo.

      Boy do I.

      Rondo said Gordo asked a lot of questions about his life and about Mama McCluskey. At first Rondo didn’t talk about it much. Kept it tight, he said, giving Gordo one or two-word answers and changing the subject constantly. But once the booze and girls started flowing he sang like a canary. He gave it all up like water pouring from a pitcher.

      That’s all Gordo needed.

      The right lubrication for the right information.

      Gordo used that information to turn on Mama McCluskey and get her to sign the trust docs. Hey, I know you’re banging a surfer dude and picking up the tab on a beach house, so you might want to do what I ask. Just a thought. That’s how it all happens. Information used to twist someone into a pretzel, and then someone else gets screwed in the process.

      Weaponized info.

      One of the deadliest in the jungle.

      Gordo began this plan with a party in Vegas. Set the trap. Knew Rondo’s obvious weakness—not hard to calculate—and Gordo dumped a shit-ton of weakness all over the poor boy. Rondo was the first domino to fall, and that one fell hard, like a bowling ball from a hundred-story building.

      “You’re such an asshole,” I tell Rondo.

      “What? What did I do?”

      I punch him in the face again. Twice. Fast double-jabs. Feels nice. He falls back in the seat holding his nose. More silence fills the Yukon. Rondo gives a slight whimper, but holds back the real yelps. He doesn’t want to give me the satisfaction. Skinny Drake can only shake his head.

      I don’t care if my brother is mad at me.

      I need some things to get me through the day, just like everybody else.

      Not to mention, I just figured out that Rondo is responsible for this whole damn thing, even if he didn’t know it at the time. Therefore a double-tap to the nose with my fist is far less intrusive than a double-tap with my bat, or my gun, to his skull.

      I consider my actions to have shown great maturity and restraint on my part.

      “Take a right,” Rondo says through his fingers. “It’s that one. Just valet up front. I know the word.”

      “The word?” I say.

      “Several words, actually.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it,” Rondo says, pinching his nose. “Let’s get this shit fucking over with.”

      “This madam of yours. She going to fight?” Skinny Drake asks Rondo.

      “She might.”

      “We need guns?” I ask.

      “You might.”

      Skinny Drake and I turn to Rondo. He shrugs. We pull up to the valet under the blinding, blinking lights. There are waves of people buzzing, stumbling and moving in and out of the casino with no particular order or sign of reason. A chaotic whirlwind of stupidity, drunkenness and lust of all varieties.

      Rondo rolls down his window. “Hey, man,” he calls out to a chubby valet. “Madam Rosie keeps a chicken in the pot.”

      The valet nods stone-faced. Listens to Rondo.

      “She likes hard men with soft hearts.”

      Another nod.

      “She makes poo-poo in the penthouse.”

      The valet smiles and opens the door.

      What. The. Hell.
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      The door to the penthouse opens wide and holy shit this joint is nice.

      The thick-fisted gentleman at the door shows us to a couch the size of a swimming pool. Plush as a lamb’s ass. This reminds me a little bit of when I saw Jonathan’s place in New York. Big. Filled with expensive things. Clean. The type of somewhere you wished you lived in.

      There’s a massive, wrapping window with curtains that are opening by themselves, it seems. It’s revealing a jaw-dropper of a view. I can see the Eifel Tower, or at least the Vegas version. Lights cut up the night with all the colors of some madman’s rainbow. I think of all the people I saw on the way over. The ones who were drunk, wide-eyed and completely unaware of what was out there waiting in the dark.

      Yeah, this is the eye of the storm all right.

      Her’s. Not mine.

      Mine back in Austin was dog shit. I’m a little embarrassed by comparison.

      The thick-fisted gentleman takes a stance behind us. The three of us are seated on the couch facing the window. Staring at it as if we’re waiting for a movie to start.

      There’s some ambient-style music playing just above a whisper. Rondo sits to the right of me, Skinny Drake to the left. I wish I had my bat. Keep twisting my hands with nervous energy vibrating through me. I hate that I don’t have it, but I know it was the right call. It was decided that walking through the casino and hotel lobby with a baseball bat might draw some attention we didn’t want. I really only want it for comfort more than anything.

      That’s not completely true.

      I want it so I can crack some skulls.

      Want it so I can control my environment, rather than it controlling me. I guess when you think about it, the comfort comes from the idea that I can use it to bash in someone’s head if need be. The comfort that comes from the illusion of control.

      So, yeah, it’s a comfort issue.

      I’m getting too into my own head.

      Stop, Steady Teddy, stop the thinking. Not helping. Breathe.

      I know Skinny Drake has a gun on him. I’m more than a little surprised we weren’t patted down on the way into the penthouse. Madam Rosie either has the worst security ever, or she’s so cool and badass she doesn’t consider us a threat.

      She walks in.

      Yeah, it’s pretty obvious—she’s cool and badass.

      She’s very pretty. She’s tall, willowy even, with dark hair and a gentle elegance to the way she moves. An effortless grace mixed with an understated power. Her sculpted arms are devoured by bright, tattooed sleeves of various flowers inked into her skin from wrist to shoulder. Wraps of green with bursts of reds, yellows and pops of blue. Roses, I assume. No idea what she’s wearing, but it’s classy as shit. Black, sleeveless. A don’t fuck with me business suit of sorts, accented with a silver necklace of a large shark tooth.

      I’m in awe.

      Mind bursts. Blown all to hell.

      My spirit animal just glided into the room and I am utterly speechless.
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      “Hello,” she says.

      Her elegance is casual.

      Her stare is piercing, and it’s cutting into Rondo at the moment.

      “Rosie, look, I was brought here by these clowns. Didn’t want to come. I mean I love it here, you know that.” Rondo’s edgy, like he’s made a mistake. “I’d never come here like this. Unannounced with strangers.”

      Rosie slinks closer to him, her eyes never leaving his.

      “I know the rules,” he continues, getting more and more nervous with each step she takes. “I know how shit works.”

      She slap-grabs his cheek. The smack of skin was loud. Felt it from here. She tugs and twists a fistful of Rondo’s face, pulling him up from the couch. Never saying a word. Never a grunt or a hint of struggle or strain. Her face never altering its expression.

      Rondo, however, is a mess.

      He’s terrified. Shaking.

      “Come on, Rosie,” he babbles. “This isn’t right. I’ve never done anything like this.” He thumbs back toward me and Skinny Drake. “It’s these two. They beat me and dragged me up in here.”

      “And why is that, Rondo?” she asks.

      Her voice is like a rasp. Rough but smooth. There’s no elevation to her tone. It’s even. Constant. Somehow this woman has pulled off a voice like velvet sandpaper. A calm threat of violence, as if she was asking where you bought those shoes.

      “Why did they want to come here?” she asks Rondo, still not addressing me or Skinny Drake. “What is it they needed so badly they would come to you to get to me?”

      “Fucking ask them,” he says.

      Rosie backhands him with a lighting-fast strike, sending him spinning face-first into the couch cushion with his ass pointing high in the air. Her thick-fisted gentlemen don’t even blink. They haven’t moved into any kind of backup position. No hint of concern. Rondo has her by a few inches and outweighs her by way more than a hundred pounds. He’s fit, looks strong. Yet her people seem to know that Rosie has this.

      She’s good.

      She kicks Rondo in his ass with the spike of her heel, then gives him a sideways kick to the ribs that flops him over on his side. Skinny Drake and I bounce on the couch, speechless as we watch. Once Rondo flips fully around, Rosie places the pointed toe of her kick-ass shoe to his throat, pressing ever so slightly. Rondo coughs. His face is getting redder and redder. Veins pump up along his forehead and grow like vines wrapping up his neck.

      “Things do happen, Rondo. I get that,” Rosie says with her gravel-like sweetness. “No shame or harm in the unexpected getting the best of us. What I find concerning is that you thought you could bring your unexpected shit to my doorstep.”

      She presses harder. Rondo cough-yelps.

      “It’s you thinking you can do whatever you want to make things right for you, that’s what is upsetting. That’s what I don’t like.”

      Stronger toe press. Stronger yelp with a gag.

      “I mean seriously. It’s not like I’m some older woman you’re banging for rent money. Am I, Rondo?”

      Rondo tries to get out an answer. He’s struggling to even breathe. Hard to do with an amazing shoe jammed into your throat. Her calf muscle flexes as she keeps up the pressure.

      “Wait. Is that what you think?” She scrunches her nose. “You’ll pull out your magic dick and I’ll fall in love?”

      “No,” he spits out.

      “Again? Didn’t catch that.”

      “No.”

      “No, you don’t think you can bang me, or no, you don’t think I’ll fall in love?” She’s pushing harder and harder, forcing him deeper and deeper into the couch. “I’m confused, Rondo. Help me understand.”

      “No…”

      “Draw me a picture.”

      “Rosie…”

      “I’m not very smart.”

      Rondo is half a second away from passing out. She smiles big, pulling her leg back. Rondo sucks in air hard, grabbing his throat as if this were the first time he’d experienced the gift of oxygen.

      Rosie takes a few steps back to the front of the room, landing almost perfectly in the center of the windows. As if she’s hitting a mark on a stage. Every look she gives, every move she makes is designed to impress or intimidate. She adjusts her don’t fuck with me suit, takes in a deep breath, then looks to me and my brother.

      Her green eyes are penetrating. She’s studying us, I can tell. She’s assessing us, but doing so with a warm expression on her face. Waving off Rondo as he gasps and chokes next to me, she scrunches her nose again, only this time it’s as if she’s apologizing for all that unpleasantness.

      “Now.” She locks in on me. More like drills into me. Her eyes flare and pop with electricity. “Okay, Sweet Angel, let’s have a drink. Have a chat.”

      Oh yeah, I like her.

      A lot.
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      We sit at the bar of the hotel suite.

      We drink whiskey.

      She’s turned on the TV for Rondo and Skinny Drake, as if they were children who needed something to keep them preoccupied while the grown-ups talked for a bit. Madam Rosie selected a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle. It’s so expensive I don’t even know the label on the bottle, which is a bit embarrassing given the fact I was a bartender not too long ago. The hipsters of Austin who fancy themselves whiskey experts like to sip the good stuff in order to impress others or themselves, but this one is beyond their small batch whatever-the-hell.

      This is the good stuff.

      The twenty-three-year-old stuff.

      The stuff someone who doesn’t have time to Google what to drink and who doesn’t give two shits what you think about their whiskey choice drinks.

      Madam Rosie drinks Pappy, therefore I am drinking Pappy.

      It burns, and I’m loving it.

      As I look her over I can’t help but think about how much I’d like to be hot as hell, in complete control and drink whiskey like I don’t give two shits about the rest of the planet. Doesn’t sound like a bad way to spend your days and nights, right?

      She hasn’t said much yet. I haven’t either. She asked me if I wanted a “Big Nasty.” Luckily I have a past in tending bar and I know that’s in reference to a large ice cube in my drink. I’m also wise enough to know to turn it down and not insult her by watering down the good stuff. I hope this earns me a check in my column. The average person might think the “Big Nasty” was what I turned down at Rondo’s beach house. Dammit. I was going to stop with that.

      Reset.

      I take a swig. So good.

      Not sure where to begin with Madam Rosie, and I’m also not sure what she wants to say to me, either. I figure she has some very specific questions she wants answered. The most important being…

      “So. I usually know what people want when they come to see me, but you? Not sure. Could be a lot of things. You got me curious, Sweet Angel.” She pours a fresh snort for the both of us. “What do you want with me?”

      I take another drink, more of a gulp.

      I realize what I say and how I say it is important here.

      This woman is being cool at the moment, but I realize she can go in a much different direction at any second.

      “Thank you for your time and your whiskey,” I say as she smiles and nods in return. “I need to find someone.” I let my last gulp of whiskey spread a warm spiderweb through my body. “Someone I hear you know.”

      “Do tell,” she says, her eyebrows raised. “You’ve come a long way. You’ve kidnapped that fucker over there. By your accent I’m guessing you’re not local.” She pauses, looks me over with flash of eyes. “Southern, without question. Texas?”

      I nod.

      “Ah, a Texas girl. That’s where the toughness comes from. The grit. The balls, for lack of a better term. You’ve got some kind of something. I can see it. It’s all over you.”

      I can’t help but smile as I run my finger over my glass.

      I know she’s playing me, she’s good at it too, but I appreciate the kind words all the same.

      “But there’s an emptiness there, too.” Rosie continues studying me. “Something’s wrong. Something deep and dark, I’m guessing. Coming into a place like this all the way from Texas is not easy, right? That deep, dark something brought you here.”

      I nod again.

      She leans in with her elbows on the bar as if we’re old friends talking about old boyfriends who pissed us off. Throwing back her last taste of whiskey, she glances to the couch at Rondo and my brother, then back to me.

      “So, tell me. Don’t leave me in suspense. You made it all the way, found your way into this little den of sin. So, please, I’m very interested in who you want to find.”

      I swallow hard then say, “Gordo.”

      She scrunches her nose and shrugs her shoulders, not knowing the name.

      “Sorry, his real name is Marcus McCluskey and it’s a long story. Be happy to tell you all about it, but I need to find this man. Badly.”

      She pours another drink. Turns to Rondo, then back to me. Pours me another. Gives me a little side-eye as the brown liquor rises to the edge, a much deeper, longer pour than she did before.

      Rosie then raises her glass.

      I raise mine too.

      “I know this man. I know where to find him.” She clinks her glass with mine. “I want you to give me the five-minute version of your story. Drop your best five minutes on me. If I’m compelled, and I’m hoping I will be, I will tell you where we can find him.”

      I start to talk.

      She places a finger to my lips, pressing ever so lightly. “When I say five minutes to convince me, I mean five minutes, because I know where this man is going to be in about an hour from now.”

      I feel my eyes bulge with excitement. No idea where to begin with this.

      “Now.” She removes her finger from my lips, then whispers, “Go.”
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      It was a hard five minutes.

      I bounced around, skipped some beats I’m sure, but I think I got all the meaty parts out there for her to digest.

      I started with my parents, the house, the invasion, the beatings, the killings, my memory loss, my sleep loss, my bar, my business, how Gordo came to me, how Jonathan is a complete prick, not to mention my biological father, how I met Skinny Drake, how he’s my brother, how I killed Mama McCluskey, and how Jonathan came to my house with his bullshit.

      Not sure if it was five, four or ten minutes, but she listened to every word and she did not look away once. Not sure she even blinked. More surprising that she didn’t take a drink during any of it. She also didn’t help me with nods or smiles or little word nudges here or there. She let me spill it all out for her in my own words.

      No interruptions.

      No bullshit.

      This is why she is who she is.

      I give her everything and she gives up nothing. She listens. Absorbs. Breaks down everything about me. What I say. How I say it. How I look when I say it and the stress I place on each word that I choose. She’s sitting there like a powerful, sexy laptop, crunching everything I’ve said and done in the last five minutes into information for her to process and use. More importantly, she’s using that data to come up with an answer to a question. One only she can answer.

      Can she trust me?

      I get the feeling this is the only answer that matters to her whenever she meets anyone new. I also get the feeling there are several people buried in holes out in the desert who didn’t process well with this sexy laptop they call Madam Rosie.

      Recently, I’ve dug some holes and dropped some problems in those holes too, so I can only hope I’m still Sweet Angel and not part of her desert landscaping needs.

      Now she takes a drink.

      Checks a clock on the wall.

      Cocks her head and looks to the ceiling.

      “Well, okay then,” she finally says. “Your Gordo is going to be on a party bus in about fifty-odd minutes from now. A bus I set up for him. It’s picking up him and a few friends of his at a golf course in the desert. It also has a few friends of mine.”

      I try to keep from jumping out of my chair and hugging her.

      “I know you understand what I’m saying, based on what you told me about your hotel bar situation.” She pauses. “But I want to be clear. I have girls on that bus. I don’t want them hurt in any way, shape or form. I know you’re pissed off, and you should be, but I can’t have my girls mussed up.”

      “I understand,” I say.

      She leans back, drinks and thinks. I can see her mind turn this thing round and round in her head as she twirls her dark hair around her finger.

      “Good. Now, we don’t have time to meet them at the golf course pickup, but they will make a stop. A stop that I will arrange.” She taps her phone on the bar.  “I’ll tell the driver they need to stop to pick up another girl, some more booze and some dildos or whatever. At that stop you can slip onto the bus.” She waves a finger toward the couch. “I suggest you have those two follow the bus. I also suggest you dress like a whore so you don’t get made by Gordo immediately. The bus will be dark and Gordo will be drunk or high, or both, so that will buy you some time.”

      She thinks some more.

      I think some more.

      I know better than to speak. Interrupting her would be unwise.

      I want to storm into that bus with a gun in one hand and middle finger blazing on the other. I want to spit acid and spray blood across the walls and windows of that bus. I want people to hurt. I want Gordo screaming my name for mercy.

      “You want to go in strong. That’s what your gut is telling you, right? I can tell.” She pauses, places her hand on mine. “Oh, I know you, Sweet Angel. I knew you before you walked in here. You’re me, only a few years removed. You want to go in with your hair on fire, a knife between your teeth and gun in your fist.” She laughs as if reliving a fond memory, then puts up her hand like a stop sign. “But don’t do that. I think that’s the wrong move, here. There will be other people on that bus. Not all of Gordo’s friends are there to party. Some are there to protect. Two in particular.”

      I shoot up in the chair, my back stiff as a board. “The Nasty Brothers?” I call out. I had to.

      Skinny Drake looks my direction. I wave him off.

      “You know those two as well?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you know a lot.” Rosie pulls her hair back, revealing a mark that runs from behind her ear to her collarbone. A mark made with a knife, no doubt. She’s been cut in a place that would not be seen by many, but would send her a clear message. The cut is healing, but looks like there were stiches not long ago. She lets her hair fall back. “I know them and they know me. They almost killed me.” She holds my stare as her mind drifts for a moment, then says, “You need to get on the bus as a whore, get Gordo, and get out without the Nasty Brothers getting involved. Also without my girls, or you, getting hurt.”

      She clinks my glass.

      “That’s my offer. That’s the deal.” She twirls her finger in the air while making some flash eye contact with her thick-fisted gentlemen. Turning back to me, she asks, “Do you accept?”

      I’m not sure I have much of a choice here.

      This woman holds all the cards. She wants me to dress like a whore, step into a rolling shitshow with killers and hookers all by myself, without my bat, I’m guessing, and somehow get Gordo out of there without harming a single hair on the heads of her employees. I can respect all that, but sweet baby Jesus, lady.

      “Yes,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” She turns my chair around, facing the living room. “I don’t like Gordo,” she says into my ear.

      One of her gentlemen has just wheeled out a rack of clothes. Whore clothes. At least I get a choice in what I wear. Of what I might die in. Rondo and Skinny Drake get up. Rondo smiles big with an odd giggle. Skinny Drake is more than confused. Another one of her gentlemen holds some different wigs. They are different cuts and colors. I like the pink one. No wait, the purple.

      “Don’t worry,” Rosie says, pulling out a shiny black dress with some dark-gray leopard spots scattered across it. “These little numbers all have places to hide guns and/or knives. We’re not amateurs here for Christ’s sake.”

      I slip on the purple wig.

      Rondo grins like he likes it.

      Skinny Drake’s eyes bore through me. He does not like it.

      At all.
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      I’m standing alone in the desert at night in the parking lot of Wet Works liquor store a few miles outside Las Vegas.

      I have a bag at my feet that’s filled with bottles of vodka, whiskey, tequila and some limes. I’m holding a box filled with dildos, butt plugs and exotic lotions in my arms. I’m dressed in a shiny, dark, leopard-print dress with a gun and knife firmly secured uncomfortably close to my hoo-hoo.

      I’m also cold.

      My makeup screams I’ll do anything for money and my purple hair tells you that I’ve made some questionable choices in life. I look nothing like the girl who grew up in small-town Texas.

      Nothing like the woman who managed the eye of the storm from my bar in Austin. I’m all for trying new things, but this is a lot to take in.

      Even for me.

      Even the new me.

      Rosie and her boys dropped me off about five minutes ago. She went over the layout of the bus. Not much to it. A moving metal tube of sin.

      “Think of a mobile strip club,” she told me.

      She said it has bench seating along the sides, leaving an open area down the middle of the bus, with stripper poles scattered down the aisle. It will be dark with some neon that will do a slow dissolve into different colors periodically. There will be a glow, she tells me. There will be some visibility, she tells me.

      “There will be a pretty thick air freshener smell in there, too. Like an overbearing potpourri. It’s to cover up all the stink of sweat and pussy,” she tells me.

      You’d think I’d know these things given what I did in Austin at the bar, but I guess you never stop learning in this life.

      Skinny Drake and Rondo are in the Yukon, parked not far away, and have guns and eyes on me at all times.

      A part of me is sad I didn’t get more time with her. With Rosie. I wish we could have talked more about stuff, life, and what the hell I should do with mine.

      I need to talk to someone.

      A woman. Could really use a sister or a close girlfriend or, yes I’ll say it, a mom. I know that all sounds crazy, me looking for maternal understanding from a woman they call Madam Rosie, but I do feel like she gets me. Maybe too much. Maybe she wants distance. Maybe that’s how she survives, by keeping people at arm’s length.

      I get that.

      Been doing it most of my life.

      Now that I think about it, up until Skinny Drake, I’ve done it all my life. At least as long as I can remember. Was I more connected emotionally when my parents were alive? Am I just one of those types of distant folks who really don’t let people in, or have I changed because of what Jonathan and Mama McCluskey did to me years ago? I might not ever know the answers to those questions. Who’d answer them? Maybe the stuff in that box Jonathan is holding ransom could clear it up, but I doubt it.

      Maybe I’ll see Rosie again someday.

      Maybe not.

      At least I met my spirit animal.

      I see some headlights coming over a hill on the two-lane highway that runs alongside Wet Works. It’s a bus. My bus, I’m guessing. I glance over to the Yukon and imagine Skinny Drake giving me a reassuring nod, perhaps a smile. It makes me feel better, even though it’s completely useless at the moment.

      Be ready, boys. Just be ready.

      I see a white glob form in the corner of my eye.

      “No,” I say out loud to no one but myself. “Not now.”

      The bus is getting closer. It rumbles, cutting through the dark desert night.

      Another glob scoots across my vision.

      I need to hold onto the here and now. This is not the time to check out. I haven’t done it in days. Haven’t had to. Things have been relatively calm. At least what passes for calm in this new normal of mine.

      Bus is slowing down. Blinker on. Blinking toward me.

      Clock stops. Time’s up.

      Almost showtime.

      I squeeze my eyes tight. I tell the globs to go away, their services are not needed today. Leave me alone. I tell them that I am going onto that bus and getting Gordo and I’m not going to hurt anyone, including myself. Okay, fine, maybe the Nasty Brothers get hurt, but this has to happen. There is no other option and this is the only chance I have to live a life I want to live. So, globs? Please, pretty please with sugar on top, go fuck yourselves.

      I hear the bus stop. I feel air rush in front of me. The exhaust stinks.

      My eyes pop open. The globs are gone. Vision clear. Head’s still a mess.

      The door slides open.

      The bruising beats of Eminem wrapped with the smell of potpourri pour out from bus, washing over me like a wave of optimistic danger.
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      A girl takes the dildo box from me.

      She’s got a ridiculous set of boobs. Her face is pretty in these lights, but I know out in the real world it’s a different story. Not that she’s not pretty in real life, but the excitement and sexual radiance she’s laying out there right now is not real.

      This is for show.

      This is a job.

      In the real world, when she’s traveling the aisles of the grocery store, the heavy bags under her eyes will hang and be much easier to see. The wrinkles, the wear and tear of a life less kind, will be much clearer to the world. She will lose her need to cover it all up with thick makeup.

      Not like she’s hoping to meet someone.

      Last thing she wants is a night of romance. Her defenses will be lowered and the true sum of her years will show behind those eyes that are so bright and bouncing right now selling the illusion of sex and confidence.

      “Thanks,” she whispers in my ear. “We need this shit. It’s a long ride.”

      I nod and set the bag of booze down in the lap of some douche seated near the door. He takes a grab at my ass. I think about taking the knife I have near my happy tunnel and jamming it into his skull, but then I remember what I look like, where I am, what he thinks I am, and realize his actions are almost justified in some strange, sick way.

      This isn’t the real world, I tell myself.

      I keep moving down the center of the bus, scanning as I dodge grabbing hands, twirling women, legs and boobs. The music booms and rattles the windows as I pass. It’s dark, but light at the same time. There’s a dim line of lights that line the floor, creating a runway of sorts down the middle of the bus. Lights above me also do this little slow fade between different colors. Purple, neon-green, then an electric-like blue. Just like Rosie told me.

      A man screams some kind of battle cry in the back. Didn’t sound like Gordo, but it could’ve easily been him. A woman’s ass shoots up in my face. I pivot. She quickly turns, facing me, and rolls her eyes. She seems so bored, so defeated, so done with it all. I’m starting to feel bad. Bad for what I used to do in Austin. As I make my way through the bus I see the girls and the look in their eyes. They are pros and they are doing the job, but there’s an emptiness to them. I’ve talked to girls just like them. I’ve set up parties, not like this, but similar, for girls just like them.

      I want to apologize.

      I think of Sandy.

      Haven’t talked to her since she helped me and Skinny Drake snag Gordo at that hotel in Austin. Wasn’t that long ago, actually. I considered Sandy a friend, but I put her in places, situations like this, all the time. She did make a butt-load of money, however, and she did ask me to set her up all the time. I guess we’re all adults and know what’s up, but damn, man. This sucks.

      These men might be nice and normal off this bus, but they are anything but that now. There’s a lot of gray here. Attaching morality is a dicey proposition. That one with his tongue out and giving me a thumbs-up is kind of cute though.

      Stop.

      Get ahold of yourself.

      Fairly sure a nipple just landed in my ear.

      Have to focus. Have to find Gordo.

      I adjust the gun strapped to my innermost thigh. I think we’re technically engaged. It’s hard keeping it where it needs to be, and it is rubbing the hell out of my leg. I hope like hell Skinny Drake and Rondo are right behind us in the Yukon. My phone is in this bullshit excuse for a purse I have hanging from my arm, but I can’t really pull it out and text right now. There are a lot of hungry eyes on me at the moment. I can feel their stares on my skin. I need to find Gordo and the Nasty Brothers, and get this over with. Haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet. I needed to see the setup of this rolling party and assess what I was dealing with before I could make any kind of real plan.

      I stop.

      Frozen.

      Try not to show it on my face.

      At the back of the bus, nestled in the back row, is Gordo, seated as if on a throne, with girls on either side of him and a tall glass of booze in his hand. His smile is as wide as Texas and, from here, it looks like he’s half in the bag. Unfortunately, I see White and Black Nasty seated along with him. Guarding him with one on either side of the bus. They wave off the girls. They are on the clock just like working stiffs, but in a much different way.

      It’s been such a whirlwind since I met White and Black Nasty, but there they are. Just as I remember them. Both about the same height, roughly six foot if memory serves. Not massive, but not tiny either. Their arms are tight wraps of muscle around bone. Both covered in tats, scars, and attitude. One of them is white, the other black, hence my names for them. They’re dressed like they work at a tech startup. Both of them still look like out-of-place hipsters. Should be at a five-dollar-a-cup coffeehouse, not on a stripper bus headed back to Vegas. Yeah, they look very out of place here under the purple glow, fading light and twirling titillation. Neither is drinking or watching the girls. They are focused violence machines waiting to go off. Wanting to go off.

      I think of Mama McCluskey’s mansion.

      I think of Rosie’s neck.

      I think of pulling my gun and simply opening fire into the back of bus. Unleashing bullets until I hear an empty click echo from my gun. Then I’ll go at them with the knife. Go animalistic on their ass. Brutal. While all that would feel great, it would not solve a damn thing. It would, more than likely, get me and a lot of people on this bus killed. Not to mention it wouldn’t do shit to help me remember my family. To get my house back. Or to help me and Skinny Drake live the good life. A life we may not deserve, but one we’d like to have. I feel like we’ve earned it, dammit.

      Fine. I won’t unload. I won’t stab. It was just a thought.

      Shit.

      I’m standing in the middle of the bus and I realize that I’m leaning on a metal pole with some form of goo clinging to parts of it.

      A stripper pole.

      To my left and right are men staring at me like they’re starving lions and I’m a thick slab of rare steak being held by a bunny. They are expecting me to do something. Something sexy. Something sexy with this pole and my body. My naked body, I’m guessing.

      I look to Gordo and the Nasty Brothers.

      I look to these men seated on either side of me.

      I look toward the front of the bus. There’s a sculpted goddess of a woman spinning and climbing her pole like she was born on it. There’s a grace and fluidity to her moves. An art, for lack of a better term. She grinds and glides. Hell, I’m turned on, but I can’t do that. Can’t do what she’s doing. I’ve never danced naked in my life. Barely done it with my clothes on, certainly not bare-assed naked. Even when alone. Not even in the shower.

      How in the hell am I going to get naked and do the sexy-spin on a pole?

      The men around me are starting to give me hard looks, and they’re starting to whisper to one another. I’m sensing there might be a bad scene coming to a head any second now. One that will cause me some problems. I can’t draw attention to myself, not now. Gordo and the Nastys are fine for now, but if this situation turns sour, this can go horribly wrong real damn fast.

      “You gonna dance or something?” one of the men asks.

      My mind is spinning, fumbling. I see the Nasty Brothers looking my way.

      “Yeah, get comfortable. Take that shit off,” another one suggests.

      A white glob forms.

      “Not to be a dick, but you know how this works. Right?” another man asks.

      A glob scatters across my vision.

      I think about grabbing my phone and calling for help, but I know it can’t get to me soon enough. This is happening now. My brain rips through a few thousand scenarios, none of them with high percentage rates of success. Are my lack of sexy skills and broken brain really going to screw this all up? I grab the pole to keep myself from falling to the floor. The men sit up straight. These dumbasses think I’m about to start something hot. I’m really just trying not to pass out. They have no idea who I am, what I’ve done, or what I’m capable of. What I’ve got strapped to my inner thigh. Love to show them.

      Guns N’ Roses kicks on.

      The Nasty Brothers are on their feet.

      My heart skips many beats. Globs grow.

      A hand grabs the back of my neck, turning my limp head toward someone. Long nails press through my hair into the back of head. A flash of amazing perfume floods my nostrils. I know the scent. The person is very close to me, too close to make out a face, but I can tell it’s a woman. This woman kisses me.

      Hard.

      Jams a warm tongue into my mouth.

      Didn’t love it, didn’t hate it, but the white globs are leaving. The hand releases me. Falling back, I see Sandy standing in front of me. Her eyes are sexy, but there’s something urgent behind them. Without a word, the look in her eyes tells me everything. She’s saving my ass.

      “Dance, bitch,” Sandy yells at me.

      As the words leave her lips she drops into the lap of one of the men seated across from us. Holding up a hand toward the back, she lets the Nasty Brothers know everything is cool. I give a quick glance back and see them taking their seats. She got them to stand down. How long has she been with these people? Did Gordo find her? Kidnap her?

      Sandy kicks me. Hard.

      I dance. It’s awful.

      At least I’m alive, my feet are on the floor, and my clothes are on.
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      I don’t have time to ask questions.

      No time to analyze the situation.

      “I need to get to Gordo,” I tell Sandy, straining to be heard.

      The men look puzzled as hell. They have no idea who Gordo is. They know a dude called Marcus, or whatever he’s going by now. I took a gamble that he wouldn’t use Gordo again.

      Sandy shakes her head. No.

      “I’m not asking,” I say.

      I slap away a thin hand that makes a grab at my chest. The tiny man looks away, down at his shoes. Almost ashamed. He’s young, nerdy, small and sad. Rolling my eyes, I put his hand on my boob. My right one. My good one, thank you. It’s more than slightly humiliating, but it’s a good cover and looks like I’m doing the job I’m supposed to be doing. It will also keep the Nasty Brothers from getting involved. The thin man smiles. Most action I’ve had in a while and I strangely feel like I’ve performed some form of public service.

      Therapy might be in my future.

      “Can you help me?” I ask Sandy, looking over past the now smiling, tit-holding, thin nerd.

      She shakes her head.

      “This is happening,” I say, getting closer to her. “It’s going down. Right now. One way or another.” I fall down into her lap. The men’s eyes go wide. Pretty sure they think we’re about to go full-on lesbo here. I’m going to have to shoot someone on principle. A girl pushes the box of dildos my way.

      “Jesus.” I look at the box, then turn back to Sandy. “I came here to get that asshole and take him back. This can get really ugly, or you can help me.”

      Sandy’s gorgeous eyes stare back at me. Blank, but she’s considering it at least. She closes them. She’s working it through. She was always a smart one.

      “You don’t have your bat,” she says, opening her eyes. “You going to be okay?” She grins.

      Love her.

      “I’ll figure it out.” I look to the back of the bus. “Can you go and I’ll follow behind you? I need to get to my phone. There’s two good guys in a car behind this bus.”

      She nods, then grabs the biggest dildo out of the box.

      She slaps me with it. Kisses me, then slaps me with the dildo again. The men go bananas. I simply shake my head in disgust. Could have lived without all that, but she does know what the fans want.

      She holds my face in her hands and says softly, “Let’s go.”

      “Paradise City” booms.

      Spinning up and toward the back, she readies the dildo like a club. I spring up, slap a hand away from my ass and follow her. Slipping my hand into my purse, I pull my phone. There’s about thirty-five texts. No time to review. I start a new one to Skinny Drake.

      Getting Gordo now. Be ready.

      I jam the phone back into the purse and adjust my gun and knife. We are a few feet from the back. As I look up, I can see the Nasty Brothers are locked in on Sandy. I try to stay behind her as much as possible, hiding my face as we walk.

      The less they see of me the better.

      I’m going to follow her lead, but I need to have this gun ready in the blink of an eye. It’s not exactly in a shoulder holster. There’s not a cool way to pull it without looking like I’m rubbing one out.

      We’re almost on them.

      I reach between my legs.

      Sandy falls into Gordo’s lap and plays with his hair. He smiles big as hell. His face is flush from the booze. His eyes are glassy and dull, looking like he’s been on a bender since I last saw him. Maybe he’s been on this bus since then, simply driving in circles.

      White Nasty cocks his head at me, looking me up and down.

      Black Nasty does the same.

      “Got an itch?” White Nasty asks.

      I realize that I have my hand up my skirt holding my gun. This can’t look good.

      “Gordo can help you with that,” Black Nasty says with a slimy grin.

      “Teddy?” Gordo mutters.

      My eyes go wide.

      Sandy doesn’t even hesitate. She slams the massive dildo into the face of White Nasty then whips it hard back over to Black Nasty, nailing him across the bridge of his nose. Blood rolls out from their nostrils.

      I pull the gun from my crotch with one hand, the knife with the other.

      Sandy jumps from Gordo’s lap and I slide into her spot. She slaps the shit out of the Nasty Brothers again. I hold the knife on Gordo’s throat and alternate my gun between the Nasty Brothers’ heads.

      I finally breathe. Feels like I haven’t done it in weeks.

      I make whipping head jerks back and forth, looking around. I see that the Nastys are standing down. Silent. Taking a seat. Letting the blood roll down their chins, fresh off the dildo strikes from Sandy.

      Sandy turns, getting the attention of one of the girls up front. She cuts her finger across her throat, signaling to shut off the music. The bus goes from rolling riot house to quiet, solemn vessel of reflection in a snap. Everyone is turned around looking back toward us. The tires roll.

      We did it.

      I can’t believe it.

      Gordo can’t either. His eyes are about to bug out from his skull. Good. I press the knife a little harder, making sure I’m getting my message across to the man. Not enough to break skin, but enough to let him know I’m here, and not happy. I let the silence fill in the gaps in his thinking. Let his mind churn.

      “How?” Gordo asks.

      “Shut up,” I say, feeling my blood bubble.

      This guy.

      This asshole.

      This life-breaker.

      “Jonathan came to you. Didn’t he?” he asks.

      “Shut. Up,” I fire back, pressing the knife even harder.

      “Hey, driver boy,” I yell out, never losing eye contact with Gordo. “Pull this damn bus the hell over.”
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      The bus comes to a stop on the side of the highway.

      Gravel crunches.

      Brakes squeak.

      The only sound now is the rumbling hum of the engine. I peek out the windows. No headlights for miles, just a lot of dark out there, with only scattered celestial shotgun pops of stars to be seen.

      Sandy moves, while keeping the Nasty Brothers in front of her. She has the dildo gripped firmly in her hand as she stalks behind them, with me and Gordo bringing up the rear. I hold the knife at his throat while keeping my gun aimed at the back of the closest Nasty’s head. This bus is long. Too damn long. This is going to be the longest walk of my life. Seems like a marathon at the moment.

      The second the bus stopped moving I knew this was going to be the hard part. I’m learning entrances and exits are tough in situations like this. They’re everything, really.

      You’re vulnerable both ways.

      They can get you coming and going. It’s two times you may not know some very crucial details. The vital info of what you’re walking into or what’s waiting for you as you leave. People have a tendency to let down their guard as they exit. False sense of freedom in reach.

      Anything can happen during this little stroll.

      A lot of bad is possible during these few steps.

      It’s a long walk through drunk men who are friends of Gordo, not to mention, we have to dodge stripper poles, bottles, feet and the occasional sex toy. The Nastys could also pull something along the way. There could be shit hidden in the bus we don’t know about. A gun under a seat. Something, anything, can be turned into a weapon at the hands of the Nastys. There are a lot of variables here, and none of them favor Sandy and me.

      I hold my breath, my eyes jumping between the Nasty Brothers, the men to the left and right of us, and the open door ahead.

      My back is stiff as a board. My shoulders are up around my ears.

      I’ve got my hostile bitch face turned up on high. Pegged at ten. Found that a stern look keeps a lot of folks off me. Funny, nobody is grabbing at me now. Everyone is keeping their hands to themselves. Maybe it’s because the music stopped. The sexy, fun mood has dissipated. Perhaps because the lights are on and the boys don’t feel as brave. Or maybe, just maybe, it could be the gun, knife and weaponized sex toy we’re packing.

      Not much farther. The door is in spitting distance.

      “Easy, gentlemen,” I say. “We’re almost there.”

      I hope to God that Skinny Drake and Rondo are standing out there with guns in hand. Haven’t had a chance to check my phone.

      “Rosie,” White Nasty says to Black Nasty as if answering an unasked question.

      “No doubt,” Black Nasty says back.

      My heart drops. It just hit me. I’ve put Rose in danger. Me being here. Me going to her for information has compromised her safety. I was so blinded by my own shit I didn’t stop to think about the danger I’m putting her in. If one of these monsters almost cut her head off before, what will they do now?

      “You get her name out of your mouth,” I say.

      They glance back to me then turn facing forward.

      Sandy whacks them both in the back of the head.

      About four feet until freedom.

      I can feel the night air drifting in from outside. It’s welcome as hell. This potpourri and pussy scented joyride is killing me.

      Three feet.

      I stumble, feel my ankle turn. Lost focus for a fraction of a second and caught a bottle the wrong way, rolling my ankle. I’m quick to find my footing, but I realize something pretty quick.

      My knife has cut Gordo.

      “Shit,” I stammer. “Sorry.”

      Gordo holds his bleeding neck. I can see blood seeping through his fingers. Everything is flashing before my eyes.

      My plan.

      Skinny Drake’s and me?

      Our lives are going poof.

      Just like that. In that single moment, this whole thing is coming undone by a simple misstep. My house, gone. My chance, over. I’ve just slit Gordo’s throat and that cannot be fixed. No redo. Can’t undo that one. As much as I want this piece of shit dead, now is not the time.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      What have I done?

      “What the hell, Teddy?” he yelps.

      Frantic, I pull his hand back inspecting the wound, as if I can do anything about it. I see it’s not horrible. Not great, but not life-threatening. I snag a semi-clean G-string off the seat and press it to his neck.

      “Here. Hold it,” I say. “It’ll be fine. Don’t bitch.”

      “Unbelievable,” he says, pressing the pink lace to his wound.

      Now two feet to the door.

      I’ve never been more focused in my life. Life gave me a reminder to keep my shit tight. This thing of ours is fragile as hell, lady.

      A hand lands on my shoulder from behind me. I whip my elbow back with a crack. I hear bone crunch coupled with a cry of pain. I don’t even look back, only hear the body fall to the floor. I’m going out that damn door with this asshole. I don’t give a single shit about anything else.

      One foot.

      We’ve bottled up a bit as the Nastys make the turn down the stairs and out the door. My heart skips a whole row of beats as I watch White exit, then Black, with Sandy close behind. We’re so damn close I can taste it. I finally let myself breathe.

      I push Gordo down the stairs and out into the night.

      I watch Sandy toss the dildo to the side of the highway.

      It lands flopping next to Rondo and Skinny Drake. They are sitting on the ground with their hands on their heads and fingers locked. Two burly dudes have guns on them.

      White and Black Nasty smile like assholes as their burly friends hand them each a gun. White Nasty presses one to Sandy’s forehead. Black Nasty presses one to the top of Skinny Drake’s head.

      White curls his finger for me and Gordo to join them.

      Black waves off the bus driver.

      The faces of the men and women on the bus stare out the windows at us.
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      The door closes behind me. The bus pulls away.

      I’d like to go back to that nerd holding my boob, please. Not that it was the proudest moment in my life, but it was better than this shit.

      I’ve still got the knife at Gordo’s throat with my gun out in front of me, but I have no move to make here. Skinny Drake and Rondo are down, sitting on the shoulder of a desert highway, unarmed and useless. The Nasty Brothers have made their statement loud and clear by putting guns on the two people I care about most in this little party of ours.

      Sandy and Skinny Drake.

      Can’t let them get hurt. Not because of me.

      The cold desert air cuts through me. Chills me to the bone. I can’t help but notice the stars burning bright as hell in the clear night sky. I’ve heard a lot about the starry nights in the desert in books and poetry. This is completely the wrong time to admire the stillness and beauty of it all. It’s like my defense mechanisms are trying to focus on anything but what is actually happening. I’m waiting for the globs.

      I know they are coming.

      “Teddy,” Gordo says, holding the G-string to his wound while turning his head toward me the best he can. “You need to drop the knife, drop the gun before something goes horribly wrong here.”

      I almost want the globs to come.

      “You don’t have a move here,” he continues. I can feel him shake.

      I want to pass out. Of course, I should have known. The one time I want to check out I can’t do it. Figures.

      “Please, Teddy. Let’s at least talk about all this before one of us gets killed.”

      “Wouldn’t know where to start, bro,” I say, alternating my gun’s aim between the Nastys.

      The other two burly dudes now have their guns on me. Simple math tells me this is not in my favor at all. A gun on Skinny Drake, one on Sandy, and two on me. I might get off a shot before I’m dead on the side of a Nevada highway. Not much to gain in that. After I’m dead they will more than likely kill Skinny Drake and Rondo and do unthinkable shit to Sandy.

      Then they’ll go after Rosie.

      Don’t have a PhD, but I’m fairly certain that’s exactly how things will go down.

      No doubt.

      A white glob forms in the corner of my eye. I know more are on their way. I can feel it. My knees are vibrating, not from the cold, but from pure fear. I’ve been afraid a lot lately, but this is different. This is sharper, this is a paralyzing brand of fear. I’m the cause of this sticky situation. Times before I was thrown into it, forced into scary situations, but now I’m driving the show and I’d like for it to end. Please.

      Two more globs skip across my vision. Another is growing fast.

      I’m the reason we are here.

      “Teddy,” Gordo says with more urgency, “you need to stand down.”

      The globs are seconds away from taking over.

      “Teddy…”

      What do I do?

      “No,” I manage to get out.

      “Please, Teddy, don’t do this.”

      “No,” I say, knowing I’m talking to the globs and not Gordo. “No.”

      Do I open fire before I pass out and hope for the best?

      Solutions are difficult for a broken-brained girl like me.

      A blinding beam of headlights comes screaming in, flooding the night with light. Tires squeal. Guns blast. I drop to my knees, as the globs now allow me only slivers of vision. Like looking through an iced-over windshield with a few slices and holes thawed enough to see through.

      A burly dude’s head explodes. Then another. Those were clear as hell.

      I hear footsteps running away, then some stomping toward me.

      More gunfire. Yelling. Car doors slamming.

      A loud thunk. A thunk I recognize. I can make out the sight of a baseball bat destroying a burly dude’s face. A flurry of rose tattoos blur into a color-whirling mess of reds and yellows as the bat swings with brutal precision. As if the bat is being worked by a crazy, raging supernatural force. White Nasty’s jaw goes sideways. A tooth flies from his mouth. His body drops. The crazed, raging beast screams out into the night like a primal warrior goddess from hell. Her bat comes down again and again.

      I make out a spray of blood framed in the light of blazing headlights. The world has slowed to a crawl. Can’t make out anything clearly anymore.

      I’m seconds from passing out, I know it. It’s a familiar feeling.

      My brain is slipping into the familiar milky safety of oblivion.

      Won’t be long now.

      I feel two slick hands, slick with blood I’m guessing, touch the sides of my face. A touch that’s as gentle as can be.

      Can’t see, but I can feel.

      I feel myself being lowered down to the road.

      “You’re okay,” Rosie whispers to me. “Rest now, Sweet Angel.”
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      “I always wanted to be somebody, but now I realize I should have been more specific.” - Lily Tomlin
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      My world fades to black.

      A calm comes over me.

      A slide into nothingness.

      This is the first time I’ve been able to feel the blackout. The first time I’ve been aware of what is happening, and can actually pick apart what it’s like after the fall. Is this positive? Is this a step toward understanding it and making it go away, or is it a hiccup before shit gets much worse?

      A flash of an image burns across my vision. I’m being carried.

      Moving fast, but I’m still cold. I call out. We move faster. I scream-grunt something out. Even I don’t know what I was trying to say. Gunshots ring out. Several quick bursts from a gun barrel flash.

      Black.

      Nothing.

      I jolt awake.

      Screams.

      Repetitive, rhythmic chings. Sounds like the dings and chings of a slot machine. I’m in a seat. I’m sliding down. I’m adjusted by hands. I catch a blurred look of what seems like a blackjack table. Rondo and Skinny Drake are smoking cigars and drinking brown booze from short, stout glasses. They are laughing. Laughing hard. Faces red. Surrounded by women in tight dresses and heaving cleavage. Those pieces of shit.

      Black.

      Nothing.

      I catch a flash-look of Rondo in a pile of arms and legs. Swinging fists and kicking feet. Profanity spits. He’s fighting wildly with much larger men. A topless woman kicks him in the face.

      “What in the hell?” screams Rosie.

      Black.

      Nothing.
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      One lid cracks open.

      My mouth feels like a cat crapped in it.

      Not sure what in the hell is going on. Not sure what day it is or where I am. I blacked out. That much I do know. I know it was brought on by the normal horribleness. I was under violence-induced stress. That’s what does it all right. That’s my trigger. Sprinkle me with some bodily harm and I drop like a sack of potatoes. It’s not that bad, actually. I’ve got a pretty high tolerance, compared to most. I can go awhile, and I’ve gotten better at controlling it, no question, but I’ve got a long way to go.

      Here’s an idea. Perhaps the answer is to stay clear of violence. Hmmm. Fairly sure most folks do that most of their lives.

      Maybe I can too.

      Just a thought.

      Maybe subconsciously that’s what I’m trying to do. That’s what my real goal is in coming out to Los Angeles, to Las Vegas. For tracking down Gordo and dragging Skinny Drake along. That’s probably true. Makes sense. That, in addition to trying to remember my life, get Jonathan and his assholes out of my house and, oh yeah, get my damn money back.

      Sorry, our damn money.

      Skinny Drake is sitting at the end of the bed with his back to me.

      He’s watching Full House and eating off a stack of plates on a room service cart. Working that fork like the meaning of life was attached to the end of it. I can see another cart off to the side that looks like it’s been attacked by a hungry bear cub. This scene looks oddly familiar.

      Damn familiar.

      This is exactly how I woke up at that hotel in Austin. When Gordo dropped the bomb about who Jonathan really was and, oh yeah, that Skinny Drake and I were brother and sister.

      When we tried to kidnap Gordo. When I almost killed Gordo.

      When I should have killed Gordo.

      When he and Skinny Drake took a dive out the window.

      When I blacked out.

      That seems like years ago, when it was actually only a few days, maybe a week or so ago. Sandy helped us trap Gordo at that hotel. Gordo likes Sandy. Really likes Sandy. Sandy was in the bus. Everything is connecting now, but not in a great way.

      How the hell did Sandy get to Vegas and get knee-deep with Gordo?

      “Where’s Sandy?” I ask Skinny Drake.

      He shrugs. He chews. He stabs some more at some food on some cart in some hotel room I don’t recognize.

      “Where’s Gordo?”

      Shrugs again.

      I close my eyes. Starting to prefer the darkness. I think about laying into my brother, my Skinny Drake, but I decide there’s no use in it. No upside. Won’t do a damn thing, and could actually hurt. Like his feelings.

      My head is starting to clear. The pounding is drifting into the background. I’m pretty damn thankful to simply be alive. Also pretty damn thankful to be in this bed. It’s really nice. Like I’m laid out on a firm marshmallow. The room looks pretty swank too. Can’t tell you how great it is to wake up to at least one familiar sight—Skinny Drake watching Full House and chowing down like his life depended on it. Consistency in life would be nice.

      I am hungry. Hope that piglet left me something. I open my eyes wider and watch Uncle Jesse do something charming yet stupid and let the canned laughter echo into my throbbing earholes. Watching Skinny Drake giggle makes me happy. This feels nice. Oddly like home.

      My fingers fumble next to me and I find something else.

      My bat.

      He laid my bat next to me while I slept, as if it were some stuffed animal for a child. My eyes water for a second. The unspoken kindness of my new brother is working up a good cry that I’d rather not have right now. I should let my emotions flood and get it over with. I’ve been through a lot and I’m entitled to cry like a child. I should just do it.

      “Shit! Twat! Fuck!”

      I fire straight up in bed. The blood rush to my head almost causes me to pass out again. Skinny Drake, without looking away from the TV, extends his arm, pointing to the couch against the far wall.

      Rondo is out cold, laid out like a slab of potty-mouthed beef.

      His face looks like a demented three-year-old’s vision of a water-colored nightmare. It’s bruised with shades of blacks, reds and purples. Scratched and torn, with a massive shiner and a lump on his forehead you could jump a skateboard off of.

      Wait.

      It’s coming back.

      The fragments of images and sounds I caught earlier flood into my brain. The streams of clips and cuts from last night on the side of the highway. The fog in my brain is thick, but it is clearing. Things are loading, rendering and coming back online. I remember flickers of things. The feeling of being carried. The cold air. The screams. The sounds and smells of gunshots. Damn it was cold. I remember a flash of being barely conscious at a blackjack table. Rondo and Skinny Drake partying with large-breasted chicks. Rondo fighting a lot of people. Big people. Rosie screaming at them.

      Now I’m pissed. I think about using this bat on my sweet, new brother.

      “Hey, “ I say to Skinny Drake.

      No response. He giggles more at the TV. I bite my lip.

      “You need to tell me what the hell happened, man.”

      Nothing.

      I’m done.

      I kick the shit out of him. Felt like I wasn’t even controlling my leg. It just happened involuntarily, like a sneeze. One, two heel strikes to his skinny-ass back. Skinny Drake lurches forward, then slides off the end of the bed, banging his face on the room service cart before he slides down to the floor. A fork goes sailing up and clanks against the wall, leaving a stain of what looks like syrup.

      “Dammit, Teddy,” he whines from the carpet.

      “You gonna tell me what the hell you two assholes did last night?” I bark. “I remember some things that seem like, I don’t know, like you’re a complete dick.”

      Skinny Drake goes quiet.

      I can’t see him on the floor, but I can imagine an amazing, blank, dumb expression plastered across his blank, dumb face.

      “Waiting,” I say. “Love to hear about it.”

      “How much do you remember?” he finally asks.

      “Enough to know you’re guilty as shit.” I look around, processing. “Where the hell are we? This Rosie’s place?”

      Skinny Drake rises up to a knee, then stands, removing some pancakes from his face and stuffing them into his mouth. “Kinda,” he says, chewing. “She set us up here. Different hotel, but she has some kind of deal here I think. Said we’d be safe.”

      I consider letting the other shit from last night go, but I don’t.

      The hell with that. My anger needs to feed.

      “Did you two go out after the bus?” I ask. Skinny Drake looks away. I snap my fingers at him. “Hey. Did you two have a real good time after I almost got naked and groped—scratch that, I did get groped, but not naked. I did almost get killed. Hell, we all almost got killed and, oh yeah, I blacked out so you, what, dragged me around like I was some burdensome suitcase? That when you two fuckers decided it was happy, happy party time?”

      “Not really,” he says, looking down. “We just went downstairs.”

      “Oh, you mean where the casino, loose women and bars are?”

      “Well, yeah.” He starts to pace. “We were kind of amped up after that whole bus thing and watching Rosie go off on the Nasty Brothers. We needed to come down some.”

      A cold spike fires through me. I’d forgotten about the Nasty Brothers.

      “Where are they?” I ask. “Where are the Nastys?”

      “One’s deader than hell. White Nasty.”

      “Rosie do that?”

      “Yeah, you were there.”

      “I know I was there,” I say. “Humor me. I’m a little squishy on some of this.” I rise up on my elbows, feeling myself starting to get pissed off again. “Not to mention you don’t get to be snippy with me, sweet brother of mine. You and that sack of shit over there decided to drag my blacked-out ass around all night while you tore it up, then you want to be a wiseass? Seriously, dickhead?”

      “We didn’t drag you. We were careful.”

      I grind my teeth.

      “Seriously though. We made sure you were breathing and all that.”

      “Shut. The. Hell. Up,” I boom.

      Skinny Drake looks down, picking at his fingernail.

      “Sorry,” he says.

      I can tell he is. He made a mistake. He’s young and a guy, and that combo has a proven track record of stupid.

      “Hell yeah, you’re sorry.” I take a deep breath. “Now I want you to tell me what has happened since I took my little nap.”

      “You’ll just yell at me.”

      “No,” I say, calming down. “No, I’m done with that. You know you did wrong, now I need to know what in the holy hell is going on.”

      “Snot! Balls! Hair pie!” Rondo yells.

      I shake my head, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      Skinny Drake snickers.
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      Skinny Drake starts with Rosie beating the life out of White Nasty.

      He said it was brutal. Seems a little shaken up over it too. I forget he’s still the sensitive one out of the two of us. The kid’s seen a lot, but it still hits him hard. Harder than me. I love that about him. I don’t like that about me, but it is a truth I can’t avoid.

      He tells me about how she was covered in blood, but still rushed over to me to keep me from falling to the road. I do remember that part. Sort of. I still liked hearing Skinny Drake tell it to me. Helps close some loops in my head. Helps me remember I’m human enough to appreciate an act of kindness.

      He also tells me that Gordo slipped away with Black Nasty during all the crazy and stole our Yukon. I think about blasting the shit out of Skinny Drake for leaving the keys in it, but decide to let it go. I have to pick my battles with the kid, and I can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube, so I’ll grant him a pass on that one.

      It’s a big one, however.

      My brother glosses over the partying stuff. Only touches on the highlights of how Rosie left them in the lobby while she secured a room. She was only gone about a half hour, but during that time these two geniuses managed to suck down three beers each, three shots of tequila each, and pick up a six-member bachelorette party out of Miami. They lost a grand apiece at a blackjack table and another grand betting on black at a roulette wheel. Rondo got into a fight with a visiting football team while defending the honor of the bachelorette party and, oh yeah, all of this is while I’m fluttering in and out of consciousness.

      “That it?” I ask him. I can feel my nostrils flare. I imagine them big as headlights, with steam rolling out from them like a cartoon bull.

      “Pretty much.” He thinks. “My head hurts.”

      I lean over and slap him upside the head. Hard as I can.

      He grits his teeth then looks at me like I’m the most horrible person ever.

      “We gotta be smarter than this, dude,” I say, locking into his eyes while holding onto his chin. “We’re all we’ve got. You and me. If this is going to work out, if we’re going to get safe and get to good, then you and I need to play it smart. And brother, this shit ain’t smart. Not at all. Ya hearin’ me, bro?”

      Skinny Drake nods. I can tell he knows he screwed up. I get it. This has been a crazy time. A lot of stress. A lot to take on emotionally, what with all that he’s learned about his family and the life he thought he knew. I’m going through it too, and it is not easy. He doesn’t let it show, and he sure as hell doesn’t talk about it, so it comes out in different ways. Apparently one of those ways is a messy party outburst with an asshole like Rondo. I’m not going to beat him up over this anymore. I promise. I do slap him upside the head again just to make sure I get my point across. Then I hug him.

      I tell him I love him.

      He tells me he loves me too.

      This is a first for both of us, but I won’t make a big deal of it.

      The door bursts open.

      It flings clear of the locks like they were mere inconveniences. I don’t even have time to release from my brother’s arms before four big men storm into our room. Charging hard. Ski masks and casual clothes blurring fast toward us with guns raised.

      I push my brother clear as I dive for my bat.

      A gun barrel pushes against my forehead before I can even sit up straight. The man in the mask has hard eyes and is breathing even harder. He’s big as hell, but that’s all I can make out. That and his big-ass gun aimed at my brain with his thick finger on the trigger.

      I raise my hands nice and slow.

      Two more of them rush to my brother. He gets a good punch in on one. Drops the meaty bastard. The other dives on top of him, landing hard, then pinning my brother’s arms down with his knees. Before I can process, he jams a syringe in my brother’s neck.

      “No!” I scream as I slap the gun away from my forehead.

      The meaty bastard on me wasn’t expecting it and he slides slightly to the left off my swat. I whip my bat around with all I’ve got, tagging his shoulder. I hear a pop. I swing it around again, landing a helluva hit to his back. Another pop. More of a crack, more hollow this time.

      I spin clear, out from the bed with my bare feet on the floor.

      I ready my bat.

      A foot lands into my stomach, sending me backward, crashing into the bedside table. A lamp smashes. I blindly swing my bat, hitting nothing as the back of my head bounces off the wall. I feel my brain slosh. My sight blurs, but I can still see that my brother has gone limp on the floor. Rage floods inside of me. A level I haven’t known before. I try to move, but my body doesn’t obey my commands. A thick hand shoves me back against the wall.

      I hear one of the meaty bastards whistle.

      Another one rushes into the room with a wheelchair.

      The one from the bed, the one who had the gun to my head, along with another meaty bastard moves toward me. I ready my bat. They ready their guns. I can only watch my brother being loaded into the wheelchair and being strapped down.

      “Stop!” I scream, rushing toward him with no regard for the guns.

      I’m thrown back with amazing force. I bounce like they were tossing a tennis ball against the wall, then I flop to the floor. Looking up, I see the wheels of the chair moving away from me. I push myself up.

      “Don’t,” one of the meaty bastards says, pointing his gun at my head. “Not a fight you want.”

      From the corner of my eye I see a mass of energy fly from off the couch.

      Rondo crashes into the one pushing my brother’s chair. Rondo’s gone full-on attack dog. He’s wailing punches down on the meaty bastard like a man possessed. Wild swings. Anger fighting. Zero skill. Face blood red, spit flying from his mouth as he screams something that isn’t human.

      I swing my bat, clocking the one in front of me in the ear. He slump-falls clear.

      I feel a pinprick in my neck. A rush of warmth spreads fast.

      A shit-ton of black rushes in.

      The world falls down.

      Again.
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      One lid cracks open.

      My mouth feels like a cat crapped in it.

      This is becoming way too common. I’m back in the same bed, my bat is next to me, but this time Rondo is standing by the bed staring down at me.

      How long have I been out?

      How long has Rondo been staring at me?

      I fire straight up as my memory comes back to me like a runaway train.

      Skinny Drake. My brother.

      “Where is he?” I ask, grabbing Rondo by the throat.

      He takes hold of my shoulders trying to push and pull me off, but it’s useless. I’m holding on until he gives me something. Something good. I need to hear something that isn’t horrible.

      “Where’s my brother?”

      “I don’t know,” he sputters while gagging. “I tried. I did.”

      We fall from the bed with me holding on. Still choking him. Hanging on to his throat like my life depends on it. Riding him down to the floor. My fingers getting tighter and tighter. I feel his pulsing blood in my hands.

      I know he’s right.

      He did try.

      He dove into the fight face-first and gave them hell with no regard for his personal safety. That’s a Rondo I didn’t know existed. Still, I can’t let go. It’s as if I got locked into burning aggression, and now I can’t snap out of it. I’m still in a kill-or-be-killed mode, even though I know I don’t need to be.

      “I can’t breathe,” he says with a deep begging in his eyes.

      I have to let go. Rondo is one of the good guys now. It can happen that fast. People can go from good to bad or bad to good that quickly when you don’t really know them. One event can change the way you see a person real damn fast. I release my grip, pushing myself back up against the bed, away from him.

      Rondo coughs and wheezes, holding his throat, fighting to find air. I try to catch my breath as I watch his face turn back to a normal, human color.

      Trying to process what happened is hard. Trying to understand what happened with those masked, meaty bastards, it’s impossible to make sense of any of it. My brain fumbles to find stable ground. It’s not there. The idea of my brother being gone is robbing me of rational thought. My emotions are raw, at the tips of my fingers like flames dancing off my nails, but I’ve got to try to get ahold of my shit. No time for a meltdown.

      “They have my brother, Rondo,” I say.

      Rondo nods.

      I talk as I think. I talk about how they could have killed me and Rondo, but they didn’t. They wanted Skinny Drake and only Skinny Drake. They used drugs to knock him out, and then on me when they couldn’t secure me. They came in heavy with guns, but didn’t use them. They wanted to scare us. They didn’t want to hurt us for some reason.

      “It has to be Gordo,” I say. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Jonathan needs you both to get Gordo,” Rondo says, helping me do the math.

      “Yeah, right. Maybe he’s not his dad. Gordo doesn’t want to kill us, he just wants us to stop. He knows I will only consider it if they have my brother. It’s the smart move. A dick move, but Gordo is a smart one.”

      Rondo nods.

      We need help. We can’t do this alone. We need someone who knows Gordo, and more precisely, where to find him.

      “Where’s Rosie?” I ask.

      “Right here, Sweet Angel,” she says, standing in the open doorway. “You want to tell me what in the hell happened in here?”

      Sandy is standing next to her. They walk into the room and take a seat on the bed. Both tough as nails, but there’s a warmth and concern coming off each of them. A strength I cannot define. One that I love.

      “How long was I out?” I ask Rondo.

      He shrugs. “About five minutes. Maybe six.”

      Unbelievable. Feels like a week and a half.

      “They have my brother. I’m going to find him,” I say to Sandy and Rosie. “And I’m going to kill that piece of shit if he harms a single hair on Skinny Drake’s head.” I wipe a tear from my eye then look to the three of them. “Wanna help?”

      Rondo nods.

      Rosie and Sandy smile.

      Sandy tosses me my bat.

      “Try and stop me,” Rosie says.
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      “He’s got a place in Lake Tahoe. It’s usually where he goes to disappear. At least he has over the years,” Rosie says, pumping a shotgun. “Secluded. He’ll have people around him, though.”

      We’re standing in a dirty apartment somewhere in Vegas. Rosie told us we had to put bags over our heads on the way over so we didn’t know how to find this place. This is her “gun guy,” and she said he’s really, really paranoid. She pays him via a monthly arrangement with a few of her girls.

      Not sex.

      Not even heavy petting, let alone full penetration.

      Her words, not mine. No, this guy apparently likes to wear a panda suit and snuggle all night with a girl wearing a prom dress. Rosie says the girls hate it. Can’t imagine why. They’d rather give a hand job and be done. Again, her words. With this guy, they have to put on a whole show, like carry on a long conversation with compliments and shit, then stay the night. He also makes breakfast for them. That part he does in the nude. He prefers the girls to stay in the prom dress.

      Dear God.

      “It creeps them the hell out,” Rosie says. “Sex they understand. That’s pretty much red light, green light type stuff. But that panda shit, that’s just messed up. Gets in your head.” She tosses me a Glock. “But the freak wants what the freak wants.”

      I shake my head. I’ll never understand people.

      Not sure I want to.

      I look to her gun guy. He’s small, round and hairless. Maybe that’s why he likes the panda suit. It’s the fur that gets him all hot and bothered. I don’t know. If I were one of her girls, if I were in that line of work, I think I’d rather get him off and be done too. Eight hours of chatting and spooning with Panda Bear Gun Boy while stuffed into a prom dress followed by a complimentary continental breakfast prepared by a pasty, nude chef compared to two to five minutes of arm work?

      I don’t know.

      Tough call. No real winners there.

      I check the gun. Feels the same as every other gun I’ve held in the last week or so. I’m finding I take a certain stance when I get a gun into my hands. I actually arch my back and stand different. Maybe it’s my defenses kicking in. My body knowing that if I’ve got a gun, bad shit is coming. Maybe I’m getting better at it. Some muscle memory kicking in. Right now all I’ve got is Panda Gun Boy eyeballing me. God knows what’s going through that busted head of his. Wonder what color prom dress he’s picturing me in. He hasn’t said a word.

      I shiver a bit off the idea, like I swallowed a bug.

      Sandy looks over the guns and isn’t having any of it. I forget not everyone has been on the same crazy ride I’ve been on. She and I have talked a lot over the time we’ve known one another, but I don’t think we ever discussed getting some guns and storming a lake house before.

      I look to Rondo. He’s checking the action on a Berretta. Seems to know what he’s doing. This doesn’t track with what I know about him. I took him for a surfer, sex-toy boy. Weapons enthusiast is not what I think of when I think of Rondo. He does look better with a gun. Who am I kidding? The guy’s hot. Got a lot hotter when he dove on those meaty bastards at the hotel. When he tried to help my brother. Funny how his appearance has improved greatly since then.

      Stop.

      Last thing I need is a crush on Rondo.

      It has been a while though.

      Stop.

      “What?” Rondo asks me.

      I realize I’ve been staring at him for way too long.

      “Nothing,” I say, covering my stupid-ass gaze. “How do you know about guns?”

      “I was in the Marines after high school.”

      I blink. Nope. Not what I thought at all.

      “Oh. How long?”

      “Just the four years. Got out and was going to go to college, then got sidetracked by the beach and all that. Met a girl and here we are.”

      “Met a girl? You mean Mama McCluskey?”

      He nods, checking another gun.

      “Did you—” I stop. Rethink what I was going to ask him, then ask it anyway. “Did you, ya know, care about her?”

      Rondo looks up at the ceiling, considering my question. “I did,” he says. “Not deep love or any of that shit, but I had a good time with her. It wasn’t just sex. Well, fine, it was mostly sex, but we talked some too. We enjoyed each other’s company.”

      “Sorry,” I say. Not sure why I said that. I mean, I know I killed her and all. Not at all sorry about that. But I am sorry if he did care about her.

      “Sorry for what she did to you,” Rondo says. “I get it completely, why you did it, especially now. But I knew a different person. That’s all.”

      I look away, pretending to check my Glock. I don’t even know what I’m checking, but I make it look good. Maybe Rondo is okay. Perhaps he’s not the simple, stoner, sex toy by the water I’ve made him out to be. Sandy walks by. Rondo practically undresses her with his eyes, stopping just shy of drooling on her chest.

      And there we go.

      “Unless that sweet MILF you’re talking about left you some cash,” Sandy says to Rondo, as sexy as can be, “you can’t afford me.” She flicks the tip of his nose and walks over to me. “Now.” She picks up a gun. “How do I work this thing?”

      I gently push her hand down and remove the gun from her fingers.

      “You don’t,” I say. “You need to be you. Gordo has a thing for you.”

      “Yes, yes he does.” She shakes her head. “Like that to go the hell away.”

      “How did you get here, anyway?”

      “His little buddies, the Nasty Brothers, came and dragged me out of my apartment one night. I tried to fight them. Didn’t work out. When I woke up, I was in Vegas wearing a pretty dress and was told I was with Marcus—sorry, Gordo—now.”

      She’s almost apologetic in tone as she tells her story. I’ve never known Sandy to apologize to anyone about anything. I look to Rosie, the scar on her neck. I think of my brother being taken away and how he might wake up. What will they do to him? Will he wake up at all?

      All this shit needs to stop. Right now.

      I hand Sandy back the gun.

      “Let’s go over a few things,” I say.
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      Rosie’s ride is nice.

      As is to be expected.

      I don’t even know what kind of car it is, but it’s big, gunmetal gray and has the softest seats ever. It’s a limo without being a limo; it’s better than a limo. We’re seated two on one side and two the other. Okay, I guess it is a limo. Rondo, Sandy, Rosie and I are in the back, with two of Rosie’s beefy guys up front. Our guns are in the trunk, but her guys are packing in case we run into anything unpleasant up ahead.

      “Not much longer,” Rosie says, looking out the window.

      We’ve been on the road about seven hours or so on the way to Tahoe. I’ve slipped in and out of naps during the ride. Rondo has been out the whole time. Hasn’t screamed out any curses yet—not sure what the hell that is all about—and Sandy is sleeping on my shoulder. Rosie hasn’t slept. She’s been staring out the window ever since we left Vegas.

      Her mind working.

      You can see it. The gears grind as she’s working out something behind those eyes. Perhaps working through some things she’d rather not share.

      “How do you know Gordo didn’t bounce the hell out of the country with Black Nasty?” I ask.

      “I’ve got someone watching his place in Tahoe,” she says without breaking her trance with the outside world. “They put eyes on him before we left, and then again about thirty minutes ago.”

      “They see my brother?”

      She shakes her head, giving me a slight glance.

      Now I stare out the window. If they hurt him I will go absolute, complete scorched earth. Simply sitting here thinking about it is getting me pissed off. Beyond pissed. This is rage. I feel my blood pressure rise. My face is getting hot. My shoulders are tense as hell and my hands are shaking. I can actually feel my eyes staring harder and harder. My focus is ratcheted up to a place beyond reason. I could breathe fire and spit lighting right now. The desire to destroy something is almost overwhelming. All this off a single idea, the idea that someone would hurt him.

      That someone might harm my brother.

      A brother I didn’t know I even had until recently.

      “You need to relax, Sweet Angel,” Rosie says. She’s leaning forward now, looking me in the eyes. She pats me on the knee then taps my forehead with her finger. “All that. Whatever’s going on in that head right now, it’ll burn you down if you let it. Got to control it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      “I won’t pretend I’m not pissed off. I can’t shut that all down. No way, not a chance in hell I can let it all go.”

      “No, no. Don’t let it go. Oh dear God, you misunderstand me. Don’t ever let it go.” She cracks a grin. “Keep it. Protect it. Raise and nurture it. Then one day, when it serves you best, take the beast off the leash.”

      I think of someone.

      I remember Lizzy.

      The beautifully insane woman in Texas who was training me at her house. The one with the hot as hell Spanish boy toy/maid. Or was he Italian? Jesus, what was his name? They killed her. They killed both of them. Mama McCluskey’s death squad shot them both in their home as my brother and I ran. I didn’t even know he was my brother then. I thought Skinny Drake was just this weird, potentially creepy kid. He had no idea who I was either. We were terrified, but we protected each other.

      Even then.

      I swallow hard, trying not to relive that horror show, but I remember Lizzy saying something similar to me that day. Something very close to what Rosie just said. Something about controlling anger, saving it up and using it later when you needed it.

      “Am I always going to be angry?” I ask Rosie.

      “Hope not.” She smiles, leaning back. “But probably.”

      I nod, then return to looking out the window. I know she’s right, but I hate it.

      My phone buzzes.

      I recognize the number.

      It’s a text from Jonathan. I don’t want to tap to open, but I know I have to. This asshole is in my house and he holds most of the cards at the moment.

      I suck in a deep breath between my teeth.

      I tap. I look.

      I can’t believe it.
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      There are no words to the text.

      Only an image attached.

      A picture.

      A picture of a picture actually.

      Jonathan has sent me a text, with a picture that he’s taken of a photograph. It was obviously taken with the old photograph sitting on my parents’ kitchen table. An older photograph that I have never seen before. Thought I found them all. I’ve spent years hunting down pictures, scraps of anything, about my life and my parents.

      I’ve collected them. I’ve memorized them all.

      Every line. Every expression. Every dot of color.

      This one I have never seen. Not before now. This one is a picture of me, my mother and my father. Not Jonathan. This is an image of me, my mother and the man I consider my real father, the one who raised and cared for me.

      The three of us are in New York. In Central Park, it looks like. Possibly in the spring, maybe summer. The sun is shining and our smiles are big as hell. I thought I’d never been there before. I thought Gordo brought me there for the first time when I went to Jonathan’s apartment. Back when I thought Jonathan was a dying, kind man I first met in the bar in Austin. Also thought Gordo was something else back then, too.

      I can’t help but to look into the eyes of the people in the picture. In reality these people are complete strangers to me. I’ve never known these people. Never met them, at least not that I remember, even though I know I have. I look at them more. I envy them, and feel sorry for them. Even the youngest one. These happy people in the picture have no idea what is coming for them.

      My mind spins and flips.

      Feels like I’ve been swept up in a wave crashing down on me.

      I can’t explain how strange it is to see your life and be surprised by it. Staring at this, seeing this picture of strangers on vacation, how can I have lived that life and have no memory of it? Nothing. I’m at least twelve or thirteen in the picture. I was a small-town Texas girl. I should remember a trip to New York, to Central Park, with my parents.

      My eyes fill.

      A white glob forms in the corner of my eye.

      “Not now,” I whisper to myself.

      I expand the picture with my fingers, moving it around to only see my parents. They are smiling huge. Eyes bright. Holding on to each other tight. Holding me tight.

      My hands shake.

      More white globs.

      “Not now,” I say again, harder this time. I punch myself in the leg. Again and again. Harder and harder.

      My mind clears.

      Then it fills.

      It floods.

      Closing my eyes, I see a film, a movie playing in my head. A movie of the three of us running, playing in Central Park. My parents are laughing and chasing me. It’s so clear. I can remember the smells. The cool breeze. The happiness.

      This is a memory.

      This is no imaginary happy time I’m inventing to soothe myself. To convince myself that I’m okay. I’ve done that most of my life. Piecing together a logical childhood based on pictures I’ve found has become therapy for me. Creating the story of me based on things people have told me about me and my parents. I’ve had to invent a childhood story to tell myself, using the evidence I’ve found.

      This is different, this feeling. I know the difference.

      This happened. This has emotional weight.

      It’s hitting me like a sledgehammer. A knot forms in my stomach, growing by the second, expanding, twisting and turning over and over inside me. A tear rolls down my face. My chin quivers. I open my eyes, staring at my parents in the picture. Frozen in time. Alive and happy.

      Now I’m getting pissed off again.

      White globs whip across my vision, pausing in spots here and there.

      Not now, motherfuckers.

      The white globs run away. Retreating. They are leaving me.

      That piece of shit. That fucking piece of shit Jonathan has had this picture for a long time. He had it when he came into my bar and made friends with me. He had it when I visited him in New York. He had it when he came to my house a few days ago. He has a box full of things just like this. He stole all of those things after they killed my parents. He knew what he was doing when he sent me this text.

      By sending me this, he is hoping it will do exactly what it just did. That it would unlock something in my busted head. He wants to remind me what he’s holding on to. Just in case I had lost my focus on the task at hand.

      I have not.

      Not by a damn sight.

      He is human garbage. A monster. He’s holding my life, my memories, in a box, and he’s holding it all hostage. A life he and his wife destroyed. They wiped my life away clean that night, took away my parents along with a brain full of happiness. They didn’t think twice about doing it either. Now he has my brain in a box, in the house where they killed everything I was or will ever be.

      Oh yes, make no mistake.

      I’m pissed off and I have no intention of putting a leash on a damn thing.

      “You okay?” Rosie asks.

      “No.”
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      Gotta admit it.

      Can’t lie.

      Gordo’s little Lake Tahoe hideaway is pretty cool. Of course it is.

      Going to look a lot better on fire.

      Going to be slick as hell to listen to it fill with the sounds of him screaming. His suffering will provide a slow roll of an echo off the water. Loud and clear for all to hear.

      I need to dial it down, I know. I’m getting too amped up, but the hell with that. I didn’t start this shit, but I’m here to wrap it up in a bow and shove it straight up his ass.

      Rosie puts a hand on my shoulder.

      I know she can’t read my mind, but it seems as if she’s doing just that.

      She doesn’t say a thing to me. Doesn’t need to. She’s giving me a look that lays it all out for me, and more. She’s telling me to calm down, but at the same time she’s telling me that we’re going to do some serious damage in that house, and all of that is perfectly okay. Okay, fine, I might be projecting a tad with that reading of her expression, but that’s what I need, so the hell with it.

      I nod.

      So does she.

      One of her boys who’d been watching the place told us he thinks there are about six or so guys in there.

      One of them is Black Nasty.

      One of them is Gordo.

      They haven’t seen my brother. He may not be in there. That’d be the smart move on Gordo’s part, to have my brother stashed somewhere else on the off chance we came rolling up. That’s the wise play, and like I said, Gordo is a smart one.

      “Only one of them needs to be left alive,” I say.

      “Yup,” Rondo says. “You mean Gordo, right?”

      I nod.

      He’s getting cuter all the time, that Rondo.

      We’re loaded for war and scattered amongst the trees that circle this little Lake Tahoe hideaway of Gordo’s. When we pulled up there was one of Gordo’s goons at the gate. That goon is in our trunk at the moment. Have to remember to let him out. Maybe. Not on my list of priorities.

      We have a plan. Not a complicated one, but there is a plan.

      Go in strong.

      They will protect Gordo. Eliminate whoever protects Gordo.

      Get Gordo.

      Simple is best, I’ve found. Easy to remember is easier to execute. The details in real time can get crazy. They can spin out of control when the bullets, fists and blood start flying. I know this, and that is why I know a simple plan is effective. When shit gets weird you can fall back on an easy-to-remember plan. Simple is a nice crutch.

      Our attack squad is made up of Sandy, Rosie, her boys, Rondo and me. A ragtag bunch if ever there was one. I’ve come to know these folks in different and peculiar ways and, frankly, I wouldn’t want to storm Gordo’s house with anyone else. Well, a team of Navy SEALS would be nice, but I’m being serious here. These people I trust. Our interests are aligned. These people all have the same goal as I do.

      Get Gordo.

      Get Skinny Drake.

      Get back to good.

      Rosie’s guys and Rondo go around back. They are to go in through a door located off the back deck. Sandy, Rosie and I will go in through the front door. Those are the only two doors in and out of the house. It’s relatively small, but it sits on an amazing chunk of land with a view to lust over. I think under different circumstances I’d really like it here. Right now, however, I’m finding it hard to enjoy my surroundings.

      I’m tense. I should be. My mouth is dry and I feel itchy.

      Rondo and Rosie’s guys move, rounding the corner and slipping into the darkness, away from our sight. On Rosie’s word, meaning her text, they are going to kick in the door and go in hard. As they go in, so do we. We will bash in the front door and storm in like cowgirls from hell.

      A simultaneous rush of force.

      Fast. Strong. Jolting.

      We get low, moving toward the front of the house. Slow and careful. Last thing we want to do is tip these assholes off. The blinds are all closed, but we can see the lights are on, and there’s a muted thump of some sort coming from inside. Rhythmic thumps mixed with hums. As we get closer I can tell it’s some music they are blasting.

      Unbelievable.

      Gordo is having a party in there.

      I’m getting pissed again.

      Once we are closer to the front door, Rosie stops and checks Sandy’s gun. Rosie gave her a S&W .38 Special. Classic. Small, but still packs a pop. The creepy Panda Guy even put a small laser sight on it to make it even better for someone new to the game. She’s not completely on board with shooting people, but she agreed to point it if called upon, and use it if she has to.

      Knowing Sandy, I have no doubt that she can do it.

      I saw her jam a toothpick into the eye of a frat guy who got a little douchey with her at the bar just last month. She felt horrible afterward, but she knew she did what she had to.

      However, even with that information, in a side conversation, Rosie and I agreed to keep an eye on her.

      No joke intended.

      Rosie’s in the not-fucking-around business. She’s going in with 9mm Glocks. Plural. Two. One in each hand. Me? I’ve got my bat in one fist and a Berretta in the other. Dance with who brought ya, I say. Also got a knife on my ankle and a .38 in the small of my back. Me? I’m not new to the game. Not anymore. Not by a damn sight.

      Rosie’s phone buzzes. It’s a text from her boy around back.

      Ready.

      She shows it to Sandy and me. Sandy swallows hard, her nerves starting to show. Her eyes are floating, flickering at the same time. She looks almost sick. I touch her shaking hand, giving her a wink with a grin. It’s the same thing I did after she got upset about toothpicking that douchebag’s eyeball. Sandy cracks a smile, allows a snicker, then nods, letting me know she’s good.

      Rosie turns to me now. I try not to show that my stomach is doing flips like a coked-up gymnast. Unlike Sandy, I’ve done this before, but like Sandy I still get messed up about it. I lie and nod to Rosie, letting her know I’m good.

      Rosie taps two letters into her phone.

      G and O.

      Powerful combo in the proper circumstances.

      The windows above us explode.
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      Glass rains down over us.

      Bouncing. Scattering. Peppering us as we drop to the ground.

      Rosie’s phone tumbles. I catch a glance at the screen as it flips by. She hasn’t even hit send on her text yet. Rondo and her boys haven’t gone in. My mind slams into place.

      They know we’re here. Gordo’s crew knows we’re here.

      They saw us, turned up the music and the lights just to screw with us.

      Guns blast. Bullets zip overhead. Chunks of trees fly into the moonlight.

      I look to Sandy. She’s terrified, but holding strong.

      Turning around, I pop up to my knees. I let loose three quick blasts from my Berretta into the house. Dropping down fast I feel the air above my head whistle-cut as the bullets carve up the night. Pops of fire flash from inside the house.

      My hand claws for Rosie’s phone. First swipe finds grass and dirt. My second grab gets the phone. I hit send on Rosie’s text.

      I bounce up again, blasting away. Rosie joins me this time. She rips shots with both fists full of Glocks, pounding what’s left of the front window. Our bullets tear away at the side of the house. The place plunks and rattles as it absorbs showers of lead. Rosie scissor-walks toward the front door, her legs crossing, with her eyes and body pointed forward toward the front of the house as she keeps firing. The laser focus of a woman on fire.

      Into the doorway pops Black Nasty. He pumps and fires a shotgun like a surgeon. The ground at Rosie’s feet explodes like she’s avoiding landmines. A stray bit of buckshot tears her leg, creating a gash of red. Her expression doesn’t even mildly acknowledge the wound. Her focus simply alters. Chin lowers. She unloads both Glocks into Black Nasty. His body shakes, jolts in a lead-induced spasm, then drops in a meat pile in the doorway.

      Pretty sure I see a smile on her face. It’s brief, but it’s there.

      She pushes forward to the front door as she lets the clips drop and slams in fresh ones, keeping up the ballistic pressure on the place.

      I follow her lead.

      I get off a few shots as I help Sandy get up to her feet. We find some relative safety by taking up a spot behind a big tree. I plant my back against the massive trunk, with Sandy in my arms in front of me, squeezing in tight so as not to create an easy target. The bark rips and spits in every direction. Someone inside has opened up on us with an assault rifle.

      The tree hums and thumps as the streams of fire land and stop inside the wood. There’s an odd rhythm to it all. Gunfights. Not soothing or welcome, but it has become a familiar beat of sorts. Unfortunately.

      I can feel Sandy shaking.

      Or is it me?

      “Fuck this,” she tells me.

      Sandy spins away from my arms. She screams as she pops two shots from her .38. I jam a fresh clip in mine, spin the other way and let a few fly.

      Rosie is to the side of the front door, waving us on. The gunfire from the house has stopped. Well, at least it has stopped coming at us. There’s more gunplay going on inside the house. I can make out flashes and pops blazing through the blown-out windows. Guessing the boys got my text. Smell of gunpowder fills my nostrils as I get closer to the house. Busted glass crunches under my feet. I take a spot on the other side of the door, with Sandy behind me.

      The front door slams shut.

      Rosie and I both squint. Who in there is worried about the door?

      Rosie reloads.

      I get Sandy to take care of those two she spent. She slides in fresh bullets like a champ. I reload for the hell of it. Not sure I needed to. I hate doing bullet math during a fight.

      Like I said: keep shit simple.

      Rosie has both Glocks raised. Eyes locked. I can see her teeth grind under her cheeks. She’s completely terrifying and completely reassuring at the same time. Not easy to pull off. She gives her head a jerk toward the door.

      I grab the knob and throw it open.

      A lamp flies out, crashing to the porch.

      “Eat shit,” Gordo screams.

      Rosie jumps into the doorway. A plate flies, hits her in the face like a Frisbee. Her neck gives a quick snap back. Her head jerks back lightning quick. Another plate sails into her chest then another to her head.

      Her eyes go blank.

      Face frozen. She’s stunned.

      Another one lands, hitting her just above her nose. Rosie falls back, legs failing her, stumbling off the porch, landing on her back in the yard a few feet from the steps.

      I hear guns continuing to boom inside. Sounds like the firefight is coming from the back. I think of rushing to Rosie. I want to help her. I fight with everything I’ve got not to go to her. Placing a hand on Sandy, I hold her back. She wants to do the same, rush to Rosie. I see a shadow in the doorway. Pushing Sandy back, I raise a finger to let her know to be quiet.

      The shadow is bouncing back and forth just on the other side of the doorway. Looks like the moves of someone suffering from great indecision. Blasts at the back of the house start and stop, then start up again. A sporadic shitfit. Men yell and call out. Profanity. Threats. More guns boom. The shadow moves back and forth, then stops for a moment. Only for a moment.

      A blur rips out from the doorway.

      Gordo blazes by us at top speed.

      He’s barefoot, wearing a fluffy, baby-blue bathrobe. Hair wet. Dripping. He’s a rambling, ass-hauling, panicked man fleeing as if people were out get him.

      They are.

      We are.

      He flies from the house, managing to miss every step on the porch, trips as he lands, rolls, then springs up, hardly breaking stride. Gordo barely misses stepping on Rosie as he races through the yard and out into the night. A glimmer in his hand catches my eye. A reflection off the moonlight. Fear spikes through me as I realize what he’s got.

      Keys.

      That asshole has car keys.

      “Shit,” I say.

      Sandy has already jumped away from the porch before I can turn to her. She’s running, chasing after Gordo with all she’s got. I land in the front yard, taking a knee next to Rosie. I place my ear next to her mouth then check her eyes. She’s breathing, not well. She’s out cold, but alive. I take off. Hate to leave her, but she’s a tough lady and she’d do the same damn thing if it were me. The plan was simple, with one objective we all agreed on—get Gordo.

      Period.

      Sandy is burning at full warp speed in front of me with Gordo not far in front of her. The driveway is close and getting closer by the second. Rosie’s boys have the keys to our ride. That part of the plan needs to be revisited next time. If there is a next time. Multiple sets of keys, in case we get into something like this. Because if Gordo gets to a car we’ll be left watching his taillights disappear into the night. We’ll be screwed. Done. Game over.

      I know it.

      Sandy knows it.

      Gordo knows it.

      Gordo’s problem is his bare feet. Sandy is a physical specimen who works out about two hours a day so that men will dream about her. A workout plan designed to drain wallets upon the sight of her.

      It’s her profession. Her superpower.

      Her money depends on it. Not to mention, she’s got on two-hundred-dollar running shoes. And I get the feeling she doesn’t like Gordo all that much. Not to brag, but I’m not in bad shape myself. Not high-end hooker shape, but I can hang. While wearing slightly less expensive footwear, I make up the difference with anger. Got a lot of it, and for those keeping score, I’m not a fan of Gordo either.

      My legs churn. Thighs burn. My blood turns to acid. I’m breathing fire.

      My rage is real.

      I pass Sandy.

      I can smell Gordo’s horrific cologne. Have to fight the urge to put a bullet in his brain. The back of his head is right there, begging to become a target. Have to fight the urge to plant this bat into his skull. His robe ripples behind him like a cape worn by the shittiest superhero ever. The night is quiet now. Just the sound of his bare feet hitting on the ground like hooves, the huff of heavy breathing.

      His.

      Not mine.

      I think about hurling my bat at him like I did with Rondo on the beach, but I can’t risk damaging this asshole’s brain. A brain I never thought I’d need so badly.

      I think of Skinny Drake.

      I think of my parents. My new New York memory.

      I think of the box Jonathan has at the house and what else it might hold for me.

      I launch from my feet, landing on Gordo’s back like a linebacker with anger issues. Wrapping my arms around his shoulders, I pull my weight downward, bringing us both slamming to the ground. We’re mere feet away from a silver BMW whatever series. I slap the keys from his hand before I stuff my Berretta into his filthy mouth. Thoughts of blowing his brains all over the ground flood my head. I can feel the release that would come from ending this piece of shit’s time on this earth.

      I think of Mama McCluskey.

      I stuff the gun down farther. He’s choking now. Eyes are watering. Fear is rising up inside of him. He doesn’t bother making noise or trying to speak. There’s a strange acceptance in his eyes. I watch the veins plump up in his neck and forehead. I think of my spirit animal, Rosie, at her hotel choking Rondo with her nice-ass shoe.

      “Where is he?” I say, spit flying from my lips.

      Gordo shakes his head with his eyes wide.

      “Where is my brother, motherfucker?”

      His eyes are hard, but full of questions. I push my down gun harder. He gags. Spit spurts out and slips around the gun’s barrel.

      “Better have an answer when I pull this gun out,” I say. “Got no time for your shit here, Gordo.”

      Gordo nods, gag-induced tears streaming down the sides of his face.

      I pull the gun free from his mouth.

      Sandy slams into me, sending me flying sideways. As I skid to a stop, crashing into the side of the BMW, I see Sandy pinning Gordo’s arms down with her knees and beginning to beat the shit out him.

      She’s raining fists down on his face like a demon released fresh out of hell. I get it, but I can’t have it. Not right now. I let her get a couple of good ones in before I shove her free. She spins away, getting up on her feet in a single motion. Her face is red, some of it from the run, but mostly from her pent-up hostility. Hostility now directed at me.

      I hold up a finger to her letting her know I need a second. Grabbing Gordo’s shirt collar, I place my spit-wet gun on his forehead this time.

      “Tell me where my brother is or I’m going to cut her loose on you,” I say.  “Then, after she gets tired, I’m going to shoot you.” I move the gun lower, toward his balls. “Right in the boys.”

      “Please, Teddy. I can’t.” He spits out a tooth, along with some blood. “I don’t know.”

      I crack the top of his skull with the butt of my Beretta. “Nope. Try again, Gordo.”

      “I don’t know where your brother is,” he says through gnashed teeth. “I don’t have him. Haven’t seen him since the side of road outside Vegas.”

      “Fine. New idea.” I let go of his collar, letting him drop to the hard ground. Leaning over, I pick up my bat from the ground, then put a foot on his chest. Taking a wide golfer’s stance, I pull the bat back like I’m going to tee off on his nuts. “How about now? Not a golfer, but I hear it’s about keeping my eye on the balls.”

      “I don’t know. I swear to God. I don’t know anything about your brother.”

      I pull the bat back farther. I’m going for distance on this one.

      “Wait! Please!” Gordo screams out. “Did Jonathan come to your house? Did he bring the box?”

      I stop.

      “What did you say?”

      “The box. Did he bring a box of your things?” Gordo stammers out while looking into my eyes. He must see it on my face. “He did, didn’t he?” Gordo breathes out. “He actually did it. I can’t believe it. That bastard actually did it. Even I thought that was cruel.”

      I hear sirens in the distance. There are flashing lights down not far from here. Cops will be here soon. Real soon.

      “Teddy?” Sandy says, seeing what I see.

      “Running out of time, Gordo,” I say. “Better have something good to offer up to me.”

      “I do.”

      I look to Sandy. She rolls her eyes, but accepts what’s happening. We have to get the hell out of here. We have to hear him out. I pick up the BMW keys.

      Gordo removes something from his pocket.

      Sandy points her .38 at him.

      Behind us, Gordo’s house explodes into a fireball.
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      All three of us spin around.

      Beyond the trees I see fire screaming up into the night sky, with flames roaring and smoke mushrooming, as if a tiny nuke just hit Lake Tahoe.

      “Rosie!” I scream out.

      Sandy grabs me, holding me back from racing headlong toward the blaze. The sirens are getting louder now. Closer. No doubt there will be more soon.

      She was not in the house, I tell myself, but she was close.

      Rondo was in the house, maybe. I don’t know for sure. My stomach sinks. I drop to my knees, feeling hopeless. Guilty. I shouldn’t have left her there. I should have done more.

      Done something.

      Anything.

      “We need to go!” Gordo yells out as he fires up the BMW.

      Sandy pulls me up, dragging me to the car. All I can do is watch the fire light up the dark. Rosie and Rondo risked everything to help me. I led them directly into this disaster with my sad sob story, and look what I did. What I did to them.

      Maybe they got away before it happened.

      Maybe they are running toward us now.

      I dig my heels into the dirt, slowing Sandy from dragging me toward the BMW. I hear the engine rev behind us.

      “We’ve got to move, Teddy.” She pulls harder. “This is it. Nothing we can do.”

      Sirens are even closer now.

      I stare so hard at the woods I feel like my eyeballs will burst from my head. Wanting so bad for Rosie and Rondo to come bolting out from the trees.

      “Come on,” I say under my breath.

      Nothing.

      Sandy yanks me with all she has, moving us closer to the BMW.

      The tree limbs sway and the leaves blow in the wind, but no one comes. I hear the back door of the BMW open. There’s a smell of new car leather as I’m shoved into the back seat. Sandy plops into the passenger seat. I can hear the sirens wail in the not-too-distant distance.

      Sandy punches Gordo in the nose.

      I see the dark blood roll slowly from his plumping nostrils.

      “Let’s get gone,” she says as she shoves her seatbelt together with a click. “Dickhead.”
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        “Everybody has a heart. Except some people.”

        - Bette Davis
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      We’ve been driving for a while.

      Seems like forever.

      At night it all looks the same out there. Moving masses of darkness. You sense the forward progress, but any kind of progress is impossible to measure. This area is packed tight with trees and winding roads that snake us all over the place, so getting any kind of visibility is hard. Also difficult to see through the tears. The ones that started the second we began moving through this damn dark night.

      I let them roll quietly down my face so I don’t draw any attention to myself. If I fight the tears from coming, I’ll start to shake in the shadows of the back seat. They’ll see me. I might even make a sound while fighting them back. Thought about asking for some music, but I thought that might be weird as hell and draw even more attention to myself, so I didn’t. I’d shoot myself before I let that son of a bitch Gordo see me cry.

      I giggle a bit to myself off the son of a bitch label, considering who Gordo’s mom is, or was. Bitch gone. I giggle again, then cry a little harder. This is what I’ve become. Someone who giggles and cries as the death toll rises and the world burns.

      Jesus. I need to take some of this money and talk to someone.

      Like a professional.

      Like damn soon.

      “We have to kill my dad,” Gordo says.

      Not sure how long it’s been since he spoke, but that’s not what I expected him to say, that’s for damn sure. I wipe my eyes. Clear my throat.

      “Okay,” I say. No need to argue with the man. “Want to talk that out?”

      “It’s the only way this stops with any semblance of a happy ending,” Gordo says. His eyes shift back and forth between the road and back to me in the rearview mirror. “Hate to be overly materialistic at a moment like this, but it’s the only way we get any money as well.”

      “How so?” I ask, struggling to hide my anxiety, working to control the fluttering in my voice.

      “I can only assume he wants me so I can amend the trust.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Well, the trust docs were in that house. The one we left that’s on fire. The originals, along with the backups. I didn’t want to go scorched earth with this. I didn’t, you understand, but you kind of forced my hand.”

      “How’s that, Gordo?” I feel a spike of anger off his accusatory tone.

      “Believe it or not, I did learn a few things from my father. I don’t like the man, hate him even, obviously, but I have family experience in this these matters.”

      “What are you talking about?” I press.

      “I rigged the house to blow. It’s something Jonathan does. Calls it leaving yourself an out. An in case of an emergency burn it down type of thinking.”

      I think of Rosie. I think of Rondo. I think about Gordo pulling something from his pocket right before the house blew up. I think about blowing his head off.

      “You need to talk to me, Gordo. You need to tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now,” I say. “Because I’ll tell you what, killing you sounds like a great idea.”

      “I concur,” says Sandy.

      “Think about it, Teddy. You were coming after me. Jonathan is trying to find me. The police were closing in on me. I was boxed in with nowhere to go. All I have, or had, was those documents, one Nasty Brother and a few goons with guns.”

      I breathe in deep, pushing down my anger.

      “If that goes up in flames, and they did,” Gordo continues, “meaning the docs mainly, and if Jonathan and you know those are in the wind, then maybe, just maybe, it buys me some escape time. Maybe even slows down the need to find me since the money is locked. If the docs are gone there is nothing for Jonathan to alter or amend. He can’t get the money. It was a survival play, Teddy.”

      “You piece of shit.”

      “Really? You going to tell me you don’t understand that? You lack a survival instinct?”

      The silence returns to the car. I want to go back in time. Go back to when we were in Vegas. I’d tell everyone not to go to Tahoe. To forget about all this shit and just go live a life. But that can’t happen, can it? Have to move forward with what we’ve got, right? I decide to shift the subject slightly. Back to trying to find something I can actually do something about.

      “Talk more about the trust docs,” I say. “Talk to me about the money and how that all works now.”

      “Teddy—”

      “Don’t!” I scream at him. I let it out so loud Sandy and Gordo both jump in their seats. I take in another deep breath and reset. Got to get ahold of myself. Need to work this through and understand what I’m actually dealing with now. “Talk to me like I’m five. Make me understand.” I’ve smoothed out my tone. “What were you wanting to do in Vegas? Couldn’t have been all about booze and girls, right? You had a reason for being there.”

      “I was there to get some attorneys to alter the docs. It’s complicated, but with my mother and my brothers gone I needed to remove them and my father from the trust. Transition everything.”

      “Transition?” I ask. “To you?”

      “Yes.” He looks at me sheepishly in the rearview. “I had the docs amended, along with the letters my mother signed saying that my father was not of sound mind. All that would let me get possession of all the assets and real estate from the family.”

      “Meaning?” I ask, knowing damn well the answer.

      Gordo swallows hard now, avoiding looking at me in the mirror.

      “You? Only you?” I ask, wanting him to come out and say it.

      Gordo nods.

      Sandy shakes her head.

      “You thought my brother and I would be dead by now, didn’t you?” I say while processing. “You’re not a killer. Don’t have that, do you? Didn’t get that gene from your father, did you? So you were hoping we’d all kill each other off at Mama McCluskey’s mansion, and then whoever was left you’d have the Nasty Brothers take care of. But things went to shit, didn’t they? The fire and fighting got too out of control and you went pussy, freaked out and had to break and run. That it?”

      Gordo pauses, then nods again without looking at me.

      “That’s fantastic, bro,” I say. “You didn’t count on us being badasses, and you certainly didn’t count on dear old Dad getting better.”

      “I did not,” Gordo says in a low tone. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you.”

      “That’d be refreshing.”

      “This is grown-up stuff, Teddy. It’s a hard world my family lives in, and I wanted out. You’re right. I’m not like Jonathan. Rather not be. I saw a way out and I took it. I’m sorry you got caught in the middle, but it happens.”

      “Happens?” I’m seconds from jumping over the seat and removing his head with my fingernails. “You need to say something nice real damn soon or this is going to be a short trip.”

      “Honestly?” he says.

      “Yeah, asshole, honestly,” I say, pressing my gun to the back his head.

      Sandy smiles as she places a hand on the wheel just in case I kill the driver.

      Safety first.

      She always was a smart one.

      “I was going to cut you and Skinny Drake out,” Gordo says, glancing back and forth between me and road. “You two had some cash already. More than you two had ever had in your lives. I was going to pay off that house of yours and then cut you both out altogether.”

      “That’s great, Gordo. Still doesn’t pass for nice.” I whack his melon with the barrel of my gun. “I like to live in the moment. So, that was then, this is now What are we going to do with all this money?”

      Sandy clears her throat.

      “Oh yeah,” I say. “And by we, I’m including Sandy.”

      I can feel the defeat rolling off Gordo and filling the car. As if every muscle in his body simply said fuck it.

      “You know I did really care about you,” he says to Sandy. “I wanted us to be something. Together.”

      I roll my eyes.

      Sandy scrunches her nose. She slow rolls into a laugh. Many laughs. Hard, deep laughs. Roaring stuff. Seems like it goes on for a minute or two. I let it go on just so Gordo’s ego gets a good beating. Something occurs to me while I enjoy the show.

      “That’s why you waited for us. Isn’t it?” I ask him.

      “What?”

      Sandy stops laughing. Still snickers to herself, but stops with the loud stuff. She’s all ears, wanting to hear this one as well.

      “That why you didn’t take off in this sweet ride after you blew the house? You could have hauled ass and left us there, you had a chance, but you didn’t. You stayed. You waited. You love this one here, and couldn’t leave what’s between her legs.” I stop, think, then ask, “Or is it that you need us to kill your daddy?”

      “Can I say all of the above?”

      I whack him again. Sandy punches him too.

      “You can,” I tell him. “I won’t believe you, but you can say whatever you want.”

      The car goes quiet once more, with only the sounds of tires grooving along the highway and the sniffles of Gordo’s busted nose to be heard. I watch Gordo. I know he’s thinking it all through. Plotting. I’m doing the same. Problem is that I don’t have shit to work with. He’s got all the cards. I’ve got nothing. No cards to be played, nothing to lay down. No pieces to connect. Nothing to draw a line to. Hate to admit it, but I have to trust Gordo a little bit with this situation here. It’s all I’ve got. He’s all I’ve got. The only way to get to my brother and to get to good is through Gordo, and that really, really sucks to know.

      “Make you a deal?” he finally says.

      “This should be good,” Sandy chirps.

      “Shut up,” Gordo says.

      “Fuck you, two-pump chump,” she fires back.

      I snicker, can’t help it. “Okay. Okay. Let’s not do this. Not now.” I put a hand on Sandy’s shoulder, trying to keep her from beating on him some more. “Let’s hear it, Gordo. What’s your deal?”

      “You help me and I’ll cut you in.” He glances between us. “Both of you and Skinny Drake.”

      I look to Sandy, then back to the back of Gordo’s head. “Think that was understood, Gordo. You need to dig into it and find something more. Need details.”

      “Numbers,” Sandy says.

      “Yes, numbers,” I say. “And, oh yeah, explain how to find my brother.”

      “Jonathan must have him,” Gordo says. “That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Bullshit,” I say.

      “I do not know where he is. That’s the truth.”

      “If you’re lying to me about him. If I find out you have him stashed somewhere, if he’s hurt in any way, shape or form, so help me I will make your death the stuff of FBI textbooks.”

      “I didn’t take him. Why would I? Why would I take your brother and not offer some sort of deal or trade after doing it?”

      Sandy turns to me, looking for a possible answer.

      I don’t have one.

      He’s right. There’s no upside for Gordo to take him and not use it as a bargaining chip. Right now would be the smart time to make that play, and he’s not doing it. Gordo isn’t dumb, and making dumb moves doesn’t sound very Gordo-like. Not what he’s about.

      “You think this will end if we kill Jonathan?” I ask, hopeful as hell.

      “I do. He’ll keep coming after me, even if he can’t get the money back, and he has no intention of giving you back your house or that box. He’s not capable.”

      I lean back, take a breath, and let some thoughts roll.

      “Okay.” I snap my fingers at him. “Here’s my deal, and it is not up for debate. You can have the real estate, stocks, bonds, all that shit. You wire two million each to me, my brother and Sandy here. You also hand each of us a hundred-grand cash, in twenties,” I say, thinking while I talk. “That’s me being nice and easy to get along with. These are family prices. You and I both know you can hand over a helluva lot more, but that’s all we need. Those are easy numbers for you.”

      I look out the window into the dark night as my mouth unwinds what’s floating in my mind. “This money, this big-time wealth, it’s toxic. It’s destroyed your life and the lives of your family. Your real family.” I stare into the back of his head, hoping this is all landing. “Maybe I shouldn’t even take as much as I asked for, I don’t know, but I think we need something, ya know? Something for our troubles, and there have been troubles, Gordo. Pain and suffering doesn’t begin to cover it. Not to mention, going out and finding a day job after all this might suck the big one.”

      I let that hang in the air.

      I can almost see Gordo’s brain cranking it through all. Don’t want to give him too much time to gnaw on all that though. Need to press him into a corner. I need a response now.

      “Whatcha say, bro?” I ask.

      He looks in the rearview, holding my eyes.

      I stare back, giving him nothing. Seems like hours pass as the silence beats me down. Feels like the temperature in the car has risen twenty degrees. Like the air has gotten tight.

      “Okay,” he finally says with exhaustion in his voice. “Deal, Steady Teddy.”

      I breathe out, relieved, even though I know I can’t trust a single syllable out of this clown’s filthy mouth. At least I have a framework to not trust.

      “Good. Now, let’s go fuck up Daddy.”
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      We come up with a plan.

      I push for simple. It’s my way, after all.

      Despite the fact the last simple plan I was involved in got blown all to hell, I do believe my thesis still holds true. At the house in Tahoe we stuck to the core simplicity, and we do indeed have Gordo. That was the goal. How we got there was a mess, but in the end we won.

      Kind of.

      I tell myself this fairy tale of victory while trying not to think of Rosie or Rondo. There’s a twinge inside of me that makes me sick to my stomach. I’m rationalizing beyond reason. Makes me sick that I’m negotiating the reality that got people killed, people who were trying to help me. Sick that I’m bargaining for money with a lowlife like Gordo when my brother is out there.

      He might be afraid.

      Alone.

      He’d better not be hurt.

      I feel that rage bubble up again. Pushing it down, I go back over the plan this new team of mine has formed. The team of Gordo, Sandy and me. This is a group I would have never thought imaginable when we all met not long ago—the night Gordo walked into my bar, introduced himself to me, offering me a chance of lifetime, and then hit on Sandy like a ravenous horndog. How could I have envisioned the three of us would be in a car together after leaving a burning house in Lake Tahoe on our way to my house in Texas to kill our father? To kill a father I didn’t know I had, or wanted, in a deal with an asshole brother I also didn’t know I had, or wanted, so that I can find Skinny Drake, my other brother I didn’t know I had, but who I want back very badly.

      It’ll scramble a woman’s brain if you let it.

      I won’t.

      I focus harder.

      I made a call to Jonathan a few minutes ago. Told him I have Gordo and that we’re coming back. Told him he needed to be at the house, my house, because I really had no idea where he was when I called him.

      No way in hell I’m meeting him in New York or some other locale that’s friendly to him. I need him on my turf. It’s not perfect by any stretch, but it’s the only turf I have in this world. Also told him my house better be the way I left it and, oh yeah, he’d better have that box.

      He had questions.

      He asked several actually.

      I didn’t answer any of them, telling him we’d work it all out when we got there. Jonathan wasn’t happy with my tone, nor the words I used, but he accepted it all and agreed to be at the house. He told me he’d have a plane pick us up in Arizona. I said at first that I didn’t want his damn plane, but as I thought it through, I realized it is a long drive from Nevada to Texas and we’re all pretty damn tired. We could use the recharge before we charge into this fight that’s waiting for us.

      Make no mistake, this will be a fight.

      A big one.

      Perhaps the last one.

      With all that said, I agreed and accepted his private plane offer. Of course, Johnathan meeting us at the house means he’ll have more than a few of his goons along with him. There’s probably a team of them with their feet up on my coffee table right now. Their asses on my couch. They’ve destroyed my bathrooms, I bet. I shiver and gag some off the thought. My house will never be clean again.

      Stop.

      Focus.

      Now, this is where the plan has some holes. It was discussed between us that we would go in with guns blazing and hope we could simply out-mean them during an all-out, award-winning bloodbath, with us rising up as the victors. As cool as that sounds, and certainly simple, we all realized the success rate on that one was more than likely quite low.

      Not to mention, killing everybody doesn’t help us get Skinny Drake back. It leaves no one alive to answer questions. The fact that there’s a very good chance we’d all end up dead was left unsaid.

      Next we talked about going in to try some good old-fashioned reasoning with the man. Maybe we didn’t have to kill him, or anybody for that matter. We could talk it out like rational adults. Find some middle ground. Some common ground we all could agree upon.

      Really?

      We had a good laugh at that one.

      Got to talk through all the possibilities, I guess.

      There is no way Jonathan will strike a deal with us, shake hands and let us all live happily ever after. Not is in his best interest, or his DNA. So we went back to square one. There will be blood. Buckets of it. No way around it. I went back to the central questions at hand.

      What do we have to work with?

      What advantage, if any, do we have?

      What does Jonathan really want?

      Well, we have Gordo. Gordo holds the cards to Jonathan’s money, and Jonathan would very much like that money back. Okay, that’s one. Not sure what we do with it, but it is one thing. Next question.

      What do we want?

      We want to get my brother back, keep the money, and for all this shit to stop. Okay, all roads do lead back to killing Jonathan.

      We are under no illusion that this will be easy or that this will go smoothly. There is a very real possibility we could all die in this thing. At the very least, some of us will get hurt. Hurt badly. Not to harp on it, but more than likely one of us will die. Unfortunately, we don’t really have any better options. Well, now that I think about it, Gordo and I don’t have better options. I look to Sandy. She does.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I tell her. “You can still go.”

      Sandy thinks about what I said for all of two seconds. “You kidding me, Teddy? You offer up a lotto win and then ask if I want to bail? You think I’m going to turn down a new life and go back to hand jobs for pennies when I can lie in bed, alone, eat ice cream and watch cupcake-making shows all day?”

      “You could die in this,” I say. “To be clear.”

      “I could die with an unhappy client beating me to death. I could say the wrong thing to the wrong guy, or some guy could decide he just wants to kill a girl. Happens all the time. You know it does. I risk it every day for a fraction of the payday I’m seeing here right now.” She punches me in the arm with a smile. “So yeah, I pretty sure I’m in.”

      I smile back, letting her know I get it. I know she’s right. It’s a dangerous game she plays on a regular basis. I also know I can’t let her die in this thing. There’s an unreasonable amount of responsibility I feel for her.

      Always have.

      Also can’t be responsible for another person dying because of me. I want to go back to the plan. Go over it. Dig into the dirt of it. Get granular with the thing. The bones of the plan are pretty damn simple.

      Find out where my brother is.

      Kill Jonathan and any other son of a bitch who looks at us sideways.

      There. That’s it.

      The details are fuzzy at best, but our two-bullet-point agenda is clear as shit. This doesn’t feel good. Feels like we are running into a buzz saw with smiles plastered on our dumbass faces. There has to be something I’m missing. An angle I can play that I haven’t thought of. Something hiding in plain sight that I’ve glossed over because of everything that’s happened. My head is hazy.

      Think, Teddy. What do we have that I’m not getting the most out of?

      What is there? What do we know? Who do we know?

      “Think,” I whisper.

      A thought screams into my head. It’s not bad. Risky as hell, but risky is kinda where we are right now. I have one other card I can play.

      I send a text to one of Jonathan’s goons.

      Bear Boy gave me his number when he drove me back from the airport after my trip to New York with Gordo. Back when all this started. Seems like a lifetime ago, but he and I bonded a bit after my New York meeting with Jonathan. We talked some, not a ton, but I got the feeling he liked me. He helped me at that strip joint when I got a little crazy with the ATM. He was worried. Caring. Protective. I saw it in his eyes. I hope he’s still worried. Still caring. Still protective. I hope I can flip him to our side with a story of warm fuzzies and the promise of money.

      I hope.

      I hope.

      I hope.
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      We land in Austin.

      It’s cloudy. The rain spits mist off and on, then it’ll pour down in buckets for about five minutes before suddenly stopping. The sun will peek out for minute or two then it’ll dump down again. They say if you don’t like the weather here, wait five minutes. Some days that is exactly the truth. I’ve seen it go from seventy degrees to forty in an hour. Keeps us guessing, I suppose. Keeps it interesting. Keeps us weird.

      There’s a black Yukon waiting for us outside the terminal. Jonathan’s signature car. I was hoping Bear Boy would be the driver. Thought maybe he got my text and we could talk things through before getting to the house. That would be the ideal situation. I hoped this would be easier.

      Too much wishful thinking on my part.

      Jonathan sent us some other mountain of a man as a driver. He’s quiet as hell, only saying “hello” and, well, that’s it. Can’t help but wonder what his story is, him or any of the other goons Jonathan so casually sends around strapped with muscles and guns.

      Do they have families? Friends? Pets? Anyone they care about or who cares about them? Dreams? Desires of a real future? Or are they really mindless drones who follow orders to the death? These are some of the things I tossed around in my head while sending the text to Bear Boy before we got on the plane. What does Bear Boy want?

      I chose my words carefully when I texted him my offer.

      I offered him friendship.

      I offered him a chance to do the right thing.

      I offered him money.

      Who doesn’t want any of that? Between the lines of the text is the unspoken chance for him to have a new life. This all occurred to me while I was listening to Sandy tell me why she wanted to come along on this suicide deal. This isn’t about money. I mean it is, it’s always about the green, but this is more about what that money can do. Not necessarily about getting that Mercedes or those new, ridiculously priced shoes. It’s about the change that money can make for a person. A nice, sudden chunk of cash can afford you a safer way to zig and zag your way into a new life.

      That’s what all of us are doing really.

      Me, Sandy, even Gordo.

      We’re trying to buy our way out of whatever we don’t want to be in. People do it all the time. They hate their nine-to-five, so they buy lotto tickets. They take that hot stock tip from their crazy-ass cousin, hoping it’ll make it rain. Late-night infomercials made an industry out of it. Easy real estate deals. Pyramid schemes. They are all selling the same thing. We take chances so things can be better. Sometimes those chances net a happier life. Sometimes they make things worse. Sometimes people take a chance and end up living in their car.

      In our case, taking the chance might get us killed.

      Our driver/goon tried to pat us down. He tried to take our guns, saying that’s what Jonathan wanted. I told him to go fuck himself and spit in his face. He blinked, wiped my spit off, then opened the door for me. I realize I didn’t have to spit in his face. Telling him to go fuck himself was probably enough, but I wanted to make a point. Think I did. Still, I feel bad about it.

      We drive and wind around the Texas highways and small, one-lane roads cutting through the city and the country. This is my home. This is Texas. I love it and hate it all the same.

      Suppose it’s the same for everybody and their home. There are things that are comforting and healing, and things you wish were different. Stuff you embrace and need, other stuff you don’t understand or want around you. But either way, it’s all a part of you. It’s grown into your soul even if you didn’t know it was happening, or ask for it.

      There’s a lot of pain for me here. There’s a lot of joy as well.

      There’s also a lot I don’t remember.

      Now I’m pissed again.

      Jonathan and his box come rushing back to the front of my mind. What will it be like, going through that box? What will it do to me? Will it bring it all back? Will I black out every damn time I pick up a new item from the box, or will I just pick through it and nothing will happen at all?

      No memories will come back.

      Nothing but black space where loving movie clips from long ago should be playing.

      Looking out the window, I know we’re not far. I recognize the sights. The familiar smell of the country air creeping into the car. I lower the window, just a crack, letting some of the fresh rain spatter on my face. I see a familiar gas station. Won’t be long until we’re there.

      Maybe a few minutes.

      I rub my bat. I think of burying it into Jonathan’s skull. I smile.

      “What?” Sandy asks, noticing my grin.

      “Nothing,” I say. “Daydreaming.”
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      Pulling into the long, snakelike driveway of my home, I can’t help but notice the number of goons has grown since I was here last.

      I knew there would be more, but this is more than I thought.

      They’re lined along the sides of the drive and scattered around the land that surrounds my house. They’re watching, protecting as if the pope were here.

      Jonathan’s not a stupid person.

      An asshole, but not stupid.

      He knows the kind of person I am by now. Knows what I can do. He knows Gordo too. He probably knows all about what went down in Vegas and Tahoe. That asshole has eyes and ears everywhere. But we’re here and that’s what Jonathan wants more than anything, so let’s call it even for now.

      My heart hits the pause button.

      A chilling thought occurs to me.

      “Ah, can’t believe I didn’t address this earlier,” I say, clearing my throat, “but what’s to keep them from cutting us down the second we step out of this thing?”

      Sandy gives a slow turn back toward me with eyes wide.

      I can tell this idea scares the hell out of Gordo too.

      I’m mad at myself for not thinking it through until now. I got so deep into the weeds about everything that the simplest of solutions for Jonathan didn’t even occur to me.

      “Well.” Gordo pauses, thinks, makes some mental calculations. “They’ll want me alive to try and get his money back. You and her they can probably shoot. So, stay close to me?”

      Sandy throws her hands up in the air. Really?

      “Great,” I say, watching the packs of goons watch us.

      Some of them scan the road and the open land that wraps around my house, but most of them have their dead-ass eyes dead on us. Best I can tell the house is the way I left it. Of course, I won’t know for sure until I get inside.

      Still bet they destroyed my bathrooms.

      Filthy animals.

      I see Jonathan standing at the end of the drive. He’s up on his feet. I don’t even see his wheelchair anywhere around him. He looks a lot better than when I last saw him. Appears some of the color has returned to his face. Seems to be more stable than a few days ago, but far from a strong, healthy-looking dude. More like a frail man I’d feel sorry for if I didn’t know him better. I do know him better, and I want to bash his frail head in.

      “Guess that shit you fed him is wearing off,” I say to Gordo.

      “Yes,” Gordo says as flat as can be. “Appears so. Should have known if there was anyone who could cheat death, it was him.”

      “Do you really hate him?” I blurt out. Don’t know why I asked, but I did.

      “Yes, yes I really do.”

      I don’t bother asking for details. Pretty easy to understand. I can only imagine what it was like growing up with that man as a father. Top-five asshole dad in the history of asshole dads. Suppose I was spared all that at least. I may not remember a damn thing, but I know my father, my real father, the one who raised me. Daddy, I still call him, as if I were six. He was a good, loving man. Don’t need a damn thing in that damn box to tell me that. I am painfully aware, however, that the man standing at the end of the driveway surrounded by beef and bullets is not a good, loving man. He is indeed a real-life monster.

      One I need to find a way to put down, or die trying.

      My broken brain snaps into place. This all ends today.

      One way or another.
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      “They’re going to take our weapons,” Gordo says into my ear so the driver doesn’t hear him. “Do you see your guy? This Bear Boy? I don’t remember him. They all look the same after a while.”

      Bear Boy is standing right next to Jonathan, looking straight at us like the rest of them. We roll to a stop a few feet in front of the two of them. They both stand and stare, with arms crossed. Faces are fixed in cold expressions carved out of stone.

      “I see him,” I say. “Next to Jonathan.”

      “Can you get a read on him?”

      He’s got on sunglasses. His face is blank as can be. Impossible to tell where his head’s at. Can’t even be sure he got my text. He didn’t respond. This whole thing is fueled on a single drop of hope. How can I know if he’s with us or against us? He’s standing there, tall as a building with face void. Right now he looks like he’d protect Jonathan to the bitter end.

      Of course, he’d look the same if he got the text and wants to help. If he wanted to flip, he’d keep it all cooler than cool. He’d want to play the part. Then again, he’d also have on the same look if he wanted to fill us full of holes and eat our souls.

      I feel my stomach drop.

      A white glob forms in the corner of my eye. I try to envision something happy. It doesn’t work. This glob is strong. I punch my leg once. Pain sometimes works better. I hit it again harder, then harder than that. The white glob drifts, but it’ll be back.

      “I can’t tell,” I say low.

      “What?” Sandy says. I hear the fear in her voice.

      “I can’t tell where his head is.”

      “We need to make a call here, Teddy,” Gordo says.

      I know he’s right. I know what he’s saying, too. He means that if Bear Boy isn’t down with us, then we may need to come out blasting or, at the very least, open up on these people when they try to take our guns. There is no way we can be unarmed and left out in the open with only our negotiation skills and a smile.

      Not with these people.

      Gordo’s right, unfortunately. They need him. Really only him. They need him and a way to get to the money, but if that goes the wrong way they’ll just kill me and Sandy and torture the shit out of Gordo until he gives up what they want. That might be their plan anyway.

      All I can do is look at Bear Boy. Staring. Hoping for something from him.

      Anything. Give me a sign.

      “Teddy?” Gordo presses.

      The driver gets out, comes around the front bumper and opens Sandy’s door. Sandy looks to me for answers. I don’t have any. I nod, letting her know to go ahead. The driver takes Sandy by the hand, helping her out from the Yukon. She turns back to me again, looking for some form of guidance. I have none to offer, but I tell her it’s going to be okay.

      My eyes are fixed on Bear Boy.

      The driver closes the door on Sandy’s side of the Yukon and walks around the back bumper, toward my side.

      “Come on,” I say under my breath. “Give me something you big, meaty, beautiful man.”

      The door opens. The driver holds out his hand for me. I pause, scrambling for another second. Locking in on Bear Boy. I need more time. I need more time to form my plan. Life has become very binary. Red light. Green light. Firefight and bloodbath, or a lifeline from a large friend.

      “Teddy…” Gordo trails off.

      He might have said more but my hearing is drifting in and out. All my focus is on Bear Boy. The world is fading into the background. Give me an eyebrow raise, Bear Boy. A nod. God forbid a thumbs-up.

      There’s nothing.

      The driver puts a hand on my shoulder as if I’d forgotten he was there. I have an idea. I wiggle loose from the driver’s fingers, slipping over the top of Gordo, taking his spot in the back seat while pushing and shoving him toward the open door.

      “You go first,” I say.

      “What?”

      “Do it.”

      Gordo gives me a confused glance. Not as confused as the driver, but confused or not Gordo slips out the door all the same. I want to break Jonathan’s attention. Get his eyes off of me, and away from Bear Boy. As Gordo clears the open car door, exiting the Yukon, I watch Jonathan closely.

      Jonathan’s eyes follow his son.

      I got what I wanted. His gaze is leaving me for the first time.

      As Jonathan’s attention breaks, Bear Boy looks to me. His head turns straight at me, giving me the goofiest grin I’ve ever seen.

      A huge, wide, toothy grin, with his eyebrows jolting up to the sky.

      It was fast as hell.

      Only for a flash of a second before it slammed back into his steady state of blank, cold, nothingness. But it was there, and it was the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.

      The driver sticks his hand back into the Yukon, more demanding, more annoyed this time.

      “You ready now?” I ask with some bitch tone on it.

      I take his paw with a smile.

      “Thank you, kind sir.”

      As I slide out, I grab my bat.
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      Stepping out from the Yukon, I close my eyes, feeling the sun warm my face.

      Feels nice.

      Like home.

      My feeling of homespun comfort drains fast as hell, as if a plug were pulled from a warm bath. I open my eyes. As quickly as the sun warmed my face, it has now disappeared behind a new set of dark clouds that rolled in, covering up all that pleasant warmth and comfort. For that split second I allowed my head to take a break from reality.

      Now I’m back, and it sucks like hell.

      Here I am. Never imagined this scene. Me standing near my childhood home with a bat in hand, guns on my person, surrounded by walls of goons, killers and liars. My only friend here in this thing is a prostitute—who I love dearly, but a prostitute nonetheless—who might melt down at any moment. She’s been cool so far, but people have limits.

      I know I do.

      Not sure when I’ll collide with those limits, but I know they exist. I can feel the edges of them, but I can’t be sure when I’ll simply fold my hand and give up. I do know, however, in this situation here I have a hole card. An ace, I hope. An ace I affectionately call Bear Boy.

      The driver escorts Gordo, Sandy and me around the Yukon’s front bumper so that we are standing a foot or two in front of Jonathan and Bear Boy. Stares fire back and forth between us like we’re all lobbing data-gathering bots at one another. Letting them crawl over our faces and eyes, each searching for a data point that will enlighten us as to what in the hell the others are thinking. More importantly, what they are thinking of doing next.

      I give them nothing.

      They give me less in return.

      We are a big mass of hard eyes and breathing nothingness.

      This is a psychological jam session that’s hammering out notes in the key of violence, family and doom. We’re playing jazz together. I hate jazz.

      We hate each other. That much is certain. That much we can agree on. We’re bonding, I suppose.

      I don’t know what I’m going to do, not a clue what Jonathan and his folks are going to do, and I have no idea what Bear Boy is going to do. He and I? We haven’t worked out a plan, obviously. No elaborate hand signals. No nothing. If he makes a move ahead of me, or doesn’t move when I need him to, or worse, if he loses his balls and doesn’t move at all, we are screwed beyond reason.

      Fucked.

      Completely.

      “I understand you refused to give up your weapons at the airport,” Jonathan says.

      “Yup,” I say.

      “That’s fine. Doesn’t matter.” He smirks. “If that makes you feel more comfortable. You do understand that you are surrounded by people who will gun you down in the blink of an eye, right?”

      I nod.

      “A blink of my eye, to be specific.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” I grip my bat tighter. “Is that what you want to chat about? Take a deep dive into your amazing power? Or is there a point to all this shit? Like, perhaps, I don’t know, me getting my house back.”

      He gives me a half-smile.

      A smug half-smile.

      Oooooh I fucking hate him.

      I’m finding that if I imagine me bashing in his head, it soothes me. Power of positive thinking, I guess. A white glob formed while he was talking. I can’t really beat on my leg, so I ran a vision of my bat crashing into his temple and that glob ran like it was being chased for shoplifting. It was kinda like magic. After all these years, I’ve found my happy place.

      It’s me beating the life out of Jonathan.

      Who knew?

      “How did we get here?” Jonathan asks, turning to Gordo. “What did I do? Tell me. I’d like to know.”

      “What?” Gordo coughs hard, laughs harder, then says, “I don’t even know how to answer that. Not sure it’s even a serious question.”

      “You tried to poison me.”

      “True.”

      “Tried to kill me.”

      “That was the goal.”

      “I don’t understand. I really don’t.” Jonathan’s face slips to stone as he shakes his head side to side. “You ungrateful—”

      “Stop.” Gordo waves his hand. “Don’t embarrass yourself.”

      Gordo and Jonathan fire off dagger-eyes at each other. Father and son. Flamethrowers of pent-up family anger ripping dragon fire between the two of them. They could each spit out a thousand angry words, but they don’t. They stand still, wrapped up in a quiet, rising rage.

      There’s a hard silence. The wind kicks up as if on cue, providing some white noise made up of leaves moving, branches swaying, and Jonathan’s hard breathing. The temperature has dropped a few degrees. Under normal circumstances this would be damn peaceful.

      Currently, it is not.

      Anything but.

      Jonathan’s jaw clinches. I can see his teeth grind beneath his skin. His fists crack, forming tight balls of hostility. Gordo does the same. There’s a ton of baggage here. The air is so thick with family dysfunction I cannot even begin to unwind it all.

      Gordo, dying to kill his father.

      The very idea of Jonathan being our father.

      Me killing Gordo’s mom/Jonathan’s wife.

      That wife, along with Jonathan, killing my parents.

      Wait.

      The most important question hits me like a runaway train. Panic streaks across my brain. I’m pissed off at myself for not asking this until now.

      “Where’s my brother?” I bark, busting up the silence.

      “What?” Jonathan squints at me, looks to a shrugging Bear Boy, then back to me. “I don’t know. He was with you.”

      “Cut the shit,” I say, pointing my bat. “You sent a goon squad into the hotel. You fucking took him from me, and you’re giving him back.”

      “I don’t have him,” Jonathan says, shaking his head. “Wait, who came to what hotel?”

      His face contorts into a question mark before melting into what seems like an honest look of concern. Concern? Jonathan? Now? Now he’s a concerned father? The hell with that. Now I’m pissed because he’s not even trying to lie to me.

      I spin to Gordo, jamming my bat under his chin. “Where is he?”

      “I told you I don’t know, Teddy. I really don’t.”

      Holding his eyes, I try to get a read on them. They seem truthful, but those eyes have lied so many damn times I can’t even count that high. I feel myself peeling away. Falling. Drifting. The idea of losing Skinny Drake is crushing down on me, flooding my head. The lightning-fast realization of living a life without a hint of family is too much. I’ve lived most of my life like that, with no one. Rather not go back to it. Nope.

      I lower my bat.

      Pull my gun.

      Guns get pulled on me. A metric shit-ton of them.

      I shove mine into the side of Gordo’s head.

      “I’m stuck between two people who have lied to me my whole life. Literally.” Water in my eyes is flooding fast. Swelling. I press the gun harder to Gordo’s temple as I let the tears stream down my face. “Now, someone needs to produce my brother or some really good information as to where I find him, or I’m going to put a bullet in his brain.” I let my eyes bore into Jonathan as the tears roll. “The brain that contains where your money is and how to get it. Ya gettin’ me, sweetheart?”

      Jonathan closes his eyes, clucks his tongue, then opens his eyes.

      “Teddy—” Gordo starts.

      “Shut your ass,” I bark back.

      I steal a quick glance at Bear Boy.

      He hasn’t moved. He gives me nothing. I don’t have time to wait for him. I’ve got shit to do.

      “Nobody has to die here, Teddy,” Jonathan finally says. “Especially family.”

      Oh my God, that was the wrong thing to say.

      “We can work this—”

      “Stop!” I scream.

      The tears have stopped. I’m done with that.

      “You need to cease with that bullshit.” I feel spit fly as I amp up to another level. “We’re not family. You shot a load in my mother years ago. That’s it. That’s all. Nothing more. Hope she enjoyed it, but I seriously doubt it. If you think that simple bodily function allows you access to me, my life, my heart, you are sorely mistaken.” I take a breath, reset, reload. “Another thing, and I really want this to be clear. If this army of assholes weren’t here, I’d gut you and bury your bitch-ass out in that field right alongside some of your other sons.”

      Jonathan’s face drops as he looks out into the field.

      “That’s right, big fun,” I say with a grin. “A few of your lesser loads are rotting in the dirt as we speak. What did you say to me the other morning?” I snap my fingers as if remembering. “That’s right. Think you said there was a lot to unpack. Well let’s unpack our shit, asshole.”

      Bear Boy smirks with a tiny chuckle.

      My head whips to him.

      So does Jonathan’s.

      It’s on.
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      Bear Boy wraps his massive ham-arm around Jonathan’s throat.

      He plants a gun to his head.

      I could kiss the big lug.

      “Sorry, bro,” I tell Gordo as I slip my gun from his temple then start randomly pointing it at the army of goons surrounding us, staring in shock.

      “Really thought you might kill me,” says Gordo, stumbling backward.

      “Still early.”

      He shakes his head as he raises his gun, holding off the goons. Sandy has her .38 up and ready, pushing back the goon standing closest to her. There’s a fire in her eyes. She’s feeling it now. Nothing to worry about there. Of course, my main concern at this point is that she gets cocky and starts shooting dudes and dropping bodies.

      “Easy,” I whisper to her.

      She nods.

      Jonathan’s eyes burn. A powerful man, helpless in the grip of Bear Boy.

      I love it. This is finally fun.

      “You’re dead,” Jonathan says, cold as he can.

      I know he’s talking to all of us, but it feels more like he’s talking to me in particular. I slam the end of my bat into his gut. I feel the air leave his lungs.

      “I thought we were gelling as a family, Jon,” I whisper into his ear.

      He coughs and spits.

      I feel better.

      Turning back around, I ready myself to address the army of goons. They stand with all their guns on us. They have us bunched in, formed in a tight circle all around us, with enough firepower to kill us a hundred times over. I have no idea how many of them there are or how many are in the house, but to call us outnumbered is the understatement of the decade. Still, might be my imagination, perhaps wishful thinking, but they seem to lack the heart for it. I need to push the right buttons here.

      “Listen up, dicks,” I call out. “Going to say this once. Your boss? He’s a dead man. Period. Not a damn thing you can do about it, and you have no reason to stick around. Nothing to protect. There is no upside for you here.”

      I pause, let that info settle in for a second.

      “Now, we can shoot it out, of course. Some of us will die, some of you will die, cops will come in, some of you will go to prison.”

      “Kill—” Jonathan starts, right before my bat lands into his gut, cutting off whatever-the-hell else he was about to say.

      “Think about it,” I say, returning to the crowd. “That’s a hell of a gamble to take with your lives. Big roll of the dice just to try and save a dude who wouldn’t cross the street to piss on you if you were on fire.”

      I let that one twirl around their brains. I raise my eyebrows, throw in a shrug of my shoulders. This has to work. They have to leave thinking it’s a good idea.

      No way we can fight this out.

      No one wins in a massacre.

      “If I were you, and thank God I’m not, I’d load into these sweet-ass SUVs and roll the hell out of here.” I can see some of their minds are starting to churn. “Bet some of you know where some cash is stashed. You boys have worked hard for him for years, right? You have to know where Jonathan keeps his shit, right? Bet you know how to make the most of knowing this guy is dead, don’t you?” I chuckle. “Think about it. Think hard. You’ll get a head start on the rest of the criminal, dickhead world, knowing that he’s dead. The great Jonathan is dead and you get the jump on everybody at picking the bones. That has to be worth something. Once-in-a-lifetime-style stuff, right?”

      The goons start to look at one another.

      It’s working.

      I can feel it.

      The hamsters in their heads are turning the wheels all the way around. They know Gordo, and they know Jonathan. They know who I am too. They know the family history here, and they have a self-preservation mode just like everybody else. I’m placing a large wager on them being old-fashioned, self-serving human beings like most folks are.

      “Don’t be mindless bad guys now. Jonathan is right about one thing—nobody has to die here. Except him, of course.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Go live a good life, gents. Nothing would piss him off more.”

      Jonathan’s eyes burn.

      A group of goons in the back huddle together, then climb into a Yukon.

      I breathe out, slow and steady. Thank God.

      As the engine fires up, I watch Jonathan’s face sink. His shoulders slump. Another pack peels off from the army, sliding into another Yukon. Jonathan’s numbers are dwindling by the second. I knew all I needed to do was get one of them to bolt. Get a few to pack up and get gone.

      That’s how riots start.

      Someone has to be the first to throw a brick through a window. After that, it becomes easier for the second and third, then the fourth, fifth and so on. Another Yukon pulls away, backing up out of the driveway, before turning around and heading off my property and onto the farm road.

      Rolling away from us.

      Away from my house.

      My life.

      Bear Boy still holds onto Jonathan tight, gun pressed to his head, but I can see he doesn’t really have to. The defeat is in Jonathan’s eyes, has him limp and lifeless.

      He’s a shell of what he was mere minutes ago. He knows he’s lost, and he can’t comprehend how quickly this all came undone. His empire laid to waste in a matter of days. Family destroyed by his own family. His arrogance and his sickness led him to my door, and I’m going to put him and me out of our misery.

      Has to be crushing for the guy.

      Poor asshole.

      “Last time, Jonathan,” I say. “Where’s my brother?”

      He looks at me, blank as can be. “I don’t know, Teddy.”

      “Bullshit,” I say, looking between him and Gordo. “One of you is lying their ass off.” I raise my bat then let it bounce on my shoulder, subtle as hell. “Which one is it?”

      Another Yukon takes off.

      Gordo and Jonathan both simply look at me, shaking their heads. I watch closely to make sure there isn’t some form of eye contact between them. Some form of communication about my brother. Some little secret code being transmitted.

      I take a beat to think.

      I almost forgot that the two of them aren’t exactly close at the moment. There’s no reason they would conspire to take Skinny Drake. They aren’t even trying to bargain with information about my brother. Just like before with Gordo, that would be the smart play for either of them. If they had something to bargain with, now would be the time.

      A new fear spikes in me.

      They really don’t know where he is.

      If they don’t, that means someone else is out there with my brother and I have no idea who it is, what they want, or if he’s even alive. I feel myself peeling away again. My sight blurs as I focus on a small rock on the ground. My mind starts spinning, flipping, turning over and over as my broken brain rips through thoughts of my brother.

      “Now what?” Jonathan asks.

      “What?” I say, snapping out of my trance.

      “What do we do now?” Jonathan waves his arms around. “All my people are gone.”

      I turn, looking. He’s right. The goons, the death army that was insurmountable mere seconds ago, is gone. It’s just me, Sandy, Gordo, Jonathan, Bear Boy, some guns and my bat.

      Holy shit. It worked.

      “How about in there?” I nudge my chin toward the house. “Who’s in there waiting to start blasting?”

      “There’s no one in there.”

      “You sure about that, Jonathan?”

      “I’m sure.” He snaps his fingers as if he just recalled something important. Manages to find that stupid grin again. “Wait, there is a box in there.”

      I freeze. I forgot all about it.

      I know the possibilities of that box.

      I don’t want to let him know how bad I want what’s in that damn box. Don’t want him to know what happened to me when I saw the picture he texted me. What happened off simply seeing a texted picture of a picture. Can’t imagine what feeling and touching the contents of that box will do to me. To my fragile, brittle, broken brain. He’s not a dumb man, so I’m sure he sees it all over my face.

      “You’re unbelievable,” Gordo says to Jonathan.

      “Come again?”

      “Haven’t you done enough to her?”

      “Oh, you’re a moralist now?” Jonathan fires back.

      “You want to know part of the reason I did what I did?” Gordo points to me. “Her. What you did to her. She was a small part, sure, but she was part of my decision to run you into the ground, Dad.”

      Jonathan looks like his insides are on fire. The color of his face has gone from flesh to inferno in no time flat. Bear Boy has to adjust his grip around Jonathan’s neck to hold him back. Gordo looks shaken. He meant what he said, that I can tell, but he does look like a kid who stood up to his dad for the first time.

      Frightened, but proud.

      “You’re nothing,” Jonathan says with a coldness only he could muster. “Your mother? She coddled you, made you pathetic. I told her you’d be the biggest disappointment of them all, and I was so, so right.”

      Gordo deflates. He’s struggling to be calm, and his cool is fading fast. He raises his gun, aiming it at Jonathan’s head, trigger finger getting tighter.

      “Easy there,” Bear Boy says, not knowing what to do, considering he already has a gun to Jonathan’s head.

      Gordo takes a few steps and places the gun between Jonathan’s eyes. Bear Boy really has no idea what to do now. He lowers his gun from Jonathan’s head, looking to me for answers.

      I have none to offer as I watch.

      “Say that again, Dad,” says Gordo, his eyes digging into Jonathan. “I’d like you to repeat that.”

      “You heard me.” Jonathan simply smiles. “Boy.”

      I can see it in Gordo’s eyes.

      He really might do it.

      Hell, he tried to kill his father before, but pulling the trigger is a lot different than slowly poisoning someone from afar. A lot more personal. I can’t let him shoot Jonathan. It’s not the right way to do this. I don’t know why I think this all of a sudden, but I can’t let him blow his dad’s brains out. Doesn’t feel right. Not to mention, for purely selfish reasons, I really have my heart set on killing Jonathan with my bat. Not sure I’ll actually do it, but I’d like to leave the option open, at least. Also, I need Jonathan alive so I can make damn sure he doesn’t know anything about Skinny Drake.

      “Stop,” I say, pulling Gordo back. “Sandy, would you please go inside and take a look around?”

      I lower Gordo’s gun, turning him away from Jonathan. I can feel him shaking as I give him a shove away. I want to give him some space to get ahold of himself.

      Sandy nods, moving toward the door.

      “Be careful. There might be some of his people in there,” I tell her. “Because, ya know, he’s a lying prick.”

      I know I should go with her, but I can’t leave Gordo and Jonathan out here unattended. Bear Boy is here, but I can’t count on trusting him. If he flipped for me, he can flip back just as easily. Way too many moving parts out here on the lawn. Variables on top of variables.

      A light rain begins to fall.

      “There should be a box on the kitchen table. Bring that out for her. She needs to be reminded of the dead,” Jonathan says, like a complete asshole.

      I grip my bat.

      The velocity of the rain grows, coming down harder now.

      Jonathan’s trying to get to me with his bullshit. I know it.

      Sandy looks to me. I breathe in deep and nod, letting her know to please get the box, too. Sandy steps onto the porch, opens the door, raises her gun and moves inside.

      “Please be careful,” I say to myself as she disappears into the house. I spin back around, moving to Gordo. “You better hold up your end with the money, you piece of shit. Don’t you dare forget what we agreed on.”

      “Of course,” Gordo says, as if I just offended him.

      “Dickhead,” I say, “I’ll kill you right now.”

      “Really?” he says, staring out into the rolling, dark clouds. “You’ve got the same problem he has—you need me to get the money. You kill me, you’re an unemployed bartender with a busted brain. Not incredibly marketable out there in the workforce. Think you said that yourself before.”

      “Oh, I’m unbelievable with the box?” Jonathan asks.

      “Things shifted,” Gordo barks back to his father. “Now she’s threatening me.”

      I wipe the driving rain from my eyes. It’s starting to come down in buckets now.

      “I’ll double what he offered you,” Jonathan calls out to me, struggling to be heard over the brewing storm.

      “You don’t have it,” I say.

      “You don’t think I have money all over the world? You think perhaps, maybe, there’s money my children don’t know about? You think I’d ever let my family know everything about my business?”

      Gordo looks uneasy. So does Bear Boy.

      “Running out of chances, Teddy,” Jonathan sneers. “Let’s make a deal before this gets out of control and there are no deals to be made.”

      “What are you talking about?” I say.

      “I’m talking about how you’re not thinking everything through.”

      “What?”

      Sandy appears in the doorway holding a box. I squint hard. She’s holding a different box than the one I saw with Jonathan earlier. I’d never forget what that box looked like.

      “Last chance, kiddo,” Jonathan says, pulling something from his pocket.

      I think of the house in Lake Tahoe.

      The explosion.

      I think of Rosie, of Rondo.

      I think of Gordo saying what he learned from his father.

      “Sandy! Drop the box and run!” I scream.

      Her head cocks, birdlike.

      “I’ll give you two million cash and a condo in Santa Monica,” Jonathan tells Bear Boy as fast as he can. “Just take that gun away from my head.” Jonathan raises a small chunk of plastic from his pocket.

      Gordo’s eyes pop upon seeing what’s in his hand. Recognition firing off from behind his eyes. “Run!” he screams at Sandy.

      “Now, Sandy!” I yell louder, sprinting toward the porch with everything I have. I shove my gun into the back of jeans. My legs pumps as hard as I can, with my feet slipping in the mud and rain.

      As I run by, I hear Bear Boy say a single word.

      “Done.”

      He lets go of Jonathan’s neck and lowers his gun.

      Sandy drops the box, running toward me.

      I’m only a few feet from her. I reach out through the pouring rain to grab her hands. My soaking hands grab, slip, then lock with Sandy’s. I yank with all I have.

      Everything goes white.

      Loud.

      A blinding wave of sound and force rips across the lawn.

      I’m flying. Airborne. Lifted off the ground by a force of strength I’ve never experienced before. Helplessly flying, with fire and smoke expanding at a mind-bending rate, taking up all the air around me. I slam to the mud, sliding on my back with a crunch and a pop. Sandy lands a few feet from me in a pile.

      My ears ring. My sight blurs. White globs form fast.

      The pain in my back and shoulders is sharp. Biting my lip, I flip over to Sandy. Her eyes are open, shock plastered across her face. She’s alive. Terrified, but alive.

      I roll, then bounce up to my feet, struggling for footing in the mud and pounding storm. My whole body feels like a wet blanket. I’m moving, but speed and control are a distant memory. The smoke is thick. The rain is coming down in sheets, but I can make out three shapes up ahead. The sizes tell me who’s who.

      Shadows of Gordo, Jonathan, and Bear Boy.

      A gun pops. A flash of a blast a few feet from me. Another pop.

      The biggest of the bodies drops. Bear Boy is down.

      I raise my gun, pulling the trigger twice into the smoke and rain, giving two quick shots at the figure closest to Bear Boy. Best guess that’s Jonathan. Doesn’t matter. They can both go down for all I care. The figure spins. I see a flash before I even hear the sound.

      The burning starts upon impact.

      An insane amount of pain spreads from my stomach out to the rest of my body. Air escapes my lungs, only to be filled with smoke as I suck in. Looking down, between the smoke, rain and the newly formed white globs I see blood. Mine. A ton of it. I’ve taken a bullet to the gut. I hold my stomach tight as my legs give out, dropping me to my knees into the mud.

      I hear another pop.

      A clump of mud explodes next to me. I raise my gun and scream out into the void, blasting as many shots as I can at the figure up ahead. The shadow gunman spins, stumbles, then falls. Grinding my teeth, I push myself up from the sloppy ground. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever known. Can’t be sure, but the unbearable pain might be the thing that’s keeping the white globs in check.

      My body betrays me.

      I fall back into the mud.

      I feel hands pick me up.

      “Come on,” Sandy says, helping me up. “Let’s finish him.” She gets me to my feet.

      The smoke parts for a second, giving me a clearer view up ahead. Gordo is hauling ass down the driveway toward the lone Yukon parked in the road just off the driveway. I see Jonathan crawling on his hands and knees in the muddy yard toward a gun a few feet from him.

      I feel around.

      Find it.

      Grip my bat.

      “Get Gordo,” I tell Sandy.

      She doesn’t have to be told twice. She takes off, cutting through the storm like the physical specimen she is. I push myself hard toward Jonathan. He’s fighting with everything he has left to get to that gun. Sliding and slipping through the mud and slop. There’s a snail trail of blood behind him. I use my bat as a cane, using it to speed up my stumble-trot toward him.

      I consider shooting him. It would be like popping a fish in a barrel. So easy. I drop my gun.

      This ends only one way.

      White globs rush in. I can make out the crawling Jonathan through the cracks between the closing globs. This is as bad as it’s ever been. The pain from the gunshot tears through every cell of my body. But as much as it hurts, not even that can hold back the globs my brain loves so much.

      I’m almost on top of him.

      He reaches the gun.

      “Jonathan!” I scream out until my vocal cords strain and tear.

      He spins over, flopping to his back with his gun dead on me. I whip my bat around, smacking his gun away. A hear his wrists snap above the crack of lightning. His wails in pain like a wounded animal.

      Monster down.

      Thunder booms.

      The globs have all but taken my vision. I feel myself draining, falling, slipping away. Hard to tell if it’s the globs or the gunshot that has me on the ropes. My energy is limited. My thoughts are even more so. I have only one thought left in my head.

      “Teddy!” he calls out.

      I raise my bat.

      “I love—”

      I bring my bat down. The thump is unmistakable. The vibration hums up through the bat to my arms.

      I think of my parents.

      I raise my bat up then slam it down. Harder this time.

      I think of my parents watching this.

      What would they think?

      Proud? Sad? Indifferent?

      I feel neither pride nor sorrow. I’m running on an emotion undefined.

      I bring my bat down over and over again.

      I think of Mama McCluskey.

      I can see nothing now. My vision has shifted into a screen of complete white. My mind spins out of control. My body goes limp. The cool mud feels nice on the side of my face as the rain showers down on me. I’m truly peeling away from the world again.

      Can’t even feel the bullet in my stomach.

      Everything has become distant, like a TV playing in the back room of the house. I hear thunder roll. I hear the crackle of the flames taking my house away from me. I hear Jonathan cough and gurgle next to me. I hear his last gasp.

      For the second time in my life, my father has died.

      This death, however, I’d like to remember.

      Everything goes black.
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      The feeling I’m living is one of floating and sinking all at the same time.

      A strange sensation of comfort, but with a complete loss of control. Very hard to explain, but letting go of everything is very freeing in its own way. At least I tell my broken brain that I let it all go.

      I know different.

      I know that it was taken from me.

      I allowed it to be taken from me.

      I was the architect of my demise, and I’ll have to float and sink along knowing that. Have to let that shit go, though. I did what I did and I can’t do a damn thing about it.

      Not now at least.

      Not much going to happen in this sorry ass state.

      Did a lot of good, I think. I had a good run, right? Not all good, but some of it. Looking back, it was a life constructed and jammed together with parts both rough and smooth. Held together by spit and glue, but it was what I had and I made the most of it. There’s things to be thankful for. No doubt.

      I’m thankful for meeting my brother.

      I’m thankful for the good people I found.

      There’s things to be pissed about. No doubt.

      I wish I knew my parents. Wish I knew what having a mom was all about. Nothing against knowing my dad. Would have loved that relationship too. Very much so, but I hear and have read a lot about the mother / daughter thing and it sounds nice. Also read and heard a lot about that relationship being a complete disaster, too.

      I’d take my chances.

      Like to know for myself.

      Think that’s fair. Unfortunately, I think it’s impossible at this point.

      Pretty sure I did know at one time, however. There was evidence to suggest that it was pretty good at one time. I saw it. I saw it on their faces. The faces of those people in that picture in New York. Those people knew about family and how that all works. They were happy and having fun. I realize it was me and my parents in the picture, but it wasn’t at the same time.

      I’m a different person.

      Been reset. Erased.

      This person, me, the one floating and sinking in the black, I have no idea what that family bit is all about. Not having a whole helluva lot of fun at the moment, either. The fear and hate has left, but the wanting is still there. A dull rub at the back of my skull asking for a connection. As I drift in the darkness, completely numb and done with it all, I have not a clue as to the joys or the pain of having a family. Got a taste of it with my brother. I liked it. Like to have more of that family bit. Again, I think that’s fair.

      Maybe I will one day.

      Maybe I won’t.

      No complaints.

      No bitching.

      They call me Steady Teddy. These are the facts, and they are undisputed.
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      One lid cracks open.

      My mouth feels like a cat crapped in it.

      Not sure what in the hell is going on.

      Not sure what day it is or where I am, but it feels like some time has passed me by. Time I’ve lost. I blacked out, that much I do know. I also know it was brought on by more than the normal horribleness. I was under violence-induced stress. That’s what does it, all right. That’s my trigger. Sprinkle that and serve me up some bodily harm and I drop like a sack of potatoes.

      Feels nice to see the humor in it all again, I guess.

      I must be feeling better.

      As my eye scans images into my jumbled brain, I see that I’m laid out in a room. A room I do not recognize. Looks like a room in a nice home. Not a hotel, and certainly not my house. I’m also not in a hospital, a morgue or a grave, so that’s a good sign at least.

      My sight is blurred, but I can make out earth tones and shades of what seems like things made of wood. Fuzzy, grainy squares hang on the walls. I imagine nice pictures of pleasant things. The sheets smell clean and fresh, and are soft. Each molecule of my being screams out, bitching about the aching. Every inch of me either tingles with the flutters of healing or hurt.

      Hurts like hell.

      Real bad.

      “How you feelin’?” a woman’s voice asks.

      My head whips to the right. The pain is sharp and immediate, but I couldn’t control it. There sits a woman, late thirties, maybe forty, but not too deep into her forties, if at all.

      She’s pretty. Not by standard definitions I guess, but she has a warmth to her with a dab of Texas grit. Dirty blonde hair hangs over her shoulders. Her eyes are alive, dancing almost. There’s a kind smile across her makeup-free face. Patiently, she’s looking at me, waiting for an answer. She actually wants to hear what I have to say about how I’m feeling. Was not just being polite about it.

      “I’m okay,” I say, smacking my lips. My mouth is dry as a desert. “I’m alive.”

      “Yes, you are,” the woman says, handing me a glass of water with a pink and blue-striped bendy straw in it. “Barely. You’re busted up pretty good, but yes, you are still here.”

      I take a long sip, then pull away. Questions must be all over my face, because the woman doesn’t seem to need anything else from me before she starts talking.

      “You’re Steady Teddy, right?” she asks, as if she doesn’t know the answer. I know damn well she does, but I nod all the same. “I’m Joanne, but everyone calls me Joe. Oh yeah...” She thumbs toward the end of the bed with a wink. “I’m also his mom.”

      I whip my head forward. Hurts even more.

      I don’t bother attempting to mask my surprise.

      My happiness.

      Skinny Drake is sitting at the foot of the bed watching Full House. His back is to me and he’s eating something off a tray, like an old TV dinner tray. I want to kick him and I want to hug him. I want to beat the shit out of him then hug the shit out of him, but I can’t do either. I’m a broken mess, and I’m not sure his mother would appreciate the kicking, the beating or the hugging. I can’t speak. I feel my smile. It’s wide and it’s completely genuine. I feel a scab crack, but I’m so damn happy he’s here that I don’t even care.

      “He tells me you saved him,” Joe says with a crack in her voice.

      “Think we saved each other, is more accurate,” I say with tears forming.

      “That works too.” Joe helps me lean back and adjusts my pillows. “I saw you two were friendly. I thought he’d found himself a girl. Got mixed up with some girl who dropped him into some deep shit. But then I also saw you were kind to him. It was in both your eyes. We were watching for a while. Lost you two on that sex bus fiasco—Jesus, woman, that was a mess—but when I sent my boys into the hotel I told them not to go heavy. Meaning don’t kill you.”

      I smack my lips again. Joe hands me the water once more.

      “That’s why you didn’t die in that room, in case you were wondering,” she says, holding the glass for me. “I didn’t know who you were, but I knew that he liked you, and he doesn’t like too many people, so that means I couldn’t really put an order out on you, right?”

      I nod. Who the hell is this woman?

      “He told me everything. Well, everything according to him. He doesn’t talk much. More than positive that he’s left some stuff out, but I’ve gotten good at digging it out of him.”

      I snicker. She knows her boy all right.

      Skinny Drake turns his head back briefly, but doesn’t make eye contact before turning back to his favorite damn show.

      “We came back after you. Me, him and some friends of mine. Tried to find you after he told me about you being his sister and all. We were about a step or six behind. Didn’t miss you by much, but got to Tahoe too late. Got to your old house almost way too late.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “No need.” She waves my thanks off. “But you’re welcome. You’re his sister, Teddy. That means a whole lot of something to me. That Jonathan was a real piece of work, but I don’t regret my brief time with the man. It gave me that boy, and now you’re here. With that said, I heard what that man did to you. If you hadn’t killed him, I would have done it for you.”

      She leans in, clears her throat, pulls a flask and takes a swig, then continues. “I met Jonathan during a job years ago. The truth is, I had a one-night stand that turned into a kid who stuck around for many, many nights.” She smiles off the look that must be on my face. “You see, I do things too. Not as much as the old days, but as you might imagine, it involves things that are not strictly legal. Neither ashamed nor proud. It simply is.”

      I nod. I do understand. I’ve got a ton of questions, but I let it go for now.

      “I know you get it. From what he tells me, you’re familiar with doing what you gotta do.”

      I nod again.

      I look to my brother.

      I can’t believe he’s just sitting there. Actually, I can. That’s him being him.

      “I know,” she says, noticing me watching him. She leans in closer and lowers her voice. “Kind of unbelievable with that one, but don’t take it personal. He cares so much that he can’t take it, so he avoids it. But don’t think it’s because he doesn’t care. Jesus, he cares.”

      I nod. A tear rolls.

      She wipes it away with her knuckle and flashes me a grin.

      “Come on.” She jerks her head toward the door. “I’ve got something to show you. Besides…” She thumbs again toward my brother. “He’s crying. Let’s give him a sec.”

      Looking over I see his back making quick, uncontrolled movements. His shoulders shake ever so slightly. His head is down. I want to reach over to him. Want to tell him it’s okay, but his mom’s right, and she knows him better than I do. But I feel good that at least I was on the right track with him. Don’t push him. Let him be him and he’ll get there.

      Joe helps me up to my feet.

      Once again, every molecule of my being screams out in pain.

      My toes throb. My thighs quiver. Everything burns. I can feel my blood move through my body as if it were made of tiny razor blades. She puts one of my arms over her shoulder and holds on to my waist. She’s small, but strong. It’s like I’m holding onto a five-foot-nothing piece of iron.

      As I’m coming around more, I can now tell that my initial thoughts were spot-on. This is a very cozy home. Nice and well kept, but there’s a down-home charm to it. It’s warm and inviting and a place you’d like to hang out. A home to spend some time in.

      I’m hurting like hell and it’s hard to walk, but my new strong-as-shit friend has me. She glances toward me, looking for the green light to start moving. I grit my teeth and let her know it’s okay. We pass by the front of the bed. I steal a quick look at Skinny Drake. His head is pointed directly down, refusing to look at us. Joe gives me a pat on the waist, letting me know it’s okay and to let him be.

      We make it out into the hallway.

      My steps are small, microscopic, but Joe’s very patient.

      The house is still projecting warm and cozy, but out here there are two men with shoulder holsters, tats, beards and long hair. Not the polished goons in dark suits who made up Jonathan’s army, but they serve the same purpose, I’m guessing. Muscle is muscle. The wrappers might change, but the product remains the same. Joe gives them a nod with a scrunched-up nose. They smile at me and return Joe’s look with a nod. One gives us a salute before walking away. There’s a casualness in their nonverbal communication, but make no mistake, Joe is running things around here.

      “Oh yeah,” Joe says, remembering something. “Some money probably hit your account. A million hit my son’s yesterday.”

      “That dick,” I say with a snicker. “Was supposed to be two, and a hundred grand in cash.”

      “Lucky you got anything.” Joe chuckles. “Nothing wrong with a million.”

      “True.”

      “Haven’t seen any cash, but I’ll keep an eye out.”

      I wonder if Sandy got ahold of him. I wonder if she got hers. If they struck some kind of deal. The money doesn’t really matter at the moment. I know it will later, of course it will, but right now I hope I can talk to her at some point down the line. Really, I just hope she’s okay. I could give two shits about Gordo.

      “What did you want to show me?” I ask her as we labor through each painful step.

      “Here,” she says as we reach a doorway. “I think you know these clowns.”

      I look into the room.

      A room much like the one I was just in, only this one has two single beds. Laid out in those two beds are Rosie and Rondo. They look like I feel. Like shit. Like hell. Bandaged. Black and blue with cuts and burns scattered on the exposed skin that I can see. No telling the depth of the wounds that I can’t.

      “They okay?” I ask, holding back my swelling emotions.

      “Doc says they’ll make it. They’re lucky as hell, too. We pulled them out of that raging fireplace in Tahoe. Figure we missed you by a minute or two. Had to work quick, with the cops coming like they were.” She stands me up straight, holding on to me, making sure I have my balance before she lets go. “We let those other sons of bitches burn though.” She holds her hands on either side of me, making sure I don’t topple over. Like a mother with a newborn. “Look, I know you lost your folks’ place.” She moves my chin so I can meet her eyes. She’s got a point to make. “And you don’t know me from a hole in the ground, but you’ve got a home as long as I got one. Get me?”

      I feel a tremor roll through me.

      I wrap my arms around the back of her neck and squeeze tight, hugging her with everything I have left in my body. I try, but I’m not able to fight back what’s been thrown around, suppressed and neglected inside of me, what’s been dying to come out. My feelings are flooding unchecked. Ones that have been buried for a long, long time.

      “Love you,” I tell Joe. Not sure why that came out, but it did.

      “Like I said before, you don’t know me and I save my love yous for when I mean it. Not something I throw around.” She clears her throat then whispers into my ear. “But I’m going out on a limb with you and assume that I’ll get there. Real soon. So, love you too, Steady Teddy.”

      She releases me and carefully turns me around to face the other end of the hall. “So does he,” she says, pointing toward Skinny Drake standing a few feet away. “Complete shit at showing it sometimes, but it’s there.”

      His eyes are wet and swollen. Face beet red. So obvious he’s been crying, and he’s working so damn hard to not to show it. He steps back, picking something up off the floor behind him.

      He’s holding a box. A box I never thought I’d see again.

      I cover my mouth. Joe holds on to my waist.

      “We found it sitting in a beaten-up Porsche by your house,” Joe says. “Jonathan must have left it there. Not sure what that means, if he had a moment of not being a prick or what, but my son said that box means something to you.” Joe looks me over. “Can see that it does.”

      It’s the box Jonathan brought to my house the other morning. The box that is packed with items I cannot buy with all the money in the world. Items I’m guessing will come to mean a lot to me very soon.

      The things in that box hold my best chance at remembering.

      Of unlocking the life I had with my parents.

      I don’t bother fighting the flood of tears.

      “Hi, Teddy,” my brother says.

      “Hi, Skinny Drake.”
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